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Abstract 

Competing regional cooperation mechanisms in Central Asia provide a unique opportunity for a case 
study of overlapping regionalisms pursued by three core external actors: the People’s Republic of 
China (PRC), the Russian Federation (RF), and the European Union (EU). The authors’ analysis is 
focused on the increasingly competing trade routes or corridors in Central Asia as well as the rivalry 
and interdependency between the participating countries. The research question addressed is what are 
the distinctive roles of the core powers—EU, RF and PRC—in reshaping the region? The mapping of 
the most important external-driven regional initiatives in Central Asia, their goals and achievements 
presented in this article, provides supporting evidence to a potential divide-and-conquer strategy 
pursued by the three external powers in Central Asia. The use of bilateral agreements and privileged 
relations with certain countries (Kazakhstan) hinder the development of regional cooperation. 
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Introduction 

Studies on regional integration have yielded a set of heterogeneous generalizations and theoretical 

frameworks based on various case studies of well-known international regions in Europe, North 

America, Southeast Asia, and, to a lesser extent, South America and Africa. Scholars use different 

terminology in referring to these various integrative arrangements in different regions of the world, 

but “regionalism” has emerged as the general term to refer to international cooperation based on 

geographic area (Börzel and Risse 2016; Hettne 2005; Katzenstein 2005; Söderbaum and Shaw 2003; 

van Langehove 2011).  

This article focuses on the models of regionalism exhibited within Central Asia. The countries in the 

region follow multi-vector foreign policies by seeking to balance relations with the EU, Russia, China, 

the US, but also Turkey and Iran. Thus, Central Asia provides a unique case study of overlapping 

regionalisms pursued by different core actors, among which we consider China, Russia, and the EU. 

This article will seek to answer the following research question: what are the distinctive roles of the 

core powers—EU, Russia, and China—in reshaping the region?  

The article is structured as follows: the first section starts with a discussion of the history of regionalism 

in Central Asia. The following section provides an empirical analysis to assess trade integration in 

Central Asia, followed by a discussion of the roles played by the EU, Russia, and China in regional 

integration. The article ends with conclusions and future policy recommendations. 

 

History of Regionalism in Central Asia  

Regionalism was a form of territorial government during the Soviet era since administrative divisions 

played an important role in Soviet territorial organization. The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 

(USSR) consisted of 15 separate union republics4
 (Simon 1987). Through the further division of the 

republics into oblasts, krais,5 and districts, a complex administrative system that often crossed ethnic 

and linguistic boundaries was created. Moreover, this structure reinforced the idea of a multinational 

state by promoting regionalism as a method for organizing a country with a diverse population.  

The collapse of the USSR in 1991 shifted the focus of regional attention to nation-states due to the rise 

of new sovereign nations after the Soviet era. As a significant part of the USSR, the Central Asian 

republics (CARs) of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan experienced 

some degree of autonomy and collaborated with each other (Patel 2020). During the period of the 

Soviet Union, Central Asia was a significant region that underwent extensive administrative and 

political restructuring. The Soviet government aimed to integrate CARs into the broader framework 

of the USSR, promoting industrialization, collectivization of agriculture, and the establishment of a 

centralized economy. This integration often involved suppressing local cultures and identities in favour 

of a unified Soviet identity. Each republic had its own unique ethnic composition and historical 

background but was governed under the overarching policies dictated by Moscow (Cummings 2004). 

The collaboration within Central Asia as part of the USSR was marked by both cooperation and tension 

among the various ethnic groups and local leaders. While there were efforts to promote economic 

 

4 The list of republics was as follows: Armenian Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR), Azerbaijan SSR, Byelorussian SSR, 

Estonian SSR, Georgian SSR, Kazakh SSR, Kirghiz SSR, Latvian SSR, Lithuanian SSR, Moldavian SSR, Russian SSR, 

Tajik SSR, Turkmen SSR, Ukrainian SSR, and Uzbek SSR. 
5 The term “oblast” (Russian: область) translates to “province” or “region.” During the Soviet era, oblasts became the 

primary top-level administrative division of the Soviet Socialist Republics (SSRs). The term “krai” (Russian: край) can be 

translated as “territory” or “frontier.” Historically, krais were larger administrative divisions than oblasts and were often 

associated with border regions or areas of significant geographical importance. 
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development through shared resources and infrastructure projects, there were also significant 

challenges related to ethnic nationalism and resistance to central authority. The legacy of this 

collaboration continues to influence post-Soviet relations among these countries today (Olcott 2005). 

Following the collapse of the USSR, the absence of a central government to manage the economy left 

them without key state institutions, sovereign legal frameworks, and military forces. The newly 

independent CARs exhibited an outstanding degree of heterogeneity following the breakup of the 

USSR—a heterogeneity that was hidden under the centralized Soviet hierarchy (Laitin 1991). 

In the early years of independence, CARs focused primarily on nation-building and consolidating their 

sovereignty. A number of internal issues occupied their attention, including the establishment of 

political institutions, constitutional development, and the transition from centrally planned to market-

driven economies (Rakhimov 2018). Therefore, regional cooperation and integration were not a 

priority at the time. However, CARs recognized the benefits of regional cooperation as they progressed 

through the initial phase of nation-building. Regional cooperation contributes to economic 

development, security, and environmental issues. It was at this point that Central Asian regionalism 

began to take shape. 

As the region shared a similar historical and cultural heritage (Bohr 2004) due to several empires and 

civilizations leaving their mark on Central Asia over time, CARs were starting to develop a sense of 

common identity. CARs realized that by working together, they could better overcome their individual 

economic challenges triggered by the transition from centrally planned to market-oriented economies 

(Libman and Obydenkova 2017). As a result, they explored opportunities for trade, investment, 

infrastructure development, and security within the region. Consequently, the lack of regional 

cooperation among CARs is surprising and the failure of regionalism in Central Asia is puzzling. CARs 

have not been able to establish durable regional cooperation since the end of the Cold War despite 

efforts to do so (Krapohl and Vasileva-Dienes 2020). The failure of Central Asian regionalism can be 

explained by domestic political factors as well as their dependency on extra-regional economies and 

external powers.  

Although some CARs are members of wider regional organizations, such as the Commonwealth of 

Independent States (CIS), the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU), and the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organisation (SCO), the integration of these organizations is often questioned.6 For instance, political 

challenges, economic struggles, and security concerns have all contributed to the perception of CIS’ 

weakness. Organizational weakness can be attributed to a lack of strong central authority, political 

disagreements, economic disparities, corruption, and security threats (Sattar and Shiells 2004). Thus, 

Soviet policies, both intentional and unintentional, contributed to the strengthening of regional 

identities and regionalism in various parts of the USSR. Regional cooperation may exist in developing 

regions, but this does not imply that it is supplied automatically (Krapohl et al. 2014). However, while 

organizational weaknesses may pose challenges to regional cooperation in developing areas like 

Central Asia, forums such as the Consultative Meeting of Central Asian Heads of State exemplify how 

countries can come together independently to address mutual concerns effectively.  

From 2018 to 2023, the Consultative Meeting of Central Asian Heads of State became pivotal in 

reshaping regionalism in Central Asia by fostering dialogue on economic integration, security 

cooperation, cultural exchange, and collaboration with international organizations (Umirzakova and 

 

6 Pomfret (2009, 54) argues that regionalization is not worth going through with in this region due to the similarity of the 

economies, as all CARs are specialized in a similar group of primary goods. Additionally, Wang (2014) argues that CARs’ 

exports are similar, with a low degree of complementariness. Looking at different regions for comparison, in 2023, 

approximately 60 percent of the total trade value of the EU takes place within the EU (Eurostat 2025), 25 percent of exports 

take place within the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) region, while only 9 percent of exports take place 

within Central Asia (Asian Development Bank 2023). 
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Marat 2024). This evolving discourse reflects a growing recognition among Central Asian states that 

their futures are interconnected and that cooperative strategies are essential for addressing common 

challenges (Rakhimov 2023). As part of the Fifth Consultative Meeting of the Heads of State, a Joint 

Statement was adopted, outlining the main priorities of regional cooperation, as well as highlighting 

challenges and suggesting solutions. Additionally, the Heads of State adopted agreements concerning 

land transport and youth policy in Central Asia (UNRCCA 2023). On August 9, 2024, the Sixth 

Consultative Meeting of Central Asian Heads of State was held in Astana, Kazakhstan, with the goal 

of enhancing regional cooperation. There have been reports that economic ties and political dialogue 

are becoming increasingly intensive (Astana Times 2024). In this light, Central Asian cooperation can 

be viewed as a crucial tool for the region’s countries as they navigate and deal with globalization’s 

challenges. The configuration of the Consultative Meeting of Central Asian Heads of State serves as a 

vital forum that unites the countries of the region independently of external influences. It addresses 

the pressing requirement for mutual comprehension, unity, and regional development. 

 

Current Status of Central Asian Regionalism  

Regional Integration and Economic Development: An Empirical Analysis of Trade 

The New Trade Theory (NTT) (Krugman 1979, 1980) outlined the role of regional integration 

(especially among medium or small-sized countries) as an important factor for economic growth. NTT 

identified the relevance of economies of scale and network effects as key elements to explain 

specialization patterns among countries. Therefore, localization of economic activities would require 

free access to enlarged integrated markets, hence suggesting improved cooperation among (too small) 

neighbouring countries. The traditional reference for CARs was the European Union (EU), but later, 

the relative success of Mercosur7 or other integration schemes for developing nations demonstrated to 

CARs the convenience of closer cooperation between themselves. However, the path towards regional 

integration has not been easy for the Central Asian states; they are still unable to agree on the basis for 

an eventual free trade agreement. Moreover, their access to global markets has not been too successful 

either, as figures of trade openness over the last two decades reveal (Figure 1, Appendix I): total trade 

over GDP decreased from around 80 percent in the early 2000s to levels between 50–60 percent in the 

2020s. The percentage seems to have increased only for Kazakhstan, whereas the share for Uzbekistan 

has stayed at the same level. 

Most studies explain the poor trade performance of CARs as a multi-factorial phenomenon. Firstly, 

most CARs are landlocked countries, whose road and railway infrastructures should be improved to 

boost intraregional trade. Although Central Asia is strategically located on the route between Europe 

and East Asia, which formed the ancient “Silk Road” (Frankopan 2017), nowadays it could be 

considered a peripheral region according to its economic appeal (Allison 2004). Secondly, even though 

three of the CARs belong to the WTO, trade policies remain rather protectionist. Moreover, all CARs 

tend to establish cumbersome customs controls, which hinder import-export operations. The WTO, as 

well as other institutions, have warned about the need to apply trade facilitation measures over the 

entire region (Asian Development Bank 2021). Finally, yet importantly, transport and logistic 

problems become even more significant for countries specializing in commodities such as energy, 

agricultural, or mineral products (Ogunleye et al. 2018). 

The average share of intraregional trade between CARs from the total trade of each CAR was 15 

percent in 2022, rather low in comparison with countries belonging to trade integration schemes; for 

instance, intraregional exports of each Mercosur country are 40–50 percent of total exports (CEPAL 

 

7 Mercosur is a South American trade bloc established in 1994, whose members are Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Paraguay 

and Uruguay. 
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2022). CARs’ intraregional trade average share has stayed unchanged from 2000 (14 percent) to 2022 

(15 percent). There are, however, differences among CARs (Figures 2–6): whereas Tajikistan registers 

a high share of intraregional share over the total (30 percent), Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan’s 

percentage is much lower (approximately 5 percent). The other two reveal a share around the average 

(Figures 2–6). The external partner whose share in CARs trade has grown the most is China. This is 

mainly due to its recent economic upsurge using an export-led growth strategy, which is even more 

relevant for CARs as China’s neighbouring countries (Aizenman et al. 2018). China is the most 

important trade partner for Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Turkmenistan (Figures 1, 4, and 6, Appendix 

I); for Kazakhstan, the most relevant one is the EU (Figure 5, Appendix I); for Tajikistan, it is the 

Russian Federation (Figure 3, Appendix I). Despite the EU’s low percentage of trade with most CARs, 

it is nevertheless the main trade partner of the region due to the increased trade flows with Kazakhstan 

(European Commission 2023). The application of a “multivector policy” (Paramonov and Akramova 

2024) has permitted the establishment of strong economic ties between the EU and Kazakhstan. There 

has been a slight reduction in Russia’s average trade participation from 19 percent in 2000 to 17 percent 

in 2022 despite the formation of the Eurasian Economic Union. Russia still holds relevant participation 

in the total trade figures for Tajikistan (24 percent), Kyrgyzstan (29 percent), and Kazakhstan (20 

percent), whereas Uzbekistan (10 percent) and Turkmenistan (5 percent) register lower shares (Figures 

2–6). Therefore, it seems that both China and the EU exhibit the largest trade potential. China has 

managed to increase its trade participation while the EU has just maintained its role in the region. 

Nevertheless, the decreasing trade role of Russia does not mean a decreased Russian influence in 

Central Asia. Apart from the trade link, Russia benefits from other types of connections, such as 

migration flows (especially from Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan) together with security agreements in the 

region. 

The nomadic lifestyle prevalent among many ethnic groups in this region contributed to a fluidity in 

population movements. The Soviet era further complicated these dynamics as borders were drawn that 

did not necessarily reflect ethnic or cultural lines. Forced migrations during this period led to 

significant demographic changes that still affect mobility patterns today. In contemporary times, labour 

mobility is a critical aspect of people’s movement in Central Asia. Economic disparities between 

countries have prompted many individuals to seek employment opportunities abroad. For instance, 

Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan have seen substantial numbers of their citizens migrate to 

Russia for work due to higher wages compared to what is available domestically. Remittances are an 

important source of external financing exceeding the inflow of foreign direct investment and official 

development assistance in these countries, making up as much as 16 percent to 48 percent of their 

GDP, respectively (World Bank 2023a). It is estimated that 5.6 million international migrants have 

been living in the five Central Asian countries since 2020. Almost nine percent of the international 

migrants hosted in Central Asia originate from the region itself. However, while there is potential for 

improved human mobility in Central Asia due to its strategic location and resources, various barriers—

including geopolitical constraints, economic challenges, infrastructure deficiencies, cultural attitudes, 

and inadequate legal frameworks—have hindered this progress. These factors collectively create an 

environment where many individuals feel compelled to migrate out of the region in search of better 

opportunities for themselves and their families. In 2020, the total number of international migrants 

from Central Asian countries reached 7.8 million. Of this total, 63 percent (4.9 million) resided in the 

Russian Federation, 17 percent (1.3 million) in Germany, and 7 percent (529 thousand) in the United 

States, Ukraine, and Gulf countries combined (UN DESA 2020). The Central Asia-Russia migration 

corridor is characterized by significant labour movements driven by economic necessity, established 

social networks, political relationships, and demographic trends (IOM 2021). Delovarova et al. (2013) 

argue that considering the fact that Russia is a key player in the region, strengthening cooperation both 

among Central Asian countries and between Russia and Central Asia is essential for addressing key 

regional issues, as this remains a defining characteristic of the area. In addition, they argue that 
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Kazakhstan possesses significant potential to become a strong migration hub due to its economic 

stability, dynamic development trajectory, and proactive role in promoting regional cooperation in 

migration matters.  

In 2022, amid the Russian invasion of Ukraine, Central Asian countries experienced a significant 

increase in the number of Russian citizens arriving, which represented the largest influx since the 

CARs gained independence from the Soviet Union (Wahlang 2022). Despite the significant decrease 

in migration flows in 2023, the economies of all five Central Asian countries continue to benefit from 

Russian migrant workers and relocated companies, as well as the increasing demand for workers in 

Russia. There was general stability in Central Asian countries during 2023, as conflicts were avoided 

and economies grew, aided by high remittances from Russia. However, as a consequence of the gradual 

reversal of Russian migration flows in favour of other destinations, the EU has been attracting more 

migrants from Central Asia and Eastern Europe, owing to the unfavourable security and socioeconomic 

conditions in Russia as well as strategic measures taken by origin countries to diversify labour 

migration destinations and strengthen national economies. In 2022, there were 1.1 million valid work 

permits in the EU held by nationals of Central Asia and Eastern Europe (ICMPD 2024). The report 

provides a partial overview of advancements in the twelve countries of Eastern Europe and Central 

Asia (EECA), as categorized by the ICMPD - Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Kazakhstan, 

Kyrgyzstan, Moldova, Russia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Ukraine, and Uzbekistan. 

To sum up, the trade figures underline the limited contribution of intraregional trade among CARs 

over the past 20 years. Additionally, the role of external actors has fluctuated over time, with an almost 

even distribution of trade among the EU, Russia, and China, with the EU and China increasing their 

trade shares with CARs during the past few years. As it pertains to people mobility, due to economic 

limitations, internal migration in Central Asian countries remains underdeveloped; however, external 

migration is flourishing primarily towards Russia in search of better opportunities, facilitated by 

economic incentives, fewer language barriers, social networks, and significant remittance inflows. The 

following sections will evaluate the main regional initiatives pursued by external actors in Central 

Asia.  

Russia’s Impact on Eurasian Regionalism: Challenges and Perspectives 

In the period following the break-up of the Soviet Union, Russia initiated a spaghetti bowl of regional 

agreements with overlapping memberships, including the CARs. Russia has favoured the creation of 

several institutions aimed at strengthening its relations with the CARs, however, not many were 

successful. Thus, the authors will focus on three of the most prominent examples: the Eurasian 

Economic Union (EAEU) led by Russia, the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) led by 

Russia, and the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) led by Russia and China.  

The origins of EAEU were established in 1995 with the formation of a customs union by Belarus, 

Kazakhstan, Russia, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan. In 2000, the five countries furthered their economic 

integration by forming the Eurasian Economic Community (EurAsEC). Belarus, Kazakhstan, and 

Russia decided to take the economic relations further and thus, first, in January 2010, they formed the 

Eurasian Customs Union, followed by the signing in May 2014 of the Treaty on the Eurasian Economic 

Union (EAEU), which became effective on January 1, 2015. A key aim of the EAEU is to create a 

single market and economic space among its member states. However, the EAEU’s economic viability 

and significance are highly debated.  

The EAEU is structured along a strict four-tiered institutional framework in which a higher-level 

institution may override a lower-level institution’s decision (Yeliseyeu 2019). According to Mostafa 

and Mahmood (2018), upon initial observation of its external appearance and organizational 

framework, it may seem that the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) has achieved considerable 

advancement and operates effectively as a successful entity. However, a deeper examination reveals 
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that the organization encounters a multitude of challenges and obstacles, stemming both from its 

member states and the broader regional context. Russia plays an active role and contributes to the 

integration process, however, the lack of complementarity of the economies involved raises questions 

about the real objectives and motivations of Russia for pursuing such a project. According to some 

authors, Russia sometimes paternalizes CARs, as if Russia continues to understand CARs still as a 

part of the Great Game dynamics (Dadabaev 2021). The member states of the EAEU are different in 

terms of economic size, interests, and structures as well as their main trading partners. A common 

tariff policy within the EAEU benefits Russia more than smaller and poorer countries due to its large 

natural resource reserves, competitive economy, and relatively better-developed industry. Linn (2012) 

claims that the EAEU has the limitation of not including key CARs (Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and 

Uzbekistan) as well as not fully conforming to open regional principles. Additionally, the presence of 

non-tariff barriers has impeded the development of trade relations between its member states 

(Kaczmarski 2017). One of the main issues related to EAEU has been the large power asymmetry, 

with Russia being the dominant economic and military player (Libman et al. 2022). Thus, according 

to a number of analysts, the main goals of the EAEU are to revive and strengthen the former Soviet 

empire and establish Russian imperialism by building on the best values of the USSR (Mankoff 2022; 

Stronski and Sokolski 2020). However, the Russian annexation of Crimea and the war in Ukraine 

brought to the surface two important aspects of the EAEU. First, Western sanctions have raised major 

controversy in the EAEU. On the one hand, the sanctions imposed on Russia resulted in negative 

impacts for all members of the EAEU, which are dealt with by imposing domestic measures on 

currencies, remittances, and trade in commodities (Wolczuk and Dragneva 2022). On the other hand, 

countries of the EAEU can benefit from financial opportunities given the open borders with Russia. 

Additionally, a consensus within the EAEU on how to react to the Western sanctions could not be 

reached. Thus, not all members of the EAEU followed the Russian lead in imposing countersanctions 

on Western food products despite the customs union rules (Stronski and Sokolski 2020).  

As far as CARs are concerned, only Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan are members of the EAEU. One of 

the main goals of joining the EAEU is to establish bilateral relations with Russia, rather than 

multilateral integration. Kyrgyzstan joined the EAEU primarily for military, security, and strategic 

reasons (Trilling 2010). As remittances from Kyrgyz seasonal migrants represented about 30 percent 

of the country’s annual gross domestic product in 2022 and given that most Kyrgyz workers migrate 

to Russia, Kyrgyzstan’s membership in the EAEU was seen as a significant factor (World Bank 

2023a). Joining the EAEU was also expected to ease trade barriers in agricultural exports to Russia 

and Kazakhstan (Satke 2015). Using a computational general equilibrium model to estimate the net 

impact of multiple channels (changing tariffs, re-exporting, and migration) between Kyrgyzstan and 

EAEU members, Mogilevskii et al. (2018) concluded that accession to the EAEU would result in a 

reduction in welfare as the falling profit from re-exporting outweighs an increase in migrant 

remittances and tariffs. Their conclusion, however, is that accession would be beneficial only to poor 

households. Given the lack of economic benefits for Kyrgyzstan, its membership in the EAEU is seen 

by many as merely a continuation of a long-standing Russian stranglehold (Peyrouse 2015). The 

expansion of the EAEU to states with weak economic and institutional foundations might delay the 

decision-making process within the organization. In exchange for its support of Russian initiatives in 

the EAEU, Kyrgyzstan likely sought certain economic benefits from Russia, such as benefits for 

migrants, foreign direct investment, and financial support in various areas (Tarr 2014).  

Compared to Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan’s government has been a staunch supporter of the EAEU despite 

the doubts related to its economic goals raised by scholars. Thus, the country has actively participated 

in the decision-making processes of the EAEU, contributing to the development of the organization’s 

policies and initiatives. Without Kazakhstan’s participation, Eurasian integration would not have been 

possible in Central Asia (Yuneman 2020). At first, Kazakhstan’s economic conditions improved, trade 

and investment increased, and economic growth was stimulated, however, this was followed by a 
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gradual decline in trade and foreign direct investment (FDI), especially since 2014 when the Western 

sanctions against Russia started and oil prices declined (Mostafa and Mahmood 2018). According to 

Konopelko (2018), the EAEU will result in an increased dependence on Russia for its member 

states. Regarding the effects on trade, most studies have found that trade turnovers experienced only 

negligible increases (Isakova et al., 2015), whereas the overall well-being of the countries involved 

tended to decline. However, investments and migration were positively impacted, which led to 

questions about the necessity of a customs union (Obydenkova and Libman 2019).  

Aside from economic challenges, CARs face security challenges that require greater attention from 

researchers and policymakers. Due to the deterioration of Afghanistan’s security situation and the 

Russo-Ukrainian war, the perception that Central Asian countries have more limited room to maneuver 

than other post-Soviet states has been heightened. Due to these processes, the Collective Security 

Treaty Organisation (CSTO)8 has been strengthened, serving both to support Russian sovereignty 

abroad as well as a method to enhance Russian supremacy at home. CSTO has developed a common 

military command and rapid reaction forces. Russian military forces are dominant in the CSTO and 

Russia has military bases located in some CARs (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan) (Hussain 

et al. 2022). Thus, the Central Asian states are quite limited in terms of freedom of initiative within 

the CSTO. An exception is Uzbekistan, which is not dependent on Russia from a political, economic, 

or security perspective (de Haas 2017). 

To summarize, Russia has tried to continue its role as a hegemon in the region with the help of 

institutions that primarily defend its economic (EAEU) or military interests (CSTO), but without a 

genuine objective of favouring the development of trade and economic activity in the region. The 

reasoning behind supporting such integration initiatives is diverse, including support for like-minded 

regimes and their legitimacy and status at the international level. Russia, for example, describes the 

EAEU as the ultimate confirmation of the country’s status as a global power (Libman 2017). Of the 

three leading powers, Russia’s regionalization projects are the most comprehensive, addressing both 

economic and military aspects. In addition to regional frameworks and organizations, Russia has also 

signed several bilateral agreements with the CARs, particularly in the field of energy. Russian oil 

companies have also engaged heavily in every CAR with the backing of the Russian state, spreading 

the country’s energy dominance in the region (Kazantsev et al. 2021).  

China’s Impact on Eurasian Regionalism: Challenges and Perspectives 

China has been active in Central Asia since the early 1990s, with the signing of multiple bilateral 

investment agreements (BIT).9 In addition to bilateral treaties, China has also engaged in multilateral 

cooperation through the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) and the Belt and Road Initiative 

(BRI) in line with its supporting institutions such as the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB). 

Regionalism efforts in the twenty-first century have been driven by more multilateral cooperation 

through SCO as well as BRI, although BRI investment agreements are generally conducted on a 

bilateral basis. 

The Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO), composed of China, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 

Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan, was established in 2001 with the goal of promoting regional cooperation 

in areas such as security, economy, and culture. India and Pakistan joined the organization in 2017, 

followed by Iran in 2023. The SCO developed an institutional framework that allows regular meetings 

 

8 The Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) is an intergovernmental military alliance in Eurasia consisting of 

six post-Soviet states: Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, and Tajikistan, formed in 2002, which originates 

from the Collective Security Treaty signed in 1992 by Armenia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, Tajikistan, and 

Uzbekistan. The Treaty was joined in 1993 by Azerbaijan, Belarus and Georgia (CSTO 2025).  
9 China signed bilateral agreements with Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan (updated 2011), Kyrgyzstan and Turkmenistan in 1992, 

and with Tajikistan in 1993 (updated 2024). 
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at different levels (Heads of State, Business Councils and other working groups) (de Haas 2017). The 

SCO is viewed by some as an instrument to improve relations between Russia and China and to 

promote their interests in the region (Aris 2008). Others consider that the SCO is mainly a Chinese 

initiative through which China attempts to implement its development model in Central Asia (Yuan 

2010).  

The relationship between China and CARs has steadily deepened in new multilateral settings since the 

founding of the SCO. However, several authors have argued that China’s foreign policy in Central 

Asia is characterized by a form of “new regionalism,” establishing vassal relations with Central Asia 

or executing geopolitical maneuvers (Ba 2009; Chung 2004). Kolpakova and Kuchinskaya (2015) and 

Yun and Park (2012) assert that the SCO provides a basis for the deepening of Chinese-Russian 

relations, whereas Kembayev (2017) argues that the SCO contributes to economic prosperity among 

its members and complements the One Belt One Road initiative.  

In addition to strengthening the influence of Russia and China in Central Asia, the SCO also 

demonstrates a new model for regional cooperation,10 which is crucial to establishing a mechanism of 

trust in security and economic cooperation. Furthermore, China is actively promoting economic and 

financial cooperation within the SCO, prioritizing investment projects in addition to being the largest 

economic partner of Central Asia. Due to China’s heavy reliance on loans to implement investment 

projects in Central Asia, CARs have become China’s debtors over the years (Stonis 2022). 

SCO members and observers, however, do not share a common set of objectives. The organization’s 

diverse membership and wide-ranging agenda inevitably undermine the organization’s effectiveness 

(de Haas 2017). As an example, China is looking for (Central Asian) markets to expand its economy 

and energy sources to sustain its economic growth (Pradhan and Mohanty 2021), as well as resolve 

border issues with Central Asian countries and maintain stability in the Xinjiang region (Chao 2022). 

Russia aspires to regain its regional leadership within the CIS as well as the status of a global power. 

The protection of Russia and China, as well as the SCO, is viewed by some Central Asian regimes as 

a guarantee of their survival. Additionally, there are a number of conflicting interests among the SCO 

member states concerning military transit, regional rivalry, and confrontation (between China and 

Russia, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, and India and Pakistan) (de Haas 2017). It is clear from this 

mixture of divergent objectives that there is not much common ground between the member states of 

the SCO. However, focusing on the economic aspects, there are many benefits to Central Asia’s 

economic development through SCO, as it provides a platform to do business with other SCO members 

and ensures that neither Moscow nor Beijing will take the first step towards dominating Central Asia. 

SCO is a valuable organization for the regional development of Central Asia by providing a platform 

to launch multilateral or bilateral negotiations. It achieved most successes in solving border disputes, 

in promoting a security agenda and in fighting international terrorism. From a trade perspective, the 

SCO shows quite limited results. However, scholars pointed out that most efficient decisions are taken 

at the bilateral level, thus bringing into question its multilateral goals (Obydenkova and Libman 2019).  

Moving on to China’s economic-focused initiatives, during the ancient Silk Road (207 BCE-220 CE), 

Central Asia was an important hub for long-distance overland trade between China, Europe, and the 

Middle East (Yazdan 2020). A new historical period in the relationship between China and Central 

Asia began with the disintegration of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s. Whereas China offers 

Central Asia a way to travel between China and Europe overland, Central Asia can access the Pacific 

Ocean safely and securely through China (Zhuangzhi 2007). The Silk Road Economic Belt crosses 

 

10 There have been significant efforts to create a productive security agenda in Central Asia and to increase solidarity 

among the members of the SCO. In the meantime, international relations scholars are concerned about the excessive 

presence of two influential members of the SCO, namely Russia and China. It is likely that these two enormous powers 

may be compelled to go beyond these objectives in an attempt to mimic Western-style organizations as a result of increased 

cooperation opportunities in the Asian region (Ünaldilar Kocamaz 2019). 
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through Central Asia, which is an important strategic region for China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). 

Additionally, the region is replete with natural resources that are vital to the growth of the Chinese 

economy. 

A key component of the Belt and Road Initiative is the Silk Road Economic Belt, introduced by 

President Xi Jinping in 2013 as the Central Asian component of the BRI (Astana Times 2013). This 

initiative is intended to promote trade and develop infrastructure to deliver stability to all (Davé and 

Kobayashi 2018). Furthermore, it launches new initiatives aimed at improving connections between 

Central Asia, South Asia, and China as well as expanding the security arc westward to serve as a 

corridor between China and Europe, in addition to consolidating Beijing’s existing economic 

investments and security measures. 

The number of countries that signed a Memorandum of Understanding with China has reached 138 

(Yue and Nedopil 2022). BRI is divided into six corridors, each with its own set of trade and 

investment opportunities, with the China–Central Asia–West Asia Corridor belonging to CARs. This 

corridor will connect Western China to Turkey and improve connectivity between China, Kazakhstan, 

Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Iran, and Turkey by connecting railway networks 

from China to the Mediterranean Sea (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China 

2019). Furthermore, to invest in rail, China is building roads and other infrastructure projects that have 

the potential to transform the economies of Central Asia.  

According to the China Global Investment Tracker of the American Enterprise Institute (November 

2020), the total volume of Chinese investments within the BRI in 2013–2020 was 755.17 billion US 

dollars (USD). Moreover, the total volume of Chinese investment in Central Asian countries from 

2005 to 2020 amounted to 50 billion USD, of which 35.58 billion USD went to Kazakhstan, 5.79 

billion to Uzbekistan, 4.73 billion to Kyrgyzstan, and 2.15 billion to Tajikistan. Additionally, the 

Chinese government has invested in the construction of an oil pipeline between Kazakhstan and China, 

a gas pipeline between Kyrgyzstan and China, and a power transmission line between Tajikistan, 

Afghanistan, and Pakistan. Bishkek-Tashkent and Lanzhou-Xinjiang are examples of railways and 

highways that China has built in the region. 

It is highly likely that China’s BRI Initiative will become one of the most important contributions to 

the economic development of Central Asia. CARs will benefit from increased investments under BRI, 

increased trade, and job creation. However, there are also concerns about the potential risks and 

challenges associated with China’s growing influence in the region, such as debt sustainability and 

environmental impacts. China is the largest lender in the region, and all CARs, except for Kazakhstan, 

are heavily indebted to China (Matveeva 2023). Additionally, all projects are negotiated and 

implemented at the bilateral rather than multilateral level, with no centralized coordination mechanism 

(Dunford and Liu 2019; Huang 2016; Tekdal 2018).  

There has been no doubt that China’s economic transformation over the past few decades has been 

nothing short of extraordinary. As a result of this rapid growth, the Chinese leadership has developed 

a sense of “moral superiority,” believing that their success entitles them to export their “benevolence” 

around the globe. In addition to its aspirations for global influence, this belief is rooted in China’s 

historical and cultural identity. Therefore, the BRI appears to be based on a combination of Western 

and Confucian values, suggesting a post-Western/Chinese form of regionalism (Bunskoek and Shih 

2021). However, international observers have expressed concern and debate over this self-perceived 

“benevolence.” Some view China’s actions as driven by strategic interests rather than genuine 

altruism, raising questions about the implications of China’s expanding influence on global 

governance and norms. 

Cheng (2010) argues that while the “Great Game” provides historical context, it falls short of 

explaining contemporary complexities in Central Asia’s geopolitical landscape. A complex power 
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structure model better encapsulates the interplay between traditional powers like Russia, rising 

influences such as China and the US and the assertive roles played by regional states. However, a 

nuanced understanding requires consideration of a complex power structure model that incorporates 

both traditional influences and emerging dynamics. Understanding Central Asia requires moving 

beyond the simplistic binary framework of the “Great Game” to embrace a more nuanced perspective 

that accounts for multiple layers of influence from powers like Russia, China, and the United States 

alongside regional actors. 

To summarize, China’s substantial involvement in Central Asia has been dubbed “The New Great 

Game” (Cooley 2012; Fingar 2016). Economic interests have taken precedence over security 

concerns. China’s relative influence in Central Asia compared to Russia and Western countries (EU 

and US) has grown with its increasing economic engagement in the region. In fact, there is no doubt 

that China’s economic expansion and dynamism can have a win-win effect that benefits both, China 

as well as the CARs. While Chinese investment in Central Asia offers opportunities for economic 

growth and development, it also presents several challenges that need to be carefully managed to 

ensure sustainable and mutually beneficial outcomes for all parties involved. One of the primary 

challenges associated with Chinese investment in Central Asia is the risk of debt dependency. As 

China provides loans and investments for infrastructure projects in the region, there is a concern that 

Central Asian countries may accumulate unsustainable levels of debt. Furthermore, Chinese 

investments in Central Asia may also bring about social challenges. Large-scale infrastructure projects 

often require significant labour forces, and there have been reports of Chinese companies bringing in 

their workers rather than employing locals (Hillman and Tippet 2021). In addition, the growing 

influence of China in Central Asia through its investments poses geopolitical risks for the region. As 

China expands its economic footprint, there are concerns about potential political interference or 

pressure exerted by Beijing on Central Asian governments. This could lead to shifts in regional power 

dynamics and create instability if countries in the region feel compelled to align themselves more 

closely with China at the expense of other international relationships. 

Overall, China’s regionalism projects in the region, except for the SCO, are largely carried out through 

initiatives with global scope. China has an undeniable interest in Central Asia, where significant 

investments have been made in oil and gas infrastructure and transport corridors. This has led to a 

gradual supplantation of Russia as the leading power in the region. Chinese regionalism has largely 

focused on stability and infrastructure investments for economic connectivity. While China attempted 

to promote free trade in the early 2000s through the SCO, this appears to have largely failed (Song 

2013). 

The EU’s Impact on Eurasian Regionalism: Challenges and Perspectives 

At first, the EU did not show much interest in strengthening its relations with the newly independent 

CARs (Matveeva 2023). Although the EU established diplomatic links with the five CARs in 1992, 

the connections were scarce until 2001; after the September 11 terrorist attacks, international attention 

shifted towards Afghanistan. From that moment onwards, the reborn European interest resulted in 

initiatives aimed at strengthening the link with the CARs. The first EU initiative in the region was the 

Transport Corridor Europe Caucasus Asia (TRACECA) launched in 1993 as an integration scheme 

bringing together the European Union (EU) and 13 member states11 from the wider area stretching 

from the Black Sea across to Central Asia. The main goals of the initiative are to increase trade, 

investment, and transport infrastructure in the region. TRACECA is acknowledged by some as the EU 

trial of re-establishing the Silk Route long before China disclosed its Belt and Road initiative in 2013 

(Blandy 1999; Gorshkov and Baraturia 2001). 

 

11 The 13 member states part of TRACECA are Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bulgaria, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Iran, 

Moldova, Romania, Turkey, Ukraine, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan. 
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Over the years, the EU has favoured a regional approach to Central Asia, with the expectation of 

regional economic integration. This was expressed through the first EU strategy towards Central Asia 

in 2007 (Council of the European Union 2007). However, the CARs were not successful in reaching a 

high level of regional integration in comparison with other consolidated schemes such as the Southern 

Common Market (Mercosur), Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) or even the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) (Krapohl 2017). Additionally, only three out of the five 

CARs acceded to the WTO (Kyrgyzstan in 1998, Tajikistan in 2013, and Kazakhstan in 2015). 

Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan are still going through their accession process. Thus, the lack of a shared 

multilateral trade framework has hindered not only intraregional commerce but also bilateral ties with 

main trade blocs, such as the EU or NAFTA.  

In these circumstances, the EU has had to make an almost titanic effort aimed at strengthening relations 

with each CAR. The new approach combines unilateral trade policy measures with bilateral and 

regional ones. Regarding the EU’s unilateral trade policy approach12 in Central Asia, only three out of 

the five CARs (Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan) are provided with preferential access to the 

EU markets. The EU grants preferential access to its markets through the enhanced Generalized 

Scheme of Preferences (GSP+)13 solely to Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan, whereas Tajikistan receives 

the standard GSP scheme (European Commission 2023).14 Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan cannot 

benefit from any GSP scheme since they have acquired the status of upper-middle-income level 

countries. Moreover, in recent years, the EU has attempted to design a general strategy for Central 

Asia, thus trying to overcome the fragmentation problems explained above. The new EU strategy, 

entitled “New Opportunities for a Stronger Partnership,” outlines three priority strands: resilience, 

prosperity, and regional cooperation (Council of the European Union 2019). First, resilience refers to 

cooperation in strengthening reforms, respect of human rights and the rule of law as well as facing 

environmental challenges. Secondly, prosperity promotes accession of all CARs to the WTO and 

favours private entrepreneurship, research, and innovation, together with improving connectivity and 

economic modernization. Finally, regional cooperation supports sustainable regional trade integration 

as well as working together for peace in Afghanistan and the fight against terrorism. Concisely, the 

EU plan is aimed at boosting social, economic, and political reforms in the CARs, paying special 

attention to economic reforms and trade integration together with security and environmental issues. 

The EU will continue to provide funding under the EU Development Cooperation instrument, which 

reached a level of 1.1 billion euros (EUR) between 2014 and 2020 (European Commission 2023). 

However, the plan does not appear to be excessively innovative, as it proposes financial support 

schemes, which supply funds based on approval of economic or political reforms. The contestation of 

past IMF conditionality of financial support, as well as China’s willingness to provide funds without 

 

12 According to the European Commission, “unilateral trade arrangements are one-sided, non-reciprocal trade preferences 

granted by developed countries to developing ones, with the goal of helping them to increase exports and spur economic 

development” (European Commission. “Unilateral Trade Arrangements.” Accessed March 6, 2025. 

https://trade.ec.europa.eu/access-to-markets/en/content/unilateral-trade-arrangements). 

13 “The GSP+ is the special incentive arrangement for Sustainable Development and Good Governance that supports 

vulnerable developing countries that ratified 27 international conventions on human rights, labour rights, environmental 

protection and climate change, and good governance” (European Commission. “Generalised Scheme of Preferences.” 

Accessed March 6, 2025. https://policy.trade.ec.europa.eu/development-and-sustainability/generalised-scheme-

preferences_en).  

14 “Standard GSP for low and lower-middle income countries. This means a partial or full removal of customs duties on 

two-thirds of tariff lines.” (European Commission. “Generalised Scheme of Preferences.” Accessed March 6, 2025. 

https://policy.trade.ec.europa.eu/development-and-sustainability/generalised-scheme-preferences_en). 

 

https://policy.trade.ec.europa.eu/development-and-sustainability/generalised-scheme-preferences_en
https://policy.trade.ec.europa.eu/development-and-sustainability/generalised-scheme-preferences_en
https://policy.trade.ec.europa.eu/development-and-sustainability/generalised-scheme-preferences_en
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conditions attached, might suggest that conditional funding, as well as criticism, might not be the best 

way forward. Despite that, when compared with previous initiatives, the EU policy in Central Asia is 

more pragmatically based, and it puts more weight on resilience rather than democratization. This is a 

direct consequence of geopolitics and competition with Russia and China in the region (Winn and 

Gänzle 2022).  

The cooperation instrument introduced by the new EU strategy is the Enhanced Partnership and 

Cooperation Agreement (EPCA), signed individually with each country. The first EPCA was signed 

with Kazakhstan and entered into force on March 1, 2020. It reinforces bilateral political dialogue, 

especially in sensitive fields such as human rights and democratization, promotes sectoral cooperation 

and boosts bilateral trade and investment. Both parties signed a Memorandum of Understanding in 

November 2022 on sustainable raw materials, batteries, and hydrogen value chains (European 

Commission 2023). Moreover, the EPCA seeks to create a better regulatory framework for businesses 

involved in trading in services and energy, so that Kazakhstan could eventually sign the plurilateral 

Public Procurement WTO agreement. To allow the implementation of the EPCA, the EU provides a 

bilateral cooperation facility of 9 million euros. Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan have also signed EPCAs 

with the EU, but the EU has raised concerns regarding human rights and democracy in both countries, 

as well as the bilateral border dispute between Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. As the most isolated country 

in the region, Turkmenistan’s relations with the EU are still conducted according to the Interim Trade 

Agreement of 2010. However, the EU and Turkmenistan maintain annual bilateral dialogues on human 

rights and security issues. Finally, negotiations for an EPCA with Tajikistan started in 2023. 

Additionally, the EU has encouraged Tajikistan to improve its respect for human rights. To summarize, 

advances in the negotiation of a future closer relationship between the EU and CARs are still weak. 

Moreover, it seems that oil and gas exporting countries are becoming the centre of attention for EU 

policy cooperation in the region. Nevertheless, EU officials have clearly stated that without a deep 

institutional change in the region, the prospects for economic expansion are bleak. This view explains 

European insistence on issues such as democracy improvement or respect for human rights.  

Despite outlining the importance of institution-building and respect for human rights, the EU has 

embraced a more pragmatic approach in its latest strategy, which was dictated by the role of Russia 

and China in the region. Central Asia holds significant strategic importance as a trade facilitator 

between Europe and Asia. Unlike the US, the EU adopts a soft approach, prioritizing connectivity and 

security over sanctions in the current geopolitical context. Recent initiatives include the Global 

Gateway Investors Forum, expert conferences, and the High-Level Political and Security Dialogue. 

The EU focuses on the “Middle Corridor,” a route bypassing Russia, connecting Southeast Asia, 

China, Kazakhstan, the Caspian Sea, Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Europe. Kazakhstan is an important 

player for the EU within Central Asia. As a result of the latest strategies, the EU is favouring bilateral 

relations rather than regional ones, which undermines the original promoted regional perspective 

(Winn and Gänzle 2022). Moreover, the recent success of the Consultative Meetings of Central Asian 

Leaders in 2018 sheds doubts about the convenience of prioritizing a bilateral approach in the region. 

 

Conclusion: Comparing the role of external actors (China, Russia, and the European Union) in 

Shaping Regionalism in Central Asia  

Since academic literature understands “regionalism” as a response to multilateral globalization (Dür 

2006; Schirm 2002), CARs could have prioritized regional integration. Regionalism is also interpreted 

as an alternative against a globalization paradigm dominated by a unique hegemon, the US (Pelagidis 

and Papasotiriou 2002). According to Acharya (2007), weaker states can also form regional coalitions 

to restrict the powers of regional hegemons, in this case, Russia. However, the attempt to create a 

regional organization failed when the Central Asian Cooperation Organization (CACO) was dissolved 

in 2005. In consequence, and despite sharing common cultural and historical features, the five Central 
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Asian countries were not successful in creating a common regional trade organization, a phenomenon 

generally viewed as a puzzle. In general, continuous border and resource disputes have impeded the 

creation of a trade institutional framework for the region (Matveeva 2023). 

Modern regionalism in Central Asia has been driven by the extensive involvement of key global 

powers (Russia, the US, China, and the EU). As a result of this involvement, different geopolitically 

motivated projects of regionalism are undertaken and, in some way, shape or reshape the borders of 

regional areas (Kazantsev 2014). A network of roads, railways, and sea routes connecting China and 

Europe is part of the Belt and Road Initiative and the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, which China 

has heavily invested in. Russia remains committed to expanding its traditional sphere of influence 

politically through CSTO and economically through EAEU, while the EU interests in the region are 

focused on counterterrorism, economic and political modernization as well as the large natural 

reserves. 

The large number of regional organizations developed in Central Asia, each with a different 

membership, provide a good case for comparing regionalism. The types of regionalism pursued by the 

three actors in the region differ in terms of their goals, achievements and the actors involved. Many of 

the regional organizations created in Central Asia, such as SCO, CSTO, and EAEU, are founded and 

dominated by authoritarian regimes. This phenomenon is described by Odydenkova and Libman 

(2019) as “authoritarian regionalism.” Such regional organizations have, in general, different goals as 

compared to their democratic counterparts as the analysis above has shown. In addition to the official 

goals of economic and security integration, which in most cases are not successful, authoritarian 

regionalism provides support and legitimacy for like-minded regimes and increases the global status 

of the founder (Obydenkova and Libman 2019). The question that needs to be raised is whether all 

these regional organizations pursued by external actors had impacted Central Asian regionalization. 

The literature has identified two possible scenarios related to the role of external powers in the process 

of regional cooperation. In the first scenario, the external actors reward regional cooperation with 

financial benefits or, in general, stronger economic and security relations. One important assumption 

of this scenario is that all countries in the region benefit equally from cooperation with each other and 

the external partner (Krapohl 2017). In the second scenario, the external actors do not reward regional 

cooperation, and thus, they privilege relations with certain countries within the region by pursuing, for 

example, bilateral trade and investment agreements, selective opening of labour markets or privileged 

access to infrastructure (Krapohl et al. 2014).  

The mapping of the most important external-driven regional initiatives in Central Asia, their goals and 

achievements presented in this article, provides supporting evidence to a potential divide-and-conquer 

strategy pursued by the three external powers in Central Asia. The use of bilateral agreements and 

privileged relations with certain countries (Kazakhstan) hinder the development of regional 

cooperation. This conclusion is supported by other scholars (Krapohl and Vasileva-Dienes 2020), 

however, it will be further tested empirically in future research.  
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Appendix I 
 

Figure 1: Merchandise Trade over GDP in percentage 

 

Source: World Bank WDI, 2023 

Figure 2: Evolution of Uzbekistan’s trade with its partners, 2000-22 

 

Source: Comtrade UN, 2023, WDI 2023 and ADB 2006. 
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Figure 3: Evolution of Tajikistan’s trade with its partners, 2000-22 

 

Source: Comtrade UN, 2023, WDI 2023 and ADB 2006. 

Figure 4: Evolution of Kyrgyzstan’s trade with its partners, 2000-22 

 

Source: Comtrade UN, 2023, WDI 2023 and ADB 2006. 
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Figure 5: Evolution of Kazakhstan’s trade with its partners, 2000-22 

 

Source: Comtrade UN, 2023, WDI 2023 and ADB 2006. 

Figure 6: Evolution of Turkmenistan trade with various partners, 2000-22 

 

Source: Comtrade UN, 2023, WDI 2023 and ADB 2006. 
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