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Regional Cooperation and Integration Assessment (Summary)1 
 

I. Kazakhstan in the Central Asia Region 
 

1. Kazakhstan is the ninth largest country in the world in terms of land area. Its longest 
border is with the Russian Federation, followed by Uzbekistan, Peoples Republic of China, 
Kyrgyz Republic and Turkmenistan, totaling 12,187 km. Kazakhstan has over 1,000 km of rivers 
and a number of large lakes including Aral Sea and Lake Balkhash. At 2,340 km, Kazakhstan 
occupies the longest coastline along the Caspian Sea, which it shares with the Russian 
Federation, Turkmenistan, Iran, and Azerbaijan. Its geography and rich natural resources 
present many opportunities for growth and connectivity within the region. The process of 
deepening regional integration in this context is a delicate balance of maximizing gains while 
minimizing negative externalities.   
 

2. Kazakhstan’s Strategy 2020 highlights the importance of securing a stable external 
environment for development. Its membership in a number of important groupings indicates the 
importance it attaches to maintaining foreign relations with its neighbors, and promoting peace 
and economic development in the region.2 It also recognizes the value of its location as a 
profitable transit point that requires regional economic cooperation to maximize benefits. 
Similarly, Kazakhstan realizes that economic cooperation is needed to address regional public 
goods, such as disaster mitigation, border management, communicable diseases, and water 
resources management.  
 

II. The Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation Program 
 

3. Kazakhstan is a member of the ADB-supported Central Asia Regional Economic 
Cooperation (CAREC) Program.3 The CAREC Program, which started in 2001, aims to achieve 
development through cooperation leading to accelerated economic growth and shared 
prosperity among its ten partner countries. CAREC has evolved from an initial consultative and 
project-based institutional approach to a more sector level and results-oriented framework in the 
four priority sectors of transport, trade facilitation, trade policy, and energy.   
  

4. Since its inception, CAREC has received over $17 billion of investments in these sectors 
both from multilateral and government funds. Of this, ADB has financed almost $6 billion, 
governments invested around $3.7 billion, while other development partners contributed $7.1 
billion and co-financiers about $884 million. In 2011 alone, ADB approved over $1.3 billion in 
CAREC-related investments. ADB has also provided a further $150 million in technical 
assistance in CAREC priority areas from 2001 to 2011. Another $10 billion have also been 
committed through ADB’s multitranche financing facility (MFF) for the CAREC transport and 
energy sectors. On a cumulative basis by sector, the transport sector in CAREC has received 
the most investments at over $13.5 billion, followed by the energy sector with a little over $3.8 

                                                
1
 This summary is based on Asian Development Bank’s existing regional knowledge base and CAREC (Central Asia 

Regional Economic Cooperation) reports. 
2
 These groupings include, among others: United Nations, Organization for Security and Cooperation, North Atlantic 

Cooperation Council, North Atlantic Treaty Organization's Partnership for Peace Program, Commonwealth of 
Independent States, and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization. 

3
 The ten CAREC country partners are: Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, the People’s Republic of China. Kazakhstan, the 

Kyrgyz Republic, Mongolia, Pakistan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan. The six multilateral institutions 
involved with CAREC are the Asian Development Bank, European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, 
International Monetary Fund, Islamic Development Bank, United Nations Development Programme, and the World 
Bank. 
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billion. Transport and trade facilitation investments focus on the six identified CAREC 
Corridors.4 
 

5. Trade in the region has expanded as a result of improved connectivity that has facilitated 
cross-border movement of goods and people, increased trade openness, and promoted energy 
cooperation. Specifically, on some road segments across the region, mobility has increased, 
travel time reduced, and trading conditions improved including through increased vehicle 
ownership and transport services, and increased number of small-scale businesses. Greater 
connectivity is particularly imperative for Kazakhstan given its strategic location at the cross-
roads of East Asia, Europe and South Asia. CAREC also has had some positive effects on 
increased liberalization of trade regimes of member countries and on their progress in 
negotiations for accession to the World Trade Organization.  
 

6. From 2005-2010, exports of Kazakhstan to the other CAREC countries grew from $3.4 
billion (or 15% of total exports) to $11.5 billion (or 24% of total exports). Similarly, Kazakhstan’s 
total exports to the rest of the world almost doubled from $23.4 billion to $48.9 billion during the 
same period. However, the percentage of trade with the European Union declined from 50% of 
total trade in 2005 to just 37% in 2010. Exports to Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) 
countries also declined slightly from 17% of total exports to just 14% in 2010.5 During the same 
period, Kazakhstan’s trade openness ratio (defined as the ratio of total trade to GDP) expanding 
to almost 63% in 2010.6 
 

7. A new 10-year strategic framework for CAREC (CAREC 2020) was endorsed at the 10th 
Ministerial Conference in Baku (Azerbaijan) in November 2011. CAREC 2020’s strategic 
objectives are expanded trade and improved competitiveness. Its operational priorities include 
the four priority mentioned sectors, economic corridor development, and the CAREC Institute. 
The CAREC Institute will serve as a platform for sustainable capacity development and 
knowledge resources to support CAREC’s priority sectors and themes, and selected second-tier 
areas, such as agriculture and public health. 
 

8. CAREC 2020 highlights the need for increased country ownership and alignment of 
national development plans with regional priorities. The next phase of CAREC is envisaged to 
be results–driven with a clear timeline and pipeline of projects as detailed in the medium-term 
priority projects (MTPP) list, with an emphasis on improved coordination and higher resource 
mobilization. The initial MTPP list includes 69 transport projects worth over $24 billion, 41 
energy projects worth almost $33 billion, and five trade facilitation projects worth $570 million.  
The MTPP list is being reviewed and refined by the CAREC sector coordinating committees in 
2012. 
 

9. ADB’s indicative pipeline of loans and technical assistance projects for 2012–2014 to 
support CAREC 2020 includes: (i) key infrastructure projects in transport and energy including 
road, rail, and transmission lines among others; (ii) support for preparing and implementing 
trade facilitation projects; and (iii) support for facilitating the CAREC cross-border transport 
agreement and the operations of the CAREC Institute.  
 

                                                
4
 The six CAREC Corridors are: CAREC 1: Europe–East Asia; CAREC 2: Mediterranean–East Asia; CAREC 3: 

Russian Federation–Middle East-South Asia; CAREC 4: Russian Federation–East Asia; CAREC 5: East Asia–
Middle East and South Asia, and CAREC 6: Europe–Middle East and South Asia. 

5
  International Monetary Fund. 2011.  Direction of Trade Statistics. Washington, DC. 

6
 Estimated from data provided by: Agency of Statistics of the Republic of Kazakhstan. 

http://www.eng.stat.kz/National%20accounts/Integrated%20accounts/Pages/default.aspx. 
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III. The Role of Kazakhstan in the CAREC Program 
 

10. Kazakhstan has been an active participant in the CAREC Program since the Program’s 
inception. From 2000-2011, $5.5 billion worth of loans have been invested in CAREC-related 
initiatives in Kazakhstan, with ADB contributing almost $1.2 billion and the remaining $4.3 billion 
contributed by the Kazakhstan Government and other CAREC multilateral partners.  
 

11. Kazakhstan has an integral role to play in achieving CAREC 2020’s strategic objectives 
of expanded trade and improved competitiveness. Its strategic location connects key economic 
centers within the region and its immediate neighbors. Among CAREC’s six corridors, four 
corridors pass through Kazakhstan highlighting its high relevance to regional transport 
connectivity. In the initial MTPP list for transport, nine transport projects in Kazakhstan with a 
total amount of about $7.8 billion have been identified. These cover various segments of three 
CAREC transport corridors linking Astana and Karaganda, Almaty with Kapshagai and Aktogay, 
Aktogay with Dostyk and Mointy, and the oblasts of Kyzylordinskaya, Karagandynskaya, 
Akmolinskaya, Pavlodarskaya, Aktyubinskaya and Atyrauskaya . 
 

12. Economic corridors are expected to evolve from these transport corridors and would 
contribute to the overall goal of economic growth, poverty reduction, and efficient movement of 
people and goods in the region. The establishment of these corridors in Kazakhstan is integral 
to bolstering economic growth in the region with consequent positive impacts to trade.  
 
13. The sustainable development of Kazakhstan’s vast energy resources in oil, gas, thermal 
power, hydropower, and related transmission links can provide energy supply stability in Central 
Asia and beyond. CAREC’s energy cooperation is driven primarily by the need to increase 
integration of markets and address the uneven distribution of resources among CAREC 
countries and maximize energy interrelationships. Domestic and cross-border investments are 
needed to advance the development of market relations and transit arrangements for energy 
trade.  
 
14. The Customs Union (CU) between Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan (RUBEKA) aims to 
eliminate customs duties as well as regulations and procedures restricting trade among 
RUBEKA, and put in place unified customs duties, taxes, and other regulations for trade with 
non-member countries. As a first step to create a free trade agreement and common economic 
space (CES) by 2012, the CU was operationalized with a customs control framework in July 
2010. 

15. Economic advantages to Kazakhstan of moving towards a CES under the CU are 
expected to materialize in the shape of expanded trade volumes, improvement in the national 
investment climate, free movement of labor, capital and goods in the common space, and 
greater access to outside markets for domestic producers. As a landlocked country Kazakhstan 
will have free circulation rights when moving between RUBEKA, thus improving its access to 
ports and transportation corridors.  
 
16. Kazakhstan is the only CU country which is also a member of CAREC. This provides an 
important opportunity for Kazakhstan to serve as a gateway for CAREC countries to access the 
CU market of a 168 million people. But this would mean Kazakhstan taking more leading 
responsibilities in CAREC, and using its leverage as Central Asia's largest economy to simplify 
and harmonize procedures to facilitate trade and investment of CAREC countries in the CU 
market. Important challenges posed to the non-CU CAREC members in terms of aligning their 
customs procedures, tariffs, and other related measures would then need to be addressed.  
 




