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EU IN CENTRAL ASIA: NEW STRATEGY, OLD IDEAS 

After establishing diplomatic relations with 
the newly independent Central Asian states, 
the European Union (EU) was mainly en-
gaged in the region through the “Technical 
Assistance to the Commonwealth of Inde-
pendent States” (TACIS) program that cov-
ered all CIS countries. TACIS, launched in 
1991, was aimed at providing technical sup-
port to the transition to market economy, 
and the promotion of democracy and the 
rule of law in the post-Soviet states. Later, 
with the development of political and eco-
nomic engagement with the region, in 2002, 
the EU began to implement its Strategy Pa-
per 2002-2006 for Central Asia, which in-
cluded the TACIS Indicative Program for 
Central Asia for 2002-2004. 
A more concrete document to frame EU’s 
efforts in the region was the first Central 
Asian strategy, titled “The European Union 
and Central Asia: the New Partnership in 
Action”, that was initiated by Germany and 
adopted in 2007. This strategy defined EU’s 
diplomatic activities using both bilateral and 
regional dialogue and included seven prior-
ity areas of cooperation such as human 
rights, rule of law, good governance, and de-
mocratization; youth and education; eco-
nomic development, trade and investment; 
energy and transport; environment and wa-
ter; common threats and challenges; and in-
ter-cultural dialogue. Ten years after the 
adoption of the 2007 EU Strategy for Cen-
tral Asia, in June 2017, the European Coun-
cil, outlining the relevance of the strategy 
and geopolitical developments facing the 
world nowadays, initiated the revision of the 
document. Consequently, a new Joint Com-
munication named “The EU and Central 
Asia: New Opportunities for a Stronger 
Partnership” was released on May 15, 2019 
by the European Commission and EU High 
Representative for Foreign Affairs and Se-
curity Policy Federica Mogherini, opening a 
renewed stage of relations between the EU 
and the Central Asian states. This new strat-
egy will be discussed at the European Coun-
cil and the European Parliament, while 
Mogherini and EU Commissioner for Inter-
national Cooperation and Development Ne-
ven Mimica will officially present it on July 
7, 2019, during the 15th joint meeting of the 
EU and Central Asian ministers of foreign 
affairs in Bishkek. 
Meanwhile, the EU’s bilateral instruments 
for building cooperation with the regional 
states are the Partnership and Cooperation 
Agreements (PCAs), which were signed 
during the 1990s and are all in force, except 
for the one with Turkmenistan. Later, en-
hanced partnership and cooperation agree-
ments (EPCAs) that envisage a broad plat-
form to promote political dialogue and mu-
tual trade and investments were initiated bi-
laterally. In particular, the EPCA with Ka-
zakhstan was signed in 2015, and, pending 
its ratification, some provisions are applied 
provisionally, while the EPCAs with Kyr-
gyzstan (launched in December 2017) and 
Uzbekistan (launched in November 2018) 
are being negotiated. Tajikistan requested 

negotiations in November 2018, but yet to 
start them. Therefore, at present, at the bilat-
eral level, the four Central Asian states con-
tinue to interact with the EU through the 
PCAs, while Turkmenistan cooperates with 
the EU under the interim trade agreement. 
Institutionally, to carry out its regional strat-
egy, as well as to implement the PCAs, the 
EU holds annual meetings between the EU 
High Representative and foreign ministers 
of five CA states, while at the vice-ministe-
rial level, there are annual EU-Central Asia 
High-level Political and Security Dialogues. 
In 2005, the EU appointed its first special 
representative to Central Asia, the post cur-
rently held by Peter Burian. 
While developing its new strategy, in addi-
tion to high-level meetings with Central 
Asian authorities, Brussels had organized a 
number of dialogue platforms with many 
experts and practitioners advising on the 
document’s provisions. It is notable that the 
new strategy underlines the regional 
changes, such as the thaw in relations be-
tween the regional states, illustrated by Uz-
bek President Mirziyoyev’s regional policy 
approaches and the March 2018 Astana 
summit of the heads of the Central Asian 
states. For its part, the EU supports region-
alization of Central Asia and is ready to in-
vest through EU-funded programs that will 
contribute to promoting joint solutions in re-
gional cooperation within Central Asia. Be-
sides, the strategy developers took into ac-
count the geopolitical strategies and proac-
tive diplomacy of regional powers such as 
China and Russia, implemented through the 
Belt and Road Initiative and the Eurasian 
Economic Union, respectively, emphasizing 
the importance of ensuring Euro-Asian con-
nectivity. In line with that geopolitical alter-
ation, the EU updated its constructive ap-
proach towards Afghanistan, which is also 
of high importance for Brussels. Given 
shared interests in security and stability, the 
EU will prioritize enhanced trilateral dia-
logue with the Afghan and Central Asian 
partners. Moreover, in the strategy, the EU 
follows its notion of ‘principled pragma-
tism’ that is laid out in other EU strategic 
documents. 
In general, the EU’s renewed engagement in 
the region will focus on three aspects: 
-  Partnering for resilience by strengthening 
the Central Asian states’ capacity to over-
come internal and external shocks and en-
hancing their ability to embrace reform; 
- Partnering for prosperity by supporting 
economic modernization, promoting sus-
tainable connectivity, and investing in 
youth; 
- Working better together to strengthen the 
architecture of the partnership, intensifying 
political dialogue and opening up space for 
civil society participation. 
Partnering for resilience includes three sec-
tions: the promotion of democracy, human 
rights and rule of law; strengthening coop-
eration on border management, migration, 
and mobility; and enhancing environmental, 
climate and water resilience. Partnering for 

cooperation will be implemented through 
consolidating partnership for economic re-
forms; facilitating intra- and inter-regional 
trade and investment; promoting sustainable 
connectivity and investment in youth, edu-
cation, innovation, and culture. To better 
work together, the EU proposes to raise the 
profile of the partnership through political 
dialogue and engagement with civil socie-
ties and parliaments. 
In comparison with the 2007 strategy, three 
directions of cooperation remain without 
significant changes: democracy, human 
rights and the rule of law; youth, education, 
innovation and culture; and environmental, 
climate and water resilience. Meanwhile, 
the role of energy and transport links in the 
renewed strategy is highlighted through pro-
moting sustainable connectivity in accord-
ance with the EU Strategy on Connecting 
Europe and Asia. Main areas of cooperation 
will be transport, energy and digital connec-
tions, as well as people-to-people contacts. 
Regarding the economic reforms, while the 
2007 strategy was focused on the promotion 
of economic development, trade and invest-
ment, the new one puts an emphasis on con-
solidating the partnership for economic re-
forms and on facilitating intra- and inter-re-
gional trade and investment. Combating 
common threats and challenges was en-
larged to include cooperation on border 
management, migration and mobility. 
Raising the profile of the partnership con-
firms the EU’s interest to advance existing 
mechanisms of cooperation with Central 
Asia through the EPCAs. Even though these 
EPCAs do not provide wide opportunities as 
in the case of the Eastern Neighborhood 
countries, they will provide the Central 
Asian countries with opportunities for an in-
tensified policy dialogue in a wide range of 
sectors and reciprocal access to goods and 
services. 
To summarize, the new EU strategy kept the 
same seven directions of cooperation, by 
strengthening some aspects over others and 
including specific initiatives, which are 
more general than instrumental. In particu-
lar, none of the above-mentioned three key 
aspects contains any specific initiatives to 
implement. The strategy highlights the need 
for change because of Uzbekistan’s new ap-
proach towards the region and China’s ac-
tive involvement, albeit lacks the EU’s vi-
sion for the practical engagement with the 
region. Time will show whether partnering 
for resilience and prosperity will lead to 
more constructive EU-Central Asia cooper-
ation or will preserve the EU’s donor status 
in the region. Either way, under the ongoing 
geopolitical transformations and rising at-
tention to Central Asia, Brussels’s renewed 
vision for the region will certainly benefit 
the Central Asian states that have a keen in-
terest in attracting investments from the EU 
and securing its political support.  



 

 

 The SCO Foreign Ministers’ Council 
held its annual meeting in Bishkek. 
Along with exchanging views on press-
ing international and regional issues, the 
parties discussed preparations for the 
upcoming SCO summit and priority di-
rections of the SCO’s activities. In par-
ticular, the SCO foreign ministers 
signed a roadmap on the development 
of interaction between the SCO Secre-
tariat and the observer and dialogue 
partner states. 

 The CSTO Foreign Ministers’ Council 
held its meeting in Bishkek to discuss 
the organization’s current state and pro-
spects for its development. The parties 
approved additional measures to reduce 
tension along the Tajik-Afghan border, 
a collective action plan to implement 
the UN Global Counter-Terrorism 
Strategy for 2019-2021, and an open ap-
peal to foreign ministers of NATO 
member states proposing to enhance co-
operation and strengthen mutual trust. 

 The 46th meeting of the Council of 
Heads of Security Agencies and Special 
Services of the CIS member states was 
held in Dushanbe. During the meeting, 
the delegations discussed issues related 
to the interaction of the CIS security 
agencies in the fight against interna-
tional organized crime and in other 
agreed areas of cooperation. 

 During his visit to Tajikistan, Chinese 
State Councilor and Foreign Minister 
Wang Yi met with President Emomali 
Rahmon and his Tajik counterpart Siro-
jiddin Muhriddin to discuss ways of 
boosting bilateral relations. The parties 
confirmed their readiness to further 
align Tajikistan’s national development 
strategy and China’s Belt and Road Ini-
tiative, and to promote pragmatic coop-
eration in various fields. 

 The joint Kazakhstan-Uzbekistan de-
marcation commission held its meeting 
in Almaty. The representatives of the 
two countries approved a table describ-
ing field demarcation works for 2019 
and prepared draft documents on the de-
marcation of certain sections of the in-
terstate border. Following the meeting, 
the parties signed the relevant protocol. 

 The fifth session of the Kazakhstan-
Turkey Joint Strategic Planning Group, 
chaired by foreign ministers of the two 
countries Beibut Atamkulov and 
Mevlut Çavusoglu, was held in Nur-
Sultan. The parties discussed bilateral 
political, trade, economic, cultural and 
humanitarian cooperation, as well as in-
teraction within the Astana Peace Pro-
cess on Syria, and preparations for the 
anniversary summit of the Turkic Coun-
cil. 

 President of Turkey Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan received Secretary General of the 
Turkic Council Baghdad Amreyev in Is-
tanbul to discuss latest activities of the 
organization and its upcoming anniver-
sary summit to be held in October 2019 
in Azerbaijan. The parties also ad-
dressed the recent establishment of the 
Joint Chamber of Commerce and Indus-
try of Turkic Speaking Countries. 

 During his visit to Turkmenistan, Hun-
garian Minister of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade Peter Szijjarto met with President 
Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedov and his 
Turkmen counterpart Rashid Meredov. 
The parties discussed opportunities for 
strengthening bilateral economic part-
nership in the spheres of trade, 
transport, energy, and industry. Accord-
ing to Szijjarto, Hungary allocated a 
credit line of $46 million to finance di-
rect commercial relations and joint pro-
jects with Turkmenistan. 

 The 10th Turkmenistan International 
Gas Congress was held in the Turkmen 
city of Avaza, bringing together about 
400 delegates from 30 countries, includ-
ing representatives of the world’s lead-
ing oil and gas companies. The agenda 
of the two-day event was focused on 
Turkmenistan’s gas projects and the 
construction of the TAPI gas pipeline. 

 The ninth meeting of the intergovern-
mental Turkmenistan-Belarus commis-
sion for economic cooperation was held 
in Ashgabat. During the talks, the gov-
ernment officials and business execu-
tives of the two countries discussed op-
portunities for expanding mutual trade 
and intensifying joint projects, in partic-
ular, in the fields of construction, 
transport and agroindustry, as well as 
developing cooperation in healthcare, 
education, culture, and sports. 

 Ukraine and Georgia signed a protocol 
amending their bilateral free trade 
agreement, which will allow the two 
countries to use identical rules of origin 
of goods in mutual trade. The amend-
ments will also enable the parties to ap-
ply the clauses of the Regional Conven-
tion on pan-Euro-Mediterranean prefer-
ential rules of origin, in particular, the 
effect of diagonal cumulation. 

 Kazakhstan’s Ministry of Agriculture 
lifted a temporary ban on imports of 
food and seed potato, apples and per-
simmon from Kyrgyzstan, introduced in 
February 2019. The decision was made 
following the bilateral negotiations that 
took place in Nur-Sultan, during which 
the parties agreed on the implementa-
tion of appropriate quarantine phytosan-
itary measures. 

 According to a law signed by President 
of Uzbekistan Shavkat Mirziyoyev, re-
newable energy producers will receive 
benefits in the form of tax exemptions. 
They will be exempt from property tax 
for renewable energy installations and 
land tax on areas occupied by such in-
stallations (with a nominal capacity of 
0.1 MW or more) for a period of ten 
years. 

 During the bilateral business forum held 
in Uzbekistan’s Surxondaryo region, 
Uzbek and Afghan officials signed ex-
port contracts and agreements totaling 
$82.2 million. The parties also inaugu-
rated a cross-border trade zone at the 
Termez Cargo Center international lo-
gistics terminal that will serve to pro-
mote cooperation between entrepre-
neurs of the two countries based on the 
one-stop shop principle. 

 At the initiative of Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan, the Turkic Council granted the 
status of the life-time Honorary Presi-
dent of the Turkic Council to Nursultan 
Nazarbayev. This decision is a recogni-
tion of his role as the founder and the 
first president of Kazakhstan who 
played a crucial role in building the 
statehood of Kazakhstan and greatly 
contributed to uniting the Turkic world. 

 The SCO media forum titled “The Role 
of Media in the Development of the 
SCO” was held in Bishkek as part of 
Kyrgyzstan’s presidency in the organi-
zation. The event brought together over 
100 representatives of media outlets and 
relevant government authorities from 
12 countries. Participants shared their 
professional experience and worked out 
proposals for practical cooperation 
within the SCO framework. 

 The 14th Belarusian International Media 
Forum “Partnership for the Future: 
Journalism and Social Security” was 
held in the city of Brest. During the two-
day event, over 250 participants from 25 
countries, including state officials, pub-
lic figures, diplomats, experts and jour-
nalists, discussed such issues as infor-
mation security, the impact of social 
media and blogosphere on the public 
opinion, and modern internet journal-
ism. 

 A national two-day conference on 
health reforms to end tuberculosis, or-
ganized by sponsored by the U.S. 
Agency for International Development 
and Uzbekistan’s Ministry of Health, 
was held in Tashkent. During the event, 
international experts, officials from the 
Central Asian states, and healthcare 
providers from across Uzbekistan 
shared best practices and identified pri-
ority actions to reduce and stop the 
spread of tuberculosis. 

 The Asian Development Bank approved 
a $170 million loan to help improve Uz-
bekistan’s railway fleet through the pro-
curement of 24 state-of-the-art electric 
locomotives. The new locomotives will 
enhance the performance of the Uzbek 
railway system by offering cleaner, 
more reliable, and efficient passenger 
and freight transport services. 

 A two-day ecological ultramarathon 
was organized in the Almaty region to 
mark the International Biodiversity 
Day, with support from the UNDP and 
Kazakhstan’s Ministry of Agriculture. 
Over 20 runners of different age took 
part in the 250 km marathon that started 
at the Singing Dune in the Altyn Emel 
State Natural Park and finished at the 
Charyn State National Nature Park. 

 The 17th meeting of the Kazakh-German 
intergovernmental commission on eth-
nic Germans living in Kazakhstan was 
held in Nur-Sultan. During the meeting, 
the commission addressed the develop-
ment of the 200,000 German commu-
nity in Kazakhstan – from culture and 
education, including promoting the Ger-
man language in schools and universi-
ties, to the development of a business-
friendly environment. 
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