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EVENT OVERVIEW  

On 18 May 2023, a Business Session was organized by the European Union (EU) in partnership with the International Trade 
Centre (ITC) and the Government of Kazakhstan, in the framework of the 2nd EU-Central Asia Economic Forum.  

The Business Session was organized as part of the Ready4Trade Central Asia project and aimed to bring together private 
and public sector representatives from Central Asia (CA) and the EU to discuss innovative solutions for trade connectivity and 
soft infrastructure along the Middle Corridor, as well as opportunities for enhanced trade and e-commerce between CA and 
the EU. The Business Session also offered a unique business networking opportunity.  

The Business Session was held at Ritz Carlton hotel in Almaty, with 343 participants, including 118 women.   

HIGHLIGHTS OF THE BUSINESS SESSION  

The event comprised three panel discussions, each focusing on different aspects of trade and business connectivity between 
the EU and CA. 

► Session I: Trading along EU-CA routes: a business perspective. This panel discussed the practical challenges 
faced by companies and highlighted the priorities of both business and governments to unlock the trade potential in 
the region and facilitate stronger trade links between the EU and CA. 

► Session II: Smart trade – Reengineering business operations along EU-CA corridors. Panellists delved into key 
solutions aimed at stimulating trade growth, building a system-supportive trade ecosystem, and facilitating business 
operations along EU-CA trade corridors.  

► Session III: Let’s get to business: private sector-led solutions for B2B connectivity. This session focused on 
innovative digital solutions implemented in both CA and the EU to stimulate business connections and foster 
increased economic ties between the two regions. 

During the event, the regional Info Trade Central Asia Gateway was officially launched by representatives from the public and 
private sectors of the five CA countries. The Central Asia Gateway is an online platform developed under the Ready4Trade 
Central Asia project, providing with a door-to-door view of cross-border formalities along CA corridors.   

Following the Business Session, a networking reception was organized, facilitating business-to-business interactions and 
attended by approximately 250-300 participants. 

This report provides an overview of the sessions, with the summaries of speakers’ interventions in order of appearance. 

 

  

https://intracen.org/our-work/projects/central-asia-ready4trade-r4tca
https://infotradecentralasia.org/
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OPENING REMARKS 

The Business Session was opened by Mr. Erbolat Dosaev, Mayor of Almaty; Mr. Roman Vassilenko, Deputy Minister of 
Foreign Affairs, Kazakhstan; Ms. Terhi Hakala, EU Special Representative for CA; and Ms. Pamela Coke-Hamilton, Executive 
Director, ITC.  

 

Mr. Erbolat Dosaev, Mayor of Almaty opened the Business Session by 
welcoming participants in Almaty. He emphasized the significance of 
rebuilding the economies together after the COVID-19 pandemic, highlighting 
the importance of trade and expressing support for the Ready4Trade project. 
The mayor also recognized Almaty's unique position as a city that can 
facilitate the development of relations between CA countries. The mayor 
spoke about the ongoing infrastructure projects in Almaty, specifically 
focusing on new railway and airport developments. These infrastructure 
projects are crucial in positioning Almaty as an international trade hub in CA, 
which will increase the transport connectivity on regional and international 
level. 

 

 

Ms. Terhi Hakala, EU Special Representative to CA highlighted the 
timeliness of the Forum in discussing ways to enhance the EU-CA economic 
cooperation dialogue, especially considering the current geopolitical 
challenges. She expressed satisfaction with the new level of engagement 
between the EU and CA, with 2022 having been particularly fruitful for the 
high-level dialogue. She welcomed the intensity of EU-CA relations and 
expressed readiness to continue joint work in the three priority areas (i.e. 
green recovery, digitalization, better business environment and investment 
climate) agreed by the EU and CA in 2020, and discussed at the EU-Central 
Asia Economic Forum in Bishkek in November 2021. She re-affirmed the 
EU’s commitment in supporting its CA partners in their reform efforts and 
emphasized the key role of the business sector’s engagement in reaching the 
mutual goals of the EU-CA strategy adopted in 2019. In conclusion, the 
speaker reiterated that the EU sees the Forum as a platform of ongoing 
geopolitical and strategic relevance.  

 

 

Ms. Pamela Coke-Hamilton, Executive Director, ITC mentioned the pivotal 
role of CA in linking Europe and Asia. Furthermore, she summarized the goals 
to achieve the vision of trade as an engine for inclusive, resilient and 
prosperous economies. She specifically mentioned: 1) business 
empowerment – with the support of the EU, ITC and its partners in CA, 6,000 
businesses have been so far supported in enhancing their trade capabilities; 
2) creating a business-enabling ecosystem through a constructive interaction 
between the public and the private sectors; and 3) building a conducive 
business environment: CA is already working on the simplification of 
formalities and enhancing trade facilitation frameworks.  She then outlined 
the guiding priorities for shaping trade and business relations between the EU 
and CA: coordination of reforms along trade corridors – the region’s role has 
gained further significance since Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the Trans 
Caspian corridor becoming a key alternative for land transport between 
Europe and CA; digitalization – paperless trade and IT technologies can make 
trade faster, cheaper and reduce its impact on the environment, 
mainstreaming sustainability and inclusivity.  The Executive Director 
concluded by stressing the importance of dialogue in addressing barriers to 
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trade, enhancing connectivity and promoting a level playing field for 
businesses of all sizes and all countries. 

 

 

Mr. Roman Vassilenko, Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs of Kazakhstan 
acknowledged the Forum as a unique platform to discuss and explore new 
avenues of cooperation between the regions. He emphasized the significant 
role Europe plays in the CA, accounting for 40% of foreign direct investment 
in the region and being the largest trading partner. He mentioned the 
importance of the Memorandum of Understanding on a Strategic Partnership 
in the field of environmentally friendly raw materials, batteries and value 
chains of green hydrogen signed with the EU Commission. Also, Kazakhstan 
is committed to expanding cooperation with the EU within the framework of 
the Enhanced Partnership and Cooperation Agreement. The Deputy Minister 
stressed that CA and Europe can work together in many strategic sectors, 
such as energy security through development of traditional and alternative 
energy supply routes; digitalization, improving transport connections and 
transition into a green, sustainable and climate neutral economy that creates 
jobs. It is a pivotal moment now, where the development of new transport 
routes, the restoration of the Great Silk Road in the modern conditions is 
crucial to unlocking the immense potential of CA. Special attention should be 
paid to the Middle Corridor, linking Europe with Asia through CA, South 
Caucasus, and the Caspian Sea.  He urged for concrete projects to transform 
this route into a vital channel for CA and Chinese exports to Europe and vice 
versa. The Deputy Minister concluded by mentioning that Kazakhstan stands 
alongside partners in supporting the development of business opportunities 
within the region.  
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SESSION I: TRADING ALONG EU-CA ROUTES: A BUSINESS PERSPECTIVE 

The session set the scene for the business discussions, from a macro-level approach to the existing challenges and 
opportunities linked to the EU-CA trade routes. The panellists shared their views on practical challenges faced by companies 
and highlighted business and governments’ priorities to unlock the regions’ trade potential and facilitate trade links between 
the EU and CA.  

The session was moderated by Ms. Pamela Coke-Hamilton, Executive Director of ITC.  

The panelists were:   

• Mr. Kęstutis Jankauskas, Ambassador of the European Union to Kazakhstan 

• Mr. Kairat Balykbayev, Vice-Minister of Trade and Integration, Kazakhstan 

• Ms. Leila Batyrbekova, Chair of the Europe and Central Asia Transport and Trade Association 

• Mr. Abdulla Khashimov, Advisor to the Minister of Investments, Industry and Trade, Uzbekistan 

• Mr. Mikayel Tovmasyan, EUROBAK Board Member and Managing Director of Pernod Ricard, Kazakhstan 
 

 

From left to right: Ms. Pamela Coke-Hamilton, Executive Director of ITC, Mr. Mikayel Tovmasyan, EUROBAK Board Member and 
Managing Director of Pernod Ricard, Kazakhstan, Mr. Kęstutis Jankauskas, Ambassador of the European Union to Kazakhstan, Mr. Kairat 
Balykbayev, Vice-Minister of Trade and Integration, Kazakhstan, Mr. Abdulla Khashimov, Advisor to the Minister of Investments, Industry 
and Trade, Uzbekistan, Ms. Leila Batyrbekova, Chair of the Europe and Central Asia Transport and Trade Association. 

Opening the first thematic session of the Forum, Ms. Pamela Coke-Hamilton underlined how Russia’s aggression against 
Ukraine has impacted connectivity between CA and the EU. However, this has also reinvigorated the Middle Corridor that 
runs through CA and onward to the EU through the Caucasus and Turkey. Strengthening and prioritizing the sustainability of 
the Middle Corridor will require infrastructure improvements, regional cooperation, and initiatives from both the EU and CA 
governments as well as businesses. The session aimed at exploring how the opportunities created by the Middle Corridor can 
be realized; what are the current challenges businesses face when operating on the Trans-Caspian routes; and, what initiatives 
are being undertaken by the EU and CA countries in this regard.  

Mr. Kestutis Jankauskas, Ambassador of the European Union to the Republic of Kazakhstan was asked to provide 
insights on the EU's perspective regarding land connectivity in the context of trade relationships between the EU and CA. 
Additionally, he was asked to outline the role of CA governments and businesses in bringing the two regions closer to each 
other. 
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Mr. Kestutis Jankauskas acknowledged the launch of the Central Asia Gateway portal under the Ready4Trade project, which 
aims to eliminate trade barriers within the region, fostering a stronger CA. He emphasized the significance of cooperation to 
strengthen trade relationships between Europe and CA, encompassing not only goods but also air connectivity and digital 
trade. He acknowledged the need for an inclusive approach to the Trans-Caspian corridor, and the existence of several 
options: involving countries such as Turkey, the Black Sea region, the South Caucasus, the Caspian Sea, and the five CA 
countries. He was confident that the study to be presented the day after by the EBRD on connectivity between CA and the EU 
would address many relevant points. However, he stressed the importance of implementing “soft” measures, aiming at good 
management and coordination to increase predictability and reduce costs, as well as infrastructure development targeting 
sustainability. Additionally, the Ambassador expressed EU’s commitment to promoting sustainability, digitization, good 
governance, transparency, and predictability in the corridor’s development, with a genuine interest and readiness to work, to 
invest, to share, and to foster prosperity and development in the region. 

Mr. Kairat Balykbayev, Vice Minister of Trade and Integration of Kazakhstan was asked how his country's role in reviving 
the Trans-Caspian route is perceived, along with an inquiry into the government's priorities in this context. 

Mr. Balykbayev acknowledged the existing difficulties for the entire global trade, including in CA and Kazakhstan, in terms of 
logistics and transportation prices. He mentioned that the Trans-Caspian International Transport Corridor was significantly 
under-utilized during 2022 (33,000 containers were transported out of a capacity of 80,000). The governments of the member 
states of the Trans-Caspian International Transport Corridor gathered last year and ratified a roadmap for the development of 
the Corridor and the elimination of bottlenecks’ until 2027. Due to geopolitical developments, the reorientation of transit freight 
transportation between Asia and Europe can lead to a supply of 200,000 containers, however this requires extensive efforts.  

The Deputy Minister expressed gratitude to ITC for collaboration on various initiatives, particularly in the development of the 
trade facilitation portal and documentation of export and import processes in two maritime ports. The government works on 
establishing a container hub based on the free economic zone of the Port Aktau. The construction in Port Kuryk is approaching 
its conclusion. Together with ITC experts, all maritime port processes were examined, including those related to conducting 
customs, export-import, veterinary, phytosanitary, and transportation control. The government believes that this initiative will 
enable to further improve soft infrastructure.  

He then emphasized the role of digitalization and paperless trade, necessitating the establishment of a unified digital window, 
and development of a strategy for expanding port-related sectors. Kazakhstan needs to improve the quality of logistical 
services to enhance the reputation and reliability of transit cargoes. Significant investments have already been made in 
Kazakhstan's transportation logistics infrastructure, but there remains significant untapped potential.  

The Trans-Caspian International Transport Route offers more than just transit opportunities, serving as a gateway for 
Kazakhstan's domestic producers to access European markets and beyond. With 60% of the 1.5 million tons of goods 
transported last year being exports of Kazakhstan goods, a significant portion of the country's trade flow has already shifted 
to this route, encompassing various sectors such as petrochemicals, metals, coal, agriculture, and more. As the potential of 
the Trans-Caspian International Transport Route expands, it is expected that the export of Kazakhstan goods will continue to 
grow accordingly. 

The Deputy Minister concluded by mentioning also the importance of the soft infrastructure, such as strengthening trade 
connections in the development of such trade aspects as paperless documentation and simplification of trade procedures.   

Ms. Leila Batyrbekova, Chair of the Central Asia Transport and Logistics Association was asked how the operational 
reality on the ground is thought to have been impacted by the geopolitical context.  

Ms. Batyrbekova mentioned that there was a real increase in trade between Europe and CA. The situation and challenges 
are different for big business, which could connect easily, and SMEs. She put forward some important questions about the 
needed capacity of the Middle Corridor: is there a real need to turn all cargo moving to the west on the Trans-Caspian corridor, 
and if the current capacities can be used more smartly. The capacities and volumes should be created for a longer term 
prospective. When the situation improves, some of the previous routes will be used again for cargo transportation. These 
questions need to be answered for attracting investors for the Middle Corridor. Furthermore, considering that the corridor is 
extremely heterogeneous, improvement in soft infrastructure is crucial as well.  

Question to Mr. Abdullah Hassimov, Advisor to the Ministry of Investment, Industry and Trade of Uzbekistan was 
asked about the key priorities of the government of Uzbekistan in taking steps to connect the country to international value 
chains and to becoming a full-fledged member of the multilateral trading system.  

Mr. Hassimov started with mentioning the new political approach of Uzbekistan in prioritizing individual interests over societal 
and state interests, with a focus on actively developing the economy, integrating into the international supply chains, and 
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making progress towards joining the World Trade Organization. He also mentioned his country’s policies aiming at creating 
new jobs and reducing poverty. He then detailed the benefits deriving from the new platform created by ITC and funded by 
the EU, allowing the main Uzbek trade actors to increase competitiveness, trade volume and potential.  

In agreement with the other speakers, he acknowledged the importance of cooperating in the direction of tariff unification and 
customs duty relief. Indeed, he concluded, effective cooperation would allow Uzbekistan to increase its revenues from transit 
from $1.7 billion to $3 billion and all countries in the region would benefit.  

Question to Mr. Mikayel Tovmasyan, Board Member of the European Business Association of Kazakhstan: one of the 
key partners and active members of the EUROBAK has recently conducted a study on the business climate and investment 
opportunities in CA, with a focus on Kazakhstan. And I believe this is really important because investment and trade are deeply 
interlinked. Trade opportunities create incentives for businesses to invest and, at the same time, investment creates the 
capability of companies to scale up and access markets. So, in this context, Mr. Mikayel Tovmasyan was asked about the 
key sectors driving investment in CA in the coming years and the risks or opportunities he would identify for the region.  

Mr. Tovmasyan outlined the region’s economic situation. CA is closely tied to Russia and the ongoing geopolitical conflict 
has created significant disruption, such as currency volatility, export and remittances hindrance. However, a recent survey 
shows that the investment landscape in the region remains resilient: only 16% of investors have either cancelled their 
investments or reported decline in their investment plans. He then listed the factors positively influencing investors when 
choosing a country to invest in: the availability of venture capitalists, the rate of digital adoption, the presence of a skilled 
workforce, reliability and flexibility of tax authorities and fairness and reasonability of tax authorities when dealing with tax 
deductibility issues.  

The survey shows that the level of political stability in the CA region is a major concern, followed by tariff and trade uncertainty. 
However, the most relevant finding is that 48% of respondents highlighted the insufficient level of legislative framework for 
digital services and markets as one of the greatest risks for them. On the other hand, the most attractive sector for investments 
in the region is energy (57% of respondents), followed by the consumer products, including retail and agri-food, and the 
financial sectors.  

On this last point, he highlighted four key areas that policymakers in CA need to focus on for investment attractiveness, 
according to the survey: (i) creating fair, certain and transparent legal systems supported by policy reforms; (ii) accelerating 
the digital economy through investments in technology, innovation, and digital skills; (iii) creating skilled future fit workforce; 
and (iv) promoting tax flexibility and pragmatism, which is simplification and transparency in tax regulations.  

Noting that the EU's Global Gateway strategy seeks to mobilize the private sector in order to leverage investments for a 
transformational impact, in a follow up question, Ambassador Jankauskas was asked to present his views on how these 
investments can be channelled not only for hard infrastructure, but also to spur digital innovation and paperless trade in order 
to ease trade flows.   

The Ambassador stressed that the EU is already the largest investor and trade partner in the region, indicating positive 
progress. There are projects implemented, such as Ready4Trade, which aims to enhance cooperation among CA countries 
for increased strength and resilience. New financial instruments and bilateral trade facilities are being launched to further 
boost economic development. Private sector investments are crucial for significant short-term and long-term changes in the 
region. Greater engagement from international financial institutions, such as EBRD and European Investment Bank, is 
expected. The key focus for countries in the region is to improve the investment climate to attract attention and investments. 

Follow up question was asked to Ms. Batyrbekova on how she thinks business can contribute to deepening the cooperation 
with the EU and CA to further operationalize the Middle Corridor, and what  is required to embrace the full connectivity between 
the two regions.  

Ms. Batyrbekova made an emphasis on the fact that the legal framework for cooperation between CA and the EU is already 
in place. Because of the heterogeneity of goods traded, there is a need for dedicated lines or terminals to overcome logistical 
challenges. Cooperation between Europe and Asia is expected to continue and expand through increased contacts and 
contracts.  

Given that in the past few years, Uzbekistan has been spearheading reforms for building a gender-responsible cross-border 
trade environment, in follow up question Mr. Hassimov was asked to share a few of the key priorities or the key elements that 
describe Uzbekistan's endeavours towards inclusive trade.  

Mr. Hassimov stated that in 2022, a gender equality strategy was ratified in Uzbekistan. Uzbekistan has made significant 
progress in promoting gender equality, with over a third of members of parliament at all levels being women and a notable 
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presence of women in education, medicine, and trade sectors. The government actively works towards further parity and 
equality in trade, commerce, and finance, with strong support from the EU, the United Nations, and ITC. Numerous events 
and initiatives have been organized to educate and train female entrepreneurs. Uzbekistan is providing women with 
employment benefits, favourable loans, etc. In various spheres, Uzbekistan prioritizes gender equality and improving women’s 
skills and education, and the country seeks broader access to EU mechanisms, particularly in attracting favourable loans for 
women entrepreneurs. 

Mr. Balykbayev was asked about the initiatives put forward by the Kazakh government in relation to green trade, as this is 
a critical area as well, as the countries move forward along the corridors.  

Mr. Balykbayev reflected on his experience with digitalization and noted that Kazakhstan has significant trade turnovers with 
European countries, particularly in the petroleum industry, where companies like Eni, Shell, and Total are now shifting their 
focus towards alternative energy sources. Kazakhstan welcomes these efforts and is committed to developing a green 
economy, with plans to decrease its carbon footprint by 2060. The speaker emphasized the need for a comprehensive 
approach to lowering the carbon footprint and stated that Kazakhstan has a clear vision and concept to move in that direction. 

Following a question from the audience, Mr. Gaidar Abdikerimov, General Secretary of the Middle Corridor, TMTM, Trans-
Caspian International Transportation Route detailed some infrastructural improvements that were put in place during 
summer 2022. For instance, in order to respond to freighters’ losses and long waiting times, virtual traffic controller centres 
were formed. Furthermore, the Corridor boasts separate shuttle trains allowing to quickly transport containers from the EU to 
CA in 20 days. More details can be found on the website middlecorridor.com. Finally, he highlighted that the four CA countries 
being in the core of the corridor are ready to invest €6 billion in the next five years for capacity expansion. 
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SESSION II: SMART TRADE – REENGINEERING BUSINESS OPERATIONS ALONG 

EU-CA CORRIDORS 

The session zoomed in on key solutions aimed at stimulating trade growth, building a system-supportive trade ecosystem, 
and facilitating business operations along the EU-CA trade corridors. The session started with the presentation of the regional 
Info Trade Central Asia Gateway – an online platform that provides the business community with a door-to-door view of cross-
border formalities along CA corridors. The session continued with a panel discussion on G2G and B2B cooperation for 
improved procedural efficiency along the EU-CA trade corridors, focused on building smart, green and inclusive borders. 

The session was moderated by Mr. Pierre Bonthonneau, Head of the Trade Facilitation Unit of ITC. 

The panelists were: 

• Mr. Nurlan Kulbatyrov, Deputy General Director of the JSC “QazTrade” Centre for Trade Policy Development, 
Kazakhstan 

• Mr. Siddique Khan, President and CEO of Global Links Logistics Group 

• Ms. Larisa Kislyakova, Head of the Central Asia Transport and Logistics Partnership 

• Mr. Iskender Asylkulov, Deputy Minister, Ministry of Economy and Commerce of the Kyrgyz Republic 

• Ms. Hannah Nguyen, Director of the Digital Ecosystem, Digital Standard Initiative of the International Chamber of 
Commerce 

 

From left to right: Mr. Pierre Bonthonneau, Head of the Trade Facilitation Unit of ITC, Mr. Nurlan Kulbatyrov, Deputy General Director of 
the JSC “QazTrade” Centre for Trade Policy Development, Kazakhstan, Mr. Iskender Asylkulov, Deputy Minister, Ministry of Economy and 
Commerce of the Kyrgyz Republic, Ms. Larisa Kislyakova, Head of the Central Asia Transport and Logistics Partnership, Ms. Hannah 
Nguyen, Director of the Digital Ecosystem, Digital Standard Initiative of the International Chamber of Commerce, Mr. Siddique Khan, 
President and CEO of Global Links Logistics Group. 

Opening the second thematic session of the Forum, Mr. Bonthonneau expressed his enthusiasm for discussing the topic of 
reengineering trade operations and simplifying trade processes, highlighting the significance of the often-overlooked 
mechanics of trade, which involves bureaucratic procedures, logistics and legal requirements.  

Before starting the panel discussion, ITC together with public and private sector representatives of CA countries officially 
launched the Central Asia Gateway, an on-line platform developed together with all the CA countries, designed to enhance 
trade transparency and simplify trade procedures between the EU and CA. As a symbolic gesture of cooperation among CA 
countries to enhance trade and to showcase the robust partnership between the public and private sectors, the official launch 
of the portal was signified by jointly cutting the ribbon.  
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From left to right: Mr. Pierre Bonthonneau, Head of the Trade Facilitation Unit of ITC, Mr. Kairat Balykbayev, Vice-Minister of Trade and 
Integration, Kazakhstan, Mr. Iskender Asylkulov, Deputy Minister, Ministry of Economy and Commerce of the Kyrgyz Republic, Ms. Larisa 
Kislyakova, Head of the Central Asia Transport and Logistics Partnership, Mr. Murad Muradov, Head of the Division on Legal Regulation 
and Coordination of Foreign Economic Relations, Ministry of Trade and Foreign Economic Relations of Turkmenistan, Mr. Abdulla 
Khashimov, Advisor to the Minister of Investments, Industry and Trade, Uzbekistan, Mr. Youri Skaskevitch, Programme Manager, Delegation 
of the European Union to Kazakhstan. 

The panel discussion started with Mr. Nurlan Kulbatyrov, Deputy General Director of the JSC “QazTrade” Centre for 
Trade Policy Development, Kazakhstan. He was asked how he saw the Info Trade Central Asia Gateway and the national 
trade portals.  

Mr. Kulbatyrov began by pointing out the sharp increase of regional trade by an impressive 85% over the last five years, 
rising from $4.5 billion to $8.5 billion. Forecasts from the Ministry of Trade project this trend to continue, with expectations of 
reaching $10-12 billion in the medium-term perspective. During his speech, the speaker highlighted the Ready4Trade project, 
discussing its components and achievements. He emphasized the significance of the component focused on improving 
accessibility and transparency of information. Although initially sceptical about the Central Asia Gateway, he acknowledged 
its unifying role among the countries, now serving as a seamless platform for accessing information on import and export 
procedures for selected goods in just two clicks. 
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Central Asia Gateway Platform, ITC, 2023. 

The Kazakhstan portal already offers information on around 50 goods, with an ambitious goal of increasing this number to 75 
by the end of the year. Another key objective of Ready4Trade is to strengthen trade between CA countries and the EU, and 
encouragingly, statistics reveal a 60% increase in trade volume between the regions over the past year. The speaker also 
highlighted the transformative reforms undertaken in CA countries, as evidenced by their progress in the OECD Trade 
Facilitation Index across all measurements. Emphasizing the importance of trade facilitation portals for SMEs and government 
agencies, the speaker expressed deep gratitude to ITC experts for their collaboration and the remarkable results achieved.  

Mr. Siddique Khan, President and CEO of Global Links Logistics Group was asked to provide his insights about the 
current developments on the Middle Corridor, specifically the Trans-Caspian route. The moderator sought concrete information 
on the present realities and challenges faced by businesses, along with any notable improvements resulting from government 
efforts in recent months and years. Additionally, Mr. Khan was asked to provide a quick response on how enhanced 
transparency and predictability in trade could serve as a crucial factor in fostering deeper trade relations between the EU and 
CA. 

The speaker began by introducing their company, operating in CA and Caucasus, with a substantial volume of more than 
120,000 containers transiting through or for the region last year. He emphasized the importance of three critical factors for 
any transport company's customers using the Central Corridor: security, speed and cost, which have been lacking in the 
region. He also emphasized the importance of value chain development. In the example of Uzbekistan, due to industrialization 
process, the number of containers has increased about 20 times. The region faces challenges, being surrounded by heavily 
sanctioned countries, necessitating the development of the Middle Corridor. There are also challenges in the Poti Port, which 
lacks capacity and railway equipment, and in Azerbaijan due to lack of digitalization. The transportation cost is very high from 
CA to Europe, currently at about 8,000 USD. While there are challenges, there are also great opportunities. The countries of 
the Middle Corridor had never communicated with each other as effectively before, as they are doing now. There is also 
investment coming to the Corridor, which is demand driven. He concluded by stressing once again the importance of value 
addition. Increasing the industrial output of CA will increase the importance of the Middle Corridor for reaching the European 
and world markets.  

Ms. Larisa Kislyakova, Head of the Central Asia Transport and Logistics Partnership was asked to provide her opinion 
on the perspectives of businesses in CA, on the changing realities of trade and transportation in the region, and on the 
experience of Tajikistan in trade simplification, with an objective of harmonization across countries.   

Ms. Kislyakova started with thanking ITC, which acts as innovator in the area of simplifying trade procedures and offers 
innovative solutions to the government and businesses. She pointed out that due to high reliance of the Tajik economy on 
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trade, Tajikistan pays specific attention to the simplification of trade procedures. Since the Middle Corridor relies on railway 
transportation and that Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan conduct 90% of their freight transportation through vehicles, she considers 
this route very expensive. Furthermore, it is fraught with issues, such as weather conditions across the Caspian Sea, maritime 
transportation costs, the lack of harmonization across member countries on procedural requirements, and the lack of bilateral 
agreements with some European countries, on which cargo transportation often relies. Therefore, she urged the simultaneous 
unification of procedures across member countries. In case Turkmenistan is chosen as an alternative to the route through 
Kazakhstan, the visa issues arise.  Another important issue is the cost – the Trans-Caspian route is more expensive than the 
old route across Kazakhstan ($17,000 to send a cargo to Europe against $5,000 to $7,000). Information accessibility, which 
is also related to trade simplification, has also been a problem. With the creation of a unified trade facilitation platform this 
issue was mainly solved. The platform has proved to be useful both for the government and the businesses, and covers more 
than 61 categories of goods, with more than 100,000 visitors, and 400,000 views. The information on the platform has enabled 
concrete changes in the customs regulations – an example is the elimination of double fees during the weekends and the fee 
for obtaining certificate of origin has also been reduced. Besides, she was convinced that the Central Asia Info Trade Gateway 
will attract investments and spur development in CA and, in this regard, she hoped for the continuation of cooperation with 
ITC. 

In light of a recent study by McKinsey, which had shown that digitalizing the bill of lading could lead to more than $6.5 billion 
in savings annually, Mr. Bonthonneau asked Mr. Asylkulov, Deputy Minister at the Ministry of Economy and Commerce 
of the Kyrgyz Republic to outline his country’s steps forward to bring digital solution into trade with the view to create a more 
conducive environment for businesses. 

Mr. Asylkulov expressed gratitude to the EU for supporting the Ready4Trade project, aimed at facilitating interregional trade 
development. He highlighted the importance of digitalization in trade facilitation and mentioned Kyrgyzstan's efforts in this 
direction. The Kyrgyz Republic, in collaboration with the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe, developed a 
roadmap for facilitating trade procedures until 2025, with the goals to enhance the legal base, to improve the National 
Committee on Trade Facilitation, and to accede to the Framework Agreement on Facilitation of Cross-Border Paperless Trade 
in Asia and the Pacific. With the support of Ready4Trade, an assessment of the legal and technological readiness of the 
country for the accession was conducted and the draft bill on ratification of the Agreement has been introduced to the 
President’s Administration.   

Secondly, he addressed the ongoing efforts to enhance administrative procedures through digitalization at the borders. 
Kyrgyzstan is actively implementing reforms in this domain, involving a thorough reassessment of the work principles of 
customs checkpoints. The aim is to achieve greater efficiency and coordination by centralizing these functions under a single 
body, the Customs Service, using a risk accounting system on a unified and automated platform that will also accommodate 
other government offices. At present, it takes entrepreneurs around 26 hours to import goods into the Kyrgyz Republic, but 
the goal is to reduce this time significantly to just 30 minutes. He further emphasized that trade facilitation necessitates the 
creation of “intellectual customs checkpoints”, ensuring that each service involved can be effectively monitored. Presently, 
Kyrgyzstan, with the support of ITC, is in the process of establishing electronic queue system at the customs checkpoints. He 
expressed hope that these initiatives will be successfully implemented and serve as a catalyst for other countries to join in, 
fostering a comprehensive development of electronic queues at customs checkpoints in the region. The CA countries have 
gained valuable insights on the necessary steps thanks to the Regional portal. He looks forward to the countries collaboratively 
working out the implementation of reforms, which, in turn, will contribute to the revival of the Great Silk Road. 

Ms. Hannah Nguyen, Director of the Digital Ecosystem, Digital Standard Initiative of the International Chamber of 
Commerce (ICC) was asked to elaborate on what role digital standard can play in connecting countries for better trade, and, 
drawing on the experience of the ASEAN region, share insights on regional approach for digitalization and paperless trade.   

Ms. Nguyen started with congratulating the five CA countries and international partners for the launch of the Central Asia 
Gateway, expressing confidence that the portal will play an important role in increasing the transparency, predictability and 
resilience of the regional trade. She then suggested that, from the point of view of the ICC Digital Standards Initiative, it is 
essential to facilitate and digitalize not only border procedures, but also procedures within and across supply chains by 
involving banks, insurers and all actors operating in logistics.  She pointed that digitalization does not only imply documents, 
but most importantly refers to data, aligned with global standards that can be exchanged between not just buyers and sellers, 
but also with other actors participating in the transactions. In this regard, ICC has been working to promote policy coherence 
and the adoption of globally accepted standards for a faster connectivity. ICC Digital Standards Initiative has developed a 
range of tools and resources to help businesses and governments around the world with these issues, including on-line 
learning tools through the ITC’s Trade Academy. She also specifically referred to progress made by some CA countries 
adhering to the UN ESCAP Framework Agreement on paperless trade. Examples were also brought from ASEAN countries, 
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like the implementation of the ASEAN Single Window, the example of Thailand, which witnesses close cooperation among 
several actors taking part in the same supply chain. She concluded by expressing hope that CA countries would continue on 
the path of reforms addressing transparency and efficiency of trade standards and procedures.  

As a conclusion to the session, Mr. Bonthonneau asked all panellists to spell out their main takeaways from the previous 
discussion.  

Mr. Kulbatyrov expressed his hope for the continuation of the project, as the CA countries are just in the beginning (of 
initiatives).  

Mr. Asylkulov attributed the swift implementation of platforms to the region's specialty, anticipating their role in facilitating 
seamless trade of goods. Additionally, he commended the Ready4Trade project and expressed optimism that it will continue 
to evolve, setting a global example. 

Ms. Kislyakova stressed that collaboration at the regional level between governments as well as governments and 
businesses is essential for progress. She urged everyone to unite, harmonize procedures and standards, and move forward 
together.  

Ms. Nguyen stated that digital trade transformation requires progressive policymakers, enabling international partners and a 
proactive private sector. She expressed her confidence that CA, which possesses all of them, will make important progress in 
this sense.  

Mr. Khan pointed to three crucial factors for progress in the region. Firstly, he advocated for standardization and harmonization 
in customs, certifications, visas, and borders, citing numerous existing examples. Secondly, he called for harmonized 
infrastructure investment in the CA countries.  Lastly, he emphasized the need to address and remove tariffs and non-tariff 
barriers, which will complement the efforts towards harmonization and infrastructure development.  
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SESSION III: LET’S GET TO BUSINESS: PRIVATE SECTOR-LED SOLUTIONS FOR 

B2B CONNECTIVITY 

The session focused on cutting-edge digital solutions implemented in CA and in the EU to stimulate business connections and 
increase economic ties between the two regions, such as e-commerce hubs, e-learning opportunities for businesses and 
digitalization of B2B trade documents. 

The session included: 

• The presentation of a European B2B marketplace facilitating trade between the EU and CA businesses, with a focus 
on the textile industry, a review of obstacles to trade with the EU for CA textile businesses and the presentation of 
the B2B marketplace FourSource. 

• The launch of the Central Asia Trade Academies, which had been the results of close cooperation among 
universities, government agencies and private businesses from CA to help the private sector trade regionally and 
towards the EU through innovative methods, such as virtual learning spaces.  

The session was moderated by Ms. Julie Kussidi, Executive Director of the European Business Association in Kazakhstan 
(EUROBAK). 

The panellists were: 

• Mr. Denis Stepantsev, Managing Director of the Digital Kazakhstan Association 

• Mr. Sultan Mustafin, Managing Director of Kazpost JSC, Kazakhstan 

• Mr. Jonas Wand, CEO and co-founder of FourSource 

• Mr. Almaz Kadyraliev, Rector of the Kyrgyz Economic Research University 

• Ms. Annabel Sykes, Senior Advisor on e-commerce at ITC  

 

From left to right: Ms. Julie Kussidi, Executive Director of the European Business Association in Kazakhstan (EUROBAK), Mr. Denis Stepantsev, Managing 
Director of the Digital Kazakhstan Association, Mr. Sultan Mustafin, Managing Director of Kazpost JSC, Kazakhstan, Ms. Annabel Sykes, Senior Advisor on 
e-commerce at ITC, Mr. Almaz Kadyraliev, Rector of the Kyrgyz Economic Research University, Mr. Jonas Wand, CEO and co-founder of FourSource. 

 

Opening the third thematic session of the Forum, Ms. Kussidi highlighted the remarkable growth of the B2C e-commerce 
market, which surpassed €3 trillion globally in 2022, with the EU accounting for €350 billion of that amount. She further 
mentioned the projected growth of over €600 billion by 2027. While the EU presents significant opportunities for CA countries, 
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there are still challenges hindering their producers from efficiently selling online. These pressing issues will be the focal point 
of discussion during this session. 

Ms. Kussidi asked Mr. Denis Stepantsev, Managing Director of the Digital Kazakhstan Association to share views on 
the key elements of the e-commerce ecosystem.  

Mr. Stepantsev mentioned the four pillars of the e-commerce and electronic trade: high-quality and accessible internet, then 

payment services, logistics and legislature. In the context of goods delivered between Kazakhstan and the EU, the main 

problem lies in logistics within Kazakhstan. The speaker's Association is actively engaged in collaborating with the government 

of Kazakhstan to provide expertise in electronic trade, including valuable insights from the EU. Overall, when all four elements 

(internet, payment services, logistics and legislature) are adequately protected, the electronic trade market will flourish.  

Ms. Kussidi asked Mr. Mustafin to share how Kazpost can support SMEs in their B2C e-commerce exports to Europe.  

Mr. Mustafin began by stating that the main player in trans-border trade between the EU and Kazakhstan is the mail service. 
Pricing is crucial and is tightly interlinked with logistics. As for international transportations, there are three elements in the 
logistics chain that affect pricing: the place of origin, the transportation method and the place of destination. The price of the 
delivery is often higher than the price of the good itself; to address this, Kazpost opened an office in Germany and started 
building relations with the European actors. Also, since most marketplaces require compensation for deliveries, Mr. Mustafin 
concluded that the more the deliveries, the lower the price. 

Ms. Kussidi asked Mr. Jonas Wand, CEO and co-founder of FourSource to share how his platform, which is the largest 
sourcing one for textile and garments in Europe, helps connect businesses with buyers. 

Mr. Wand pointed out that global supply chains and global sourcing destinations have always lacked transparency, so it is 
very hard for a brand on one side to find the suitable supplier in a far-away place. Also, speed has become even more crucial, 
as the end-consumer has changed; as a matter of fact, collections and products with a long lead time are not manufactured 
anymore, because it has become very hard to predict future trends. He added that transparency lacks within sourcing 
organizations too, where the only reliable source of information is often a single file handed over from employee to employee. 
Therefore, all these issues combined with sustainability requirements had pushed him to create his platform in 2017, which is 
now headquartered in Berlin. FourSource is a market network, connecting companies with other companies with which they 
want to do business. Workflows are supported on both seller and buyer sides: the platform verifies more than 26 different 
standards in real time for the users and allows them to benefit from a more guided and structured way to reach out to the 
actors they are interested in. FourSource currently counts 45,000 registered companies. Mr. Wand summarized his platform’s 
work by saying that they operate like a mixture of LinkedIn and partnerships for the industry.  

FourSource is not implementing transactions on its platform as many businesses already have their own systems. Their 
primary objective is to enhance efficiency for businesses. While smaller startups express a demand for making purchases on 
the platform, FourSource is currently focused on understanding processes and improving speed and transparency in the value 
chain. They are collaborating with ITC and have onboarded ten companies from CA, marking an initial step into the industry 
in that region. 

Regarding knowledge of trade-related requirements, Ms. Kussidi asked Mr. Almaz Kadyraliev, Rector of the Kyrgyz 
Economic Research University to detail on the partnership with ITC to develop and launch a regional cross-border 
management curriculum and on how this can help exporters from CA. 

Mr. Kadyraliev emphasized the importance of providing the private sector with essential knowledge and experience in cross-
border trade. The main challenge identified is the lack of accessible information and training on international trade rules. They 
praise the innovative training program developed by ITC with the EU support, which fills this knowledge gap and enhances 
cross-border trade skills. The online platform, available in five CA countries, not only provides access to educational modules 
but also fosters a community where users can interact and seek consultation on exports. The program has already received 
positive feedback, and the speaker expresses gratitude to ITC and the EU for the opportunity, suggesting it as an example for 
higher education institutions to implement online programs due to its user-friendly nature. 

Ms. Kussidi asked Ms. Annabel Sykes, Senior Advisor on e-commerce at ITC to share her views on what challenges CA 
producers had to face during the implementation of the Ready4Trade project to start online exports to Europe. 

Ms. Sykes was grateful for representing small businesses and their focus on facilitating their access to international markets 
through digital means. They acknowledge that challenges vary based on each country's digital maturity, including trade 
standardization and transport hurdles, as well as additional obstacles in online selling, such as accessing payment solutions, 
finance, and tech support. The key points emphasized were: recognizing the vast opportunity for transformation in international 
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trade through digital channels, which is crucial for smaller enterprises' growth. They mention partnerships with FourSource, 
NOVICA, and other partners offering digital solutions to support handicraft businesses. DHL is commended as a valuable 
partner for negotiating preferential rates for smaller businesses. The project's curriculum provides essential information and 
support for businesses undergoing transformation, as many small businesses need extensive assistance and guidance to 
implement changes effectively. The project's fourth year has witnessed remarkable success stories, such as a jewelry 
producer in Kazakhstan selling exclusively through their website during the pandemic, and many more across the region 
reaching EU markets and beyond. 

Mr. Mustafin added that KazPost, as a logistics company, was also ready to support the Ready4Trade project. 

Ms. Kussidi then opened the last round of questions by asking all panellists what recommendation they would give to enhance 
e-commerce adoption by SMEs in CA. 

Mr. Stepantsev mentioned that a significant part of CA countries’ development relies on how fast small businesses transition 
to e-commerce. 

Ms. Sykes advised small businesses, especially when venturing into digital sales, not to fear failure. There is no one-size-fits-
all solution for every business, given the abundance of online channels and marketing options available, with countless 
websites out there. Building visibility and attracting customers to online channel require dedicated efforts. The project works 
extensively with businesses to help them identify their target market, prepare their operations, and establish their online 
presence. However, it's crucial to understand that reaching this stage is just the beginning of the journey. Managing business 
operations and attracting customers to the online channel demand continuous hard work and financial investment. Another 
vital principle is optimization, which is required for businesses to stay competitive and successful. 

Ms. Kussidi then asked her own personal question on what product she should produce if she wanted to export to Europe. 

Mr. Mustafin answered that there is no particular type of goods that drives the entire cycle all year round. This pushes 
companies to change something at least once a year. Flexibility and openness to innovation are therefore crucial. 

Mr. Wand stressed the importance of understanding the target audience and the target client. This also applies to the B2B 
sector, where the quality of data has to be as good as when directly approaching the end consumer. Having someone 
dedicated to managing the digital channel is essential, as overwhelmed business owners may struggle to handle it alone. 
Additionally, actively reaching out to the right audience and understanding clients is crucial for success, rather than passively 
waiting for visitors. The speaker concludes by highlighting that the journey of building a successful online presence is a long 
one, and continuous effort and adaptation are necessary for growth and achievement. 

Ms. Kussidi concluded the session by wrapping up the main point: adoption of e-commerce in CA requires a comprehensive 
ecosystem, a supportive regulatory environment, internet connectivity, the availability of online payment solutions, efficient 
logistics, access to virtual marketplaces and the opportunity for entrepreneurs to access knowledge and develop skills. She 
finally expressed her hope that the discussion had helped formulate new ideas and collaborations between governments, 
international organizations, academia and the private sector.  
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CLOSING REMARKS  

Ms. Zhanar Aizthanova, Permanent Representative of the Republic of Kazakhstan to WTO and other international 
economic organizations congratulated everyone on the successful completion of the Business Session of the Second EU-
CA Economic Forum and thanked the organizers. She praised the pragmatic approach of the panellists in resolving 
transportation and logistics challenges along the corridor for trade between the EU and CA. The need for harmonizing the 
regulatory environment, digitalization, and enhanced cooperation between border authorities to facilitate trade was 
emphasized. Three out of the five CA countries are already members of the World Trade Organization (WTO) and have 
committed to efficiently implement the Trade Facilitation Agreement. The hope is that the other two countries currently in the 
process of acceding to the WTO will also implement this Agreement and join connectivity programs and projects, which will 
facilitate their accession process. The Enhanced Partnership Cooperation Agreement with Kazakhstan has led to increased 
foreign investments in key service sectors. Kazakhstan is negotiating an investment facilitation agreement within the WTO. 
She mentioned that ITC assisted Kazakhstan in developing a regulatory framework for e-commerce in Kazakhstan, which is 
essential for negotiating effectively with other WTO members on e-commerce development. In her closing remarks, she 
highlighted that Uzbekistan's ongoing WTO accession negotiations and Turkmenistan's recently launched accession 
negotiations will contribute to establishing a uniform legal and regulatory framework for trade facilitation among CA countries 
and promote the incorporation of CA into the multilateral trading system. 

Mr. Kestutis Jankauskas, Ambassador of the European Union to the Republic of Kazakhstan stressed the significance 
of the networking event as it plays a crucial role in fostering business-to-business connections. He encouraged everyone to 
participate in the upcoming high-level forum, where distinguished individuals such as Presidents, Vice Presidents, Prime 
Ministers, Executive Vice Presidents, Ministers, and Deputy Ministers will be present. Additionally, the OECD will share 
business climate reports and surveys. In light of existing geopolitical challenges, the speaker emphasized the necessity for 
increased cooperation along the Middle Corridor.  

Networking event 

On 18 May, the Business Session was succeeded by a networking reception held at the Ritz-Carlton hotel in Almaty. 
Approximately 250-300 attendees, including representatives from businesses in CA and the EU, development partners, and 
government officials participated in the event. The individual feedback received by ITC about the networking reception was 
overwhelmingly positive, however no formal evaluation was conducted.  

B2B matchmaking 

The B2B matchmaking was facilitated by a B2B networking business forum on the ITC e-commerce community platform 
ecomconnect.org. Within the closed forum, participants were able to present their businesses, share success stories, comment 
on the proceedings, and schedule meetings for live networking activities during the EU-CA Economic Forum and the reception. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

The Second EU-Central Asia Economic Forum was held in Almaty, Kazakhstan, on 18-19 May 2023. The Forum brought 
together high-level representatives from the five governments of Central Asia, the European Union, the European Investment 
Bank (EIB) and the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) and was attended by public and private 
sector representatives in Central Asia. The Forum was organised in partnership with the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) and encompassed a business event on 18 May, organised in partnership with the 
International Trade Centre (ITC), to exchange views with private sector representatives and facilitate business contacts 
between the EU and Central Asia. On the occasion of the Forum, the European Union and Central Asia reaffirmed their joint 
and steady commitment to further develop their partnership based on shared values and mutual interests. 

A highlight of the Forum was the high-level Roundtable on Strengthening EU-Central Asia Trade and Economic Relations. 
Executive Vice-President Dombrovskis underlined the deepening of relations between the two regions, with the EU becoming 
Central Asia’s principal trade and investment partner. He also noted the rapidly changing international context following 
Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine and expressed the EU’s dedication to mitigating the impact of that conflict on the region. 
High-level representatives of both regions shared a common vision of priority challenges and addressed key areas of co-
operation, such as environment, energy, digitalisation, food security, and connectivity. Addressing these issues will require 
massive investment in infrastructure, and both Ms Czerwińska, Vice-President of the EIB and Ms Renaud-Basso, President 
of the EBRD, reaffirmed the commitment of European financial institutions to take part in the development of the region. 

The other sessions provided an opportunity for a deep dive into some of the most crucial areas of co-operation between the 
EU and Central Asia. During the first session, on improving the business climate in Central Asia, the participants discussed 
the reforms carried out in the region to favour the development of the private sector and the remaining challenges in terms of 
administrative burden, judicial system, equality of treatment between firms and functioning of the financial system. The second 
session focused on the green and digital transitions in Central Asia. Panellists highlighted the massive potential for the 
development of the green economy in Central Asia, provided that precise objectives are set and important investments are 
made. They also exchanged views on how to improve the regulatory framework and attract investments to leverage 
digitalisation for the growth of the region. Finally, during the third session, on enhancing trade and transport connectivity 
between the EU and Central Asia, participants outlined hard and soft measures needed to improve connectivity in Central 
Asia and transform the region into a logistics hub, with a focus on the Middle Corridor project. During this session, the EBRD 
presented its EU-funded study on sustainable transport corridors with Central Asia. The study identified 33 hard infrastructure 
investment projects as well as seven co-ordinated actions on soft connectivity measures.  

Participants looked forward to the upcoming investment conference to be held in Brussels in late 2023 to follow up on the soft 
and hard infrastructure projects contained in the EU-funded EBRD study. The parties also agreed that the next EU-Central 
Asia Economic forum would take place in Tashkent, Uzbekistan, in 2025.   
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HIGHLIGHTS OF THE FORUM 

Almaty, Kazakhstan, 19 May 2023. High-level officials and representatives from Central Asia, the European Union (EU), EU 
Member states and international institutions, including the European Investment Bank (EIB) and the European Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) met for the second EU-Central Asia Economic Forum to discuss common economic 
initiatives to support the green and digital transition, improve the business environment, and develop trade and connectivity in 
Central Asia. The Forum was organised in partnership with the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) and also encompassed a business event on 18 May, organised in partnership with the International Trade Center 
(ITC), to exchange views with private sector representatives and facilitate business contacts between the EU and Central 
Asia. 
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Building on the conclusions of the Economic Forum held on 5 November 2021 in Bishkek, Kyrgyz Republic, participants took 
stock of progress achieved and discussed ways forward on the policies, programmes, and investment needed to develop a 
more integrated and interconnected regional market.  

► The Forum focused on challenges and opportunities for sustainable growth and connectivity based on EU initiatives, 

including the Global Gateway, the European Green Deal, the EU’s Digital Agenda, and other EU regional and 

bilateral programmes, in line with the programming cycle for 2021-2027, as well as initiatives and technological 

solutions offered by the EU private sector.  

 
► Discussions built on national strategies developed by Central Asian governments for future reforms and provided 

recommendations for further engagement with the private sector and increased economic and regulatory co-

operation between the EU and Central Asia countries to contribute to a better business environment and a safe 

investment climate.  

 
► The presentation of the EU Study on Sustainable Transport Connections between the EU and Central Asia, 

implemented by the EBRD, and recent OECD publications on the business climate in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, 

private-sector digitalisation in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, the economic impact on Central Asia of Russia’s war of 

aggression in Ukraine, and the legal environment for business in Central Asia contributed to the discussions. 

This note provides an overview of the sessions, with the summaries of speakers’ interventions in order of appearance. 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_21_5841
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/stronger-europe-world/global-gateway_en
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/factsheets/en/sheet/64/digital-agenda-for-europe
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/transport-themes/international-relations/study-sustainable-transport-connections-central-asia_en
https://eu-cai.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/BCA-KAZ-EN.pdf
https://eu-cai.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/BCA-UZB-EN.pdf
https://eu-cai.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/PR-KAZ-EN.pdf
https://eu-cai.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/PR-UZB-EN.pdf
https://eu-cai.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/EN-OECD-report-on-weathering-economic-storms-in-Central-Asia.pdf
https://eu-cai.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/EN-OECD-report-on-weathering-economic-storms-in-Central-Asia.pdf
https://eu-cai.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/Improving-LEB-CA-ENG-20-April.pdf
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OPENING SESSION 

  

Mr Alibek Kuantyrov, Minister of National Economy of Kazakhstan Ms Terhi Hakala, EU Special Representative for Central Asia 

 

Mr Alibek Kuantyrov, Minister of National Economy of Kazakhstan, expressed his gratitude towards co-organisers of the 
event and to all the participants and guests attending the Forum. He emphasised the role of the event in strengthening ties 
between the EU and Central Asia, following the recent step up in the co-operation between the two regions, in the fields of 
regional integration, energy and connectivity, and welcomed the involvement of the EU in the region with the EU Global 
Gateway strategy. He underlined EU’s leading position in terms of trade and investment in Kazakhstan, being the first 
destination for Kazakh exports (40% of total exports in 2022). Mr Kuantyrov reminded that Kazakhstan implemented a series 
of measures aiming at establishing a favourable investment and business climate, and that reforms are being pursued to 
attract EU investments and align with the EU Global Gateway strategy, noting that Kazakhstan’s strategic goal was to reach 
annual inflows of FDI equal to USD 25bn by 2025. On the green transition, Mr Kuantyrov mentioned the adoption of a new 
Environmental Code which complies with international standards in term of greenhouse gas emission reduction, energy 
efficiency and development of renewable energy sources. On digitalisation, he mentioned the national project on the digital 
transformation of public administration, in line with the EU’s 2030 digital agenda priorities. He concluded by expressing 
Kazakhstan’s readiness to increase co-operation in transport and logistics, to improve connectivity between the two regions 
and ensure the global supply of goods.  

Ms Terhi Hakala, EU Special Representative for Central Asia, thanked the co-organisers and warmly acknowledged the 
Kazakh government for hosting the Forum. She noted that the EU was the biggest donor in the region, and that it will continue 
to support Central Asia’s transition towards sustainable, resilient and climate-neutral growth. She then discussed how the 
implementation of two Team Europe initiatives, the Global Gateway strategy, on Water, Energy, and Climate Change and the 
Digital Connectivity initiative, can contribute to the region’s sustainable economic and human development. She concluded by 
introducing the three sessions of the day, as well as the high-level roundtable, and reiterated her conviction that the Forum 
would once more lead to fruitful discussions and outcomes, reinforcing the EU and Central Asia’s strategic partnership.  

https://capacity4dev.europa.eu/resources/team-europe-tracker/partner-countries/middle-east-asia-and-pacific/water-energy-climate-change-central-asia
https://capacity4dev.europa.eu/resources/team-europe-tracker/partner-countries/middle-east-asia-and-pacific/eu-central-asia-digital-connectivity


      

Second EU-Central Asia Economic Forum 

 

 

SESSION I: IMPROVING THE BUSINESS CLIMATE IN CENTRAL ASIA 

Ensuring legal certainty and improving the business climate will lead to stronger private sector development, greater 
competitiveness, and more investment, among other things. The five countries of Central Asia have long recognised the 
importance of fostering private sector-led growth to diversify their production structures and improve resilience to external 
shocks. Central Asian countries have worked to encourage private sector development, most notably by streamlining 
regulation, digitalising many government services, and improving regional exchange of information and cross-border co-
operation. Nevertheless, challenges remain, including inconsistent regulatory standards, uneven implementation, legal 
uncertainty and a volatile international context, which all pose challenges to the region’s transition to a private sector-driven 
growth.  

Improving the business environment and the enabling policy dialogue between public and private sectors is a major priority 
for the EU in the region, reflected in both its Global Gateway strategy and the European Union Strategy on Central Asia. This 
session, moderated by Mr William Tompson, Head of the OECD’s Eurasia Division, started with a presentation of the results 
of ongoing OECD work on business climate in the region, including two recent private-sector surveys conducted in Kazakhstan 
and Uzbekistan, before engaging in broader exchanges on policy actions needed to foster stronger private sector development 
in the region. 

 
From left to right: Mr Alibek Kuantyrov, Mr Peter Szijjártó, Mr Alexis Vafeades, Mr Louis Skyner, Mr Zhalyn Zheenaliev, Mr Ilkhom 

Norkulov, Mr William Tompson   

 

Mr Alibek Kuantyrov, Minister of National Economy of Kazakhstan, underscored the importance of SME development as 
part of the government’s policy agenda, noting the importance of reducing the administrative and regulatory burden on SMEs. 
To that end, the Minister highlighted the fact that the government had eliminated ten thousand pieces of business-related 
regulation in 2022, providing immediate relief to SMEs during a period of turbulence. The Minister noted that the shocks in the 
external environment had a multifaceted impact on the local business climate, with the country seeing an influx of multinational 
companies and skilled labour, mainly from Russia. The Minister concluded by stressing that the conditions for local business 
and international firms in Kazakhstan must be the same, and that the government intended to continue to align national 
standards for business with OECD best practice, and to submit a formal accession application to the OECD by the end of 
2025.  

Mr Peter Szijjártó, Minister of Foreign Affairs and Trade of Hungary, began his intervention by stressing the historically close 
cultural and economic ties between Hungary and the countries of Central Asia. The Minister also noted that Russia’s 
unprovoked war of aggression in Ukraine had an immediate impact on Hungary’s economy, primarily by driving up inflation, 
highlighting the interconnectedness of a volatile global environment and domestic macroeconomic stability. The Minister also 
underscored that the history of Hungary serves as an example of how former transition economies can play important roles in 
advanced global value chains, noting that the country is now a major investment destination in the EU. He also urged the 
countries of Central Asia to weigh carefully policy advice from elsewhere, taking care to adapt it to their own local conditions. 

https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/stronger-europe-world/global-gateway_en
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/central-asia_en
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Finally, the minister concluded by suggesting that the EU pursue a Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreement with the 
Central Asia region. 

Mr Alexis Vafeades, Minister of Transport, Communications and Works of Cyprus, gave a complementary EU perspective 
on EU-Central Asia economic relations. Mr Vafeades stressed the importance of trade policy as a way of bringing people and 
societies together; the technologies that facilitate trade may have advanced over the past centuries, but trade ultimately is an 
exercise in creating contacts and links between peoples. The minister emphasised that in the EU’s relationship with Central 
Asia, there should be a focus on enhancing contacts and exchanges between the regions through better hard and soft 
infrastructure. 

Mr Louis Skyner, Partner at Dentons and Board Member of the EUROUZ trade association, gave a detailed overview of the 
status of reforms to support the business climate in Uzbekistan and highlighted a number of shared issues and opportunities 
with Kazakhstan. A number of threads emerged from Mr Skyner’s intervention that were relevant for Central Asian states: the 
importance of ensuring that privatisation of state assets does not focus too heavily on assets the government wishes to discard 
but rather those with a high potential for being productive and viable commercial projects; the importance of financial sector 
reform and the creation of well-functioning local capital markets for the private sector, particularly in a context where external 
borrowing costs may become more onerous; improving business confidence in the justice system and the predictability of 
regulation; and the need for trade diversification to mitigate bottlenecks and increase trade resilience. 

Mr Zhalyn Zheenaliev, Deputy Director of the National Agency for Investment of the Kyrgyz Republic, began his intervention 
by emphasising that the economies of Central Asia continue to press ahead with reforms and noted that of the USD 100bn 
foreign direct investment that Central Asia has received over the past decade, some 40% originated from the EU. Mr 
Zheenaliev took the opportunity to underscore some of the government’s actions since the first EU-Central Asia Economic 
Forum, which took place in Bishkek in 2021. He stressed that EU help in addressing investments to increase the gasification 
of the heating system in Bishkek has been crucial to progress and noted that this has been a fruitful area of co-operation on 
an issue that also is of importance for Almaty. Throughout his intervention, Mr Zheenaliev underscored the importance of 
climate change and environmental degradation for Kyrgyzstan, noting the importance of policies and public institutions that 
enable private investment in sectors that can drive the green transition.  

Mr Ilkhom Norkulov, Deputy Minister of Economy and Finance of Uzbekistan, gave a detailed overview from the 
government’s perspective on the direction of the ongoing reform process to support the business climate in Uzbekistan. Mr 
Norkulov outlined government work in four interlinked areas: (1) reforming the financial sector, ultimately increasing the level 
of private sector borrowing, and providing tailored financial products for MSEs; (2) increasing firms’ access to new markets, 
both regionally and further afield; (3) increasing the level of investment in IT infrastructure and skills; and (4) improving the 
quality of, and access to, infrastructure to enable private-sector development. Mr Norkulov made the point that in the first 
years of reform, the economy of Uzbekistan was boosted in the short term by an immediate dividend from rectifying long-
standing inefficiencies, but that in order for growth to be sustainable, the government must now tackle some bigger and more 
challenging issues. 

 

RELATED OECD PUBLICATIONS 

 

The global push for more sustainable and less-carbon intensive economic models has 
increased the salience of Kazakhstan’s long-standing diversification agenda. That this 
agenda remains only partially fulfilled reflects a number of issues that affect the conditions 
for investment, innovation and entrepreneurship.  

Elaborating on feedback garnered through a small, focussed survey of foreign firms in 
Kazakhstan, this report provides new insights into private-sector perceptions of the ongoing 
reform process and in doing so draws attention to some of the most pressing issues facing 
policymakers and business. 

English version // Russian version 

https://eu-cai.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/BCA-KAZ-EN.pdf
https://eu-cai.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/BCA-KAZ-RU.pdf
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Addressing barriers to private-sector development has been a long-standing ambition of the 
government of Uzbekistan, with an extensive programme of reforms that began in 2017 
redoubling efforts to foster the growth of a more competitive and productive population of 
private-sector firms Uzbekistan needs a more dynamic and innovative private sector if it is to 
meet the challenges and seize the opportunities of the green and digital transitions, which 
create a new impetus for accelerating these reforms  

Elaborating on feedback garnered through a small, focussed survey of foreign firms in 
Uzbekistan, this report provides new insights into their perceptions of the ongoing reform 
process and in doing so draws attention to some of the most pressing issues facing 
policymakers and business. 

English version // Russian version 

 

 

  

https://eu-cai.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/BCA-UZB-EN.pdf
https://eu-cai.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/BCA-UZB-RU.pdf
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SESSION II: DRIVING THE GREEN AND DIGITAL TRANSITIONS IN CENTRAL ASIA 

The green and digital transitions are essential to attaining resilient, sustainable and economic growth. Both have been 
recognised as priorities for Central Asia. Significant investments in clean energy and broadband infrastructure have taken 
place in recent years in the region, leading to increased use of renewable energies and greater digital coverage. The green 
transition is increasingly urgent. Central Asia is highly vulnerable to climate change, with temperatures rising more rapidly 
than the global average. Central Asia also lags in digital connectivity. Further action is needed to mitigate climate change, 
manage natural resources sustainably, and tackle the digital divide.  

Within the framework of the Global Gateway, the Team Europe initiatives on Water-Energy-Climate Change and on Digital 
Connectivity were launched in 2022 to help Central Asia harness solar, wind and hydro energy and accelerate digitalisation. 
The two-part session, moderated by Ms Alessandra Fidanza, Senior Advisor at the Ministry of Environment of Italy (Green 
Transition), and Ms Elena Bychkova, Managing Director at the Digital Kazakhstan Association (Digitalisation), discussed 
concrete actions to achieve the common goals of a greener and more digital future-proof development under the Global 
Gateway. 

 

GREEN TRANSITION PANEL 

  
From left to right: Mr Daler Juma, Minister of Energy and Water of Tajikistan, Mr Mantas Adomenas, Deputy Foreign Minister of 

Lithuania, Mr Léon Delvaux, Acting Director for Neighbouring Countries, Industry, Goods, Regulatory Co-operation and Public 

Procurement at the Directorate-General for Trade (DGTrade) of the European Commission, Ms Tatiana Proskuryakova, Regional 

Director for Central Asia at the World Bank, Ms Cécile Couprie, Regional Director for Eurasia at Agence française de développement 

(AFD), Ms Ainur Tumysheva, Investment Director at Svevind, and Ms Alessandra Fidanza, Senior Advisor at the Ministry of 

Environment of Italy 

 

Mr Daler Juma, Minister of Energy and Water of Tajikistan, highlighted the crucial role of Central Asia in regional and global 

integration, including within the EU’s Team Europe Initiatives and Global Gateway Flagships on Water, Energy and Climate 

Change, and Digital Connectivity. He noted that Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan are using their  abundant water resources to 

achieve green energy production through hydroelectric power (100% for Tajikistan and 70% for Kyrgyzstan), which represents 

a great opportunity, as Central Asia’s current total energy demand amounts to 400 bn kilowatts (kW) per year, while Tajikistan’s 
hydropower potential alone amounts to 500 bn kW per year. In this regard, he mentioned his country’s co-operation with the 

World Bank and Uzbekistan to use this potential. Beyond this, Tajikistan is also exploring solar and wind energy sources, with 

the aim of deriving 10% of its energy from these renewable sources. Mr Juma noted that the successful realisation of these 

projects would necessitate addressing challenges related to energy transmission lines and associated infrastructure, currently 

underway with strategic projects such as CASA 1000. However, the current hydropower utilisation accounts for just 8-9% of 

Tajikistan’s potential, indicating the need for greater involvement from other stakeholders to fully utilise this resource. Mr Juma 

also mentioned additional challenges in the country’s general business environment, including a highly regulated market and 

misaligned pricing and tariffs that are contributing to this situation. He concluded by mentioning that Tajikistan plans to 

implement criteria for firms seeking to export to the EU, ensuring compliance with green production standards, and prioritising 

social protection measures in this energy transition process. 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_22_6963
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_22_6963
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_22_6963
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_22_6963
https://www.casa-1000.org/
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Mr Mantas Adomenas, Deputy Foreign Minister of Lithuania, addressed the pressing challenges facing Central Asia and 

stressed the importance of solidarity and co-operation in addressing global challenges. He also emphasised the role of the 

green transition in building resilient societies. He highlighted the EU's goal of becoming the first carbon-neutral continent by 

2050 and Lithuania's commitment to being a leader in this transition. By 2030, Lithuania aims to generate 50% of its electricity 

from renewable sources and become a green energy exporting country. Lithuania is the first EU country to become entirely 

independent from Russian energy sources and is now ready to switch to the European grid with its Baltic neighbours, which 

actively support each other in meeting their energy needs and capacity requirements. Mr Adomenas emphasised the EU's 

role in providing stability, technologies, and expertise in creating ecosystems and developing energy markets. Lithuania is 

already collaborating with Kazakhstan in areas such as energy management software, and it seeks further to enhance energy 

co-operation and security in the region. The Lithuanian business community looks forward to expanding its projects in Central 

Asian countries within an open, transparent, and predictable business environment. On a final note, he shared that the green 

transition not only helps modernise economies but also fosters the creation of a high-value-added economic landscape, though 

this requires private sector involvement and increased energy co-operation and security. 

Mr Léon Delvaux, Acting Director for Neighbouring Countries, Industry, Goods, Regulatory Co-operation and Public 

Procurement at the Directorate-General for Trade (DGTrade) of the European Commission, highlighted the spirit of co-

operation and shared values between the EU and Central Asian, focusing on adding value through collaboration. He 
mentioned that for Central Asia the EU's three main areas of focus are the green transition, water management, and the 

circular economy. This includes initiatives such as the Team Europe Initiative on water, energy, and climate, which look to 

address climate change, promote sustainable and equitable blue and green transitions, and manage energy and water 

resources effectively across Central Asia – a key challenge for the region. Furthermore, the EU has established roadmaps for 

implementing strategic partnerships on critical raw materials and green hydrogen, where it seeks to attract and increase 

investments in the region, fostering economic growth and development. 

Ms Tatiana Proskuryakova, Regional Director for Central Asia at the World Bank, emphasised three key points. (1) She 

highlighted the importance of understanding that there is no trade-off between green growth and economic development; 

addressing both is a win-win approach. (2) She noted the need for each country to prepare climate change and development 

reports, identifying pathways to address climate change risks while promoting sustainable growth without leaving anyone 

behind in the development process. In this regard, she mentioned the World Bank’s work with partners to address social safety 

nets, higher energy tariffs, and reskilling labour forces. (3) Finally, she stressed the need for collective action among 

development partners to address the financing needs for reskilling and infrastructure investments. Recognising the EU's 

steadfast support, Ms Proskuryakova expressed gratitude for existing transnational co-operation and underlined the 

importance of exploring cross-country solutions. Collaboration on regional trade energy platforms was mentioned as an 

example of how countries can work together to find solutions, especially on water management, which she highlighted as a 
particularly complex area. She concluded by stressing the importance of reaching out to young people to involve them in 

decision-making processes to ensure sustainable outcomes. 

Ms Cécile Couprie, Regional Director for Eurasia at the Agence Française de Développement (AFD), underscored the 

significance of setting objectives and goals as a foundational step towards achieving carbon neutrality and green economy 
ambitions, pointing at Kazakhstan's 2060 carbon-neutrality commitment and Uzbekistan's 2022 presidential decree on the 

green economy as notable examples. Ms Couprie mentioned the importance of overcoming barriers to the green transition, 

such as changing incentives, reducing subsidies, and balancing affordability with increased prices. She also emphasised the 

importance of reducing consumption and addressing transport emissions, while noting the need for favourable policy and 

financial tools, public investments in renewable energy infrastructure, and human capacity development. She concluded by 

highlighting the EU's role as a leader in the green transition and the potential for EU companies to share their expertise and 

contribute to the development of Central Asian countries. 

Ms Ainur Tumysheva, Investment Director at Svevind, presented their goal of establishing a private sector-driven green 

energy hub in Central Asia, inspired by successful initiatives in South America and Australia. Svevind, a fully European 

privately-owned company, has already made significant contributions to renewable energy with an onshore wind farm in 

Sweden and is now engaged in a large-scale project in Kazakhstan. Their ambitious HYRASIA project aims to create a high-

capacity green hydrogen and ammonia production facility, leveraging solar and wind power with their high-voltage grid. With 

support from the Kazakh government and the EU, the project aligns with the region's green energy transition objectives and 

addresses the increasing global demand for hydrogen. She concluded by reiterating the commitment of the government of 

Kazakhstan and Svevind to the project's successful development.  

https://hyrasia.energy/
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DIGITALISATION PANEL 

  
From left to right: Ms Elena Bychkova, Managing Director of Digital Kazakhstan Association, Mr Arman Kuzetov, Senior Country 

Officer at Nokia, Mr Oleg Pekos, First Deputy Minister of Digital Technologies of the Republic of Uzbekistan, Mr Märt Volmer, 

Undersecretary for Global Affairs at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Estonia, Mr Malik Olzhabekov, Vice-Minister of Digital 

Development, Innovation and Aerospace Industry of the Republic of Kazakhstan, Ms Myriam Ferran, Deputy Director General of the 

Directorate General for International Partnerships (DGINTPA) at the European Commission, Mr Azamat Burzhuev, Chief of Digital 

Development at the Presidential Administration of the Kyrgyz Republic, Mr Timur Sarsenov, Senior Sales Manager at SES Satellites 

 

Moderating the session, Ms Elena Bychkova, Managing Director of Digital Kazakhstan Association, emphasised the political 

and economic importance of the digital sector, particularly following the pandemic. Central Asia has integrated digitalisation 

into its policies, focusing on digitalising government services and improving broadband connectivity to enhance living 

standards. However, the region still faces challenges as one of the least digitally connected areas globally, limiting its economic 

potential and employment opportunities. Ms Bychkova highlighted the role of digital transformation in supporting the transition 

to more sustainable economies, though this will require governments to provide greater support to SMEs and entrepreneurs. 
To enhance business access, national broadband policies should address competition issues and ensure last-mile 

connectivity, while targeted incentives for investment and increased supply of fast broadband connectivity can drive SME 

growth. As the EU's support for digitalisation aims to raise standards for citizens and enhance the competitiveness of firms, 

the objective of the panel discussion is to explore and exchange experiences between the EU, Central Asia, and the private 

sector. 

Mr Malik Olzhabekov, Vice-Minister of Digital Development, Innovation and Aerospace Industry of Kazakhstan, welcomed 

participants to this second forum and noted that, although Kazakhstan has achieved a strong position in digital governance, 

ranking 28th on the UN E-Government Development Index (EGDI), the development of its telecommunications infrastructure 

is lagging. He discussed the Invisible Governance project to improve public services and the launch of the minerals.gov.kz 

platform as examples of enhancing transparency, streamlining processes, and transforming the country. He also mentioned 

that ensuring equal internet access is a government priority, as highlighted by the launch of the Accessible Internet programme 

to provide at least 100 Mbps to all citizens to help bridge the digital divide. Collaboration with EU countries to connect remote 

villages using satellites is also being explored, with plans for gateway systems and user terminals in non-connected villages. 

Mr Olzhabekov emphasised the role of the private sector in digital governance and expressed Kazakhstan's openness to co-

operation and new projects, including potential partnerships with European satellite operators, to improve its 

telecommunications infrastructure. 

Ms Myriam Ferran, Deputy Director General of the Directorate General for International Partnerships (DGINTPA) at the 

European Commission, highlighted the importance of the Global Gateway strategy in supporting the digital agenda in Central 

Asia. She noted the need for a comprehensive approach that focuses on infrastructure connectivity, the regulatory 

environment, and human-centric digitalisation, whereby the EU aims to support its partners worldwide in achieving sustainable 
goals while upholding EU standards and values. Ms Ferran discussed initiatives such as Team Europe, which seeks to provide 

safe and inclusive digital solutions through partnerships with governments, the private sector, and civil society organisations. 

https://minerals.gov.kz/
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The EU has developed a toolbox and financial support mechanisms to encourage private-sector investment and ensure 

cybersecurity. 

Mr Märt Volmer, Undersecretary for Global Affairs at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Estonia, noted Estonia's experience as 

a champion in the EU for e-government public service provision and underlined the importance of embracing digitalisation, 
pointing to the political consensus in Estonia to welcome digital transformation early on as a success factor, along with 

collaboration between the public and private sectors. Cybersecurity and defence were identified as crucial aspects to ensure 

the well-being of individuals in the virtual world. Mr Volmer emphasised the role of governments in guaranteeing digital identity 

and cybersecurity for their citizens, and he reminded listeners that Estonia had been actively sharing its experiences and 

building capacity within the EU, to enable countries to pursue their own digitalisation paths. He also mentioned Estonia’s 

ongoing co-operation with the countries of Central Asia in various digital initiatives. Finally, he stressed that digitalisation is 

ultimately a leadership issue, with technology serving to implement necessary changes rather than representing a goal in 

itself. 

Mr Azamat Burzhuev, Chief of Digital Development at the Presidential Administration of the Kyrgyz Republic, underlined the 
importance of infrastructure and connectivity issues, especially satellite access in mountainous regions of the country. He 
expressed gratitude to Estonia for its help in adapting digital infrastructure based on their experience and called for increased 
co-operation with the EU. Mr Burzhuev then described several projects that showed the effectiveness of developing one's own 
systems and adapting the experience of OECD countries to the local context. For instance, while digital skills in OECD 
countries were mainly acquired through computer use, in Kyrgyzstan it was through cell phone use, leading the government 
to focus on wireless Internet development rather than wired infrastructure. In addition, he noted that several presidential, 
parliamentary, and local elections have been held using biometric data, with all projects were developed by local developers, 
while the first ever online vote was conducted with Estonia’s support. Concluding his speech, Mr  Burzhuev noted the 
importance of revising legislation, mentioning the Digital Code Kyrgyzstan is currently developing with EU and UN support.  

Mr Oleg Pekos, First Deputy Minister of Digital Technologies of Uzbekistan, emphasised that digitalisation is perceived in the 
country as the main driver of the economy, and, at President Mirziyoyev’ s initiative, comprehensive measures are being taken 
for the digital transformation of society. First among which electronic government, which already resulted in the provision of 
70% of government services online, and a reduction of the administrative burden for firms, especially regarding permits and 
licenses. He also noted that Central Asia’s largest data storage centre is located in Uzbekistan. Mr Pekos also detailed his 
government’s efforts to accelerate development of IT entrepreneurship and IT exports, with the creation of IT parks with that 
resulted in the settling of about 1300 IT companies in the country, and a projected growth in the volume of IT services to USD 
200m in Q1 2023. He also mentioned a plan to increase exports of software products and services to USD1 bn in the next few 
years and highlighted the EU’s importance in terms of share of IT services and ongoing IT co-operation. Mr Pekos concluded 
his speech by mentioning the importance of infrastructure for start-ups and improving digital skills to support SMEs in the IT 
sector and called for increased digital collaboration to transform Central Asia into a digital center with the definition of priorities 
for regional co-operation. He invited participants to an annual conference on the topic in Tashkent in October. 

Mr Timur Sarsenov, Senior Sales Manager at SES Satellites, shared that his company has 30 years of experience in the 
region, and has extensively worked with governments in Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan, and intends to broaden this 
co-operation to the other countries of the region. Mr Sarsenov noted that for Central Asia, satellite technology allows to bridge 
the digital divide by providing internet connections in remote places, as more than 50% of the population in the region lives in 
rural areas. He welcomed the EU initiative that aims to eliminate the digital divide and called for further co-operation with the 
EU and countries in the region.  

Mr Arman Kuzetov, Senior Country Officer at Nokia, explained that Nokia is represented in more than 130 countries and is 
seen as a European partner investing in local partners and accompanies the transition to 5G. He stressed that digitalisation 
is a powerful and high-potential driver of development, but private investment alone is not enough, and he thanked the EU for 
its specific proposals to bridge the digital divide highlighting three main aspects that should be taken into account by 
governments of the region in doing so: (1) ensuring connectivity and access to internet; (2) investing in developing the right 
skills for both consumers and professionals, citing Nokia’s co-operation with Uzbekistan and Nazarbayev University in 
Kazakhstan to do so; and (3) ensuring that the energy sector is being built in 5G compatibility. He concluded by reminding 
participants of the importance of frequency acceleration and fibre regulation to develop the region’s business environment and 
connect it to Europe, as well as of stable investments and an open but regulated market.   
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HIGH-LEVEL ROUNDTABLE: STRENGTHENING EU-CENTRAL ASIA TRADE AND ECONOMIC 

RELATIONS  

Co-operation between the European Union and Central Asia has substantially increased in political importance, potential and 
ambition in recent years. The EU is the main trading partner of the five Central Asian countries, accounting for 23.6% of their 
foreign trade in 2021. Trade flows continued to grow in 2022. The EU is also the biggest investor in Central Asia, as more 
than 40% of the foreign direct investment in the region originates from EU Member States.  

The high-level Roundtable, moderated by Ms Terhi Hakala, EU Special Representative for Central Asia, brought together 
Prime Ministers and other top-level representatives from the governments of the five Central Asian countries, together with 
Executive Vice-President Dombrovskis from the European Commission, and leading officials of the European Investment 
Bank (EIB) and the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD). Participants discussed the framework for 
strengthening trade and investment relations and ways of unlocking the potential of this region by accelerating structural 
reforms, creating attractive business environments and investment climates, and integrating the region into the wider global 
economy, especially in view of current global/geopolitical challenges. The state of play and the ways forward in terms of the 
policies, programmes, and investments needed to develop a more integrated and interconnected regional market were 
discussed. 

 
From left to right: Moderator; Ms Terhi Hakala, Ms Odile Renaud-Basso, Mr Jamshid Khodjaev, Mr Kokhir Rasulzoda, Mr Valdis 

Dombrovskis, Mr Alikhan Smailov, Mr Akylbek Zhaparov, Mr Serdar Jorayev, Ms Teresa Czerwińska 

 

Ms Terhi Hakala, EU Special Representative for Central Asia, introduced the Roundtable by highlighting the growing co-
operation between the EU and Central Asia, through multiple high-level dialogue platforms and the launching of the EU 
Strategy for Central Asia following the EU Global Gateway strategy. Ms Hakala observed that the goal of the EU was to make 
Central Asia prosperous and resilient, to encourage the transition to sustainable and climate-neutral economies, and therefore 
to support the region’s diversification, trade facilitation and digital development. She reiterated the EU’s strong commitment 
to co-operation in strategic sectors such as energy security, secure digitalisation, improved transport connectivity and green 
economy, and emphasised the need for an active engagement by the private sector both from both regions, alongside the 
government-to-government dialogue, in order to reach these goals. 

Mr Alikhan Smailov, Prime Minister of Kazakhstan, opened the discussion by emphasising the importance of regional co-
operation and economic relations between Central Asia and the EU, especially their trade co-operation. In the current context, 
he expressed Kazakhstan’s ambition to become a partner of the EU in the global food agenda and affirmed his country’s 
interest in technological co-operation to achieve carbon neutrality by 2060, mentioning that the Investment Facility for Central 
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Asia (IFCA) could become an important platform for attracting green investments. Mr Smailov then highlighted the strategic 
geographical location of Kazakhstan, being a concentration of major transport routes and rapidly growing markets. In that 
regard, he underlined the co-operation with other Central Asia countries to create logistics centres with Uzbekistan and 
Kyrgyzstan and to connect trade between China, Central Asia, Europe, and the Middle East. At the same time, Mr Smailov 
welcomed the roadmap established with Türkiye, Azerbaijan and Georgia for the active development of the Trans-Caspian 
International Trade Route, also called the Middle Corridor, and acknowledged the recent progresses and new targets in terms 
of transit time from China to Europe. He noted that Kazakhstan is also supporting the TEN-T project (Trans-European 
Transport Network). Furthermore, he highlighted the importance of digitalisation as a key driver of economic development and 
reminded Kazakhstan’s goal to become one of the largest digital hubs in the region. He mentioned the efforts made to provide 
favourable conditions for the digital transformation, especially in the public administration, banking ecosystem, development 
of e-commerce and in the “fintech” market. Mr Smailov expressed the willingness to attract advanced technologies and 
knowhow, and reiterated Kazakhstan’s willingness to participate in the Global Gateway and Team Europe Initiatives in co-
operation with the EU. He concluded by praising the relevance of this forum in enhancing trade and economic ties between 
the EU and Central Asia. 

Mr Valdis Dombrovskis, Executive Vice-President of the European Commission, highlighted the rapidly changing and 
challenging international context under which this forum took place, as well as the significant progress in EU-Central Asia co-
operation, with the former having become the region’s largest trade and investment partner in the region (biggest source of 
foreign direct investment). Mr Dombrovskis then enumerated the main outcomes of the Forum, including (1) the adoption of 
EU financial guarantee programmes for the five Central Asian countries, (2) the commitment to strengthen co-operation on 
digital connectivity, (3) the presentation of the key findings of the Study on Sustainable Transport Corridors between Europe 
and Central Asia, (4) the preparation of a new Prosperity Programme for the region, (5) the presentation of two OECD studies, 
supported by the EU, on improving the business climate in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan and (6) the announced intention by 
the European Investment Bank to increase its presence in the region. Mr Dombrovskis mentioned these as the most visible 
signs of the EU’s strong commitment to its partnership with Central Asia, along with the continued development of bilateral 
trade with the implementation of an Enhanced Partnership and Co-operation Agreement with Kazakhstan, one awaiting 
signature with Kyrgyzstan, one initiated with Uzbekistan and one under negotiation with Tajikistan. He also mentioned EU 
efforts to invest in large infrastructure projects with two Team Europe Initiatives on water and energy infrastructure to fight 
climate change, and on digital connectivity. Turning to Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Mr Dombrovskis reiterated the 
support of the EU and its allies to Ukraine in order to restore its territorial integrity and stated that the EU was very conscious 
of the war’s spill-over consequences and dedicated to working closely to mitigate and minimise its repercussions on affected 
regions. 

Mr Akylbek Zhaparov, Chairman of the Cabinet of Ministers of the Kyrgyz Republic, emphasised the importance of the Forum 
and expressed his wish to see it turned into a permanent platform. He noted that, despite sustained growth across Central 
Asia so far, the secondary effects of Russia’s war in Ukraine involve strong downside risks. Against this backdrop, he 
expressed his government’s commitment to the implementation of the generalised scheme of preferences plus (GSP+) in co-
operation with the EU and drew attention to the issues of climate change and green economy. In particular, he stressed the 
importance of developing large-scale hydroelectric power plants for the region to kick-start its transition to a low-carbon 
economy and welcomed the EU’s support in the rehabilitation, modernisation, and construction of important power plants 
across the region. In line with Ms Hakala’s speech, he also noted the importance of private sector participation in these 
projects, and even greater co-operation with the EU. In this connection, he proposed to launch a joint educational project to 
improve environmental literacy across Central Asia. He concluded his intervention highlighting the importance of developing 
transport and logistics links and welcomed the China-Kyrgyzstan-Kazakhstan railway project, which after 20 years of 
negotiation became a reality earlier this year.  

Mr Kokhir Rasulzoda, Prime Minister of Tajikistan, emphasised Central Asia’s potential and reiterated that the development 
of trade and economic co-operation at the regional level but also with the EU is a priority for all countries of the region. Mr 
Rasulzoda proposed the creation of an investment fund for Central Asia with the participation of the EU, to cover among other 
investments for the green economy and the achievement of the SDGs. On that topic he also mentioned that Tajikistan had 
installed additional power systems with a capacity of 1,400 MW and will continue the construction of the Rogun TPP with a 
capacity of 3,600 MW and the ability to provide energy to the region. The second major area of co-operation he noted is the 
transport sector, as transport services play an important role in the competitiveness of trade in goods and services and called 
for the creation of multimodal transport corridors. Mr Rasulzoda also noted the effective operation of Europe-Caucasus-Asia 
transport corridors and that the country is actively working to improve infrastructure at border crossings and create green 
corridors. He concluded his speech by noting that the EU is an important trade and investment partner for Tajikistan and 

https://transport.ec.europa.eu/transport-themes/infrastructure-and-investment/trans-european-transport-network-ten-t_en
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/transport-themes/infrastructure-and-investment/trans-european-transport-network-ten-t_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/api/files/document/print/en/ip_22_6963/IP_22_6963_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/api/files/document/print/en/ip_22_6963/IP_22_6963_EN.pdf
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praised his country’s recent efforts to increase its attractiveness by improving the legal protection for investors, state support 
for the private sector, and rapidly expanding its infrastructure. 

Mr Jamshid Khodjaev, Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Investments, Industry and Trade of Uzbekistan, praised the 
Forum to offer a platform to discuss important issues such as the development of common approaches in food security, supply 
chain disruptions, and the climate agenda. He welcomed the growing partnership between Uzbekistan and the EU, as 
illustrated by EUR 16bn of joint projects and the signing of an Enhanced Partnership and Co-operation Agreement, which, 
along the country’s future accession to the WTO, marks a new period of development. Mr Khodjaev also emphasised the need 
for joint development at the regional level, stating that Uzbekistan’s ambitious social and economic reforms need to go hand 
in hand with reforms at the regional level, in particular in relation to:  

(i) Trade facilitation: joint approaches to digitalisation and harmonisation of legislation, for instance through the creation 

of a single database of traders throughout the region and the implementation of EU standards, can improve the 

region’s trade competitiveness.  

(ii) Strengthening of transport and logistics co-operation: in co-operation with EU, he called for the development of 

transport corridors, such as the Middle Corridor or routes linking the EU to Asia-Pacific and South Asia through 

Central Asia, and the use of EU best practices for cargo handling.  

(iii) Sustainable development and the green economy: Mr Khodjaev called for continued co-operation on water 

resources and introduction of energy-saving technologies, citing the example of the multi-partner trust fund for the 

Aral region to which the EU contributed EUR 5m, to call for enhanced EU financial support to the countries of Central 

Asia in their green transition.  

Mr Khodjaev concluded his speech with an invitation to hold the next EU-CA Forum 2024 in Tashkent.  

Mr Serdar Jorayev, Minister of Finance and Economy of Turkmenistan, emphasised the timeliness of the topics of the Forum 
and the importance of finding new forms of development for the region that are more sustainable and ecological. Mr Jorayev 
highlighted the alignment of his country with the global agenda on digital and green transformation, as the 2019 National 
climate change strategy includes adaptation measures in all areas of the economy in order to meet the country’s commitments 
on the SDGs. In particular, the strategy set the objective of eliminating methane emissions from the production and transport 
of natural gas by 2030. He also noted that Turkmenistan has been combining digital and green technologies to develop its 
first smart city Arkadag, which reduces the city’s environmental footprint from the production stage to the operation of facilities. 
He concluded by noting the importance of further strengthening the trade and transport potential of the country and the region, 
including through the development of international corridors in the North-South and East-West directions, and mentioned 
Turkmenistan’s recent efforts to that end, such as the construction of the Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India gas 
pipeline, a fibre-optic line along the same route, and the Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan power transmission line.   

Ms Teresa Czerwińska, Vice-President of the European Investment Bank, underlined the increased EIB presence in Central 
Asia, underscoring the ascendance of the region as a key partner for the EU in terms of trade and investment. Ms Czerwińska 
stressed that the EIB’s engagement aimed to provide financial and advisory support to attract private-sector investors in areas 
of strategic importance for the region. She particularly stressed the issue of large infrastructure projects, in which the EIB has 
experience and expertise, to improve connectivity across the region, regarding transport, energy and digitalisation. She 
reminded participants that the EIB was already involved in energy connectivity projects in Central Asia, notably through the 
acceleration of renewable energy generation and the facilitation of power transmission infrastructure. The EIB being a key 
partner under the EU Global Gateway initiative, she reiterated its support for the Team Europe Initiative on digital connectivity. 
Moreover, Ms Czerwińska underlined co-operation and partnership goals of the EIB, as each organisation or stakeholder has 
a comparative advantage to share in order to contribute to regional prosperity. To conclude, Ms Czerwińska announced the 
opening of new EIB offices in the region to be closer to businesses in Central Asia. 

Ms Odile Renaud-Basso, President of the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, emphasised the importance 
of the region for the EBRD, mentioning the EUR 16 bn invested in the region in total, of which 1.4 bn was invested in 2022. 
She noted that 66% of total investment was directed towards the green transition. Ms Renaud-Basso’s intervention was 
structured around three pillars:  

(i) Integration and connectivity: she mentioned the study conducted by the EBRD on sustainable transport 

connections between the EU and Central Asia to be presented later in the Forum, and also reminded that the 

financial burden for investment should not rest solely on the shoulders of the state: the private-sector should 
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also contribute to the provision of infrastructure. Ms Renaud Basso’s reiterated EBRD’s readiness to develop 

and implement further transport connectivity projects. 

(ii) Digital connectivity: she explained that the EBRD had taken part in discussions as part of the Team Europe 

Initiative to improve digital connectivity, highlighted some options that could become effective in Central Asia 

thanks to the EBRD’s experience in that field, and confirmed the intention of the EBRD to work for connecting 

unserved regions to the network. 

(iii) Energy security and the green economy: the EBRD is strongly supporting the development of renewable energy 

facilities in the region (3.6 GW financed as of today), as it is a way to enhance energy security and 

independence, while providing affordable and clean energy. She emphasised that the EBRD could provide 

financing to accelerate progress along the low carbon pathway by exploring new technologies, such as green 

hydrogen production.  
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SESSION III: ENHANCING TRADE AND TRANSPORT CONNECTIVITY BETWEEN THE EU AND 
CENTRAL ASIA  

As trade flows continue to grow while recent geopolitical events have disrupted traditional transport corridors, trade routes 

need to be diversified. In this third session, moderated by Mr Peteris Ustubs, Director for the Middle East, Asia and the Pacific 

in the Directorate General for International Partnerships (INTPA) at the European Commission, panellists exchanged ideas 

about how to address current bottlenecks and further develop intra-regional and EU-Central Asia connectivity, building on the 

key findings of the EU-financed Study of Sustainable Transport Corridors between Europe and Central Asia, presented by the 

EBRD. 
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From left to right, top to bottom: Mr Peteris Ustubs, Director for the Middle East, Asia and the Pacific in the Directorate General for 

International Partnerships (INTPA) at the European Commission, Ms Idil Bilgic-Alpaslan, Associate Director for Governance at the 

EBRD, Mr Almaz Idyrysov, Vice-Minister of Industry and Infrastructure Development of Kazakhstan, Mr Janis Vitenbergs, Minister of 

Transport of Latvia, Mr Zdanko Lucic, Secretary of State of Foreign Affairs of Croatia, Mr Iulian Fota, Secretary of State of Foreign 

Affairs of Romania, Ms Nina Vaskunlahti, Under-Secretary of State for International Trade of Finland, Ms Tabea Klang, Managing 

Director for Sales at DB Cargo Eurasia, Ms Maja Bakran, Acting Director General for Mobility and Transport at the European 

Commission       

 

Ms Maja Bakran, Acting Director General for Mobility and Transport at the European Commission, opened the third session 

by emphasising the importance of people-centred connectivity, both for the EU itself as well as in its strategic co-operation 

with Central Asia for a prosperous and resilient region. As demonstrated by President of the EU Commission Van der Leyen’s 

Global Gateway strategy, adopted in December 2022, transport links are the backbone of economic growth and development. 

Ms Bakran welcomed the commitment of the governments of Central Asia to deepen regional trade ties, while better 

connecting the region to Europe. She also reiterated the EU’s support for this, the more so in the current context where 

Russia’s war in Ukraine has increased the need for diversification of trade and transport routes and has put the Middle Corridor 

at the centre of both traffic, with a doubling observed throughout 2022, and policy attention. Ms Bakran concluded her 

intervention by outlining the three key objectives for EU’s engagement in Central Asia transport connectivity:  

(i) New and improved trade connections must contribute to sustainable economic development across Central 

Asia: based on the EU model, the route should allow Central Asia to become a true logistics hub, and not a 

mere transit corridor.  

(ii) In its partnership with Central Asia, the EU considers sustainability in the widest sense, taking into consideration 

the environmental, social, fiscal, and political aspects to create links rather than dependencies.  

(iii) The EU’s engagement, as illustrated by the joint EU-EBRD study on sustainable transport infrastructure 

between the EU and Central Asia, is based on wide consultations with public and private stakeholders across 

Central Asia and EU member states, to bring transparency into transport planning, allow Central Asian 

countries to identify their own development priorities, and open opportunities for international financial 

institutions and the private sector. 

Mr Christoph Denk, Managing Director at the EBRD, reminded of EBRD’s strong commitment, combining investment with 

policy support, and presence in Central Asia with more than 220 colleagues working in the Bank’s regional offices across 

Central Asia, 1000 projects and EUR 16bn of investment since the early 1990s. Mr Denk, emphasising Ms Bakran’s messages, 

then introduced some key-level insights from the EU-EBRD study on sustainable transport infrastructure between the EU and 

Central Asia which focused on both hard infrastructure priority needs and soft measures to enable investments from the private 

sector. In particular, he mentioned that the study finds that container traffic on Middle Corridor would amount to the capacity 

of the Northern Corridor, increasing by a factor of fifty by 2040, which represents an increase from 18 000 to more than 800 

000 containers per year, if all priority measures were to be implemented. Mr Denk concluded by praising the close co-operation 

and engagement with Central Asia on the connectivity issue, mentioning that the study is only a first step in deepened co-

operation to lay the ground for transparent decision making.  

Ms Idil Bilgic-Alpaslan, Associate Director for Governance at the EBRD, presented the key findings of the EU-financed Study 

on Sustainable Transport Corridors which aimed at identifying hard and soft infrastructure bottlenecks, as well as priority policy 

actions for the development of the Middle Corridor. She recalled that Central Asia is strategically located between regions with 

large industrial bases and economic growth potential, has considerable potential for intra-regional development, as it gives 

access to major population centres, and offers a safe and stable alternative to the Northern Route. The study finds that the 

Middle Corridor has the best sustainability outlook of all three alternative routes considered1, as it offers the greatest potential 

 
1 The EBRD study considers five dimensions in its sustainability assessment: country level, current and future traffic, 
infrastructure network capacity and efficiency, social and environmental impact, domestic and regional economic integration. 

https://transport.ec.europa.eu/transport-themes/international-relations/study-sustainable-transport-connections-central-asia_en
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/transport-themes/international-relations/study-sustainable-transport-connections-central-asia_en
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to develop regional economic integration across Central Asia in addition to acting as a transit corridor. However, this potential 

can only be realised if transit flows do not outpace regional trade flows, which requires increasing cargo traffic capacity and 

addressing common bottlenecks, such as unpredictable tariffs, lack of regulatory harmonisation, infrastructure capacity, and 

limited opportunities for private sector involvement and development.  

To overcome these and realise the route’s potential, the study identified 32 investment projects, for an equivalent of EUR 18.5 

bn. Success will depend on a regionally co-ordinated approach, providing fair access to country networks. In particular, Ms 

Bilgic-Alpaslan detailed five priority areas of action: (i) stronger regional co-operation and integration to manage the route as 

a single corridor, (ii) better connection of regional economic centres and enhanced value chain integration, (iii) improved 

border crossing points to lower prices, (iv) support for multimodality to improve environmental outcomes both on the mitigation 

and adaptation fronts, and (v) improved overall regional co-ordination. The study further specifies seven recommendations 

and policy actions per country to ease implementation. Ms Bilgic-Alpaslan detailed some of these measures: 

• In the short term, digitisation of transport documents, interoperability, and harmonisation of standards across borders 

with a focus on effective enforcement, and an enhanced PPP regulatory framework can provide immediate support. 

• In the medium term, governments should address trade facilitation measures, for instance through the joint 

improvement of national border posts and the establishment of one-stop border crossing points, progress on market 

liberalisation by removing truck quotas and permits, the introduction of unified tariff frameworks, and increased 

investment attraction for asset management. 

Mr Almaz Idyrysov, Vice-Minister of Industry and Infrastructure Development of Kazakhstan presented the vision of his 

government to develop the EU-Central Asia connectivity. He highlighted that Central Asia is a dynamically developing region 

with unique transport and logistics capabilities and significant economic potential, mentioning that Kazakhstan alone is 

traversed by five railway roads and eight automobile roads, and emphasised the importance of achieving the Middle Corridor. 

He then discussed the increased interest in the potential of the route, mentioning the successful signature of the Aktau on 25th 

November 2022 Roadmap overing 58 measures for its further development until 2027, and the interest of countries such as 

Austria, Germany, Latvia, Estonia, Bulgaria, and Hungary in joining the Trans-Caspian International Transport association. 

The vice minister then also detailed Kazakhstan’s reforms to modernise railways, roads, and civil aviation to increase traffic 

capacity and reduce delivery time of goods. In particular, discussed elements from the Concept on transport and logistics 

potential development until 2030, that was approved at the end of last year, also covering containerisation, road freight 

transport and cargo programmes, as well as the creation of regional transit hubs with simplified customs and border-crossing 

procedures for the development of cargo and passenger air transit.  

Opening the panel part of the session, Mr Janis Vitenbergs, Minister of Transport of Latvia, emphasised the long-term 

partnership between Central Asia, Europe and Latvia in particular, and welcomed the deepening of this co-operation. He 

highlighted the central role of co-operation and connectivity in the current international context, in particular of transport 

networks to secure supply chains. Recognising the length and resource intensiveness required to develop new trade routes 

he assured Central Asian governments of Latvia’s support and cited the recent connection of the TRACECA corridor to Baltic 

States and Scandinavia as a success of this co-operation. 

Mr Zdanko Lucic, Secretary of State of Foreign Affairs of Croatia, also insisted on infrastructure’s centrality to build trade and 

transit flows, citing his country’s experience in building multimodal infrastructure to develop into a logistics hub at the 

crossroads of rail and road infrastructure, and East-West and North-South trade routes. Mr Lucic also insisted on the reinforced 

need for and interest in investment infrastructure, fostered by the need to have strong and resilient supply chains and the 

growing nearshoring trend, both reinforced by the COVID-19 pandemic. Concluding his intervention, he insisted on the need 

to go beyond a purely national perspective to develop a regional one when it comes to infrastructure planning and financing. 
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Mr Iulian Fota, Secretary of State of Foreign Affairs of Romania, expressed his strong support to the development of the 

Middle Corridor. In addition to necessary reforms in Central Asia, he emphasised that the successful development of the route 

will also very much depend on transport infrastructure improvements in the South Caucasus, and especially in the Black Sea 

region. Mr Fota therefore called for a joint development of transport routes and regional connectivity and cited his country’s 

recent efforts in matters of energy connectivity, with the development of a submarine tunnel to connect South Caucasus with 

Eastern Europe, and digital connectivity between Europe and South Caucasus, with the plan to extend it later on to Central 

Asia.  

 

Ms Nina Vaskunlahti, Under-Secretary of State for International Trade of Finland, noted that trade and connectivity being at 

the core of the geopolitical situation today, the calls for a diversification of European trade routes have been reinforced. With 

an open optimism, she noted that despite Middle Corridor development had been on the agenda for a long time, it finally 

materialises. Ms Vaskunlahti highlighted the crucial importance of political will to build mutual trust, from Central Asia to 

Europe, to make the route work for all involved regions and to work on all reform aspects, both soft and hard infrastructure, in 

parallel. 

 

Ms Tabea Klang, Managing Director for Sales at DB Cargo Eurasia, highlighted that rail traffic development should be a 

priority for sustainable transport and connectivity, as it offers the advantages of being less emissions-intensive, more resilient 

and more reliable for logistics companies and manufacturers, and more time-efficient, which is much valued by the private 

sector. She concluded by providing a private sector perspective on the Middle Corridor, expressing optimism about its 

potential, while reminding listeners that, in its current state, the route is not yet competitive in terms of time and price. 

Addressing this would require increasing capacity in a co-ordinated way, establish a co-ordinating body with a commercial 

interest in ensuring that the body has its own interest in developing the route, and advancing tariffs certainty, in particular their 

harmonisation and regular update. 

 

Concluding the session, Mr Denk and Ms Bakran, reiterated the EU and EBRD’s support to a continued co-operation with 

the governments of Central Asia to implement the discussed measures in the years ahead, with a continued commitment to 

regional co-operation, within Central Asia and with the EU. 
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KEY POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Improving the business climate in Central Asia 

• Reduce the administrative and regulatory burden on SMEs. 

• Improve business confidence in the judicial system and predictability of regulation. 

• Ensure equality of treatment between local businesses and international firms. 

• Carry out financial sector reforms to favour the creation of well-functioning local capital markets for the private sector. 

• Privatise assets with a high potential of productivity and commercial viability rather than those the government 

wishes to discard. 

Driving the green transition in Central Asia 

• Set objectives and goals as a foundational step towards achieving carbon neutrality. 

• Develop and adopt policies that ensure transition to a net-zero-emissions economy, including through investment in 

renewable energy sources and by developing intra-regional trade in sustainably generated electricity. 

• Manage incentives through subsidies and taxes, while mitigating the social impact of increased prices. 

• Set up multilateral partnerships and collaboration to attract green investments, including in strategic fields such as 

raw materials and green hydrogen. 

• Involve a wide range of stakeholders, including the private sector, to invest in clean infrastructure and exploit the 

region’s green energy potential. 

• Address financing needs for reskilling, tackle environmental literacy and reach out to the youth. 

Driving the digital transition in Central Asia 

• Improve broadband connectivity to enhance living standards and drive SME growth. 

• Create targeted incentives for private sector investment in digitalisation. 

• Adapt the digital regulatory environment by adapting EU and OECD best practices to the local context. 

• Improve digital skills and favour a human-centric digitalisation. 

• Ensure that the energy sector is built in 5G compatibility. 

Strengthening EU-Central Asia trade and economic relations 

• Pursue trade facilitation reforms. 

• Continue engaging in a multilateral format with a regional approach to international co-operation and trade. 

• Focus co-operation on sustainable projects and strategic sectors such as energy security, digitalisation and transport 

connectivity. 

• Involve the private sector alongside government-to-government dialogue. 

Enhancing trade and transport connectivity between the EU and Central Asia 

• Focus the infrastructure investments on the identified bottlenecks. 

• Address the non-physical bottlenecks at borders through soft measures such as predictability of tariffs, 

harmonisation of standards and digitalisation of transport documents. 

• Favour the involvement of private stakeholders through an enhanced PPP regulatory framework 

• Ensure that new connections serve local markets to allow Central Asia to become a true logistics hub rather than a 

mere transit corridor. 

• Strengthen the transport and logistics co-operation along the Transcaspian corridor. 

• Go beyond national perspectives by establishing a co-ordinating body with an interest in developing the route. 
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NEXT STEPS  

 
The next EU-Central Asia Economic Forum will be hosted by Uzbekistan in 2025. 

 

ANNEX  1 – USEFUL LINKS  

 
Link to Executive Vice-President of the European Commission Mr Valdis Dombrovskis’ speech at the Second EU-Central Asia 

Economic Forum in Almaty, Kazakhstan 

 

Press release of the Forum   

 

ANNEX 2 – RELATED OECD PUBLICATIONS  

 

 

English version // Russian version 

Russia’s war against Ukraine and the international sanctions 
introduced against the former have had an unexpectedly mild impact 
on Central Asia, despite the region’s deep economic dependence on 
its northern neighbour. Notwithstanding high inflation, the five Central 
Asian states – Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Mongolia, Tajikistan, and 
Uzbekistan – have so far shown surprising resilience to the economic 
headwinds: remittances registered record-high figures in the first half 
of 2022, national currencies quickly rebounded to pre-war levels after 
an initial drop, and an influx of skilled workers boosted demand for 
services and hospitality. However, as the medium-term effects of the 
sanctions against Russia, the global cost-of-living crisis, and China’s 
economic slowdown start to unfold, Central Asia is faced with 
lingering uncertainty.  

This publication provides an assessment of the short-term effects of 
Russia’s war on Central Asian economies and the policy responses 
provided. It also analyses the challenges ahead and formulates policy 
recommendations to make Central Asian economies more resilient 
and diversified. 

 

 

 

 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/SPEECH_23_2823
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/SPEECH_23_2823
https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.eeas.europa.eu%2Fdelegations%2Fkazakhstan%2Fjoint-press-statement-2nd-eu-central-asia-economic-forum_en%3Fs%3D222&data=05%7C01%7CCeleste.LAPORTETALAMON%40oecd.org%7C18c20357a97d4378053d08db8226bc5b%7Cac41c7d41f61460db0f4fc925a2b471c%7C0%7C0%7C638246875100981964%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=645Ms%2BDEDnZw6wadrbI%2B86NF%2FagfDz0YDXYIK07dyI0%3D&reserved=0
https://eu-cai.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/EN-OECD-report-on-weathering-economic-storms-in-Central-Asia.pdf
https://eu-cai.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/RU-Weathering-the-Economic-Storms-in-Central-Asia.pdf
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English version // Russian version 

In recent years, Kazakhstan has developed a comprehensive digital 
government system and begun to create the legal and regulatory 
conditions for the digital transformation of the country’s economy. The 
digitalisation of the private sector requires further improvements in 
framework conditions, such as reliable access to broadband services, 
quality and affordability of networks, and digital security for businesses.  

Based on recent OECD work on digital framework conditions, this report 
examines the legal and operational environment that is holding back the 
digital transformation of private firms in Kazakhstan. The report 
suggests three sets of actions: (1) addressing the remaining Internet 
quality and connectivity gaps, notably by mobilising the regional public 
sector to improve the quality and density of networks, and by expanding 
the inclusion of the private sector in the policy-making process; 
(2) improving competition in, and the investment attractiveness of, the 
telecom sector by setting-up an independent national telecom regulator, 
and by developing a targeted investment attraction strategy to prepare 
for deployment of next-generation communication networks; and 
(3) adapting the regulatory and policy framework for firms adapting to 
new digital challenges and raising their awareness of digital security. 

 

 

English version // Russian version 

Since 2019, digital transformation has been a clear policy priority in 
Uzbekistan. While the country has made significant progress in terms 
of Internet access, quality and affordability, digital uptake among firms 
remains low. This lack of digital skills seems to be a limiting factor 
affecting the digital transformation of business.  

Based on recent OECD work on digitalisation, this report examines 
what is holding back the digital upskilling of businesses in Uzbekistan. 
It suggests three sets of policy actions: (1) developing a supportive 
institutional framework for the digital uptake of firms; (2) raising firms’ 
awareness of the importance of acquiring digital and complementary 
skills; and (3) expanding existing support to digitalise while addressing 
the gender digital divide. 

https://eu-cai.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/PR-KAZ-EN.pdf
https://eu-cai.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/PR-KAZ-RU.pdf
https://eu-cai.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/PR-UZB-EN.pdf
https://eu-cai.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/PR-UZB-RU.pdf
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English version // Russian version 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Weaknesses in the framework conditions for private sector 
development and foreign direct investment have contributed to over-
reliance of Central Asian economies on a narrow range of often volatile 
drivers for growth, principally the export of commodities and labour. 
Despite recent reforms by governments across the region – such as 
streamlining legislation or introducing new digitalisation programmes – 
the business environment in Central Asia remains challenging.  

Even where formal settings have improved considerably, uneven 
implementation and enforcement, as well as frequent policy changes, 
create a significant gap between de jure protections and the de 
facto operational environment for firms The COVID-19 pandemic has 
exacerbated this problem and reinforced the need to address long-
standing barriers to business development that could help the region 
transition to a more dynamic, private sector-driven growth model. 

 

 

https://eu-cai.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/Improving-LEB-CA-ENG-20-April.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/eurasia/Improving-LEB-CA-RU.pdf

