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Russia-China Relations since Feb 2022 
 
The unprovoked invasion of Ukrainian territory by the conventional armed forces of the Russian Federation in 
February 2022, was an affront to China’s longstanding official opposition to interference in the affairs of 
sovereign states. The event however, hereafter referred to as ‘the invasion’, not only took place four days after 
the end of the Beijing Winter Olympics but also supervened a high-profile summit between Vladimir Putin and 
Xi Jinping in Beijing in early February - Xi’s first with a head of state since the outbreak of the Coronavirus 
Pandemic. A sixteen-page joint statement, while not referencing Ukraine or East Asia, discussed a ‘no limits’ 
partnership and mutual opposition to US foreign policy.1 While only the latest overture in a decade-long entente, 
hindsight has permitted this to be perceived as a tacit endorsement, by Beijing, of the subsequent invasion. 
References to the ‘no limits’ partnership have faded from official PRC statements but relations remain strong, 
two years into the conflict. Refusal to condemn the invasion has placed Beijing in the global minority and Xi’s 
choice of language has legitimized Moscow’s historicist perspective of the conflict.2 Chinese state media 
coverage has lauded the ‘unity’ and ‘stability’, of the Russian political system, including during an insurrection by 
former-Wagner Group leader Yevgeny Prigozhin.3 While stopping short of using the term ‘alliance’ - 
occasionally invoked by Moscow, presenting a politically-unified Eurasia, has become an important element of 
Chinese diplomacy vis-à-vis the United States. 
 
Xi’s first meeting with Putin following the outbreak of conflict in September 2022, was afforded plausible 
deniability by an annual summit of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) in Samarkand. The second, a 
state visit to Moscow, would not take place until March 2023 but came only days after the International Criminal 
Court issued an arrest warrant for Putin. The Moscow meeting, their forty-first since Xi came to power and his 
first overseas engagement following the Twentieth Chinese Communist Party (CCP) Congress, was followed up 
with visits by Defence Minister Li Shangfu, and Zhang Youxia, the People’s Liberation Army’s (PLA) most 
senior serving officer.4 President Putin was one of only three European heads of state to attend the 2023 Belt 
and Road Forum which, despite being the initiative’s tenth anniversary, saw diminished attendance compared 
with previous summits.  The two countries have sustained the standard annual list of bilateral and joint-military 
                                                        
1 Ulrich Jochheim, China-Russia relations: A quantum leap?, Members' Research Service PE 729.349 – May 2023, EPRS | 
European Parliamentary Research Service, https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_BRI(2022)729349, 7 
2 Jochheim, 7 
3 Global times, “Putin-Prigozhin meeting demonstrates Russia's internal unity before NATO summit: observers”, Global Times 
article 11 July 2023, https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202307/1294168.shtml  
4 Jochheim, 5.  Also BBC Monitoring, BBC Monitoring China Watchlist for 9 November 2023,         
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/c204qvpd 
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exercises, including Russia’s VOSTOK drills, bilateral and tripartite naval drills in the East China Sea, and with 
South Africa and Iran.5 Both powers claim official neutrality in the others’ territorial disputes in the South China 
Sea and Kuril Islands, but have conveyed tacit support through various channels. Joint military exercises have 
been used for wider diplomatic posturing, a joint strategic bomber patrol for example, passed close to Japanese 
and South Korean airspace during Biden’s attendance at a May 2022 meeting in Tokyo of the putative ‘Quad’ 
security alliance between the US, Australia, India and Japan.6 A visit by Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov 
to Beijing in April 2024, came only days after President Biden had raised the issue of the Russian partnership in 
a telephone call with his Chinese counterpart, and as the American leader was hosting the leaders of Japan and 
the Philippines.7 The two powers have even extended their declared vision of a post-Atlantic world order to 
space cooperation, in 2023 announcing plans to construct a nuclear-powered joint base on the moon.8 
 
Observers have noted the pragmatism however, of Chinese diplomacy by comparison with Russia’s - committed 
to undermining the United States globally on the one hand, yet recognizing that China’s own industrial 
development has and may continue to benefit from the ‘rules-based’ international system. The Chinese Foreign 
Ministry has officially maintained that ‘China did not create the crisis. It is not a party to the crisis, and has not 
provided weapons to either side of the conflict’.9 In early-2023, some commentaries even detected a nuanced 
change in Chinese rhetoric, references to sovereignty and nuclear weapons, perceived as quiet disapproval of 
Russian actions.10 Nevertheless, the tacit support implied in Xi’s statement at the 2022 SCO Summit, that China 
was ‘ready to work with Russia to play a leading role in injecting stability into a changing world’, was sufficient, if 
not decisive for Moscow, at a crucial moment in the conflict.11 Chinese-manufactured items exposed on or in 
transit to, the Ukrainian battlefield include assault rifles, drone parts, ammunition, All Terrain Vehicles (ATVs), 
and even Armoured Personnel Carriers (APCs), though supplied via what channels and under whose direction 
largely remains unclear.12 Russian official imports of Chinese construction vehicles and delivery trucks, had also 
doubled and quadrupled respectively, in 2023.13 In early-2024, US officials stated that in addition to providing 
Russian weapons manufacturers with advanced optics and more than ninety percent of their integrated circuitry, 
Chinese entities were also ‘likely providing’ Russia with nitrocellulose, used in the manufacture of propellants.14  
 

                                                        
5  Reuters, “China Says It Will Send Troops To Russia For Joint Military Drills”, Radio Free Europe Article, 17 August 2022, 
https://www.rferl.org/a/china-russia-joint-military-drills/31992678.html. Also   “South Africa's naval exercise with Russia, China 
raises Western alarm”, Reuters Article, 18 February 2023,    https://www.reuters.com/world/south-africas-naval-exercise-with-
russia-china-raises-western-alarm-2023-02-17/. Global Times, “China confirms troops arrive to Russia for Vostok 2022 drills”, 
Global Times Article, 25 August 2022, https://mil.huanqiu.com/article/49Npg8gBulY . Global Times, “Chinese, Russian 
militaries hold 7th joint aerial strategic patrol”, 15 December 2023, https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202312/1303700.shtml  
6 Edward Wong, “Russia and China Held Military Exercise in East Asia as Biden Visited”, New York Times Article, 24 May 
2022, https://www.nytimes.com/2022/05/24/us/politics/russia-china-bombers-biden.html  
7 David Pierson and Ivan Nechepurenko, “Xi Meets With Russia’s Foreign Minister, Reaffirming Ties”, Article, New York 
Times, 9 Apr 2024, https://www.nytimes.com/2024/04/09/world/asia/xi-lavrov-russia-china.html  
8 Fan Anqi, “China-Russia lunar base collaboration a perfect match”, Article, Global Times Website, 30 November 2023, 
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202311/1302828.shtml . Reuters, “Russia says it is considering putting a nuclear power plant on 
the moon with China”, Article, Reuters.com, 5 March 2024,  https://www.reuters.com/technology/space/russia-china-are-
considering-putting-nuclear-power-unit-moon-ria-2024-03-05/  
9 Erin Banco and Sarah Jane Aarup, “Hunting rifles — really? China ships assault weapons and body armor to Russia”, Politico 
Article, 16 March 2023, https://www.politico.eu/article/chinese-companies-are-shipping-rifles-body-armor-to-russia/  
10 Tiong Wei Jie and Li Mingjiang, “China’s subtle change of stance on Russia’s invasion of Ukraine should not go unnoticed”, 
Article, South China Morning Post, 2 January 2023,  https://www.scmp.com/comment/opinion/article/3205096/chinas-subtle-
change-stance-russias-invasion-ukraine-should-not-go-unnoticed      
11 BBC Monitoring,  Chinese Twitter diplomacy 13-19 Sep 2022,   https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/c203r4ai  
12  Vijainder K Thakur, “Russian Military Gets Chinese ATVs For ‘Final Assault’ On Ukraine; US Media, Biden Stunned To 
Silence”, Article, The Eurasian Times, 19 November 2023,   https://www.eurasiantimes.com/russian-military-gets-chinese-at-
vehicles-for-final-assault/#google_vignette     Reid Standish, “China In Eurasia Briefing: How Chinese Parts Make It To The 
Battlefield In Ukraine”, Article Radio Free Europe, 14 June 2023, https://www.rferl.org/a/chinese-parts-ukraine-
battlefield/32458834.html . Japan Times, “Use of Chinese ammunition in Ukraine confirmed by U.S.”, Article, The Japan Ties, 18 
March 2023, https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2023/03/18/asia-pacific/china-russia-ukraine-war-ammunition-u-s/ 
13 Brian Spegele, “Chinese Firms Are Selling Russia Goods Its Military Needs to Keep Fighting in Ukraine”, Article, Wall Street 
Times, 15 July 2022, https://www.wsj.com/articles/chinese-firms-are-selling-russia-goods-its-military-needs-to-keep-fighting-in-
ukraine-11657877403?mod=article_inline . Observatory of Economic Complexity (OEC), China-Russia Trade Statistics, 
https://oec.world/en/profile/bilateral-country/chn/partner/rus 
14 Demetri Sevastpulo and Guy Chazan, “US says China is supplying missile and drone engines to Russia”, Article, Financial 
Times, 12 April 2024, https://www.ft.com/content/ecd934b6-8a91-4b78-a360-9111f771f9b1  
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In the case of two shipments of gunpowder exposed by an Arizona-based customs data firm, sufficient to 
manufacture eighty million rounds of ammunition, the cargoes were traced to Poly Technologies, a state-owned 
Chinese company previously sanctioned for its global sales of missile technology and providing support to 
Iran.15 The United States has also added to its list of sanctioned-Chinese entities, remote sensing service 
providers, for selling battlefield imagery to the Wagner Group.16 Evidence pointing to high-end Intelligence, 
Surveillance and Reconnaissance (ISR) cooperation has been inevitably scant, but reports have emerged of 
Chinese mercenaries participating in hostilities and an article published by the Royal United Services Institute 
(RUSI) in 2024, reviewed how recent bilateral cooperation in 5G and satellite technology may be assisting 
Russian forces on the battlefield.17 Given the scale of the Chinese arms industry however and pre-existing 
relationships with Moscow and potential intermediaries, these findings are relatively modest and undoubtedly 
fall short of the threshold for formal military aid to Russia that can be argued in the case of Iran and North 
Korea, two regimes albeit enjoying varying degrees of political and economic support from Beijing. 
 
More deterministic, has been the PRC’s role in preventing Moscow’s political and economic isolation. Along 
with India, China has been the principle consumer of what are now thought to be heavily-discounted mineral 
surpluses that Russia is no longer able to sell in European markets. Chinese imports of Russian oil, rose by eight 
percent in 2022 and twenty-four percent in 2023. Imports of Russian gas and coal, doubled in 2022 and 2023 
respectively.18 Agriculture in Russia’s Far Eastern Oblasts is also experiencing a boom, driven largely by Chinese 
demand and in 2022, Russia completed its first deliveries of nuclear fuel assemblies to reactors in China.19 Four 
days after the onset of the conflict, Gazprom signed a contract to perform design and survey work relating to 
the second ‘Power of Siberia’ pipeline, currently the most high-profile bilateral investment project.20 Statements 
from Russian officials and CNPC during the course of 2023 stated only that discussions were still underway, 
suggesting that progress remains constrained by pricing disagreements.21 The European Union finally began 
imposing sanctions on mainland-Chinese and Hong Kong-based companies in early-2024, Putin’s hyperbolic 
claim two weeks later, than the bilateral relationship was ‘without borders’, likely an opportunistic gibe at the 
failure of sanctions to arrest China’s material facilitation of the war.22 A month earlier it was reported that three 
of China’s largest banks had suspended transactions with their Russian counterparts. At the time of writing, it is 
too early to assess their implementation but it is highly unlikely that this will lead to a cessation in physical 
trade.23 
 
Beijing has also taken several steps to preserve its relations with Kiev. On the anniversary of the invasion in 
2023, China published the so-called ‘twelve-point’ peace proposal. A year later, Wang Yi would state that while 
not a signatory to the 1994 Budapest Memorandum which guaranteed the borders of both Ukraine and 

                                                        
15 Ana Swanson and John Ismay, “Chinese Firm Sent Large Shipments of Gunpowder to Russian Munitions Factory”, Article, 
New York Times, 23 June 2023, https://www.nytimes.com/2023/06/23/business/economy/china-russia-ammunition.html 
16 United States Department of Defence, Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China 2023, 
Office of the Secretary of Defence Annual Report to Congress, 100  
17 Isabel van Brugen, “Chinese Mercenaries Spotted Fighting for Russia in Ukraine”, Article, Newsweek, 7 March 2024, 
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/chinese-mercenaries-spotted-fighting-for-russia-in-ukraine/ar-BB1jtLEb . Roman 
Kolodii, Dr Giangiuseppe Pili and Jack Crawford, “Hi-Tech, High Risk? Russo-Chinese Cooperation on Emerging 
Technologies”, Commentary, Royal United Services Institute, 1 March 2024, https://www.rusi.org/explore-our-
research/publications/commentary/hi-tech-high-risk-russo-chinese-cooperation-emerging-technologies  
18 Laura He, “China’s largest oil supplier in 2023 was Russia”, Article, CNN 22 January 2024,  
https://edition.cnn.com/2024/01/22/business/china-top-oil-supplier-2023-russia-intl-
hnk/index.html#:~:text=However%2C%20since%202022%2C%20China%20has,ramped%20up%20its%20purchases%20sharply. 
Observatory of Economic Complexity (OEC), China-Russia Trade Statistics 
19 United States Department of Defence, Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China 2023, 109 
20 Jochheim, 5 
21 Jochheim, 4-5 . Reuters, “Russia finalising Power of Siberia-2 gas Pipeline Route to China”, Novak says, Article, Reuters, 6 
September 2023, https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/russia-finalising-power-siberia-2-gas-pipeline-route-china-novak-
2023-09-06/.   Reuters, “Russia's Putin upbeat on Power of Siberia 2 gas pipeline to China”, 17 October 2023, 
https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/russias-putin-upbeat-power-siberia-2-gas-pipeline-china-2023-10-17/ 
22 Deutsche Welle, “China-Russia relationship without borders”, Video, DW.com, 7 march 2025,  https://www.dw.com/en/china-
russia-relationship-without-borders/video-68469009  
23 Kinling Lo, “Chinese banks ‘refrained’ from dealing with Russia over sanctions fears”, Article, South China Morning Post, 11 
February 2024,  https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3251675/chinese-banks-refrained-dealing-russia-over-
sanctions-fears  
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Kazakhstan, his government has endorsed it in statements.24 As the war has progressed however, the Kiev 
government has added Chinese companies to its list of international sponsors of the war.25 The pro-Russian 
position of Chinese state and social media, including misogynistic blogging on the subject of female Ukrainian 
refugees, has also fuelled anti-Chinese sentiment.26 A Chinese envoy sent to meet with officials in eight Central 
and Eastern European countries shortly after the invasion, was perceived as having been rebuffed, conforming 
to the negative trend of the late-2010s.27 In March 2024, as Li Hui, Beijing’s Special Representative for Eurasian 
Affairs, lead a second peace envoy to Kiev, the Chinese Foreign Minister publicly boasted about booming trade 
with the Russian Federation.28 
 
Chinese academia has its share of Russian apologists. Some writers simply locate the issue of Ukrainian 
sovereignty outside China’s core interests, others see the conflict as advantageous - distracting Washington and 
entrenching Russian dependency.29 Historical grievances however, run deep and mutual distrust is occasionally 
evidenced in public statements.30 In April 2023, Beijing’s ambassador to the EU, dismissed the ‘limitless 
friendship’ as ‘nothing but rhetoric’.31 In August of the same year, the Foreign Ministry was obliged to protest 
the treatment of five Chinese citizens at the Russo-Kazakh border, the rarity of such a dispute albeit 
corroborated by description of the incident as ‘inconsistent with friendly relations’.32 Explicit calls by Chinese 
scholars to distance the country from Moscow are rare. More common are implicit criticisms of the invasion 
which have occasionally attracted censorship - its acceleration of deglobalization for example, and transgression 
of national sovereignty.33 
 
For a number of reasons, Central Asia may be considered a bell-weather for the bilateral relationship. It was the 
demarcation and demilitarization of China’s borders with the newly-established Russian Federation and three 
Central Asian Republics (CARs), that lead to the institutionalization of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization 
(SCO), China’s most successful multilateral project to date. The two powers have since successfully cultivated 
the SCO as a platform for the rejection and eventually the expulsion of Western security and cultural influences 
from the region. With the onset of open conflict in Ukraine however, a narrative has emerged suggesting an 
acceleration of pre-existing trends towards the displacement of Russian by Chinese influence in Central Asia.34 
Articles cited in this paper describe Russia’s ‘replacement’, and China ‘filling a void’, winning a new ‘foothold’, 
and ‘stepping in’. This appears to have received considerable amplification following the convening of an 
inaugural summit in May 2023, of the five Central Asian heads of state and Xi Jinping, in the Chinese city of 
Xian, under the ‘C5 + 1’ format. The following sections will examine the observable trends in the relations of 
both China and Russia with the five Central Asian Republics (CARs) since February 2022, and weigh the 
accuracy of the suggestion that, in this strategically-important geographical region, Beijing has benefited from 
the conflict, at Moscow’s expense. 
 

                                                        
24 Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Wang Yi Elaborates on China's Position on Ukraine Crisis”, 18 February 2023, 
http://eg.china-embassy.gov.cn/eng/zgyw/202402/t20240218_11246505.htm  
25 Finbar Bermingham, “Ukraine designates China’s biggest oil firms as ‘sponsors of war’ for Russian joint ventures”, Article, 
South China Morning Post, 4 October 2023,  https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3236695/ukraine-designates-
chinas-biggest-oil-firms-sponsors-war-russian-joint-ventures  
26 William Yang, “Sexist Ukraine comments spark China backlash”, Article, Deutsche Welle, 3 August 2022,   
https://www.dw.com/en/ukraine-sexist-comments-on-chinese-social-media-trigger-backlash/a-61049647  
27 China Power Team. "What Are the Key Weaknesses of the China-Russia Relationship?" China Power. May 5, 2022. Updated 
March 20, 2023. Accessed August 4, 2023. https://chinapower.csis.org/china-russia-relationship-weaknesses-mistrust/ 
28 Ken Moritsugu, “China trumpets rising car exports to Russia as its envoy holds talks in Ukraine”, Article, the Washington Post, 
8 March 2024, https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2024/03/08/china-russia-ukraine-wang/b1e22136-dd32-11ee-b5e9-
ad4573c62315_story.html  
29 Thomas des Garets Geddes, The Art of Tasseography: China–Russia Relations as Viewed from China, Commentary 30 May 
2023, Royal United Services Institute, https://www.rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/commentary/art-tasseography-
china-russia-relations-viewed-china  
30 Des Garets Geddes.  
31 Stefan Hedlund, Central Asia is coming into its own, GIS Reports January 26 2023, https://www.gisreportsonline.com/r/china-
central-asia-russia/ 
32 Reuters, “China's Embassy Criticizes Treatment Of Citizens At Russian Border”, Article, Reuters, 5 August 2023, 
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-china-border-complaint/32535316.html  
33 Des Garets Geddes.  
34 Annette Bohr, Written evidence from Annette Bohr (ECA0024), Supplement to oral evidence given to the Foreign Affairs 
Committee, UK’s Engagement in Central Asia inquiry, 9 May 2023, Annette Bohr, Russia and Eurasia Programme, Chatham 
House, https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/121102/pdf/  
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Russia in Central Asia since Feb 2022 
 
Among the scholars and commentators interviewed by the author in 2023, a consensus agreed that Russian 
diplomacy has paid more attention to Central Asia. Vladimir Putin’s first public overseas trip after the outbreak 
of the war was to Tajikistan, in June, and by the end of that first year, he had held more than fifty meetings with 
his Central Asian counterparts.35 The diplomatic frenzy has encompassed telephone conversations with heads of 
state, including during the Prigozhin mutiny, as well meetings as under the C5+1 format and on the sides of the 
SCO summit.36 The period has seen flows of equipment and financial aid sustained, and Russian think-tanks run 
more polls and produce a greater number of papers on Central Asia than in previous years.37 In 2022, Russia 
regained its status as Uzbekistan’s top trading partner albeit ceding this to China again in 2023, and has remained 
in the top tier for Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) in every CAR except Turkmenistan where FDI statistics are 
unavailable.38 Future Russian involvement has been touted in several keynote projects since February 2022, most 
notably thermal coal and hydro-power generation in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, but also the acquisition of the 
Arcelor Mittal Steel Conglomerate, and a proposed-power transmission line between Kyrgyzstan and Siberia.39 
While the Uzbek government has been obliged to deny speculation that negotiations for Rosatom’s involvement 
in the construction of a Nuclear Power Plant in the country have stalled, Putin has hinted at Russian 
involvement in the development of inaugural nuclear reactors in both Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan.40 
 
The CARs have publicly maintained what might be described as a balanced foreign policy position, neither 
explicitly condemning nor endorsing Russian aggression. As was the case in 2014, they have not officially 
recognized the annexation of Ukrainian territory. While the ‘colour revolution’ narrative of irresponsible 
Western democratic proliferation, that has framed the Sino-Russian consensus since the mid-2000s, has been 
normalized in regional diplomacy, Central Asian elites have clearly been uncomfortable with Moscow’s initiation 
of armed conflict.41 With competing claims to regional leadership, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan have been under 
the most pressure to demonstrate foreign policy autonomy, and have made occasional public statements of 
support for Ukraine and dispatched humanitarian aid. Their respective parliaments have been even more vocal.42 

                                                        
35 Radio Free Europe, “Putin Arrives In Tajikistan For First Stop On Trip To Central Asia”, Article, Radio Free Europe, 28 June 
2022, https://www.rferl.org/a/putin-visits-tajikistan-rahmon-ukraine/31919990.html  
36 Interfax News Agency Moscow, “Putin phones Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Belarus leaders amid Prigozhin mutiny”, Interfax 
News Agency Moscow, 24 June 2023, https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/c204dj1t  
37 Raffaello Pantucci and Alessandro Arduino, “The Stans Can’t Play Both Sides Anymore”, Article Foreign Policy.com 31 May 
2023, https://foreignpolicy.com/2023/05/31/central-asia-russia-china-kazakhstan-kyrgyzstan-sco-play-both-sides/ . Also Interview 
with a Senior Research Fellow, OSCE Academy Bishkek, 10th July 2023 
38 Fergana News Agency, “Russia top investor in Uzbekistan in 2022”, Fergana News Agency Website,  
https://fergana.agency/news/129255/  . Gazeta, “ Russia surpasses China as Uzbekistan's biggest trade partner”, Article, 
Gazeta.uz, 21 December 2022,  https://www.gazeta.uz/ru/2022/12/21/trade/ . Gazeta.ru, “China replaces Russia as Uzbekistan's 
largest trading partner”, Article, Gazeta.uz website (Tashkent), 9 Feb 2024, https://www.gazeta.uz/ru/2024/02/09/trade-partners/  
39 Fergana News Agency, “ Russia to build power line system from Siberia to Kyrgyzstan”, Article, Fergana news agency website, 
26 May 2022, https://fergana.news/news/126273/ . 24.kg, “Russia seeks to join in Kyrgyz power plant project”, 24.kg Website 
Bishkek, https://24.kg/vlast/256565_rossiya_toje_hochet_uchastvovat_vstroitelstve_kambaratinskoy_ges-1/ . Vlast, “Foreign 
investors said to fund new Russia-built Kazakh power plants”, Article, Online magazine Vlast (Almaty), 7 February 2024, 
https://vlast.kz/novosti/58817-sredstva-enpf-na-stroitelstvo-treh-tec-ispolzovat-ne-budut-sklar.html . KazTAG, “Kazakhstan 
denies mining giant to be sold to Russians”, Article, KazTAG news agency (Almaty), 4 November 2023, 
https://kaztag.kz/ru/news/sklyar-kategoricheski-otverg-veroyatnuyu-svyaz-pretenduyushchego-na-obekty-amt-chastnika-s-
putinym   
40 Chris Rickleton, “Living In The Limelight: Can Central Asia Sustain Surge Of Newfound Diplomatic Activity Without 
Russia?”, 14 November 2023, https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-central-asia-diplomatic-activitiy-surge-ukraine-war/32683831.html . 
Tazabek, “Russia set to build nuclear plant in Kyrgyzstan”, Article, 22 November 2022, Tazabek Website, 
https://www.tazabek.kg/news:1822670?from=portal&place=last . Verchiny Bishkek, “Kyrgyzstan, Russian firm ink deal to build 
nuclear power plant”, Article, Verchiny Bishkek, 20 January 2023, 
https://www.vb.kg/doc/426439_rosatom_podpisal_dorojnyu_karty_po_stroitelstvy_aes_v_kyrgyzstane.html  
41 Radio Free Europe,  “Uzbek Official Calls For Scrapping Talks With Russia On Constructing Nuclear Power Plant”, Article, 
Radio Free Europe, 09 June 2023, https://www.rferl.org/a/uzbekistan-russia-nuclear-plant/32452497.html . New Times, “ 
Kazakhstan urges respect for Ukraine's territorial integrity”, Article, New Times Astana, 3 April 2023, 
https://newtimes.kz/politika/166916-kazahstan-chetko-oboznachil-poziciyu-po-vojne-rossii-s-ukrainoj  
42 Radio Free Europe,  “Uzbek Official Calls For Scrapping Talks With Russia On Constructing Nuclear Power Plant”, Article, 
Radio Free Europe, 09 June 2023, https://www.rferl.org/a/uzbekistan-russia-nuclear-plant/32452497.html . New Times, “ 
Kazakhstan urges respect for Ukraine's territorial integrity”, Article, New Times Astana, 3 April 2023,  
https://newtimes.kz/politika/166916-kazahstan-chetko-oboznachil-poziciyu-po-vojne-rossii-s-ukrainoj  
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As in Kyrgyzstan, where the legislature has been described as split into ‘camps’ over the war, politicians were 
quick to voice support for Ukrainian sovereignty, and call for Russian economic privileges to be curtailed.43 
 
Festivals and concerts have been cancelled, and pro-Kremlin journalists, bloggers and athletes, censored. 
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan have restricted the use of Russian symbols, the ‘Z’ for example, and the St. George 
Ribbon, and municipal authorities have proscribed events glorifying Soviet victories or marking the anniversary 
of the invasion.44 In August 2023, the Uzbek supreme court also exonerated a political movement, the 
Basmachi, that had resisted Soviet authority in the 1920s.45 Such policies have accelerated a pre-existing trend 
towards the de-Russification of public life: the renaming of streets, removal of Soviet iconography, and tapering 
of the Russian language in state communications.46 Moscow has responded with diplomatic protests and by 
convening academic conferences. In 2023, Russia suspended dairy imports to Kyrgyzstan after the country’s 
state commission for language policy hinted at a move away from use of the Cyrillic alphabet.47 
 
There is also an abundance of evidence however to suggest that the issue of Ukrainian sovereignty does not 
constitute a core strategic interest for the CARs. The five republics have either not voted or voted to abstain on 
successive UN resolutions criticizing Russian actions.48 While the failure to endorse the Russian position has 
been interpreted optimistically by some analysts, given the circumstances - the invasion of a former-Soviet state 
whose borders were guaranteed by the Budapest Memorandum, the mere abstention of the CARs may equally 
be regarded as legitimation.49 In December 2022, Kazakhstan was among a handful of states to vote against a 
UN resolution demanding Russia cease its military aggression in Ukraine.50 
 
Both the Uzbek and Kyrgyz Foreign Ministers were forced to step down in the early days of the conflict after 
publicly airing pro-Ukrainian and pro-Western views.51 The successor to Abdulaziz Kamilov, who in the late-
1990s had pioneered Tashkent’s relationship with Washington, was swift to describe Russia as Uzbekistan’s 

                                                        
43 AkiPress, “We will make every effort to stop this fratricidal war, - Head of the Cabinet of Ministers A.Japarov on the situation 
in Ukraine”. Article, AkiPress News Agency Website, 24 March 2022, https://kg.akipress.org/news:1770508/?from=akikg . 
24.kg, “Nurlan Shakiyev proposes to turn off Russian TV channels in Kyrgyzstan”, Article, 24.kg, 2 Mar 2022, 
https://24.kg/vlast/226009_nurlan_shakiev_predlagaet_otklyuchit_rossiyskie_telekanalyi_vkyirgyizstane/  
44  Radio Free Europe, “Kyrgyzstan Bans 'Z' Symbol Victory Day Celebrations On May 9”, Article, Radio Free Europe, 22 April 
2022, https://www.rferl.org/a/kyrgyzstan-bans-z-symbol/31816191.html . Rdio Free Europe, “ Man Jailed In Kazakhstan For 
Painting Pro-War 'Z' Symbol On WWII Memorial”, Article, Radio Free Europe Kazakh Service,   
https://www.rferl.org/a/kazakhstan-man-jailed-painting-pro-war-z-on-ww2-memorial/31983617.html . 24.kg, “Bishkek schools 
held a conversation: it is impossible to force people to wear St. George ribbons”, Article, 24.kg, 26 April 2022, 
https://24.kg/obschestvo/232091_vshkolah_bishkeka_proveli_besedu_zastavlyat_nosit_georgievskie_lentochki_nelzya/  
45   Rossiya 24, “Russian TV criticises pro-Ukraine Uzbek bloggers, media”,  Article, Rossiya 24 news channel (Moscow), 6 
March 2022, https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/c203aq5b . Radio Free Europe, “Uzbekistan's Supreme Court Exonerates 240 
Members Of Basmachi Movement”, Article, Radio Free Europe, 25 August 2023, https://www.rferl.org/a/uzbekistan-supreme-
court-exonerates-basmachi-movement/32564521.html  
46 Radio Free Europe, “Kyrgyz President Defends Language Law Following Kremlin Criticism”, Article, Radio Free Europe, 24 
July 2023,  https://www.rferl.org/a/kyrgyzstan-language-law-russia/32516491.html . 24.kg, “In the Parliament, the head of the 
Ministry of Natural Resources Dinara Kutmanova was not allowed to speak in the official language”, Article, 24.kg, 15 December 
2022, https://24.kg/vlast/253490_vjkglave_minprirodyi_dinare_kutmanovoy_nedali_vyistupit_naofitsialnom_yazyike/ . Kloop.kg, 
“Kyrgyzstan to change Soviet-era names despite Russian criticism”, Article, Kloop.kg, 22 December 2022, 
https://kloop.kg/blog/2022/12/22/vlasti-bishkeka-rabotayut-nad-izmeneniem-nazvanij-chetyreh-rajonov-stolitsy-zhantaev/ . 
47 Radio Free Europe, “Russia Suspends Dairy Products From Kyrgyzstan After Calls In Bishkek To Drop Cyrillic Script”, 
Article, Radio Free Europe, 21 April 2023, https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-kyrgyzstan-dairy-products-banned-cyrillic-
latin/32373802.html  
48 Congressional Research Service, Central Asia: Implications of Russia’s War in Ukraine, Report R47591, Congressional 
Research Service (2023), 
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R47591/2#:~:text=Some%20analysts%20suggest%20that%20regional,their%20eco
nomic%20and%20security%20relationships.&text=cooperation%20between%20the%20United%20States,of%20the%20war%20i
n%20Ukraine, 4 
49 Congressional Research Service, 4 
50 Asia Plus, “Kazakhstan votes against UN’s resolution demanding Russia withdraw its military forces from Ukraine”, Article, 
Asia Plus News Network, 19 December 2022,             https://asiaplustj.info/en/news/centralasia/20221219/kazakhstan-votes-
against-uns-resolution-demanding-russia-withdraw-its-military-forces-from-ukraine  
51  Radio Free Europe, “After Publicly Backing Ukraine's Sovereignty, Uzbek FM Steps down”, Article, Radio Free Europe, 28 
April 2022, https://www.rferl.org/a/uzbekistan-komilov-ukraine-steps-down/31825263.html .  Aki Press, “Kyrgyzstan has close 
friendly ties with both Russian and Ukrainian people, - Kyrgyz Foreign Minister”, Article, Aki Press News Agency Website, 23 
March 2023, https://kg.akipress.org/news:1770228?from=portal&place=last&b=2   
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‘closest ally’.52 Both in 2023, when Vladimir Putin was received in Astana with full ceremony, and in 2024, 
President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev publicly re-iterated that Russia remained Kazakhstan's ‘main strategic 
partner’ while Turkmenistan’s Foreign Minister described Russia as the ‘largest global power in the political 
arena’.53 The Russian press has claimed that Kyrgyz President Sadyr Japarov expressed support for Putin in a 
phone call immediately after the invasion and some Kyrgyz MPs have called for the UN to recognize the 
referendums in the annexed territories.54 While Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan have not held a Victory Day parade 
since 2019, all five Central Asian presidents attended the May 2023 parade in Moscow.55 
 
In official statements and state-owned media, the republics adhere to Moscow’s preferred term ‘military 
operation’ as opposed to ‘invasion’ or ‘aggression’.56 Kyrgyz think-tanks have criticized the West’s ‘information 
war’ and Kazakh officials called for third-parties to stay away from ‘emotional assessments’ of the Bucha 
massacres.57 Kazakh and Kyrgyz authorities have arrested or pressured bloggers, journalists, film directors, and 
anti-war protestors, some draped in the Ukrainian flag, have be fined and arrested for protesting outside Russian 
embassies and consulates.58 In December 2023, a Kazakh court closed a foundation, headed by an opposition 
activist, distributing aid to Ukraine.59 
 
Kazakhstan is the CAR with the most exposure to the war. The country’s long northern border and relatively-
large ethnic-Russian minority have made it appear uniquely vulnerable as the ‘next Ukraine’.60 Most of the 
country’s exported oil which, despite attempts at economic diversification, still accounts for forty percent of 
total export revenue, is routed via the Caspian Consortium (CPC) pipeline across the Russian North Caucasus to 
an export terminal on the Black Sea. Kazakh trans-shipments however have not been subject to sanctions, 
reflecting recognition of the disruption this would cause for Astana and the Chevron-operated Tengiz field that 
serves the pipeline. Kazakhstan has even negotiated the use of Russia’s pipeline network, to export oil to 
Germany.61 
 
Kazakh oil exports via the CPC pipeline have been disrupted several times by Russia since the start of the 
conflict however. While some given meteorological explanations seem plausible, the arbitrary shutting of the 
pipeline due to the alleged discovery of unexploded ordinance or environmental regulations, has been 

                                                        
52 TASS, “Uzbek minister says Russia 'closest' ally amid growing threats”, Article, TASS News Agency, 14 April 2023, 
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0000crv  
53 Orient.tm, “Russia is firmly pursuing its course on the world stage - the head of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 
Turkmenistan”, Orient.tm website (Ashgabat), 12 June 2022,     https://orient.tm/ru/post/38161/rossiya-tverdo-provodit-svoj-kurs-
na-mirovoj-arene-glava-mid-turkmenistana  . Congressional Research Service, 11.  Radio Free Europe, “Kazakhstan's Toqaev 
Tells Putin Russia Strategic Partner Despite Ukraine War”, Article, Radio Free Europe, 28 November 2022,          
https://www.rferl.org/a/kazakhstan-russia-toqaev-putin-partners/32152374.html . Kazinform, “President of Kazakhstan: We will 
continue a constructive and balanced foreign policy taking into account national interests”, Article, Kazinform (Astana), 3 Jan 
2024, https://www.inform.kz/ru/tokaev-mi-prodolzhim-konstruktivnuyu-i-sbalansirovannuyu-vneshnyuyu-politiku-s-uchetom-
natsionalnih-interesov-9139f1  
54  NazarNews, “Kyrgyz MP urges UN to heed breakaway votes in Ukraine for truce”, Article, NazarNews, 25 Feb 2023,  
https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b00008zv   
55 Congressional Research Service, 11 
56 Radio Free Europe, “'Very Neutral': Uzbek Journalists Pressured Over Their Coverage Of Russian War In Ukraine”, Article, 
Radio Free Europe, 9 March 2022, https://www.rferl.org/a/uzbekistan-journaliists-pressured-ukraine-war/31741826.html  
57 Verchiniy, “Kyrgyzstan meeting slams West's 'information war' against Russia”, Article, Verchiniy Bishkek, 25 February 2022, 
https://www.vb.kg/doc/414587_v_bishkeke_obsydili_informacionnye_%20voyny_v_globalnoy_politike.html  . Radio Free 
Europe, “Senior Kazakh Official Calls Bucha Killings A 'Tragedy' That Needs Investigation”, 7 April 2022, 
https://www.rferl.org/a/kazakhstan-bucha-massacre-russia-investigation/31791485.html  
58     Radio Free Europe, “Four Kazakh Activists Detained In Front Of Russian Consulate Ahead Of Putin Visit”, Article, Radio 
Free Europe, 12 October 2022, https://www.rferl.org/a/kazakhstan-activists-detained-putin-visit-ukraine-russia/32077079.html . 
Radio Free Europe, “Two Noted Russia Critics In Kazakhstan Handed Lengthy Prison Terms”, Article, Radio Free Europe, 15 
March 2022, https://www.rferl.org/a/kazakhstan-bloggers-prison-sentences/31754221.html . 24.kg, “Protest action at the Russian 
Embassy: rally participants were taken to the Department of Internal Affairs”, Article, 24.kg, 17 March 2022,  
https://24.kg/obschestvo/227755_aktsiya_protesta_uposolstva_rossii_uchastnikov_mitinga_uvezli_vuvd/  
59 Telegram, “Kazakh court rules to shut Ukraine aid foundation”, Article, Telegram Messaging, 6 December 2023, 
https://t.me/mediastan/4013   
60 Temur Umarov, “After Ukraine, Is Kazakhstan Next in the Kremlin’s Sights?”, Article, Carnegie Politika, Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace, 10 August 2022, https://carnegieendowment.org/politika/87652  
61 Annette Bohr 
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interpreted as Russian retaliation for Astana’s public equivocacy on the war.62 As has been the case during past 
disputes, the Tengiz consortium has deferred to the more costly option of transporting oil across the Caspian 
Sea to Azerbaijan and then via a Western-constructed pipeline, the BTC, to Turkish export terminals.63 The 
Kazakh government has revived plans to expand the capacity of what it and other Caspian states now market as 
the Trans-Caspian International Transport Route (TITR), including the trebling of its tanker fleet in Aktau, and 
has solicited the EU, Turkey, Japan and other sponsors of the so-called ‘Middle Corridor’, proposals for which 
date back decades.64 The volume of freight traffic along the TITR reportedly more than doubled in 2022, 
boosted by a significant increase in shipments of Kazakh uranium to the United States and Europe.65 
 
A disruption to Turkmen exports in late-2022, due to what Ashgabat described as ‘technical issues’, via the 
Central Asia Gas Pipeline (CAGP) that serves Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan and Xinjiang, saw Russia re-emerge as a 
supplier of natural gas to the region.66 Volumes were small by comparison with historical levels and priced lower 
than exports to Turkey or China, but were nevertheless a symbolic success for Gazprom.67 An attempt to 
convert this into a trilateral gas union however, was rejected by Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan who opted instead, 
for bilateral agreements.68 Kazakhstan’s Energy Ministry also appeared to reject Moscow’s insistence on EEU 
countries paying for natural gas in roubles, despite Armenia, Belarus, and Kyrgyzstan agreeing to do so.69 The 
following summer, the head of the Turkmen state gas monopoly would also, in an uncharacteristic move, 
publicly criticize the gas union proposal.70 This is despite numerous visits by Gazprom executives to Ashgabat 
since the start of the war, and an increase in Russian purchases of Turkmen gas, albeit far short of the levels that 
preceded the construction the CAGP in the mid-2000s.71 One source of tension between the two sides is a 
legacy proposal to construct a trans-Caspian pipeline to Azerbaijan enabling exports of Turkmen gas to Turkey 
and Europe, negotiations over were briefly revived in late-2022 as non-littoral parties revived interest in Trans-
Caspian connectivity.72 

                                                        
62 Congressional Research Service, 20. The Astana Times, “Caspian Pipeline Consortium Resumes Oil Shipment After 
Temporary Weather-Related Suspension”, Article, The Astana Times, 1 December 2023,       
https://astanatimes.com/2023/12/caspian-pipeline-consortium-resumes-oil-shipment-after-temporary-weather-related-suspension/  
63 Congressional Research Service, 20  
64 Congressional Research Service, 20. Also Annette Bohr. Kursiv, ” Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan and Georgia have established a 
company for the development of TITR”, Article, Kursiv Website (Almaty), 27 Oct 2023, https://kz.kursiv.media/2023-10-27/fnsk-
tmtm/ . TASS, “KazMunayGas said that Kazakhstan is not looking for an alternative to the CPC when transporting oil”, Article, 
TASS news agency (Moscow), 29 February 2024, https://tass.ru/ekonomika/20112385   
65 KazTag, “Draft agreement between Kazakhstan and China on Trans-Caspian transport route presented”, Article, KazTag News 
Agency (Almaty), 2 Oct 2023, https://kaztag.kz/ru/news/predstavlen-proekt-dogovora-kazakhstana-s-kitaem-po-
transkaspiyskomu-transportnomu-marshrutu  
66 KazInform, “The construction of the Bukhara-Ural gas pipeline will solve the problem of providing gas to the villages of the 
Aktobe region”, Article, KazInform (Astana), 26 February 2023, https://www.inform.kz/ru/stroitel-stvo-gazoprovoda-buhara-ural-
reshit-problemu-obespecheniya-gazom-sel-aktyubinskoy-oblasti_a4040270  
67 Kapital, “Kazakhstan says to triple Russian gas transit to Uzbekistan”, Article, Kapital.kz (Almaty), 27 Mar 2024, 
https://kapital.kz/economic/124334/ob-yemy-tranzita-rossiyskogo-gaza-v-uzbekistan-cherez-rk-uvelichat-pochti-vtroye.html  
68 John Engvall, Central Asia One Year After Russia’s Full-Scale Invasion of Ukraine, The Central Asia and Caucasus Analyst, 
Central Asia-Caucasus Institute and Silk Road Studies Program Joint Centre, 
https://www.cacianalyst.org/resources/pdf/23307_FT_Engvall_2.pdf , 2. TASS, “Gazprom and QazaqGaz sign agreement on 
transportation of Russian gas to Uzbekistan”, Article, TASS News Agency, 16 June 2023, https://tass.ru/ekonomika/18033953   
69 Radio Free Europe, “Kazakhstan Calls For Freedom Of Choice, Instead Of Only Rubles, When Paying For Russian Gas”, 
Article, Radio Free Europe, 21 October 2022, https://www.rferl.org/a/kazakhstan-russian-gas-rubles-freedom/32094977.html 
70 Khronika Turkmenistana, “There is no question of abolishing visas between Turkmenistan and Russia", Russian Ambassador to 
Turkmenistan said”, Article, Khronika Turkmenistana website (Vienna), https://www.hronikatm.com/2023/08/no-visa-free-
regime/ . Radio Free Europe, “Kazakhstan Calls For Freedom Of Choice, Instead Of Only Rubles, When Paying For Russian 
Gas”, Article, Radio Free Europe, 21 October 2022, https://www.rferl.org/a/kazakhstan-russian-gas-rubles-
freedom/32094977.html . TASS, “Russia and Turkmenistan signed contracts worth 150 billion rubles”, Article, TASS news 
agency (Moscow), 20 Jan 2023, https://tass.ru/ekonomika/16845993 . Turkmen State News Service, “Turkmenistan demands 
clarity over Russia's 'gas union' remarks”, Article, Turkmen State News Service, 12 August 2023,  
https://tdh.gov.tm/ru/post/37137/soobshchenie-dlya-sredstv-massovoj-informacii   
71 Orient.tm, “Chief of Russia's Gazprom meets Turkmen president”, Article, Orient.tm (Ashgabat), 15 February 2023,  
https://orient.tm/ru/post/46905/prezident-turkmenistana-prinyal-predsedatelya-pravleniya-pao-gazprom  
72 Aygul Ospanova, “Azerbaijani President, Turkmen Official Discuss Energy, Transport Ties”, Article, CaspianNews.com, 29 
November 2022, https://caspiannews.com/news-detail/azerbaijani-president-turkmen-official-discuss-energy-transport-ties-2022-
11-29-53/  
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Turbulence in the Russian economy has negatively impacted some areas of trade with the CARs, imports of 
Kazakh iron ore for example, and Kyrgyz textile exports.73 The sanctioning or shortage of many products: 
certain food items, Russian timber, medicines and refined petroleum products, has compounded the effects of 
inflation.74 In the first quarter of 2022, more than seven thousand private businesses closed in Tajikistan, and 
both Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan were obliged to restrict currency outflows and increase welfare support.75 
Annual exports to the Russian Federation however, had risen significantly for every CAR by the end of 2022 
and continued to rise in 2023.76 Roughly half was accounted for by re-exports from third-party countries, mostly 
via Kazakhstan whose foreign-trade turnover rose by eighty-three percent in 2022, reaching a record high.77 The 
transit of goods between Iran, Turkmenistan and Russia also rose, permitting some success to be claimed in 
respect of Moscow’s proposed-International North-South Transport Corridor (INSTC).78 
 
Re-exported items have ranged from tractors, cars, plastics, printers, automatic locks and packaging equipment 
to those with dual civilian-military use such as electrical engines, microchips, transistors, aircraft parts and 
weapons sights, with increases in imports registered mostly from the EU, the PRC and Taiwan.79 Kazakh and 
Uzbek exports of cotton cellulose, used in the production of gunpowder, have more than doubled to Russia 
since the start of the conflict.80 Though denied by the companies involved, warehouses and rail depots in 
Kyrgyzstan are reportedly ‘full’ of Russian-destined goods, without their manufacturers’ consent.81 According to 
the Asian Development Bank, a key driver has not been the evasion of sanctions, but the decision of many 
companies to stop exporting to Russia, even though their products were not sanctioned.82 Nevertheless, by June 
2022 the United States government had included every CAR bar Turkmenistan, in a list of transhipment 
countries for restricted exports and the sanctioning of Central Asian companies has been criticised in local 
                                                        
73 Asian Development Bank, The Economic Impact of the Russian Invasion of Ukraine on the Caucasus and Central Asia: Short-
Term Benefits and Long-Term Challenges, Asian Development Bank, April 2023,  
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/863591/ado-april-2023-special-topic.pdf , 37. Also Congressional Research 
Service, 8 . Kubatbek Aibashov and Chris Rickleton, “Russia's Sick Ruble Squeezing Kyrgyzstan's Bellwether Garments 
Industry”, Article, Radio Free Europe, 19 October 2023,                    https://www.rferl.org/a/kyrgyzstan-russia-ruble-garment-
industry/32644968.html  
74 Ian Pryde, “Russia's Economic Doldrums Causing Hardship In Kyrgyzstan”, Article, Radio Free Europe, 7 May 2022, 
https://www.rferl.org/a/kyrgyzstan-economic-hardship-russia-sanctions-ukraine/31838787.html . Martí, Stepanyuk and Bandeira, 
7.  
75 Avesta, “More than 7,000 individual entrepreneurs liquidated in Tajikistan in the first quarter of the year”, Article, Avesta 
Website 9Dushanbe), 19 April 2022, https://avesta.tj/2022/04/19/bolee-7-tys-individualnyh-predprinimatelej-likvidirovalis-v-
tadzhikistane-v-pervom-kvartale-goda/   . Radio Free Europe, “Kazakhstan Limits Outflows Of Hard Currency, Gold Amid 
Russia Sanctions”, Article, Radi Free Europe, 14 March 2022, https://www.rferl.org/a/kazakhstan-stops-currency-
gold/31752657.html . Tazabek, “There is no currency left. It is impossible to buy cash dollars in exchange offices on the Moscow 
City Council”, Article, Tazabek Website (Bishkek), 24 February 2022, https://www.tazabek.kg/news:1764643?f=cp  
76 Asian Development Bank, 4. The Bell Website, “In six months, Russia has increased imports from neighbouring countries by 
almost 40%. This is how the country circumvents sanctions”, The Bell Website, 13 October 2023, https://thebellmirror9.site/za-
polgoda-rossiya-uvelichila-import-iz-sosednikh-gosudarstv-pochti-na-40-tak-stana-obkhodit-sanktsii          
77 Annette Bohr . Also Asian Development Bank (2023), The Economic Impact of the Russian Invasion of Ukraine on the 
Caucasus and Central Asia: Short-Term Benefits and Long-Term Challenges, 
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/863591/ado-april-2023-special-topic.pdf , 37 
78 Orient.tm, “Transit of Russian goods through Turkmenistan showed a fourfold increase over the year - Meredov”, Article, 
Orient.tm, 19 Jan 2023, https://orient.tm/ru/post/45150/tranzit-rossijskih-gruzov-cherez-turkmenistan-pokazal-za-god-
chetyrehkratnyj-rost-meredov . Orient.tm, “The volume of rail cargo between Iran and Turkmenistan increased by 57%”, Article, 
Orient.tm website (Asgabat), 26 Feb 2023, https://orient.tm/ru/post/47870/obem-zheleznodorozhnyh-gruzov-mezhdu-iranom-i-
turkmenistanom-vyros-na-57 . 
79 Asian Development, 38. Tazabek, “Import of Taiwanese diodes and transistors to Kyrgyzstan increased by 2 thousand times”, 
Article, Tazabek website (Bishkek), 26 December 2022, https://www.tazabek.kg/news:1840838?from=portal&place=last . Kaktus 
Media, “Kyrgyzstan exported 16.2 million KGS worth of gun sights to Russia in 2022”, Article, Kaktus Media website (Bishkek), 
15 Feb 2023, 
https://kaktus.media/doc/475666_kyrgyzstan_eksportiroval_v_rossiu_pricely_dlia_oryjiia_na_162_mln_somov_v_2022_gody.ht
ml .  
80 Vazhnyye Istorii, “Sanctions do not prevent Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan from supplying Russia with raw materials for 
gunpowder production”, Article, Vazhnyye Istorii Website (Latvia), https://istories.media/stories/2023/12/21/kazakhstan-i-
uzbekistan-snabzhayut-rossiyu-khlopkovoi-tsellyulozoi-dlya-proizvodstva-porokha-i-sanktsii-im-ne-meshayut/  
81 Vesti.kg, “"Contraband mouse" and clogged warehouses in the CIS. Is it necessary to build new ones in Kyrgyzstan?”, Article, 
Vesti.kg (Bishkek), 11 April 2023, https://vesti.kg/zxc/item/111267-kontrabandnaya-mysh-i-zabitye-sklady-v-sng-nuzhno-li-
stroit-novye-v-kyrgyzstane.html . 24.kg, “Not for the Russian Federation. The company of Omurbek Babanov denied the report of 
the Russian media”, Article, Vesti.kg (Bishkek), 09 Aug 2023, 
https://24.kg/ekonomika/272177_nedlya_rf_vkompanii_omurbeka_babanova_oprovergli_soobschenie_rossiyskih_smi/  
82 Asian Development Bank, 38. 
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media.83 The Kazakh and Kyrgyz governments have re-iterated that while they will not join sanctions on Russia, 
they are not, and will not, be used to evade sanctions.84 Moscow has even made conciliatory statements 
‘understanding’ Kyrgyz compliance.85 
 
By the summer of 2023, there were indications that the republics had imposed stricter customs controls, and 
banks in Kazakhstan, Armenia, and Hong Kong, have started blocking payments for deliveries of electronics to 
Russia.86 While contradicting somewhat, prior statements, the Kazakh Ministry of Trade announced in January 
2024 that no dual-use items had been shipped to Russia in the ‘past six months’.87 Sanctions on Russian banks 
have negatively impacted the banking and payments system in Central Asia and, where subsidiaries have been 
forced to divest, even created opportunities for local banks.88 Problems have been experienced with transfers, 
apps and ATM withdrawals and banks in the region have ceased accepting Unistream money-transfers and ‘Mir’ 
payment cards, although curtailment of their use is inconsistent.89 Approximately half a million Russian citizens 
opened bank accounts in Kazakhstan in 2022 and Russian travel agencies have offered packages to open 
accounts and purchase dollars in Uzbekistan.90 Despite predictions to the contrary, it has been estimated that 
remittances from Central Asian diaspora in the Russian Federation, accounting for more than a quarter of 
national income in the two smaller republics, reached record highs in the first year of the war.91 The number of 
Central Asians migrating to Russia for work has also increased since the start of the conflict, predominantly 

                                                        
83 Congressional Research Service, 15 . Economist.kg, “Official appeal of Bakai Bank OJSC on the bank's activities under the 
threat of secondary sanctions”, Article, Economist.kg, 23 May 2023,  https://economist.kg/novosti/2023/05/23/oficialnoe-
obrashhenie-oao-bakaj-bank-o-deyatelnosti-banka-v-usloviyah-ugrozy-vtorichnyh-sankcij/ . Tazabek, We handed over to 
Kyrgyzstan a list of components that are found in Russian missiles and drones in Ukraine, - US Assistant Secretary of the 
Treasury Elizabeth Rosenberg”, Article, Tazabek website (Bishkek), 27 April 2023, 
https://www.tazabek.kg/news:1911339?from=portal&place=last . Radio Free Europe, “EU Parliament Member Urges Kyrgyz 
Compliance With Sanctions Against Russia”, Article, RFE/RL's Kyrgyz Service, 25 August 2023, 
https://www.rferl.org/a/european-parliament-kyrgyzstan-russia-sanctions-compliance/32564971.html . Podrobno.uz, “The 
introduction of US sanctions against a city-forming enterprise in Uzbekistan can be considered a declaration of economic war - 
expert”, Podrobno.uz website (Tashkent), https://podrobno.uz/cat/obchestvo/vvedenie-amerikanskikh-sanktsiy-protiv-
gradoobrazuyushchego-predpriyatiya-v-uzbekistane-mozhno-schit/ . Fergana News, “Uzbek company included in USA's Russia 
sanctions list”, Article, Fergana News Agency website, 29 June 2022, https://fergana.agency/news/126759/. Congressional 
Research Service, 89. 
84 John Engvall, 2.   Also Congressional Research Service, 16. Radio Free Europe, “Kazakhstan Says It Restricted Export Of War-
Related Goods To Russia”, Article, Radio Free Europe, 19 October 2023,     https://www.rferl.org/a/kazakhstan-restricts-experts-
russia-war-mlitary-technology-ukraine/32645515.html . Kabar News, “Sadyr Japarov commented on statements that Kyrgyzstan 
allegedly contributes to the circumvention of sanctions”, Article, Kabar News Agency (Bishkek), https://kabar.kg/news/sadyr-
zhaparov-prokommentiroval-zaiavleniia-o-tom-chto-iakoby-kyrgyzstan-sposobstvuet-v-obkhode-sanktcii/       
85 AkiPress, “Cooperation between Russia and Kyrgyzstan continues to develop dynamically, - Russian Ambassador Nikolay 
Udovichenko (interview)”, Article, AKIpress news agency website (Bishkek), 29 December 2023, 
https://kg.akipress.org/news:2044416?from=portal&place=last   
86 Radio Free Europe, “Banks In Kazakhstan, Armenia, Hong Kong Block Payments For Electronics Deliveries To Russia”, 
Article, Radio Free Europe, 7 June 2023, https://www.rferl.org/a/kazakh-armenian-banks-block-russia-payments-
electronics/32448686.html . Radio Free Europe, “Kazakhstan Introduces Strict Customs Control On Electronic Imports To 
Russia”, Article, Radio Free Europe, Radio Free Europe, https://www.rferl.org/a/kazakhstan-customs-russia-
sanctions/32404601.html 
87 Vlast, “For six months, not a single case of sending sanctioned goods from Kazakhstan to Russia has been revealed - Ministry 
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Tajiks, albeit with a decline in the overall number seeking permanent citizenship.92 Interestingly, the number of 
Kazakh citizens moving to Russia, dropped to the lowest in twenty-four years.93 
 
Central Asia has experienced a large influx of Russian citizens, generally observed to have occurred in two 
waves. The first wave came in the immediate wake of the invasion, the second, consisting of poorer and less-
educated Russians, with Moscow’s partial-mobilization of military reservists in September 2022. Kazakh 
estimates have ranged up to half a million, mostly transiting onwards to the Middle East or Europe.94 The 
republics have not specified how many remained in their territories but the number is thought to be close to one 
hundred thousand, with the Russian consulate in Almaty claiming in early-2024, that between fifty and eighty 
thousand have remained in Kazakhstan.95 The Kazakh authorities began to tighten immigration controls in 
January 2023 but regional governments have also created tax incentives, visa and permanent residency-
concessions to encourage skilled workers, particularly in the IT sector, to stay.96 There has been a significant 
increase in the number of Russians seeking to obtain citizenship in Central Asian countries, including billionaires 
and high-profile athletes.97 In October 2022, Kazakh officials stated that fifty multinational companies had 
relocated to Kazakhstan from Russia since the invasion, a figure that would include Huawei and US 
Conglomerate Honeywell.98 While similar cases have resulted in arrests and deportations, in 2023 Kazakhstan 
granted asylum seeker status to a defector from a Russian military unit.99 
 
The influx of Russian citizens has increased domestic consumption, particularly in sectors such as hospitality, air 
travel and banking.100 Spikes in rental prices have been unpopular, and some local residents have reportedly been 
evicted by opportunistic landlords.101 Some polls have shown a small margin of local opposition to immigration, 
one conducted in Kazakhstan in November 2022 for example, others a more favourable public opinion.102 Polls 
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implying widespread popular support for the Ukrainian cause however, have been discredited by scholars as 
unrepresentative and understating support for Russia.103 Certainly Central Asian bloggers have criticized the war 
and a portion of humanitarian aid to Ukraine has come directly from citizens.104 In May 2022, a Ukrainian flag 
was raised on a Kyrgyz mountain named after Vladimir Putin.105 In the same year however, the respected Central 
Asia Barometer poll returned a favourable opinion towards Russia among slightly more than half of respondents 
in Kazakhstan, seventy-six percent in Uzbekistan and eighty-six percent in Kyrgyzstan.106 Several pro-Russian 
rallies and concerts have been allowed to go ahead in Kyrgyzstan, albeit in the early days of the war, and smaller 
Soviet-regimental organizations have conducted anniversary marches.107 Most sporting fixtures with Russian 
teams, regional and international, have continued.108 
 
Yet the acceleration of pre-existing revisionist trends, for the most part directed at the Russian legacy, was 
highlighted by every interviewee.109 In Kazakhstan, the discourse has pointed to an ‘unprecedented’ , ‘wake-up’, 
effect, on the national consciousness.110 This has not translated into violence against ethnic-Russians, other than 
occasional confrontations over public displays of the ‘Z’ symbol.111 It is rather, part of a broader re-thinking of 
national identity that, in its present iteration, began in the middle of the last decade. Released in late-2022, ‘Oyan 
(Wake up), Kazakh!’, a critique of the Soviet persecution of Kazakh intelligentsia in the 1930s, and also the 
name of an activist group detained for protesting in support of Ukraine, met with cinematic success.112 In the 
same year, KGB archives were re-opened in order to re-assess the famine, which Kazakh activists demand be re-
classified as ‘genocide’.113 
 
Some reports have indicated that in light of the immigration, ethnic-Russians born in Kazakhstan are making 
conspicuous gestures of Kazakh patriotism, t-shirts for example, and enrolling on Kazakh-language courses.114 
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Others have expressed support for the war.115 This has extended to pro-separatist posts on social media, in some 
cases attributed to proxy disinformation activity.116 The issue of separatism is very sensitive in Kazakhstan and 
security forces have responded swiftly, issuing lengthy jail sentences to bloggers.117 In one case, the severe 
sentencing of an ethnic-Russian couple in Kazakhstan appeared to be timed with a separate post on a social 
media account attributed to Dmitri Medvedev, allegedly caused by hackers, describing Georgian and Kazakh 
statehood as ‘artificial’.118 
 
Despite the official warnings and those of religious authorities, reports have emerged of Central Asians 
participating in the Ukraine conflict.119 Some estimates have placed the number of Tajiks fighting for the Wagner 
Group at four to five hundred and in May 2023, a Russian MP proposed the establishment of an ethnic-Tajik 
battalion.120 A Tajik colonel serving in the Russian Armed Forces, and the son of a general in the Tajik Armed 
Forces, has been killed in the conflict.121 Some combatants have reportedly volunteered in return for Russian 
citizenship but accusations of coercion have been rejected by both Russian and Central Asian authorities.122 
Despite Russian appeals, numerous citizens have been arrested in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan for 
participating in the conflict.123 While the number serving in the Ukrainian Armed Forces appears to be marginal 
by comparison, Central Asians, notwithstanding four Tajiks who executed the 2024 terrorist attacks in a 
Moscow concert hall, have been among those arrested in Russia for espionage, sabotage, the assassination of a 
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pro-Putin blogger, and acts of popular dissent such as flying Ukrainian-coloured balloons over Red Square or, in 
the case of the head of the Uzbek diaspora, making insulting remarks about Russian soldiers.124 
 
The conflict has also produced changes in Russia’s defence relations with, and force posture in, the region. The 
initial transfer of personnel and materiel from the 201st Motor Rifle Division base in Tajikistan, Russia’s largest 
outside federal territory, and the Kant air base in Kyrgyzstan, obliged both host governments to deny that they 
were assisting the Russian war effort.125 By the end of 2022, it was reported that fifteen hundred Russian troops 
had been transferred from the 201st, to support the war effort in Ukraine though one expert interviewed by the 
author believed this number to be far higher.126 In October 2022, Kazakhstan approved a revised-military 
doctrine referencing the need, while stating that no one state was considered an adversary, to protect borders 
and guard against ‘separatist’ activities.127 A year later, the Kazakh legislature would approve its first reading of a 
law establishing a national reservist system.128 The Kazakh, as well as a new Kyrgyz, doctrine stresses 
procurement cooperation with foreign defence companies and both governments have continued to source 
non-core inventory items such as drones, from a variety of countries.129 In December 2022, the Russian 
ambassador had to confirm that Kazakhstan was not leaving the CSTO, echoing earlier assurances by authorities 
in Kyrgyzstan.130 Kazakh authorities have also been obliged to deny rumours in Russian media that the country 
has been negotiating shipments of war materiel to Ukraine.131 
 
Moscow’s annual program of joint-military, including CSTO, exercises has for the most part remained 
unaffected by the conflict.132 Russia has continued to test weaponry on Kazakh ranges and the consolidation of 
the CIS Integrated Air Defence System in Central Asia has progressed since the outbreak of conflict, to include 
an exercise in Kazakhstan which saw Kyrgyz forces test surface-to-air missile systems newly-purchased from 
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Belarus.133 That Kazakhstan has not objected to Russian use of the Caspian to launch cruise missiles into 
Ukraine, despite a 2018 agreement that the sea would be used only for ‘peaceful purposes’, is also significant.134 
 
In January 2022, President Tokayev had requested the CSTO to quell domestic unrest in Almaty and secure the 
city’s critical infrastructure. This was the first time that the organization, increasingly dismissed as irrelevant 
since the establishment of a twenty-five thousand strong Rapid Reaction Force at Kant in 2009, had been 
utilized to this effect. Previous requests by the Kyrgyz government in 2010 and from both Tajikistan and 
Armenia in 2021, had been rejected. If Moscow had expected reciprocity however it has not been forthcoming. 
Only Belarus has assisted Russia militarily, despite the fact that Ukrainian munitions have fallen on CSTO 
territory. The public focus of its three Central Asian members, on Afghanistan, has been interpreted as an 
attempt to re-orient the CSTO away from Eastern Europe.135 Likewise, the appointment in January 2023 of a 
former-Kazakh minister to head the organization’s rotating secretariat has also been read as political legerdemain 
intended to distance the organization from the conflict.136  
 
The non-participation of Kyrgyzstan and Armenia in CSTO exercises in 2022 and 2023 respectively, followed by 
the latter’s suspension of its CSTO membership in 2024, have been interpreted as further affronts to Moscow.137 
While these abstentions might be understood as posturing ahead of major summits, they also occurred in the 
context of frozen conflicts, whose very escalation has been suggested as another marker for Russia’s waning 
influence in its near abroad.138 The Central Asian nations have overwhelmingly backed Azerbaijan, during the 
latter’s ongoing confrontation with CSTO member Armenia, which occurred largely with the acquiescence of 
Russian peacekeepers.139 In the case of the 2022 Kyrgyz-Tajik border conflict however, Moscow remained the 
default arbiter, Putin reportedly calling the leaders of both countries ahead of the SCO summit, urging a peace 
agreement.140 A Russian-brokered summit then took place in October, after Bishkek had reportedly requested, 
albeit with Tajikistan rejecting, CSTO arbitration.141 
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The improvement in Tajikistan’s relations with Russia, has been the most conspicuous of any Central Asian 
Republic since the invasion. While Tajikistan has continued to resist Russian pressure to accede to the Customs 
Union, President Rahmon has, without specifically mentioning Ukraine, praised Putin for ‘defending Russia’s 
interests’.142 Moscow has extended concessionary oil exports and Tajikistan has pioneered Russian-sponsored 
SWIFT-transfer and QR-payment system alternatives.143 In September 2022, the Russian Supreme Court 
outlawed Tajikistan’s exiled-Islamist opposition.144 Members of other Tajik Pamiri or Democratic opposition 
movements have also been arrested, or have disappeared, inside the Russian Federation.145 In 2022 and 2023, 
Tajikistan hosted both CSTO and bilateral exercises and Moscow has continued to press CIS Air Defence 
unification on Dushanbe, which received two Russian Anti-Aircraft divisions in November 2023.146  
 
Russia however, has successfully balanced its relations with Kyrgyzstan throughout the border conflict. Moscow 
has sold a range of military equipment, including armoured vehicles, during what has become a multi-billion 
dollar spending spree by Bishkek.147 In the Summer of 2022, the two countries signed security cooperation and 
Joint Air Defence agreements, by no means seminal, but symbolic given their concurrency with the border 
conflict.148 Japarov’s absence from a CIS leaders’ breakfast in May 2023, was seen as yet another snub to Putin 
following Bishkek’s cancellation of the annual CSTO exercise the previous summer, but has since also been 
explained by President Rahmon’s participation in the meeting.149 Kyrgyzstan did in fact successfully host the 
CSTO’s annual exercise in 2023 when the Kyrgyz president would hail the Russian military presence at the Kant 
Airbase, as a ‘guarantor’ of regional security.150 Russian defence cooperation during the period was less 

                                                        
142 Asia-Plus, “The President of Tajikistan congratulated Vladimir Putin on his anniversary”, Article, Asia-Plus News Agency 
Website (Dushanbe), 7 October 2022, https://www.asiaplustj.info/ru/news/tajikistan/politics/20221007/prezident-tadzhikistana-
pozdravil-vladimira-putina-s-yubileem  
143 Asia-Plus, “Tajik bank launches Russian SWIFT analogue”, Article, “Asia-Plus news agency website (Dushanbe)”, 9 March 
2023, https://asiaplustj.info/ru/news/tajikistan/economic/20230309/kakie-banki-tadzhikistana-uzhe-pereshli-na-sbp-i-chto-eto-
takoe . Asia-Plus, “Tajikistan agreed with Russia to increase the supply of preferential oil products”, Article, “Asia-Plus news 
agency website (Dushanbe)”, 1 December 2022, https://asiaplustj.info/ru/news/tajikistan/economic/20221201/tadzhikistan-
dogovorilsya-s-rossiei-ob-uvelichenii-postavok-lgotnih-nefteproduktov . Asia-Plus, “Tajikistan wants to replace Kazakh grain 
with Russian grain - preferential”, Article, Asia-Plus news agency website (Dushanbe), 22 April 2022, 
https://asiaplustj.info/ru/news/tajikistan/economic/20220421/tadzhikistan-hochet-zamenit-kazahskie-zernovie-na-rossiiskie-
lgotnie   
144 Payom.net, “Tajik opposition party condemns Russian Supreme Court ban”, Article, Payom.net, 14 September 2022, 
https://payom.net/nit-arori-dodgo-i-olii-rusijaro-beasos-sirf-sies-va-bemasulijatona-nomid/ . Bomdod, “Tajik opposition 
movement ceases operations in Russia”, Article, Bombod, 14 March 2022, https://www.bomdod.com/2022/03/14/guruhi-24-az-
qati-faolijatash-dar-rusija-habar-dod/   
145 Bombod, “Tajik oppositionist arrested in Moscow”, Article, Bombod, 17 December 2023, 
https://www.bomdod.com/2023/12/17/bozdoshti-jak-muholifi-hukumati-tojikiston-bo-tahallusi-sajfullo-dar-maskav/ . Telegram 
Messaging, “Natives of restive Tajik region deported from Russia”, Article, Telegram Messaging, 12 August 2022, 
https://t.me/pamirdailynews/1164 . Telegram, “Two activists from restive Tajik region 'go missing' in Russia”, Article, Telegram 
Messaging Service, 30 Jul 2022, https://t.me/anorasarkorova/377    
146 Rossiya 1, “Programme summary of Russian Rossiya 1 'Vesti' News 1700 GMT 22 Nov 23”, Article, Rossiya 1 TV (Moscow), 
22 November 2023, https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0000ww5 .            . President of the Russian Federation, “ Russia sends 
S-300 air defence missiles to Tajikistan – Putin”, President of the Russian Federation Website, 22 November 2023, 
http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/72788  
147 24.kg, “The Border Service of the State Committee for National Security and the Ministry of Emergency Situations were 
presented with new special equipment”, Article, 24.kg, 25 March 2022, 
https://24.kg/vlast/228561_pogranichnoy_slujbe_gknb_imchs_vruchili_novuyu_spetstehniku/ . Turmush, “$1 billion spent to 
ensure Kyrgyzstan's defense capability, - head of the State Committee for National Security Tashiyev”, Article, Turmush, 6 
March 2023, 
https://www.turmush.kg/ru/news:1878324?from=portal&place=lasthttps://www.turmush.kg/ru/news:1878324?from=portal&place
=last . 24.kg, “The Air Defense Forces of the Armed Forces of Kyrgyzstan have a new Mi-17 helicopter”, Article, 24.kg, 23 June 
2023, https://24.kg/obschestvo/268831_usil_vozdushnoy_oboronyi_voorujennyih_sil_kyirgyizstana_novyiy_vertolet_mi-17/   
148 Kaktus Media, “Kyrgyz Interior Ministry signs cooperation agreement with National Guard”, Article, Kaktus Media Website 
(Bishkek), 16 June 2022, 
https://kaktus.media/doc/461942_mvd_kyrgyzstana_podpisalo_soglashenie_o_sotrydnichestve_s_rosgvardiey.html . AkiPress, 
“The head of the Cabinet of Ministers approved the conclusion of an agreement with Russia on the creation of a joint regional air 
defense system of the Kyrgyz Republic and the Russian Federation”, Article, AkiPress News Agency Website,  29 June 2023, 
https://kg.akipress.org/news:1946793?from=portal&place=last .  
149 AkiPress, “Kyrgyz president skips Putin's breakfast to talk to Russian PM”, Article, AkiPress News Agency Website 
(Bishkek), 9 May 2023, https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/b0000enq  
150 Kaktus Media, “Russia-led security bloc drills kick off in Kyrgyzstan”, Article, Kaktus Media Website, 9 October 2023, 
https://24.kg/obschestvo/276923_vkyirgyizstane_nachalis_ucheniya_kollektivnyih_sil_odkb_nerushimoe_bratstvo/ . AkiPress, 



 17

conspicuous with Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan than with its CSTO partners. Moscow’s involvement in 
mediating a smaller flare up in tensions along the Kyrgyz-Uzbek border in May 2022, was minimal.151 Public 
unrest in Karakalpakstan, also revived speculation than Moscow is sponsoring secessionism in the Uzbek 
Autonomous Region. Though protestors claimed Russia as a ‘friend’, Tashkent did not accuse Moscow directly 
but blamed ‘hostile foreign forces’.152 The Russian press blamed ‘Anglo-Saxons’.153 
 

China in Central Asia since Feb 2022 
 
The period since the February 2022 invasion of Ukraine has seen the entrenchment of largely extant trends in 
China’s engagement with the CARs. Official exchanges have continued between heads of state, at the vice-
premier and vice-presidential level, between senior members of the legislatures as well as through the bilateral 
cooperation committees established in the 2000s and 2010s. These interactions have seen praise for 
‘Comprehensive Strategic Partnerships’, Central Asian ‘sovereignty’, and calls to restore pre-pandemic levels of 
cooperation.154 Russian, Chinese and Central Asian leaders have all mutually-endorsed renewed terms in offices 
and in the case of Uzbekistan, a constitutional referendum.155 Tokayev’s re-iteration in early-2024 that Russia 
was Kazakhstan’s principle strategic partner, was immediately caveated by an affirmation of relations with China 
as ‘exemplary’.156 
 
The language used by Chinese diplomats however has also referenced a ‘new geopolitical situation’ and in the 
case of Kazakhstan, a ‘new thirty years’.157 In advance of the strategic partnership’s upgrading in early-2024, to 
‘all-weather’, the Uzbek and Chinese leaderships had made public references to ‘completely new’ relations 
entering a ‘fast lane’ after the ‘test of changing international situations’ faced by both countries.158 The first test 
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of the ‘changing situation’ came with the C5 + China Foreign Ministers Meeting in Kazakhstan in June 2022, 
which saw an agreement to establish regular meetings among the heads of state, laying the foundation for the 
Xian summit the following year. This was followed by the participation of Mirziyoyev and Tokayev in a ‘BRICS-
Plus’ summit, alongside eleven other developing world nations.159 
 
A state visit to Kazakhstan in September 2022, prior to the Samarkand SCO Summit, was Xi’s first foreign trip 
following the pandemic, a milestone amplified by the Chinese Foreign Ministry in advance of the Twentieth 
Party Congress a week later.160 While some commentaries would interpret support for Kazakh ‘sovereignty’, as a 
reference to Russian aggression, such language draws from a well-established dialectic.161 Xi did use the SCO 
summit however, to promote his Global Development (GDI) and Security Initiatives (GSI), and to elicit further 
affirmations of the One China Policy following a visit to Taiwan by US House Speaker Nancy Pelosi. Indeed, 
articles penned by Xi for Kazakh and Uzbek media in advance of the summit used language such as 
‘interference’ and ‘unilateralism’ traditionally aimed at US policy. The colocation of ‘regional stability’, with these 
two terms, also implied that the US remained the principle aggressor in Central Asia not Russia.162 
 
By contrast with the 2023 SCO Summit in Bishkek which the Chinese President did not attend in person, Xi 
Jinping’s arrival was to great fanfare. The event, the first Uzbek-hosted summit to be held in a sprawling 
purpose-built complex in Samarkand, the country’s heavily-promoted Silk Road heritage site, was also 
sensationalized in Uzbek media. A number of large investment agreements were signed between China and the 
five republics but characteristically lacked clarity regarding their future implementation. Legacy projects 
receiving attention included the China-Kyrgyzstan-Uzbekistan (CKU) railroad and the Kambar-Ata dam in 
Kyrgyzstan, with a trilateral cooperation agreement, one of numerous since 1997, signed in respect of the 
former.163  
 
Beijing’s ‘twelve-point’ peace plan proposed on the anniversary of the invasion, received unanimous support 
from Central Asian leaders but the diplomatic highlight of the period, was an inaugural Head of State summit in 
the ‘C5’ format. Held in May 2023 in Xian, the summit was responsible for most of the commentary depicting 
China’s regional engagement, as a ‘significant shift’ and an ‘effrontery’ to Russia.164 Though receiving less 
attention, a virtual summit had already taken place in January followed by a fourth meeting of the six foreign 
ministers in April where Qin Gang took the opportunity to reiterate ‘firm support’ for the republics’ territorial 
integrity after the PRC’s ambassador to France had publicly questioned the sovereignty of former-Soviet 
states.165 Interestingly, the Kazakh Foreign Ministry responded to the latter’s comments by defending China, 
noting its early-diplomatic recognition of the independent republics.166  
 
The Chinese Foreign Ministry claimed the Xian summit, which coincided with a G7 meeting in Japan, attended 
by Volodymir Zelensky, to be of ‘milestone’ significance.167 Some commentators stated that Xian demonstrated 
‘regional unity and regional consensus’ with regards to Sino-Russian relations.168 The summit was preceded not 
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only by Kazakh and Kyrgyz state visits to China and the attendance by all five Central Asian leaders at Victory 
Day celebrations in Moscow, but also by Xi’s first state visit to the Russian capital since the outbreak of the 
conflict, when the two presidents issued a statement regarding their shared interests in Central Asia.169 Other 
commentaries portrayed Xian as an attempt by the Central Asian states to ‘cultivate’ China as an alternative ally 
and evidence that China has been ‘empowered to engage with the five Central Asian countries on its own’.170 
These were undoubtedly exaggerations. Regional experts interviewed by the author, saw the summit as being 
largely for propaganda purposes, less significant than the announcement of the Belt and Road Initiative in 2013, 
with little in terms of concrete commitments.171 One described the signing of another agreement on the CKU 
railroad as well as a visa-free regime agreed with Tokayev the day before, on the latter’s seventieth birthday, as 
the summit’s only highlights.172 The same observer contrasted the grand diplomatic theatre of Xian with Russian 
diplomacy in the region, which is very routine, ‘like a group of old friends getting together’.173  
 
Media reports covering the summit made no reference to the Ukraine conflict. When the matter was put to the 
Chinese Foreign Ministry, its spokesperson instructed media representatives to ‘check back for updates’.174 The 
Xian summit was followed five months later by the third Belt and Road Forum in Beijing, attended by both the 
Uzbek and Kazakh heads of state, and former-Turkmen President Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedov, a larger 
political figure than his son and successor.175 As in Xian, Central Asian leaders reaffirmed the alignment of the 
BRI with their own national development strategies. Tokayev praised the ‘brilliant implementation’ of the BRI 
and the ’fifty-two projects’, promised under Beijing’s International Capacity Cooperation (ICC) banner in the 
late-2010s, still controversial in Kazakhstan.176 November 2023 also saw the first SCO Transport Forum take 
place in Tashkent, inferring a convergence of BRI and SCO mandates.177 
 
Kazakhstan has continued to promote its infrastructure network as a hub for China-Europe trade. Container 
volumes at the Khorgos ‘gateway’ crossing, on the Kazakh-Xinjiang border, registered successive year-on-year 
increases and several new scheduled rail services were launched between Chinese cities and Almaty.178 Both 
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan completed upgrades on border crossings with Xinjiang in 2023, and announced the 
construction of new crossing points.179 China also signed an agreement with Kazakhstan to end a long-standing 
dispute over the allocation of trans-boundary waters, and another with Kyrgyzstan to construct a power line 
across the shared border.180 Chinese statements have exploited revived enthusiasm for the ‘middle corridor’, and 
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Kazakh overtures resulted in an agreement with the Lianyungang Port Holding Corporation to develop a 
container hub in Aktau.181 The development of road infrastructure in Gorno-Badakhshan by Chinese companies 
and with Chinese grant aid, also continued, and plans were announced for a fibre-optic link to be constructed 
across the Tajik region’s border with Xinjiang.182 
 
Public diplomacy in Samarkand, Xian and Beijing, relied to varying degrees, on the prestige of the CKU railroad 
project. The subject of official negotiation since the late-1990s, the project is a useful marker for Sino-Russian 
macro cooperation in Central Asia: its East-West trajectory contradicts the North-South vision of the EEU, 
would meaningfully link Xinjiang with the populous Fergana Valley where China is a significant investor, and 
end Uzbekistan’s reliance on Kazakhstan for access to Chinese markets.183 Neither publicly debated nor the 
target of protests, the project has been criticized in Russian media and by pro-Russian commentators in 
Uzbekistan, and it has frequently been speculated that the reason for the railroad’s twenty-year forestalment is 
Russian political pressure.184  
 
Kyrgyz MPs and officials claim to support the project but the country’s political system has exhibited such 
centrifugal tendencies that if developed in line with the direct route desired by Uzbekistan and China, it is 
unlikely that Bishkek would in the long run, be able to exercise genuine sovereignty over the south of the 
country, vis-à-vis the combined commercial and political weight of China and Kyrgyz-Uzbek diaspora. 
Successive administrations in Bishkek have insisted on a route partially-encompassing northern provinces, so 
circuitous that it renders the project prohibitively expensive.185 Nevertheless with the passage of time, the project 
has become fused with numerous regional connectivity narratives, the ‘Five Nations’ railway for example, the 
‘Middle Corridor’, as well as Uzbek attempts to channel Chinese trade with Afghanistan, and positive messaging 
was duly reciprocated at all three summits. 
 
In May 2022, Japarov publicly claimed that Putin had no opposition to the CKU railroad and that the 
commencement of its construction would be announced at the SCO summit.186 While this would not be the 
case, in June 2023, the deputy director of Russian Railways made a rare public statement of support, citing the 
present burden on the Trans-Siberian Railroad.187 In late-2023 however, familiar reports of funding challenges 
began to re-emerge.188 An invitation by the Kyrgyz government for Ali Baba to set up a logistics hub in the 
country in 2022 was also unsuccessful, and a centre would instead be inaugurated in the Uzbek Fergana the 
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following summer.189 Headlines in local media during the period celebrating the inauguration of a ‘new multi-
modal transport corridor’ conform to the late-2010s trend but direct trade between Xinjiang and the Fergana 
Valley in effect remains as it has been, freight reaching Kashgar by rail before being transported across the 
Torugart Pass by road to Osh where containers are reloaded onto the Uzbek domestic rail system.190 
 
While use of the term ‘Belt and Road’ in official communiqués has declined since the Twentieth Party Congress, 
public diplomacy with the five republics continues to be framed by phraseology either coined or revived under 
the BRI, the ‘community of common destiny’ for example, and ‘global community of shared future’ as well as 
late-2010s revisions such as ‘high-quality joint-construction’. The choice of Xian, considered the Eastern 
terminus of the pre-modern Silk Road, was symbolic and the connection explicitly referenced by Chinese media 
and at concurrent cultural events in Xian and Central Asian cities.191 As part of his state visit prior to the 
summit, Tokayev attended the inauguration of a Kazakh-operated logistics centre in Xian as well as a new 
consulate, Kazakhstan’s third in China and the first to be established in Western China by a Central Asian 
country.192 
 
In 2022, trade between Central Asia and China, and by extension between China and Kazakhstan, reached a 
record high, exceeding $70 billion.193 The uptrend continued in 2023 with Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan 
announcing increases of twenty-four and thirty-six percent respectively - Japarov also claiming that Sino-Kyrgyz 
trade tripled in 2023.194 Some commentaries have attempted to link the rise in Chinese imports to a decline in 
trade with Russia, as further evidence of the latter’s displacement. China has taken market share from Russia in 
some sectors, Kazakh imports of aviation fuel for example, but the growth trend still broadly corresponds with 
both a post-pandemic recovery in trade and the steady growth rates of the 2010s that supervened the boom 
years of the 2000s.195 Notwithstanding the re-export boom, bilateral trade remains dominated by imports of 
consumer goods from China and exports of Central Asian minerals, channelled for the most part, through two 
crossing points on the Kazakh-Xinjiang border. 
 
The disruption to the Central Asia Gas Pipeline (CAGP) in late-2022 however and the resumption of Russian 
exports to the region permitted speculation that Gazprom was replacing Turkmenistan as the leading supplier to 
China, something Russian officials took the trouble to deny.196 Shipments of natural gas appeared to resume just 
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in time for the Xian summit, and six officials were also arrested in Turkmenistan.197 It was at the height of the 
shortages in January 2023, that the China and Turkmenistan agreed to upgrade the strategic partnership, leaving 
open the possibility that Beijing had exerted a degree of political pressure on Ashgabat.198 Russian exports of oil 
do however appear to have challenged Kazakh market share in Uzbekistan and Xinjiang, obliging Astana to 
impose a twenty-percent tax on shipments transiting Kazakhstan, in early-2023, albeit alongside agreements to 
increase annual trans-shipments.199 Kazakhstan has denied it is accepting commercial deliveries of Russian oil, 
other than those imported under refinery swap agreements, pointing to a national shortage.200 The Xian summit 
also saw the signing of an agreement to implement a long-discussed expansion of the Kazakhstan-China oil 
pipeline.201 
 
Other significant developments in trade include the commencement of nuclear fuel cell deliveries from a jointly-
owned plant in East Kazakhstan to Chinese reactors and the tripling of Kazakh wheat exports to China in 
2023.202 The latter contributed to a significant rise in rail traffic to China, permitting the Chinese embassy to 
claim the arrival of inaugural Belt and Road ‘grain trains’ in several provinces.203 In November 2022, Moscow 
accused Kazakhstan of blocking Russian grain exports to China, while Kazakhstan’s National Business Chamber 
in turn complained that Chinese freight forwarders were prioritizing Russian-bound cargos ahead of Kazakh.204 
Kazakhstan has been criticized by its neighbours for discriminatory customs practises, including during a brief 
‘trade war’ with Kyrgyzstan in early-2023.205 A ‘Green Corridor’ scheme was established ostensibly to resolve 
this issue, the Kyrgyz Minister for Commerce stating that the new transit corridor would be used not only to 
export Kyrgyz products to Russia, but also a portion of Chinese re-exports.206 It has been reported however that 
this ‘green list’ system is being used to facilitate the delivery of sanctioned materiel to Russia, all the while 
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permitting authorities to claim that they are implementing sanctions.207 When in July 2023, Kazakhstan's 
customs officials did seize several Chinese-made drones heading overland to Russia from Kyrgyzstan, Kyrgyz 
culpability was predictably denied by Japarov.208 
 
Central Asia has continued to be a testing ground for the stated Sino-Russian goal of ‘de-dollarizing’ global 
trade. Both the Kyrgyz and Uzbek authorities announced policies to increase the use of Roubles and Renminbi 
in bilateral trade, citing the sanctions regime against Russia.209 In October 2023, the leaders of the CIS, EEU and 
SCO met in Bishkek to discuss establishing a local-currency payment and settlement mechanism.210 Earlier that 
year, the Chinese consulate in Almaty had stated that the Renminbi was being increasingly used to settle cross 
border transactions and settlements, corroborating reports in Kazakh media.211 The size of the investment deals 
signed at Xian were broadly commensurate with capstone summits in the 2010s.212 The $25 billion signed with 
Uzbekistan for example, was roughly equal to the official figure announced during Mirziyoyev’s inaugural visit to 
Beijing in 2017.213 Uzbekistan continues to experience a proliferation of trade and direct investment that began 
with the reforms launched by the new president in 2017.214 Beijing has remained the largest foreign investor by a 
significant margin in Uzbekistan and in the case of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan has traded the top spot year-on-
year with Turkey and Kazakhstan respectively. Interestingly, the Chinese EXIM bank, the largest holder of 
sovereign debt in the region, agreed to establish its regional headquarters in Tashkent during the period.215 
 
In Uzbekistan, Chinese investors have been particularly active in the innovative technology sector, underwriting 
the present administration’s desire to become the foremost champion of energy transition in Central Asia.216 A 
significant driver of increased Chinese imports to Kyrgyzstan was in fact electric cars, an item not previously 
imported from Russia and the import of Chinese-manufactured EVs to Uzbekistan increased nearly five-fold in 
the first half of 2023, with production at a Chinese electric car assembly plant in Jizzakh launched in March of 
2024.217 In 2022, China accounted for nearly all investment in the Sirdaryo region, which Tashkent is attempting 
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to turn into an ‘innovative region’ after the ‘Chinese experience’, rhetoric albeit similar to that employed in 
partnerships with Russian regions.218 The Xian summit also saw the signing of a $4.4 billion deal for the 
construction of Uzbek solar and wind plants, and discussions of similar projects with Kazakhstan and 
Kyrgyzstan.219 

In 2022 however, China was only the seventh-highest investor in Kazakhstan, behind Russia and the United 
States, with investment falling twenty-two percent.220 Nevertheless, the construction of Astana’s urban light 
railway system whose embezzlement-linked suspension became a headline Belt and Road scandal in the late-
2010s, was resumed in that year. Other notable projects include the conversion of Almaty’s coal-fired energy 
infrastructure, an expansion of the Shymkent oil refinery and Beyneu-Shymkent gas pipeline, as well as the 
acquisition by Sinopec of a thirty-percent equity stake in a $7.7 billion polythene plant - all agreed or signed in 
the wake of the Xian summit.221 

Perhaps the most significant investment agreement since the invasion is better judged by its political, rather that 
its economic, value. The day before the Xian summit, the AIIB, a nominally multi-lateral investment bank 
established in Beijing concurrently with the roll out of the BRI, announced a funding package for the Rogun 
Dam project in Tajikistan in parallel with a bilateral-investment pledge relating to the TALCO Aluminium plant 
that the dam is intended to serve.222 The dam has been a source of regional instability and nearly lead to open 
conflict between Tajikistan and lower-riparian Uzbekistan in the early-2010s. In July 2023, the Kyrgyz 
government would also announce what Japarov described as the ‘largest foreign investment deal’ in the 
republic’s history – a $3 billion agreement with a consortium of three Chinese companies to build a 
hydroelectric cascade on the River Naryn.223 Japarov had, a year earlier, referred to China as Kyrgyzstan’s ‘main 
partner’ with respect to foreign economic relations.224 Other smaller hydro projects were agreed for the Issy-Kol 
region, including with TBEA - a Chinese company tainted by association with a controversial thermal power 
plant project in Bishkek.225  

The level of sovereign debt owed to Chinese policy banks in the two smaller republics, that attracted attention in 
the late-BRI period, has remained stable. While Kyrgyzstan has persisted with attempts to write off its sovereign 
debt with a variety of creditors, Tajikistan reported that it was able repay some of its debt to China and in 2023, 
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the Tajik Finance minister described the level of foreign debt to GDP as ‘comfortable’.226 While China became 
Tajikistan’s largest source of humanitarian aid in 2022, allocations of no-strings aid to Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan 
in 2023, represented no great increase from the 2010s and were consistent with the status of the Xian summit.227 
China did however, in September 2023, allocate more than $190 million in aid, a larger sum than usual, for social 
projects in Uzbekistan, whose promotion of China’s poverty reduction experience had been lauded at the Xian 
summit, as a ‘vivid practice’ of ‘Xi Jinping thought’.228 

Public displays of Anti-Chinese sentiment in Central Asia have been low since February 2022, by comparison 
with the mid-2010s. While some strikes and labour disputes continued at Chinese-owned gold mines in 
Kyrgyzstan, where anti-Chinese sentiment has traditionally been the most evident, industrial action and political 
interference is experienced by most foreign-owned enterprises operating in this sector of the Kyrgyz economy. 
In August 2022, the Kyrgyz government allowed the resumption of operations at a Chinese mine, which had 
been suspended following violent rallies three years earlier, albeit immediately followed by another local 
protest.229 A government bill approved by parliament that year, mandated a thirty-percent government stake in 
all foreign-owned mines, but did not target one specific nation.230 There has also been some criticism of China in 
Kazakhstan, in local media and by government-funded think-tanks and a small number of activists were arrested 
ahead of the Xian Summit, for allegedly planning protests against the introduction of the new visa regime.231 In 
January 2024, Tokayev would publicly re-iterate that the Kazakh people should not ‘fear’ China.232 
 
The Kazakh authorities have continued to limit the space for pro-Uighur activism. The Xian summit saw mutual 
security interests framed in the familiar language of ‘colour revolutions’ and ‘terrorism’, and the republics 
obligingly reciprocate their support for Beijing’s domestic policy in Xinjiang.233 Both Tokayev and Mirziyoyev 
timed visits to Xinjiang with the Xian summit and in August 2023, Uzbek and Kazakh envoys, were among a 
select international group granted a tour of the Western Province, the first of its kind, in an effort to counter 
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Western narratives.234 A visit to Xinjiang by Tokayev following the Belt and Road Forum, was made on the same 
day that the Chinese government criticised the United Kingdom for releasing a joint statement with fifty other 
countries raising concerns over human rights violations in the province.235 In both 2022 and 2023, activists were 
detained for protesting outside the Chinese consulate in Almaty and police in Kyrgyzstan responded swiftly to 
allegations of an ‘East Turkestan’ flag at a Ski Resort in January 2023.236 A group protesting a visit by Wang Yi 
to Astana in 2022 however, were not arrested.237 
 
The Xian summit saw Xi tie the enhancement of the republics’ ‘law enforcement, security and defence 
capability’, to the Global Security Initiative.238 Central Asian leaders also praised China’s contribution to regional 
stability, and made calls for closer cooperation.239 While no decisive shifts can be observed in China’s defence 
diplomacy since February 2022, three SCO exercises suggest some level of diplomatic sensitivity towards the 
Ukraine conflict. In both September 2022 and December 2023, SCO Counter-Terrorism exercises were hosted 
by India - a relatively new member of the organization and located outside what has traditionally been 
considered Russia’s strategic ‘back yard’ where most SCO drills take place.240 Plans for an exercise in Russia’s 
Chelyabinsk region in the summer of 2023, also appear to have been abandoned, with a joint counter-terrorism 
exercise and an inaugural conference held between the SCO and CIS, in Bishkek instead.241 This had followed 
visits by the Chinese Defence Minister to Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan in April 2022 which, while not unusual, 
were nevertheless undertaken at a sensitive moment. No further bilateral visits to the region by Chinese Defence 
Ministers have taken place despite several to Belarus, Russia and India.  
 
While bilateral interactions between interior ministers and prosecutor generals have continued, the period saw 
no significant increase in allocations of Chinese military aid to the smaller border republics. Chinese arms sales 
and co-production also remained confined to non-core inventories, drones for example.242 Chinese diplomacy 
attracted some attention in September 2022 when poorly-timed but otherwise stock affirmations of support for 
Kyrgyz ‘sovereignty’ by the Chinese embassy in Bishkek were seen as an implicit statement of support during 
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the country’s conflict with Tajikistan, drawing a rare clarifying statement from a Chinese embassy.243 This also 
came shortly after Dushanbe had shown hesitation in affirming the One China Policy following Nancy Pelosi’s 
visit to Taiwan.244 However, in November 2022, the Tajik government approved a draft agreement with the 
Chinese government for the conduct of biennial joint anti-terror exercises, the first of its kind for China in 
Central Asia outside the framework of the SCO.245 A visit to Beijing by the governor of Gorno-Badakhshan in 
January 2023 following a government crackdown in the restive Tajik region, also attracted some attention.246 In 
June 2023, a summer that saw the first state visit to Beijing by President Emomali Rahmon’s son and presumed 
successor, China’s first overseas climate ‘super-observation’ station begun operations in Southern Tajikistan. 
While part of a network of light, detection, and ranging (LiDAR) systems initiated by Lanzhou University, the 
site has naturally generated speculation as to its surveillance potential.247  

Other Actors since 2022         
 
Renewed Western interest in Central Asia has also been portrayed as a ‘redoubling’, a ‘crossroads’ and an 
‘awakening’.248 The first signs of this were evident in late-2022 with an inaugural EU-Central Asia summit in 
Astana and the attendance of Pope Francis at a convention of religious leaders in Kazakhstan, whose 
condemnation of the invasion, contrasted sharply with the SCO Summit in Uzbekistan.249 Western diplomatic 
activity during the 2023 spring conference season and coinciding with the Xian summit, included a Trans-
Caspian forum in Washington, an inaugural UK-Tajik investment forum in London, as well as a US Secretary of 
State visit to the region. The main diplomatic effort however came in late-2023 after a head of state summit 
under the ‘C5’ format was convened by President Biden on the sidelines of the UN General Assembly in 
September.250 Coinciding with the Belt and Road Forum, the presidents of both France and Italy made state 
visits to Central Asia in November 2023, only weeks after the EU hosted a ‘Global Gateway’ connectivity forum 
and escalated its financial commitment to the ‘Middle Corridor’.251 This proactivity prompted Sergei Lavrov to 
accuse the EU of attempting to ‘push’ Russia out of Central Asia.252 Public attacks on Chinese and Russian 
policy by Anthony Blinken at a C5 Foreign Minister summit in Astana in early-2023, had also drawn criticism 
from Chinese state media as being consistent with US ‘containment strategy’.253 
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In late-2022, US diplomacy was derided by the Russian ambassador in Tashkent as ‘PR and noise’ compared 
with Russia, China and Turkey.254 His remarks played on a counter-narrative popular among regional elites, that 
has bemoaned the non-fulfilment of Western investment pledges during the frenzied diplomacy of the 1990s. 
European investment in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan has in fact reached record year-on-year highs since the 
invasion, including cooperation in nuclear and hydro power generation, and in 2023, a US company signed a $1 
billion agreement to acquire a natural gas processing plant in Uzbekistan.255 The latter is the largest US 
downstream investment to date in the country, where upstream concessions in the 2010s were mostly granted to 
Russian and Chinese companies. Though still moderate, renewed enthusiasm for investment predates the 
invasion and may be traced to the Uzbek economic reforms. Outside Kazakhstan however where trade and 
investment statistics are distorted by the Caspian oil concessions, the West remains a secondary economic 
partner after Russia and China and in some republics, behind Turkey and the Gulf States. Public statements by 
Tokayev continue to grant importance to the US strategic partnership, but the latter is typically mentioned 
behind Russia and China.256  
 
Western diplomacy continues to press rule of law, human rights, press freedom and environmental sustainability 
as major diplomatic themes.257 Yet neo-liberal narratives circulate in a shrinking public space by comparison with 
previous decades and the issue of sanctions compliance is reducing this even further. The OSCE’s criticism of 
the 2023 referendum approving Uzbekistan’s new constitution, which will allow the current president to run 
until 2040, contrasted sharply with unwavering support from Russia and China.258 So too did State Department 
calls for an investigation into Tashkent’s management of protests in Karakalpakstan in 2022, a year that also saw 
the lifting of a longstanding boycott of Uzbek cotton.259 In 2023, Germany extradited a member of the Tajik 
opposition, despite appeals and the shutting down of some seven hundred NGOs in the country the previous 
year.260 
 
Freedom House continues to rank all five Central Asian states as ‘not free’.261 Between 2020 and 2022, over 
three hundred requests for peaceful demonstrations were refused in Kazakhstan, from taxi drivers and the 
unemployed, to feminist organizations.262 This did not however, include anti-LGBT protests by nationalist 
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groups, which were permitted to go ahead.263 In early-2024, as Kazakh officials thanked the European Union for 
supporting the country’s human rights reforms, Russia-style ‘foreign agent’ legislation was being debated in both 
the Kazakh and Kyrgyz parliaments, that would introduce state occlusion where non-profit organizations 
receive foreign funding, and independent organizations such as Radio Free Europe and the Soros Foundation 
have come under severe pressure.264 In Tajikistan, it has been observed that Chinese aid and investment has 
allowed the regime to finally purge Gorno-Badakhshan of the Aga Khan Foundation, a development and 
education-focused patron to the autonomous region’s native Ismaili population but regarded as friendly towards 
the West.265 
 
Continued instability in Afghanistan still accounted for the majority of Western defence engagement in Central 
Asia during the period. While the annual US CENTCOM-sponsored ‘Steppe Eagle’ exercise in Kazakhstan, 
whose removal of the Taliban from its official list of terrorist organizations in 2023 was lauded by the Russian 
Foreign Ministry, has not resumed since the pandemic, a ‘Regional Cooperation’ counterpart in Tajikistan went 
ahead in 2022, drawing protest from Moscow.266 A visit by a US military delegation to the site of the Tajik-
Kyrgyz border conflict, was also protested by pro-Russian Kyrgyz politicians.267 Low-level supplies of 
equipment to the three republics bordering Afghanistan, have also continued and in 2022, Turkmenistan revived 
a security cooperation partnership with the US National Guard, dormant since 2011.268 US-based drone 
manufacturers have been attempting to compete in Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan acquired Airbus civilian 
helicopters, but imports of US armaments undoubtedly remain a red line.269 Kazakhstan swiftly denied rumours 
it was intending to purchase French fighter jets, following the visit of President Macron in 2023.270 
 
If the collective ‘West’ may be broadly considered a monolithic ‘great-power’ actor in Central Asia alongside 
Russia and China, then a secondary tier may be identified in Iran, Pakistan, India, South Korea, the Gulf 
Monarchies and, perhaps unique among these, Turkey. Turkey has emerged as a significant trade partner and 
investor in the republics under the Erdogan presidency. In 2022, Turkey became the leading investor in 
Kyrgyzstan, signing management contracts with Kyrgyz airports and in the hydro sector, and was the leading 
importer of gold from Uzbekistan as that country became the world’s leading exporter of the precious metal in 
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late-2023.271 The Turkish-lead Organization of Turkic States, a sponsor of Trans-Caspian initiatives, also 
convened in Astana in 2023, discussing among other issues, prospects for military co-operation.272 In 2022, 
Turkey extended sales of Bayraktar drones, which had already been sold to Kyrgyzstan and Turkmenistan, to 
Tajikistan.273 In the same year, Turkish Arms manufacturer TUSAS signed a memorandum on producing Anka 
drones in Kazakhstan, the model’s first production base outside Turkey, and Kazakh and Kyrgyz troops 
participated in the Turkish-hosted ‘Efes’ multilateral exercise for the first time.274 During Turkey’s 2023 
elections, Mirziyoyev publicly advocated support for ‘his dear brother’ Erdogan, who was also nominated for 
the Noble Peace Prize by Turkmenistan.275 
 
Iran’s regional engagement is heavily concentrated in its relations with culturally-proximate Tajikistan, which had 
been experiencing an uptrend after a calamitous fall-out in the mid-2010s. The period saw Rahmon’s first visit 
to Tehran since 2013, duly reciprocated with visits by the Iranian President and Deputy Interior Minister. The 
construction of an Iranian drone factory in early-2022 has obliged Dushanbe to since confirm that it is not 
manufacturing drones being used in the Ukraine conflict.276 Ebrahim Raisi’s attendance at the SCO summit, 
where a memorandum was signed supporting Iran’s accession to the organization, also constituted the first visit 
by an Iranian president to Uzbekistan in twenty years.277 In June 2023, an inaugural shipment, described as the 
launch of an ‘Uzbek container service’, arrived in Central Asia from the Chinese port of Xiamen via an Iranian 
port six months after a similar showcase shipment from Turkey, also overland via Iran.278 Iran has continued to 
champion the CKU railroad, re-iterating longstanding offers for Kyrgyz use of its sea ports.279 This engagement 
has not occurred in a vacuum and the period has seen the perpetuation of a Saudi-Iranian competition for 
regional influence that began to escalate in the late-2010s, particularly in Tajikistan. In 2022, the Saudi-
dominated Islamic Development Bank increased its financial support for the Rogun project and Gulf States 
were among the investors in the Uzbek and Kazakh clean energy sectors.280 
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Conclusion         
 
A number of interesting changes may be observed in Central Asia since February 2022, yet the extent to which 
the resulting correlation of forces represents a ‘new thirty years’, is questionable. China continues to play the 
leading investment and trade role it has been able to claim for more than a decade, albeit lacking fresh 
infrastructure success stories that would justify the Belt and Road sensationalism of the mid-2010s. The positive 
narrative that has emerged since the pandemic relies on regurgitating optimism surrounding legacy proposals, as 
well as demand in Uzbekistan, which is otherwise experiencing an uptrend in relations with all investment 
partners. While signs of Russian approval for the CKU railroad may yet signal a major concession on the part of 
Moscow, they may also infer merely an endorsement ‘in principle’, though only under route conditions that 
would render impossible its realization. The resumption of certain projects such as the Astana LRT however 
and subdued public antipathy towards China - manifest in the establishment of visa-free regimes and record 
numbers of Chinese tourists, would suggest that perceptions of China in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan have 
resumed some sort of an equilibrium after the public antipathy of the 2010s.281 Studies conducted on the region 
in recent years have highlighted a distinction between a sympathetic Soviet-educated generation, more reliant on 
traditional media, and a younger social-media savvy generation, more suspicious of Russian influence.282  
Whether this has translated into a favourable generational shift towards China has yet to be reflected in polling. 
 
While longstanding areas of contention remain, it is difficult to argue that any of the republics have distanced 
themselves from Moscow since the invasion. Observations that the region has been ‘falling out of the Russian 
orbit’ can, at best, be only partially-justified at a cultural level.283 Russia has been a secondary investor behind 
China, for more than a decade, yet will occasionally top annual FDI inflows in certain republics. The increased 
re-export trade crossing the Russo-Kazakh border, whether originating in Turkish and Iranian ports or from the 
Chinese mainland, is re-affirming the North-South connectivity paradigms once heavily promoted by Moscow 
but which had appeared to stall in the wake of the BRI. While never likely to regain its former-monopsonist 
position in Central Asia, the likelihood of a fifteen-year supply contract with Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and 
Uzbekistan being signed in the summer of 2024, demonstrates Gazprom’s enduring leverage in Chinese and 
Central Asian gas markets, as the supplier of last resort.284 
 
In terms of its arms relationships with the CSTO members and projectable military power across their territories 
and airspace, Moscow retains more freedom of movement in the region than any other external power and this 
will be entrenched should it emerge from the Ukraine conflict with the world’s most battle-tested armed forces 
and arms-industrial complex. As a middle-income power with a booming and populous neighbour to its south, 
Kazakhstan must have a credible military and Moscow is the only security partner able to facilitate this, 
regardless of Astana’s selective approach to CSTO membership. The Almaty intervention and Kyrgyz-Tajik 
conflict also demonstrates that Moscow remains the default arbiter for intra-regional disputes, with Beijing’s 
mediation likely only relevant at the Track Two level. Twenty years of Chinese economic engagement, does not 
appear to have translated into sustainable influence in the security or political sphere which would justify the 
sensationalist commentaries that framed the Xian Summit or exist on the Sinophobic fringe. Far from being an 
‘effrontery’ to Russia, China’s limitation of defence cooperation to border security and cautious approach to 
SCO drills, serves two purposes. Firstly, Beijing has reassured Moscow that it is not looking to displace Russia’s 
traditional security role in Central Asia at a moment of vulnerability. It is also highly likely that the Chinese 
leadership does not wish to be seen as a Russian military partner in Western Eurasia under the present 
circumstances. SCO drills in 2024 are again scheduled to take place outside the bloc’s Eurasian core, in China.285 
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Yet China views Central Asia as lying at least partially within its ‘inner ring’ of adjacent countries directly 
impacting national security, with Western Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan and the Caspian Sea part of its 
‘middle ring’.286 The encroachment on the connectivity sphere of the SCO, which has largely remained a 
security-focused organization, would corroborate the trend towards the securitization of the Belt and Road 
Initiative that began to take shape in the late-2010s through intelligence-sharing agreements between Chinese 
companies and embassies, refinements to PLA doctrine and use of Private Security Companies (PSC). China’s 
informal security presence in Kyrgyzstan is in fact relatively large, though largely due to the success of one PSC 
and its flamboyant CEO. Bilateral pressure however remains China’s preferred modus operandi and it is only in 
two separate incidents involving Kyrgyzstan and Turkmenistan that anything approaching an open 
confrontation with Beijing may be identified during the period. The use of political pressure on Turkmenistan to 
resume gas exports in early-2023, would conform to the policy trend observed during a similar dispute in the 
late-2020s when Ashgabat was reportedly placed on China’s weapons export blacklist, and confirms long-held 
suspicions regarding the CAGP’s corporate structure.287 Tacit endorsement of the Tajik military operation in 
Gorno-Badakhshan must again be seen as significant in a volatile sub-region bordering Xinjiang where China 
retains a deep economic stake and the People’s Armed Police (PAP), has engaged in low-level patrolling and 
security cooperation. 
 
Chinese dominance of the Tajik and, to a lesser extent, Kyrgyz economies and sovereign debt portfolios 
constitute one of only three identifiable areas of truly overweight influence in the region, the others being 
CNPC’s monopsony purchasing power over Turkmen gas exports and Russia’s security architecture in its three 
CSTO-partner states. It is unlikely that the Uzbek leadership will allow Chinese economic dependency to reach 
the levels observed in Tajikistan but will instead likely seek to emulate the successful economic and diplomatic 
balancing act of its northern neighbour. With respect to the Ukraine conflict, official policy across the region 
may best be understood as tending towards the prevention of extreme positions and commentaries on either 
side of the debate, though this may change if Russia is ultimately perceived as victor. The most reasonable 
argument which can be made, is for an entrenchment of what might be described as the ‘SCO consensus’, 
otherwise traceable to the mid-2000s. This differs from the ‘condominium’ theory which has posited a division 
of labour between Moscow and Beijing in the region and relies instead on mutual interests relating to regime 
stability vis-à-vis Islamist and Neo-Liberal agitation. 
 
The state-capitalist economic model ‘with Chinese characteristics’, has been the ultimate victor in the region, as 
has the dynastic Eurasian quasi-criminal strongman, with the tenures of nominally-technocrat presidents in the 
two larger republics too nascent to suggest the normalization of an alternative. Genuine anti-Russian and anti-
Chinese voices at the national political level are limited to opposition figures outside the circles of power. 
Central Asians do not share Western perceptions on Taiwan, Xinjiang or Tibet, and Russian and Chinese claims 
that ‘outside forces’ and ‘Anglo-Saxons’ are responsible for regional instability go largely unchallenged. While 
some antipathy is detectable at the popular level, the region remains safe ground for both Moscow and Beijing, 
where their Track One messaging is warmly reciprocated by officials - adequately demonstrated by both Xi’s and 
Putin’s choice of the region for their first visits abroad after the pandemic and invasion respectively. Central 
Asia has been crucial to the institutionalization of the SCO, EEU and CSTO, China’s ‘Going Out’ strategy, the 
Belt and Road Initiative, Chinese Industrial Capacity Cooperation, and ‘de-dollarization’, and has been used as a 
receptive testing ground for Xi’s Global Development and Security Initiatives during the period. The region 
where the end of the ‘End of History’ was perhaps first perceptible, Central Asia has been described as ‘a 
prototype for the post-unipolar world’.288 
 
If it can be argued that Central Asian multi-vectoring has encountered some success with respect to Russia and 
China, then it has been even more successful vis-à-vis the West as the present wave of direct investment appears 
entirely divorced from prior levels of conditionality. There are undoubtedly more sources of foreign investment 
available to the region today than in the immediate post-Soviet period when the success of the ‘Washington 
Consensus’ was partially the result of a near-monopoly on international development financing by institutions 
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headquartered in the United States, Europe and Japan, but the adroitness of Central Asian diplomats has been 
consistently underestimated. As Annette Bohr highlighted in a 2023 testimony to the British Foreign Affairs 
Committee, caveats such as “we are keen to reform but must tread slowly in view of the conservative nature of 
our societies” have been offered up to Western diplomats for over twenty-five years.289 While isolated pockets of 
Europhilia in the region’s university campuses continue to mislead external observers, the ‘Western gaze’, has 
been successfully deflected away from the ‘great games’ and ‘clan politics’ that characterised academic interest in 
previous decades. 
 
The fact that Turkmenistan has been the only CAR not to experience internal unrest or conflict in 2022 or 2023, 
paints a more dismal picture than the reality. The heads of the five republics now routinely convene through a 
summit mechanism. The opening up of the Uzbek economy and détente between lower and upper-riparian 
states has been a stabilizing force as has burgeoning intra-regional trade and investment, albeit still limited 
compared with dynamic sub-regions such as Europe or South-East Asia. Kazakhstan is a major investor and 
trade partner in the two smaller republics, according to Tajik official statements ahead of Russia and China in 
2023, and Uzbek-Tajik trade has grown forty-fold since 2016.290 Despite the emergence of societal fault-lines in 
the past decade and an ongoing but cloistered purge of Nazarbayev’s legacy in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz, Uzbek and 
Tajik society is presently less divided than in the immediate post-Soviet era when political confrontations were 
often of a violent and public nature. Notwithstanding Russian mediation, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan negotiated 
their border conflict bilaterally, and Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan delineated their shared border and cooperated 
on counter-terrorism, during the period.291 While this may fall outside the traditional definition of ‘regionalism’, 
which some experts feel has been losing momentum, these developments, unrelated to the Ukraine conflict, 
were unimaginable fifteen years ago.292 
 
The trend towards de-Russification, while creating the space for a flourishing of indigenous and to some extent, 
Islamic identities, also predates Russia’s invasion of Ukraine but does not equate to a broad base of public 
opposition to the Russian state, people or the conflict, other than a pragmatic desire for it to remain far from 
Central Asian borders. While everyday life may appear more de-Russified, legacy modes of national and 
supranational organization, remain essential to the survival of the republics without necessarily representing a 
threat, where able to cherry-pick areas of strategic cooperation. This model already has a strong precedent in the 
case of Tartarstan, Russia’s Muslim-majority Semi-Autonomous Federal Republic whose role as a diplomatic 
and economic conduit to Central Asia has expanded during the period. Far from deterring cross-border labour 
migration, the outbreak of conflict has seen the Russian Federation remain the leading destination for Central 
Asian migrant workers, now complimented by significant migration in the opposite direction, which will greatly 
contribute to integration between cities in the republics and the Russian Federation. The military impact of 
Central Asia’s CSTO member states on the Ukraine conflict would be at best symbolic and the number of 
Central Asians fighting in the Russian Armed Forces is small relative to the size of the diaspora. Yet Central 
Asian labour is powering the Russian wartime economy and Kazakhstan’s long northern border facilitating 
sanctions-evasion both illegally and through official ‘transit’ agreements.  
 
It can even be argued that legacy Western aspirations for Central Asia suit Moscow, permitting the region, 
where cross-border trade sits at the apex of the state and opaque smuggling networks, to serve as an amenable 
entrepôt while only partially acceding to demands on sanctions. The greatest source of leverage the West 
possesses over Central Asia, restricting Kazakh oil exports to Europe, has been compartmentalized and isolated, 
likely due to lobbying in Washington but also due to the irresistible dream that perpetuating present patterns of 
engagement may yet constitute a source of antagonism for Moscow after the model of partial, yet 
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unconsolidated, successes in Ukraine and Georgia. One Kazakh commentator interviewed by the author 
rejoiced in the fact that Kazakhstan has not produced a Saakashvili or a Zelenskyy and an untimely demise for 
the latter will only cement the perception that tacking away from the West in the mid-2000s was a prudent 
foreign policy move.293  
 
For decades, actual or assumed Western influence in Central Asia has relied on Azerbaijan and Turkey as 
geographical and cultural conduits. The Middle Corridor is the only independent export channel for the region’s 
abundant mineral wealth and for Western military cooperation in the unlikely event of improved defence 
relations. Western academics have in the past, lauded the region’s Hanafi tradition as an attractive alternative to 
the revolutionary Islamic movements financed by Iran and the Gulf monarchies, and the purge of liberal 
democratic institutions in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan during the period, has been parallelled by a clamp-down 
on radical online content and displays of public religiosity, including beards and the full face veil. It is this ‘third 
leg’ which still represents as the most credible hedge against Russia and China, one finally beginning to crystalize 
in Turkey’s burgeoning economic stake in the region, the latter able to exploit target audiences and market 
niches inaccessible to Western state or non-state actors. Until alternative multimodal export routes receive 
political support of the scale once enjoyed by the BTC however, no amount of Western diplomacy will 
compensate for the overwhelming advantages of contiguity in the CARs’ economic and security relationships 
with China and the Russian Federation.  
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