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ABSTRACT

This paper examines the emerging model
of interregional cooperation between the Cent-
ral Asian states and the Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) member countries, using the first GCC-
Central Asia summit held in Jeddah in July 2023
as a case study. The analysis demonstrates how this
format fosters the expansion of economic, ener-
gy, transport, and cultural ties between the regi-
ons, thereby contributing to the diversification of
external economic and political partners for Cent-
ral Asian states. Key areas of collaboration are hi-
ghlighted, including joint infrastructure projects,
the development of the Trans-Afghan Railway, the
“Green Corridor” initiative, and the integration of
energy networks, as well as the establishment of
multilateral meeting formats (e.g, GCC—Central
Asia, C5+) that facilitate prompt decision-making

and strengthen collective security.

Special attention is given to the examination of
trade relations between Kazakhstan and the UAE
through a gravity model, which confirms that eco-
nomic scale—represented by GDP—plays a cru-
cial role, while distance and infrastructural barriers
remain significant challenges. The study also under-
scores the influence of external actors, such as Russia
and Pakistan, and emphasizes the importance of ins-
titutionalizing regional dialogue for sustainable de-

velopment and enhancing global competitiveness.






INTRODUCTION:

THE FIRST GCC-CENTRAL ASIA
SUMMIT AS THE DAWN OF
REGIONAL COOPERATION

Cooperation between the member states of the
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) and Central Asia
has reached several significant milestones that have
contributed to strengthening ties between these
two regions. The First GCC—-Central Asia Summit,
held in Jeddah in July 2023, marked a historic mile-
stone in the institutionalization of relations between
the two regions. The summit resulted in the adop-
tion of a comprehensive Joint Action Plan for Strate-
gic Dialogue and Cooperation (2023-2027) aimed
at deepening political, economic, and sectoral coop-
eration. Since then, both sides have launched a se-
ries of initiatives to expand economic collaboration
and trade relations. While the total trade volume be-
tween the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) coun-
tries and Central Asian states stood at approximate-
ly USD 3.1 billion in 2021, recent data indicates a
significant increase, with total trade reaching around
USD 10 billion by 2025, reflecting the growing stra-
tegic and economic engagement between the two
regions (GCC Secretariat 2025). The plan also en-
visages strengthening links between financial and
economic institutions, promoting joint investments,
improving sustainable supply chains, and develop-

ing transport communications.

Furthermore, the Gulf countries have increas-
ingly engaged in projects aimed at expanding the
global interconnectedness of Central Asia—one of
the world’s most closed regions. For example, Qatar
actively participated in discussions on the Trans-Af-
ghan Railway project, which is being vigorously
promoted by Uzbekistan." As part of this project,

including a four-party meeting in Tashkent, the
transport ministers of Uzbekistan, Afghanistan, Pa-
kistan, and Qatar approved the main routes and im-
plementation conditions.” Qatar expressed its full
support for the railway’s construction and is active-
ly discussing ways to ensure its participation in the
project.

Saudi Arabia, in turn, has shown interest in oth-
er projects, such as the Green Corridor, which will
facilitate the expansion of green energy exports
from Central Asian countries through the South
Caucasus to Europe. The Saudi Electricity Compa-
ny (SEC) signed a Memorandum of Understanding
with the Kazakhstan-based electric grid operating
company, the National Electric Network of Uzbek-
istan, and Azerenerji at COP29.> This agreement
aims to develop projects for the regional intercon-
nection of the “Green Corridor” in the areas of the
Black and Caspian Seas.* Saudi Arabia's ACWA Pow-
er plays a significant role by constructing a 240 MW
wind farm in Khizi-Absheron in Azerbaijan,’ signing
agreements for the development of large-scale ener-
gy storage systems in Uzbekistan,® and participating
in renewable energy projects in other states of Cen-
tral Asia and the South Caucasus. In addition, Saudi
Arabia has reinforced its commitment by joining the
Cooperation Implementation Program for the de-
velopment and transmission of green energy togeth-
er with Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan.
The country also supports the integration of ener-
gy grids to facilitate the transmission of green ener-

gy from Central Asia to Europe.
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Figure 1. Existing and potential cross-border electricity interconnectors and

renewables potential in Central Asian and the South Caucasus’

These are just a few examples of how the GCC
countries are striving to expand their involvement
in integrating Central Asian states into global sup-
ply chains. In the field of environmental coopera-
tion, both regions have made significant progress
by supporting the “UAE Consensus” reached at
the COP28 conference, backing the Saudi-initiated
“Middle East Green Initiative,” and participating in
the implementation of hydroelectric projects in Cen-
tral Asia, including the Rogun Hydroelectric Power
Plant in Tajikistan and the Kambaratinskaya HPP-1
in Kyrgyzstan.® In education and culture, conditions
have been created for active interaction between uni-
versities and research centers, the expansion of edu-
cational opportunities in technical universities, and
the promotion of cooperation in culture, media,

youth policy, and sports.

Further steps toward deepening cooperation
have been anticipated, including the second GCC-
Central Asia Summit scheduled to be held in Sa-
markand (Uzbekistan) in 2025, although the meet-
ing was later postponed. Parallel efforts have also

focused on developing the “Middle Corridor”, a

strategic trade route connecting Tiirkiye and Central
Asia. At the same time, mechanisms for political and
defense dialogue are gradually being established. For
instance, Kazakhstan has actively expanded its mili-
tary cooperation with the United Arab Emirates and
Qatar through the signing of several bilateral agree-
ments. This growing partnership benefits both re-
gions by opening new economic opportunities for
the Gulf countries while enabling Central Asian
states to diversify their international partnerships,
thereby underscoring the strategic importance of

this emerging model of interregional cooperation.

Against the backdrop of the emergence of new
cooperation formats such as “C5+” with the Cen-
tral Asian countries, interaction with the Arab coun-
tries of the Persian Gulf takes on special significance,
as it is primarily based on interregional engagement.
Some experts might argue that the European Union
is the pioneer in this area; however, this is not the case
for several reasons. First, the European Union has not
held a full-fledged “EU-Central Asia” summit involv-
ing not only the President of the European Council

but also the President of the European Commission.



Although such a summit format was promised, the
Arab countries of the Persian Gulf already held such
a meeting on July 19, 2023, in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia.
Often, the first “EU-Central Asia” summit is thought
to refer to the meeting of the President of the Euro-
pean Council, Charles Michel, with the leaders of
Central Asia on June 2, 2023, but in fact, that was an
“EU Council — Central Asia” summit. Even the Eu-
ropean Union bodies describe this event as “the First
EU-Central Asia summit”’

Second, as a supranational organization, the
European Union requires the presence of two repre-
sentatives to officially designate an event as an “EU-
Central Asia” summit, even though some formats of
regional interaction include leaders from all 27 EU
countries (EU summits with the African Union may
be considered as an example). At the first “GCC-
Central Asia” summit, leaders from all six GCC
countries (or representatives authorized to repre-
sent these countries) and five Central Asian states

were present.

Accordingly, this study aims to achieve the fol-
lowing objectives to analyze the trends in the deve-

lopment of relations between the two regions:

- To identify the factors affecting the advan-
cement of relationships between the two
regions;

- To evaluate the current state of cooperati-
on in areas such as trade and investment,

energy, and transport;

- To project potential future development

scenarios.

In this study, the author puts forward three key

1. The GCC countries have become more ac-
tive in promoting a regional format in fore-
ign policy due to global crises, such as the
war in Ukraine, which has created the need
to advance a “region-to-region” format in
Central Asia.

2. The rapprochement of the two regions de-
pends on the interests of external powers
such as Russia, Afghanistan, Iran, India,
and Pakistan. Russia plays a key role in
bringing the two regions closer, as Central

Asia serves as a connecting link.

3. Distance and infrastructure are the key fac-
tors that influence the development of tra-
de and economic relations between the

two regions.

Literature Review
and Existing Data

Since cooperation between the GCC and Cent-
ral Asia is a relatively recent trend, there are not
many publications on this topic. Analyzing sour-
ces in Russian, English, and the languages of Cent-
ral Asian countries, one can find separate works re-
lated to bilateral cooperation between Central Asian
states and the GCC countries (for example, coope-
ration between Kazakhstan and Qatar)'®. There are
also individual analytical documents that further un-
derscore the main problem in studying the coopera-
tion between the two regions — the presence of co-
operation prospects, but so far a lack of significant

tangible results. This can be seen, for instance, in the

theses: share of regional trade based on data from the Tra-
1. demap website.
Y GCC Imports CAR Exports GCC Exports CAR Imports
ear
from CAR (%) to GCC (%) to CAR (%) from GCC (%)
2021 0.16% 1.19% 0.23% 2.60%
2022 0.12% 0.80% 0.43% 6.73%
2023 0.20% 1.34% 0.71% 6.75%

Table 1. Mutual Trade between the GCC and Central Asia: Analysis as % of Total Trade'!

o
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In general, it should be noted that there are
some online publications written on the topic of co-
operation between the two regions, and it was surp-
rising that more publications were devoted to this
topic abroad than in the Central Asian countries
themselves. Literature review on published sources
can be categorized into: Diplomatic Relations, Eco-
nomic Trade, Geostrategic Implications, Security,

Cultural Ties, and Future Challenges.

Diplomatic Engagements
and Political Relations

Diplomatic engagement between the Gulf Coo-
peration Council (GCC) and the Central Asian sta-
tes has intensified in recent years through high-le-
vel summits and strategic dialogue mechanisms. As
noted by Asna Wajid of the International Institu-
te for Strategic Studies (IISS), the inaugural GCC-
CS Summit held in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, on 19 July
2023 represented a significant milestone in institu-
tionalizing relations between the two regions. Le-
aders from both regions convened to explore en-
hanced cooperation across political, economic, and
security sectors. Subsequent high-level meetings,
including the Foreign Ministers’ meeting in Tash-
kent in April 2024, further strengthened these emer-
ging ties. Although the second GCC-Central Asia
summit planned to take place in Samarkand in 2025
was later postponed, diplomatic engagement betwe-
en the two regions has continued through ongo-
ing consultations and cooperation initiatives under
the framework of the 2023-2027 Joint Action Plan.
As Toghrul Ali from the Caspian Policy Center no-
tes, these diplomatic initiatives contribute to the de-
velopment of a multi-vector foreign policy among
Central Asian states, enabling them to balance rela-
tions with major global actors such as Russia, China,

the European Union, and the United States.

Economic and
Trade Relations

Economic cooperation forms the backbone of
GCC-Central Asia relations. The Gulf Internatio-
nal Forum, represented by Dr. Diana Galeeva, notes
that the GCC’s interest in diversifying their econo-
mies beyond oil has led to increased investments in
Central Asia’s burgeoning sectors.'” The UAE’s Mas-
dar and Saudi Arabia’s ACWA Power are prominent
examples, having committed significant funds to re-
newable energy projects in Kazakhstan and Uzbe-
kistan.”® Additionally, investments in gas-powered
infrastructure by Qatar and UAE-based TAQA," as
detailed additionally by Florence Coumbe, under-
score the GCC’s strategic interest in Central Asi-
a’'s energy markets.'* Nader Habibi argues that eco-
nomic ties are growing but remain underdeveloped
In 2022, GCC countries accounted for only 0.8%
of Central Asia’s total exports. However, both re-
gions have been working to expand trade through
joint action plans and high-level summits. By the
mid-2020s, trade relations have continued to grow
gradually, although the GCC still represents a relati-
vely small share of Central Asia’s overall export stru-

cture (Eurasian Development Bank 2025).

Geostrategic Implications

The geostrategic importance of Central Asia is
amplified by its location at the crossroads of Europe
and Asia and its vast natural resources. The Special
Eurasia Unit from the IISS notes that the GCC’s en-
gagement is partly motivated by a desire to counter-
balance the influence of regional rivals like Iran and
Tiirkiye, as well as major powers such as Russia and
China.' The strategic dialogues and infrastructu-
ral projects, including the Trans-Caspian Internati-
onal Transport Route (Middle Corridor), are desig-
ned to enhance connectivity and create alternative
trade routes that bypass traditional Russian-domi-
nated pathways. Ayjaz Wani from the Observer Re-
search Foundation underscores that these initiatives
are strategic moves to mitigate the impact of gre-
at power competition and ensure regional stability

amidst global geopolitical uncertainties."”



Security Cooperation

Security concerns, particularly the rise of extre-
mist groups like the Islamic State Khorasan Provin-
ce (ISKP), have necessitated enhanced security coo-
peration between the GCC and Central Asian states.
The joint statements from summits, as analyzed by
Ayjaz Wani and Layla Ali, emphasize the commit-
ment to combating terrorism and extremism, refle-
cting a shared priority for regional and global secu-
rity."® This cooperation is further complicated by the
shifting alliances and the re-emergence of traditio-
nal security threats in a post-US withdrawal Afgha-
nistan and amidst the ongoing Ukraine conflict. The
GCC’s role in supporting Central Asia’s security fra-
meworks is viewed as essential for maintaining regi-
onal stability and safeguarding economic interests,
as highlighted by the Gulf Research Center and the

Gulf International Forum."

Challenges and

Future Prospects

Despite the promising trajectory, several chal-
lenges impede the full realization of GCC-Central
Asia relations. Challenges to cooperation include
connectivity issues, where limited transport infrast-
ructure increases trade costs and proposed routes
like the North-South Transport Corridor face geo-
political hurdles due to their reliance on third-party
countries such as Iran or Afghanistan.*® Economic
disparities further complicate efforts, as the relati-
vely small trade volume between the regions requi-
res significant scaling up to meet mutual aspirations.
Additionally, a lack of regional unity exacerbates the
situation, with Central Asian states often competing
with each other for investments rather than presen-

ting a unified front as seen in the GCC bloc.”!

The second GCC-CS Summit, originally sc-
heduled to take place in Samarkand, Uzbekistan,
in 2025, was later postponed. Nevertheless, the
growing convergence of economic, strategic, and
cultural interests continues to point toward the de-
velopment of a robust and evolving partnership
between the two regions. Strategic recommenda-

tions in the literature emphasize the importance of

leveraging existing transport corridors, expanding
joint investments in sustainable energy, and stren-
gthening comprehensive security cooperation fra-
meworks. These initiatives highlight the conside-
rable potential of GCC-Central Asia relations to
contribute to both regions’ socio-economic deve-

lopment and broader regional integration.

Based on the analysis of the existing literature,
several gaps in the current research on GCC-Cent-

ral Asia relations can be identified.

First, there is a lack of comprehensive studies
that clearly explain why the GCC prefers a multilate-
ral framework of cooperation with the Central Asian
states rather than relying primarily on bilateral part-

nerships.

Second, the overall scope and depth of relations
between the two regions remain insufficiently exa-

mined in the existing scholarship.

Third, the influence of external geopolitical
and structural factors on the development of GCC-
Central Asia relations has not been adequately exp-
lored. These factors include, for example, the ava-
ilability of transport connectivity and logistical

infrastructure between the two regions.

Moreover, the phenomenon of interregional
cooperation itself remains under-studied. As dis-
cussed earlier, the region-to-region cooperation for-
mat is relatively unique for Central Asia, as it invol-
ves interaction not merely between Central Asia and
a single external partner but among six states at the
heads-of-state level. According to the joint declara-
tions adopted in recent summits, the participating
countries have expressed their intention to further
institutionalize this cooperation format. It is also no-
teworthy that the GCC possesses established mec-
hanisms for coordinating common positions on fo-
reign policy issues, whereas the Central Asian states
lack a comparable institutional framework that regu-
larly brings together all five countries, apart from oc-

casional consultative meetings of heads of state.
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Why is the “region-to-region”
cooperation format being
promoted so actively?

As mentioned earlier, the GCC stands out for
actively promoting a regional format of interaction
with the Central Asian countries. The concept of a
unified foreign policy is a rather interesting pheno-
menon. Some states aim to coordinate their efforts
to advance a common cooperation format. Here, the
two regions seem to unite and act together. This is
clearly reflected in the speeches of the leaders of the
Central Asian countries at the first GCC-Central

Asia summit. Text analysis was performed using the

visa-free gy
mechanisms

stability leading

historic * c|imat

R programming language with the “quanteda” and

“topicmodels” packages.

Frequency analysis (using a document-term
matrix and extracting the top words) shows that all
the speeches are dominated by terms related to inter-
national cooperation, economic development, and
regional integration. Among the most frequently en-
countered words are “cooperation,” “countries,” “gulf,”
“central,” “trade,” “development,” “investment,” “sum-
mit,” and others. This indicates that all the leaders, to
varying degrees, address issues of cooperation, trade,
and development—characteristics typical of diplo-

matic speeches at international summits.
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Figure 2. Word cloud based on Central Asian leader’s speeches at the

first GCC-CA summit using R programmic language

The cosine similarity calculation between the
documents yielded values ranging from approxima-
tely 0.53 to 0.61. This indicates that despite differen-
ces between the speeches, they share a significant
overlap in the vocabulary used and, consequently,
in the topics covered. Such a level of similarity su-
ggests that, although leaders may emphasize certain
national priorities, they generally adhere to a com-

mon language and discourse framework related to

cooperation and economic development. Based on
this, one can say that the key interest of the Cent-
ral Asian countries in their relations with the GCC
countries is the attraction of investments and the
development of the transport sector. It is surpri-
sing that the GCC is one of the few formats for the
Central Asian countries in which the parties are at-
tempting to institutionalize the cooperation process.
Following the first GCC—Central Asia Summit, the



parties adopted a Joint Action Plan for 2023-2027,
which serves as the main framework for expanding
cooperation between the two regions. Subsequent
discussions on further collaboration have largely
been conducted within the framework of this do-

cument. For instance, during the second meeting
of the GCC—Central Asia Foreign Ministers held

in Tashkent in April 2024, the parties issued a joint
statement that repeatedly referred to the implemen-
tation of the Joint Action Plan. The statement also
indicated that the participating countries agreed to
establish a contact group tasked with coordinating
preparations for a future GCC—Central Asia summit
planned to take place in Uzbekistan in 2025.

Heatmap: Cosine similarity between the speeches of state leaders
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Figure 3. Heatmap: cosine similarity between

the speeches of Central Asian state leaders

Apart from the GCC-Central Asia coopera-
tion format, there is also a summit format with the
European Union and ASEAN, but trade between the
GCC and Central Asia lags far behind trade with the

latter two.



|

1e8 GCC Expaorts and Imports by Region in 2023

110,177,017

1.0 4

0.8

68,214,396

0.6

Trade Volume (USD)

0.4+

0.2 4

0.0 T

54,119,000

Exports
Imperts

48,016,146

8,173,769

1,604,907

O
&
\\«D

Figure 4. GCC Exports and Imports with the EU, ASEAN and Central Asian Republics*

In addition, the GCC has also signed Joint Ac-
tion Plans with the EU* and ASEAN?, which dif-
fer in the volume and number of directions cove-
red. However, despite the gap in trade relations, the
GCC still shows interest in developing cooperation
with the Central Asian countries, as can be observed
when comparing the joint statements of the GCC
with the European Union,> ASEAN,* and Central
Asia”’—the comparative table is included in the ap-
pendix to the paper. Against this backdrop, one mi-
ght assume that the religious closeness of the regions
could serve as a bridge. There is even some basis for
this, as many Central Asian leaders expressed inte-

rest at the last summit.

The GCC-Central Asia Declaration stands out
in that it focuses on strengthening regional political
and strategic ties aimed at combating extremism, en-
suring water security, and adapting to climate chan-
ge. In this format, the partners unite around com-
mon challenges characteristic of their region and
strive for sustainable development through joint
projects and support for multilateral initiatives, such
as Expo 2030.

In comparison, ASEAN-GCC cooperation is
oriented toward ensuring maritime security, deve-
loping digital technologies, and modernizing inf-
rastructure, which corresponds to the needs of re-

gions with advanced maritime trade and dynamic

economic growth. In contrast, the EU-GCC format
has a global focus: it is based on resolving internati-
onal conflicts, upholding human rights, and forming

strategic economic and energy partnerships.

Thus, the uniqueness of GCC-Central Asia
cooperation is manifested in its regional specificity,
where the emphasis is on adapting to local challen-
ges and achieving sustainable development, as op-
posed to ASEAN-GCC, which is focused on tech-
nological and infrastructural transformations, and
EU-GCC, which strives for global integration and

the resolution of international issues.

At this stage, it is strategically important to un-
derstand why the GCC is actively promoting the re-
gion-to-region meeting format, which remains re-
latively unique in world politics. The GCC has
increasingly institutionalized its engagement with
Central Asia through the C5+ framework. Althou-
gh a second GCC-Central Asia summit was sche-
duled to be held in 2025 in Uzbekistan, the meeting
was later postponed, while diplomatic consultations
between the two regions have continued. Within
this evolving format, the GCC has emerged as one
of the most active external partners engaging Cent-
ral Asia through the C5+ mechanism, alongside ac-
tors such as China and Germany, both of which have
already held multiple summits with the Central Asi-

an countries.



CHANGES IN GCC FOREIGN POLICY
FOLLOWING THE OUTBREAK OF
THE WAR IN UKRAINE AND THE
ROLE OF THE REGIONAL APPROACH

IN CENTRAL ASIA

As noted by Muhammed Saleh Al-Musfir in
2001, there are several factors that prompted the
GCC to actively pursue regionalization and strive
to consolidate its political course in the 1970s and
1980s. Among the reasons, he cited several major

changes in global politics during that period:

1. the insecurity generated by the world ener-
gy crisis,

2. the anxiety resulting from the new wealth of

the Gulf countries,
3. the epoch-making 1979 Iranian revolution,

4. the December 1979 Soviet invasion and oc-

cupation of Afghanistan,

S. the rise of “Islamic militancy” in several

countries,

6. the start of the Iran-Iraq War in September
1980, and

7. the ongoing Arab-Israeli conflict, especial-
ly the repercussions of Israeli power throughout the

Middle East, painfully displayed in Lebanon.*®

That is, in many respects, the process of con-
solidation of the parties” efforts is taking place in
response to external challenges and threats. In addi-
tion, it is worth noting that the GCC began to hold

the first multilateral meetings with many key actors
precisely after the outbreak of the war in Ukraine.
More recent works also note that GCC countries
face common security challenges in an environment
marked by rivalry (notably with Iran), terrorism, and
external geopolitical competition.”” By promoting
a regional approach, these states seek to pool the-
ir military and intelligence resources—for examp-
le, through initiatives like the Peninsula Shield For-
ce—to counter external threats and enhance mutual
defense.*® This collective strategy is seen as cruci-
al for preserving national sovereignty and ensuring
stability in an unpredictable neighborhood.* At the
same time, analysts note that within the GCC there
is room for competition between states, but they ne-
vertheless seek to actively unite in the face of chal-

lenges or opportunities.®

At the same time, it was shown above that for
the Central Asian countries the key is the develop-
ment of investment and economic relations with the
GCC, but in the declaration itself the situation looks
a little different. The joint declaration seriously pri-
oritizes the work of strategic and political cooperati-
on. The document clearly emphasizes security, whi-
ch can also be demonstrated through the word cloud

in the joint declaration.
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Figure S: Word cloud based on the GCC-CA joint declaration analysis

In addition, in terms of priority, the strategic
and political direction is effectively placed at the fo-
refront under the goal of “continuing political coor-
dination in order to achieve regional and internatio-
nal security and stability, and to face challenges.” For
the most part, this already reveals the second thesis
of this study — the interaction between the GCC and
the Central Asian countries has a somewhat “brid-
ging” effect, as this interaction is primarily aimed at
linking Russia and other economic centers with the
Persian Gulf on a continental level. However, befo-
re that, it is necessary to fully address the question of
why the parties need to promote the “region-to-regi-

on” format in their bilateral cooperation.

Other analysts also note that after the outbre-
ak of the war in Ukraine and the new phase of the
conflict in Gaza, the Persian Gulf countries have be-
come less reliant on the United States.”® In an era
when traditional security guarantors such as the
United States are perceived as less reliable than in
previous decades, a united front enables the GCC
to strengthen its bargaining position vis-a-vis exter-
nal powers. By coordinating their policies, the GCC
countries are better able to resist pressures from rival
blocs and limit external intervention in regional af-

fairs. For this reason, the attractiveness of the GCC

significantly increases when the countries of the re-
gion present a united front before other external ac-
tors. The same applies to the Central Asian count-
ries. For example, one might argue that Kazakhstan
and Uzbekistan could be the most attractive states
for the foreign policies of major powers in Central
Asia due to their population size, economic scale, re-
source availability, and so on. However, the existen-
ce of the C5+ format effectively enhances the influ-
ence of other Central Asian countries as well, since
they are also involved in the process. This can be il-
lustrated by the case of Turkmenistan. Traditionally
cautious about establishing multilateral structures,
Turkmenistan has recently been actively discussing
the “Central Asia+” cooperation format with other

external actors.

For example, at a recent meeting between the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Turkmenistan and a
delegation from the Italian Republic, led by Italy’s
Ambassador to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and
International Cooperation, Federico Faila, the par-
ties discussed the project “Action Plan for the Crea-
tion of Multilateral Cooperation Networks between
the Countries of Central Asia and Italy”** In inte-
ractions with representatives from other states—

be it Germany® or Japan**—the importance of this



format was emphasized by the Turkmen side. Alt-
hough the approach may seem unexpected at first
glance, closer examination reveals that it serves the

strategic interests of the country.

First, the “Central Asia +” format automatical-
ly includes Turkmenistan in regional initiatives due
to its geographical location. This allows the country
to enhance its significance on the international stage
without the need to join formal unions or organizati-

ons, which aligns with its policy of neutrality.

Participation in this format provides Turkme-
nistan with the opportunity to engage on an equal
footing with other countries in the region in dialo-

gue with key external actors.

Second, such a format broadens the horizons
for interaction with states with which contacts might
otherwise be less intensive. Through “Central Asia
+,” Turkmenistan is establishing closer ties with the
European Union, Japan, Germany, and other count-
ries. This opens access to new markets, technologies,
and investments, which is important for the deve-
lopment of the national economy and the diversifi-

cation of external economic ties.

Third, participation in multilateral meetings en-
hances Turkmenistan’s prestige among its neighbors
and international partners. The country demonst-
rates its readiness to contribute to solving regional
problems, such as improving the situation in Afgha-

nistan, and to participate in collective initiatives.

Overall, the “Central Asia +” format allows
Central Asian countries—in particular, Turkmenis-
tan, and arguably also Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan—
to further enhance their appeal by providing oppor-
tunities for multilateral dialogue and cooperation

with other key external players.

Moreover, organizing multilateral meeting
formats is quite convenient and practical; this also
exemplifies the interaction of Central Asian count-
ries with the GCC in Brussels.”” We often think of
CS5+ as a format for cooperation among the heads
of state of Central Asian countries during summits.
In reality, the development of this format began
even earlier, with meetings between various speci-

alized ministries.

In addition, there is also a C5+ meeting format
at the ambassadorial level. For example, in Brussels,
ambassadors from Central Asian countries partici-
pate in meetings with ambassadors from other regi-
ons. According to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
the Republic of Kazakhstan, on May 15, 2024, at the
initiative of the group of ambassadors from Cent-
ral Asian countries and Mongolia accredited in Bel-
gium, the first joint informal meeting of the heads
of diplomatic missions of the Central Asian states,
Mongolia, and a group of ambassadors from the Ca-

ribbean region took place.’®

According to information from the Embassy of
Turkmenistan in Brussels, similar meetings are being
held with the heads of diplomatic missions of Cent-
ral Asian states with ASEAN and with the countries
of the Gulf Cooperation Council. In such meetings,

the Ambassador of Mongolia also participates.”

This also explains the C5+ phenomenon—the
convenience of the format. It provides the opportu-
nity to gather several countries under the aegis of re-
gional cooperation and discuss the most interesting
areas of interaction all at once. Furthermore, me-
etings of the heads of diplomatic missions provide
the opportunity to discuss cooperation in a speci-
fic country, for example, in Belgium, or to collabora-
te on matters related to an organization such as the

European Union.

Similarly, the GCC is actively promoting the
GCC+ format to create conditions for responding
to global challenges. As noted by authors of Oman’s
foreign policy studies, smaller states are increasingly
turning to multilateral structures, as it is more diffi-
cult for them to promote their own initiatives com-
pared to larger states.*” The GCC recognizes the im-
portance of collective security in addressing regional
tensions, especially regarding Iran. The creation of
the GCC Regional Security Concept reflects the
intention to develop dialogue and cooperation on
common problems, including environmental issues
and food security.* By strengthening ties with orga-
nizations such as the EU—which in its recent con-
tacts with the GCC has paid special attention to se-
curity cooperation—these countries strive to create
a more stable regional environment that contributes

to achieving their development goals.*
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In conclusion, the following five reasons can be

noted for why the parties are increasingly adopting

the “region-to-region” cooperation format:

1.

Response to External Challenges and
Threats: The “region-to-region” format al-
lows the GCC and Central Asian countries
to join forces to counter global and regio-
nal challenges (e.g., geopolitical instability,
terrorism, extremism) in a changing global

environment.

Strengthening Collective Security and
Political Coordination: Joint actions
contribute to reinforcing regional security,
which is especially important in conditi-
ons of declining trust in traditional security
guarantors such as the United States. Co-
ordinating political efforts helps more ef-
tectively resist external pressure and com-

petition from other global actors.

Economic Benefits and Attraction of In-
vestments: Regional integration opens
additional opportunities for the develop-
ment of trade and investment projects, sti-
mulating the development of the transport
and infrastructure sectors. Central Asian
countries and the GCC see this format as a
chance to diversify their economic ties and
enhance competitiveness on the internati-

onal stage.

Institutionalization of Relations and Inc-
reased International Influence: Creating
structured meeting formats (summits, Jo-
int Action Plans, multilateral dialogues)
helps formalize cooperation, thereby stren-
gthening the authority and weight of both
sides in global politics. This approach al-
lows the countries in the region to build
stronger and more long-term strategic part-

nerships.

Convenience and Practicality of Regio-
nal Formats: The “region-to-region” for-
mat simplifies the organization of multila-
teral meetings, allowing several countries
to be effectively gathered at once to discuss
common interests. This facilitates rapid ex-
change of views and prompt decision-ma-
king, which is crucial in the context of dy-

namically changing international relations.



THE ROLE OF EXTERNAL POWERS
IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF
RELATIONS BETWEEN THE GCC
AND CENTRAL ASIA

The two regions are significantly distant from
each other, and the space between them is fraught
with numerous conflicts. Two main options are be-
ing considered as routes for connecting them: one
through Iran and the other through Afghanistan and
Pakistan. Against the backdrop of evolving situati-
ons in the Middle East and South Asia, both regions
are experiencing substantial upheavals. The situati-
on around the Pakistan-Afghanistan border remains
tense, compounded by terrorist attacks near strate-
gically important Pakistani ports for Central Asia.*
Thus, the influence of external powers in the deve-
lopment of relations between the two regions is evi-
dent. On the other hand, the GCC countries are ac-
tively developing relations with Russia, and this
factor is becoming one of the key elements in sha-
ping the interaction between Central Asia and the
Gulf countries—largely thanks to the establishment

of relations with the Russian Federation.

As shown in the figure, bilateral trade between
Russia and the GCC countries has increased signifi-
cantly in recent years. Over the past decade, the vo-
lume of trade between Russia and the Persian Gulf
states has grown substantially, exceeding USD 11
billion in 2022. This upward trend continued in sub-
sequent years, driven largely by the rapid expansion
of trade between Russia and the United Arab Emi-
rates (UAE). Russia-UAE trade reached approxi-
mately USD 11-12 billion in 2023 and continued
to grow in 2024, approaching USD 13 billion, furt-
her consolidating the UAE’s position as Russia’s lar-
gest trading partner in the Arab world. Under these
conditions, Russia has sought to expand its econo-
mic presence in the region, including through incre-
ased participation in energy, logistics, and agricultu-

ral cooperation projects.
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Figure 6: Trade volume between Russia and GCC from 2014 until 2024*

An important historical context is that coopera-
tion between the parties was not always as success-
ful as it is now. The strategic dialogue between Rus-
sia and the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) began
to take shape as early as 2011.* However, in the ini-
tial stages, the level of contacts diminished due to in-
ternal conflicts within the Persian Gulf states as well
as the COVID-19 pandemic.* It is only in the past
two years that a noticeable intensification of coope-
ration has been observed, facilitated by the restorati-
on of political and economic dialogue. In 2023, the
parties adopted an action plan for the period up to
2028, which provides for deepening cooperation in
key sectors such as agriculture, healthcare, and envi-

ronmental protection.’

Continuing these initiatives, the seventh round
of strategic dialogue took place in Riyadh in Septem-
ber 2024, during which issues of regional security,
stability in the Gulf, and the possibilities of building
trust between the parties were discussed.” In addi-

tion, Russia is actively utilizing bilateral formats of

interaction with all the Gulf monarchies and is par-
ticipating in consultations within the framework of
international events (for example, during sessions of
the UN General Assembly). Furthermore, Russia is
offering its assistance in ensuring freedom of naviga-
tion in the region and in creating a new security ar-
chitecture in the Gulf.* In the context of these con-
tacts, the issue of energy has also become relevant:
Russia seeks to increase its LNG exports, while the
Gulf countries aim to reduce the dependence of the-
ir energy sectors on crude oil and strengthen their

positions in the global liquefied natural gas market.*

To achieve these goals, it is extremely impor-
tant to establish critical infrastructure that will stren-
gthen transport and logistics connections with the
GCC countries. At this stage, there are three poten-
tial branches of the international “North-South”
transport corridor that Russia is actively developing.
The first is the Western branch, which runs along the
western coast of the Caspian Sea through Russia and

Azerbaijan. The second is the Eastern branch, which



runs along the eastern coast of the Caspian Sea th-
rough Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan. The third is
the Trans-Caspian branch, which utilizes ferry and
container lines across the Caspian Sea. In this con-
text, two directions become key for Russia in Cent-

ral Asia: security and transport development.

The role of Central Asian countries for Russia
was enshrined in the Joint Declaration of the Hea-
ds of State of the Republic of Kazakhstan, the Kyr-
gyz Republic, the Russian Federation, the Republic
of Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and the Republic of Uz-
bekistan following the Central Asia-Russia Meeting
on October 14, 2022:

“Considering the importance of Central
Asia as a natural ‘bridge’ between the re-
gions of the South and the North, the East
and the West in the Eurasian space, con-
tributing to the formation of more pro-
gressive, equitable models of economic
development on the continent, compati-
ble with the objective processes of the for-
mation of a multipolar world” (GCC Sec-
retariat 2023)%!

In the development of this concept, Trans-Afg-
han projects by Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan are also
being added, which could potentially connect Rus-
sia to the southern seas via Afghanistan and Pakis-
tan, and then to the GCC countries. At the initial sta-
ge, there is some competition between Kazakhstan
and Uzbekistan for Russia’s attention—one of the
key partners in promoting transport projects. Both
states are developing different routes through Afgha-
nistan in an effort to secure a strategic advantage in

international transit.

Kazakhstan is promoting two projects. The
first, in cooperation with Uzbekistan, follows the
route “Termiz — Mazar-i-Sharif — Kabul — Peshawar.”
The second, in cooperation with Turkmenistan, fol-
lows the route “Herat — Kandahar — Spin Boldak.
The latter, running through western Afghanistan, al-
lows Kazakhstan, in the event of conflicts on the Af-
ghanistan—Pakistan border, to reroute part of its car-
go flows to Iranian ports, as well as to support the
export of agricultural products, including from stra-
tegically important Beyneu in the Mangystau regi-

on.”* Uzbekistan, in turn, is betting on an eastern

route connecting Termiz, Mazar-i- Sharif, Kabul, and
Peshawar. This project, which is part of efforts to ex-
pand transit potential, attracts the attention of inter-
national investors, including representatives from
the Gulf countries. However, high costs (the cons-
truction cost has increased from USD 4.6 to 7 bil-
lion) and political instability in Afghanistan create
serious obstacles for the implementation of the Uz-
bek initiative.” In any case, both projects largely de-
pend on how effectively Russia will be able to utilize
these routes for export and import. This undersco-
res the importance of Russian support and partici-
pation in the development of transport corridors in

Central Asia.**

At the same time, the implementation of
transport projects in Central Asia is inextricably lin-
ked to the influence of regional politics and invest-
ment activity. Under conditions of increasing Pakis-
tani control over Afghan transit trade (with higher
tariffs and requirements for bank guarantees), Afgha-
nistan is forced to seek alternative routes for export
and import. For example, investments in the develop-
ment of the Chabahar port in Iran (USD 35 million)
help reduce dependence on the Pakistani port of Ka-
rachi. This, in turn, opens up opportunities for Cent-
ral Asian countries to use routes through Iran within
the “North-South” corridor, which is becoming an
increasingly attractive option given the prospects for

further integration of regional infrastructure.

Against this background, the key logistical hub
for the implementation of both projects could beco-
me the city of Beyneu in Kazakhstan’s Mangystau
region, which contributes to attracting investments
and strengthening the region’s transport network.
At the same time, coordinating efforts between Ka-
zakhstan and Uzbekistan to ensure security and op-
timize tariff policies could theoretically enhance the
viability of both routes. In this context, the importan-
ce of external investors is growing: the Gulf count-
ries, especially the UAE and Qatar, are showing sig-
nificant interest in investing in Pakistani ports and
infrastructure assets. Examples include major invest-
ments in the development of terminals in Karachi,
aimed at modernizing port infrastructure and incre-
asing throughput capacity, as well as creating an al-
ternative trade route for the region’s states with ac-

cess to the Persian Gulf ports.
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In parallel, a strategic bloc is being formed by
India and Iran, aimed at developing the Chaba-
har port. A decade-long agreement between these
countries on port operations allows India to access
trade with Central Asian countries that do not have
a seaport, thereby bypassing Pakistan as a competi-
tor. However, the implementation of this initiative
requires further development of transport commu-
nications within Iran to ensure the full functionality

of the corridor.

In contrast, the team of Persian Gulf countries,
led by Pakistan, is building its strategy around the
Trans-Afghan Railway, which will connect Central
Asia with ports such as Gwadar, ensuring access to
Middle Eastern markets. Here, investments in Pakis-
tani port infrastructure, as well as the creation of ef-
ficient transport corridors, enable the Gulf countries
to strengthen their influence in the region and gain
access to strategically important resources, including

rare earth elements.

The GCC states, particularly the UAE, are inc-
reasingly investing in Pakistani ports due to their
strategic importance. Abu Dhabi Ports has a 50-year
concession with Karachi Port Trust to manage and
develop Karachi Gateway Terminal Limited.>® They
plan to invest USD 102 million over five years in a
terminal for bulk and general cargo.’® Additionally,
a joint venture between AD Ports and Kaheel Ter-
minals intends to invest USD 220 million over the
next ten years in the management, operation, and ex-
pansion of the terminal. Another 25-year concessi-
on with KPT involves initial investments of USD 75
million over two years and an additional USD 100
million over five years, which will increase the ter-
minal’s capacity by 75%.>” Furthermore, the UAE is
considering the possibility of investing an additio-
nal USD 2 billion in Pakistan’s maritime sector, inc-
luding the potential construction of a railway link

between major ports.*®

In a broader context, Pakistan and Dubai have
signed agreements to expand cooperation in the ma-
ritime and logistics sectors, including the creation of
an economic zone at the Kasim port. It is expected
that this will attract over USD 3 billion in direct fo-
reign investments.”” Moreover, in September 2023,
a preliminary free trade agreement (FTA) was sig-
ned between the GCC and Pakistan, which further
stimulates regional integration processes.’ Pakis-
tan, in turn, is actively seeking foreign investments
to improve its economy. The creation of a Special In-
vestment Facilitation Council (SIFC), aimed at stre-
amlining investment procedures and improving the

country’s investment climate, is contributing to this

effort.’!

Thus, the development of transport corridors
in Central Asia, including the Trans-Afghan routes,
depends on a combination of political factors, eco-
nomic feasibility, and the involvement of external
players. On one hand, Russia’s presence is aimed at
expanding energy cooperation with the Gulf states
and strengthening ties with Central Asia. On the ot-
her hand, the investment activity of the Gulf count-
ries in Pakistani ports demonstrates their desire to
establish a foothold in the region, ensure access to
strategic resources, and form new transit routes. At
the same time, India and Iran are developing the-
ir own infrastructure agendas to bypass Pakistan.
All these processes are interconnected and form a
complex nexus of interests that will determine the
future of transport corridors and economic interac-

tions in Eurasia.



DISTANCE AND

INFRASTRUCTURE AS A

KEY CHALLENGE FOR THE
DEVELOPMENT OF RELATIONS
BETWEEN CENTRAL ASIA AND

THE GCC

Russia can access the GCC countries throu-
gh Azerbaijan and Iran as part of the international
“North-South” transport corridor, independently of
Central Asia. The Baku-Rasht railway line is a key
element in connecting Russia and Iran by rail wit-
hin the framework of the “North-South” transport
corridor. It is planned that the agreement on the
implementation of the construction project for the
Rasht-Astara railway branch will be signed by Mar-
ch 2025. After the completion of the Rasht-Astara
branch, Russia will be effectively connected to Iran
by rail, which will significantly simplify and redu-
ce the cost of cargo transportation.”” However, due
to the vast territory of Russia, developing access to
the southern seas via Central Asia is also critical-
ly important for it. This is evident from the fact that
Russian companies are participating in the develop-

ment of the feasibility study for the Trans-Afghan

Railway, which is being actively promoted by Uz-
bekistan.®® Central Asian countries also stand to be-
nefit from the development of this economic dire-
ction, as they seek to expand potential markets for
their goods. At the same time, the United Arab Emi-
rates (UAE) has emerged as the most active trading
partner of the Central Asian states within the GCC
framework. In 2023, the UAE accounted for nearly
99.6% of all exports from the GCC to Central Asia
and approximately 94.4% of all imports from the re-
gion to the GCC. Although consolidated data for
2024-202S$ are not yet fully available, recent trade
statistics indicate that the UAE continues to domi-
nate GCC-Central Asia trade flows, maintaining its
position as the primary commercial gateway betwe-

en the two regions.®*
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Figure 7: Central Asian states’ share of total exports and imports with GCC states.®®

Against this background, there is a need to con-

duct an economic gravity model that could help exp-
lain the impact of distance on trade and economic
relations between two major trade centers of the
GCC and Central Asia - Kazakhstan and the UAE.

The gravity model of trade is one of the most

widely used tools in international economics to
explain the volume of trade flows between count-
ries. The idea was originally proposed in the works
of Paul Tinbergen and later developed by researc-
hers such as Jason Anderson and others. The basic
idea of the model is that the volume of trade betwe-
en two countries depends positively on their econo-
mic “size” (e.g. GDP) and negatively on the distance
between them, which serves as a proxy for transpor-

tation costs, cultural differences and other barriers.

The basic specification of the gravity model is

as follows:

(GDP)" - (GDP;)*
(Dsj) '

Ty =G-

Tijj - trade flow between countries i and j;

GDPi and GDP;j - indicators of economic mass

ofiandj

Dijj - distance between countries, often meas-
ured as the distance between capitals or economic

centers;
G is a constant of proportionality;
a, P and yy are parameters to be estimated.*

Since the distance between capitals does not
vary over time, it is not possible to include it direct-
ly in the estimation of the regression model. Howev-
er, to demonstrate the effect of distance on trade, we
will conduct an additional scenario analysis where
we vary the hypothetical value of distance and esti-

mate how the theoretical trade volume changes.

We apply classical least squares (OLS) regres-
sion to estimate the model. Since the distance varia-
ble is constant, including In(Distance)In(Distance)
does not allow us to estimate its coefficient, so we
exclude it from the model. The model for exports is
as follows:

In(Exports)=p0+aln(GDP_Kaz)+pIln(GDP_
UAE)+e.

In(Exports)=0+aln(GDP_Kaz)+pIln(GDP_
UAE)+¢e.

Model Estimation Results:

Intercept (Constant): The value is ~198.5668.
Despite its seemingly extreme value, it should be

noted that in a logarithmic model, the constant often



compensates for the scale coefficients of the loga-
rithms of the explanatory variables.

Coefficient for In(GDP_Kaz): Estimated at
0.5523 with a p-value of approximately 0.719, indi-
cating that Kazakhstan’s GDP does not have a statis-
tically significant impact on exports.
for In(GDP_UAE):
ed at 7.3644 and is statistically significant (p-value
~ 0.01007). This means that changes in the UAE’s

GDP have a substantial impact on the trade flow: an

Coefficient Estimat-

increase in GDP by 1% leads to an increase in the

logarithm of exports by approximately 7.36%.

The model’s coefficients can be interpreted as
follows: the strong influence of the UAE’s GDP con-
firms the hypothesis that the economic size of the
importing country—or, in this case, the trading part-
ner—is an important factor. The model has a rela-
tively high R* (about 0.72), indicating that 72% of
the variation in the trade flow is explained by chang-

es in the economic scales.

Since the distance variable does not vary over
time (always 3306 km), its effect cannot be isolated
within the standard regression framework. Howev-
er, to demonstrate the theoretical effect of distance,
we conduct a scenario analysis using a hypotheti-

cal value for the coefficient y. Based on the works of

Tinbergen and subsequent research, v is assumed to

be approximately 0.8.

We introduce the following formula to calculate
the predicted logarithm of trade, taking distance into
account:

In(Trade_pred) =base log trade -y - In(Dis-
tance) ,

where base_log trade is the base level of trade
calculated from the estimated model coefficients

and the average GDP values:

base log trade = B, + a In(GDP_Kaz) + p
In(GDP_UAE).

In our analysis, we obtained base_log trade =
12.76856.

Next, we create a vector of distance values rang-
ing from 1,000 to 10,000 km and, for each value, cal-

culate the predicted trade volume using the formula:

In(Trade pred) = 12.76856 — 0.8 - In(Dis-

tance).

After exponentiating (applying the exponen-
tial function), we obtain the level values of trade. For
example, for a distance of 1,000 km, the predicted
trade volume is approximately USD 1,397,000, and
for 10,000 km, it is about USD 221,000.

Scenario analysis: impact of distance on theoretical trade volume (UAE exports to Kazakhstan)

1000

Prediicted trade volume (thousand USD)

500

2500 5000

7500 10000

Distance between capitals (km)

Figure 8: Scenario analysis to estimate impact of distance on theoretical
trade volume of the UAE exports to Kazakhstan
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The presented analysis demonstrates that whi-
le distance and infrastructure challenges rema-
in significant barriers to the development of trade
and economic relations between Central Asia and
the GCC countries, economic scale, in particular
importers’ GDP (using the UAE as an example),
plays a key role in determining the volume of trade.
The gravity model emphasizes that increasing dis-
tance reduces trade flows, but the development of
transport corridors (e.g., rail links through Azerba-
jjan and Iran) can offset these effects, opening up
new opportunities for expanding markets and stren-
gthening interconnections between the regions. In
general, the results obtained at this stage are in line
with the experts’ assessments regarding the impa-
ct of distance on cooperation between the two re-
gions.®® In addition, investment cooperation plays
an important role in trade and economic relations
between the two regions, which shows positive as-
pects on the one hand and room for improvement
on the other. This can also be seen in the examp-
le of investment relations between Kazakhstan and
Quatar, as last year the parties signed an agreement
worth 20 billion US dollars.”



PROSPECTS AND PROBLEMS OF
DEVELOPMENT OF INVESTMENT
RELATIONS BETWEEN CA-GCC

ON THE EXAMPLE OF
KAZAKHSTAN-QATAR
INVESTMENT RELATIONS

Qatar has made several attempts to enter the
Kazakh market in recent years. For example, on June
8,2023, during a visit to Kazakhstan, the Emir of Qa-
tar, Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al-Thani, held a roun-
dtable in Astana with leading Qatari business repre-
sentatives, resulting in the signing of five agreements
worth more than USD 500 million. Earlier, on Octo-
ber 13, 2022, a high-level Kazakhstan—Qatar Invest-
ment Forum in Astana led to the signing of 13 ag-
reements worth over USD 625 million. In addition,
a 2021 delegation led by Kazakhstan’s First Deputy
Prime Minister visited Doha, where discussions fo-
cused on potential investments in mining, agricul-

ture, banking, and tourism. Despite these initiatives,

economic cooperation has developed slowly. Even
earlier projects, such as a USD 200 million invest-
ment agreement signed in 2018, failed to materialize.
Recent statistics indicate that Qatari investments in
Kazakhstan remain modest, with bilateral trade his-
torically limited to approximately USD 6-10 million
and only a small number of Qatari-affiliated compa-
nies registered in Kazakhstan. In 2024-202S, bila-
teral engagement has continued primarily through
diplomatic consultations and investment discussi-
ons in sectors such as logistics, transport infrastruc-
ture, and energy, although the overall scale of econo-

mic cooperation remains relatively limited.”
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Figure 9: Gross FDI inflows to Kazakhstan from GCC countries from 2005 to 2024"

External actors appear to play a significant role
in these agreements. While experts doubt a major
role for Russia at present, many of the registered Ka-
zakh companies involved are small or operate in sec-
tors like financial services, fisheries, and constructi-
on. In contrast, foreign direct investment from other
Gulf countries varies widely. The UAE leads as the
largest investor—despite sharp fluctuations—whi-
le Oman, Kuwait, Bahrain, and Saudi Arabia show

more stable or episodic patterns.”

Key obstacles for foreign investors in Kazakhs-
tan include inconsistent law enforcement, chronic
underinvestment in infrastructure, and shortages
of skilled personnel. These challenges have recent-
ly contributed to a dramatic decline in FD], as seen
in 2024 following the conclusion of large-scale pro-

jectslike the Tengizchevroil Future Growth Project.”

The Kazakhstan-Qatar High-Level Joint Com-
mission, chaired by Deputy Prime Minister Serik
Zhumangarin and Sheikh Mohammed Al Thani,
offers tax and customs incentives to boost strate-
gic investment projects. This is based on the Agre-
ement between Kazakhstan and Qatar for develo-
ping projects in priority industries. These benefits
include exemptions on customs duties and tax,
plus a 20-year suspension of transfer pricing rules

for investors.”* Although Qatari investments, which

started in 2018, remain modest compared to the
UAE and Oman, a recent recovery in investment le-
vels (growing from negative figures in 2020-2022
to USD 13.1 million in 2024) suggests the potenti-

al for gradual expansion.

In terms of major projects, discussions are un-
derway for several large-scale initiatives, such as gas
processing plants, gas pipeline networks, energy fa-
cilities, and deep processing plants for agricultural
products. Notably, there are also challenges—Ilike
those involving the gas processing plant at Kasha-
gan and the postponed asset deal of Kazakhtele-
com’s subsidiary—that highlight the complex natu-

re of these investments.

Recognizing the strategic potential of the-
ir partnership, Kazakhstan and Qatar have recent-
ly expanded cooperation to the military sector. A
military cooperation agreement—ratified in No-
vember 2024—covers joint training, military edu-
cation, cultural exchanges, and shared use of trai-
ning grounds. The agreement, which will last five
years with possible automatic renewals, is designed
to enhance the professional capabilities of Kazakh
military personnel and further strengthen the ove-

rall bilateral relationship.”



CONCLUSION

The study demonstrates that the emerging
model of interregional cooperation between the
GCC and Central Asian states is reshaping the re-
gional landscape by expanding economic, energy,
transport, and cultural ties. The first GCC-Cent-
ral Asia summit in Jeddah in July 2023 has marked a
historic turning point in formalizing cooperation, re-
sulting in the adoption of a comprehensive Joint Ac-
tion Plan for 2023-2027. This initiative, along with
subsequent high-level dialogues and multilateral fra-
meworks such as the C5+ format, not only unders-
cores the commitment of both regions to addressing
common challenges but also highlights their mutual
interest in diversifying economic ties and strengthe-

ning global competitiveness.

A key finding of the analysis is the critical role
of economic scale—especially as evidenced by the
UAE’s significant GDP influence—in driving tra-
de between the regions. The gravity model applied
in this study confirms that while infrastructural bar-
riers and distance present substantial challenges,
these obstacles can be mitigated through strategic
investments in transport corridors, such as rail links
through Azerbaijan and Iran. Such infrastructure
projects are pivotal in not only lowering transporta-
tion costs but also in facilitating market expansion

and greater interregional integration.

The research also reveals that the strategic and
political dimensions of this cooperation extend
beyond simple economic transactions. The regi-
on-to-region format, unique to Central Asia, reflects
a deeper commitment to building long-term part-

nerships that institutionalize dialogue, harmonize

foreign policy stances, and foster collective security.
In this context, external actors like Russia and Pakis-
tan play a decisive role, as their engagement further
bolsters the development of robust transport, ener-
gy, and logistical networks that underpin regional

connectivity.

Furthermore, the study identifies several gaps
in existing literature, particularly the limited explo-
ration of why multilateral frameworks is favored over
bilateral approaches and how external geopolitical
factors, such as the impact of global crises, influence
these emerging cooperation formats. The institutio-
nalization of interregional dialogue appears to be es-
sential for addressing both economic disparities and
strategic challenges, thereby ensuring a stable and re-

silient regional environment.

In addition, GCC countries are increasingly ac-
tive in other areas of cooperation in Central Asia,
such as providing humanitarian aid for develop-
ment, where GCC countries can take the lead whi-
le Western countries are winding down their aid
programs.”® Between 2018 and 2021, GCC count-
ries such as Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Kuwait pro-
vided financial aid to Central Asian nations for de-
velopment projects.”” This aid supports sectors like
agriculture, water management, and energy security.
From the late 2010s onward, the influence of Gulf
Cooperation Council countries has grown steadily.
In 2021, for example, contributions from four GCC
members—the UAE, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Qa-
tar—collectively surpassed US $100 million. While
Kuwait led the way in 2018, the UAE emerged as the
leading donor between 2019 and 2023.7
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APPENDIX

Comparative analysis of the meeting with Central Asian countries with ASEAN and the

European Union

Theme GCC-Central Asia ASEAN-GCC Summit 1st EU-GCC Summit
Summit (July 19,2023) (October 20, 2023) (October 16,2024)
Date and Location | July 19,2023, Jeddah, October 20,2023, October 16,2024,
Saudi Arabia Riyadh, Saudi Arabia Brussels, Belgium
Peace, Security, Strengthening political Emphasis on maritime Addressing regional
Stability and strategic relations security and freedom conflicts (e.g., Ukraine,
of navigation Israel-Palestine,
Lebanon, Iran)
Combating racism, Combating transnational Enhanced cooperation
Islamophobia, and crime and extremism on counter-terrorism
extremism and organized crime
Economic Enhancing trade Promoting trade and Strategic trade
Cooperation and investment investment flows and investment
partnership
Developing green and Sustainable infrastructure Exploration of Free
renewable energy sources development Trade Agreements
Increasing trade exchange Digital economy Enhancing joint
and innovation investments
and economic
diversification
Energy Developing green Collaboration on green Intensifying energy
Collaboration and renewable energy and renewable energy cooperation

technologies

Ensuring energy security

Energy grids and

hydrogen transportation

Focus on renewable
energy, energy
efficiency, and
sustainable energy

markets

B



ﬂ

Climate Change Combating climate change | Achieving Sustainable Joint efforts to combat
Development climate change
Goals (SDGs)
Supporting COP28 Climate resilience and Support for Paris
sustainable growth Agreement and
global environmental
frameworks
Sustainable energy Commitment to
initiatives biodiversity and water
security initiatives
Connectivity and Developing Enhancing maritime and Strengthening
Infrastructure transportation routes digital connectivity telecommunication
and digital
infrastructure

Building logistical and

commercial networks

Smart cities and

technological infrastructure

Promoting sustainable
transport and climate-

resilient infrastructure

People-to-People Promoting cultural Cultural festivals and Enhancing academic
Exchanges diversity and tolerance student exchanges collaborations
(e.g., Erasmus+)
Educational opportunities | Capacity-building programs | Promoting human
rights dialogues
Health field cooperation Promoting gender equality | Fostering mutual
and empowerment understanding
through cultural and
educational exchanges
Support for Major Support for Expo Support for Expo Support for hosting
Initiatives 2030 Riyadh 2030 Riyadh Expo 2030 Riyadh
Hosting major forums and Hosting ASEAN- Hosting COP events
investment conferences GCC Economic and and other major
Investment Conference global initiatives
Geopolitical Focus on regional security | Limited focus on direct Direct engagement

Conflict Resolution

and combating extremism

conflict resolution

with global
conflicts (Ukraine,
Israel-Palestine,

Lebanon, Iran)

Health and
Biosafety

Health cooperation and

biosafety initiatives

Support for Kazakhstan’s
International Agency
for Biosafety

Health cooperation and

addressing pandemics

Joint responses to
health emergencies

and pandemics

Collaboration
on digital health

technologies




Human Rights and

International Law

Promotion of tolerance

and coexistence

Respect for UN Charter

and international law

Strong emphasis on
human rights and

international law

Condemnation of hate

speech and discrimination

Promotion of tolerance

and intercultural dialogue

Promotion and
protection of universal

human rights

Specific Regional Central Asia’s water security | Maritime safety and security | Conflicts in Ukraine,
Issues Israel-Palestine,
Lebanon, Iran,
Red Sea security
Addressing hate speech Digital transformation Yemen, Iraq-Kuwait
and extremism and smart cities maritime borders
Investment in water Addressing labor mobility Syria, Sudan, Somalia
resources and climate and trafficking
adaptation
Sustainable Focus on sustainable Achieving SDGs through Promoting sustainable
Development energy and environmental economic, environmental, and circular economies
Leadership initiatives and social initiatives Commitment to global
climate agreements
and environmental
frameworks
Global Influence Supporting international Engaging in multilateral Strengthening the role
and Multilateralism | frameworks like the UN and | forums and promoting in global governance

combating global threats

international standards

Active participation in
multilateral initiatives
and supporting

international law
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