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Executive 
Summary

Central Asia Forecasting’ is a collaborative analytical project that aims to identify and 
track regional trends in Central Asia over time. The first study was launched in 2021, 
and the current edition is an updated follow-up on the first report. For this study, a hu-
man-judgement forecasting method was employed in the form of an opinion survey 
among relevant experts on the developments in Central Asia in the next three-to-five 
years. The survey was designed by an editorial team of four experts and reviewed by 
11 external experts before the survey went live for a month in March-April 2023. Over 
the four weeks 122 respondents took the survey. The results of the survey were an-
alysed by a team of four researchers (editorial team) and 11 advisors and reviewed 
by two additional experts.

In this report, the editorial team presents the key findings of the survey and analyses 
what the survey responses might imply for regional developments in Central Asia in 
the near future.

This report analyses the survey responses regarding domestic politics, regional and 
international affairs, as well as economics, energy, and climate change-related issues. 
In the first part of the survey, respondents were asked about potential domestic risks, 
challenges, and political priorities. Regarding the key risks that Central Asia will likely 
face in the next three-to-five years, the survey highlights three patterns in the received 
responses. First, the entire region seems to share two key risks: economic slowdown, 
and crackdown on freedoms and human rights. Second, the perception of political in-
stability seems to be higher in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, and lower in Turkmenistan 
and Uzbekistan. Finally, environmental and climate emergencies were listed as one of 
the top risks for Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. The governments of Kazakhstan and 
Uzbekistan are seen as better prepared to address the existing and potential risks 
compared to their peers in the other three republics. The survey outcomes indicate 
that regime security remains the top priority in Central Asia. An important departure 
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from the previous survey is that Kyrgyzstan, which is usually perceived to have a more 
open political system, seems to be moving towards authoritarian consolidation. 

In the second part of the survey, the respondents had a chance to comment on the 
state of affairs in international relations in the region. The Russian invasion in Ukraine, 
the Taliban takeover of Afghanistan, and the continuing rise of China as a regional 
economic power have contributed to the current survey results. China and Russia 
are seen as the two top external partners for the Central Asian republics, although 
China seems to have gained a few points at the expense of Russia in the eyes of 
the respondents. Türkiye seems to be on a rise compared to the 2021 survey, while 
the EU has slightly lost position. The US concludes the top five external parts for the 
region.  Within the region, Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan remain the two top internal 
partners. Against the background of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the Central Asian 
republics are seen to be inclined towards increasing military capacity and decreas-
ing their trust in Russia. Yet, responses also suggest Russia remains a top priority 
partner for the region, revealing the complex and multifaceted nature of Central Asia 
- Russia relations. 

In the third part of the survey, the respondents reflected on Central Asian trends in 
the area of economics, energy and climate change. As in 2021, respondents noted 
the need to cut down dependence on natural resources and to diversify national 
economies as pressing issues in the region. Similarly, domestic energy security is 
highlighted as an area of concern for the surveyed experts, which seems to reflect 
on the ongoing energy crises that have taken place in recent years in each country of 
the region. The impact of climate change is felt strongly in the region as harsh weath-
er conditions were often highlighted in the survey. Generally, climate change and 
sustainability seem to occupy a bigger place in the survey responses as compared 
to 2021, which is also an important development reflecting reality on the ground.
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Over 30 years ago, the five countries of the Central Asian region – Kazakhstan, Kyr-
gyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan – gained independence from the 
Soviet Union and began to engage proactively in foreign policy in the international 
arena (with Turkmenistan doing so by declaring neutrality). Domestic processes of 
state formation and nation-building have transformed the states and societies of Cen-
tral Asia considerably since 1991 but are still a work in progress. Regional cooper-
ation and integration have been constrained by a variety of domestic, regional, and 
global factors, ranging from different national foreign policy goals to unresolved dis-
putes over borders and shared resources. While Central Asia covers a vast territory 
between the Caspian Sea, Russia, China, and Afghanistan, with a total population of 
over 77 million people, it is often under-represented in global debates, such as those 
on sustainable development, climate change, and green transformation. The region 
thus constitutes an object of maturing academic inquiry and international foreign pol-
icymaking. In 2019, the European Union (EU) adopted a renewed strategy on rela-
tions with Central Asia focused on partnering for resilience and prosperity (European 
Commission, 2019). 

We, a group of experts and researchers from the Friedrich Ebert Foundation (FES), 
the OSCE Academy in Bishkek, and other institutions collaboratively launched this 
project on ‘Central Asia Forecasting’ in 2021 to survey academics, practitioners and 
other interested stakeholders on upcoming developments in Central Asia. Building 
upon the success of the first survey of 2021, we are delighted to present the sec-
ond Central Asia Forecasting Survey Report. In this report, we analyse the survey  
responses regarding three main areas of interest: domestic politics; regional and in-
ternational politics; and the economic, energy and climate change challenges affect-
ing the region. This report provides a snapshot of collective expert thinking on Central 
Asia in 2023, where experts come from both inside and outside of the region. This 
mixed insight should prove useful for policymakers and academia alike. 

Methodology and limitations

For this study, a human-judgement forecasting method was employed in the form of 
an opinion survey conducted among experts on developments in the region in the 
near future. The breadth of expert judgements ensures a diversity of represented 
opinions. This combination has an edge over expert-only forecasts and has not been 
employed much in the context of Central Asia. However, it is important to note that 
judgement-based forecasting is subjective and has certain limitations. For example, 
one should note that, while over half of the respondents come from the region, there 
are certain country imbalances: Kazakh respondents comprise 21% of the total num-
ber of respondents while Kyrgyz and Uzbek respondents account for 12.30% and 
10.66% respectively. In other words, the number of respondents does not correspond 
to the population sizes of the respective countries. 

The survey was developed through a participatory process with the active involve-
ment of scholars from all Central Asian states and beyond the region. However, 



Age of the Participants

Gender of the Participants Citizenship of the Participants

Education

MALE

18-29 

KAZAKHSTAN

DOCTORATE

30-39 

KYRGYZSTAN

BACHELOR DEGREE

NO ANSWER

HIGH SCHOOL 
DEGREE OR 
EQUIVALENT

FEMALE

PREFER NOT TO SAY 

NO ANSWER

40-49 NO ANSWER

UZBEKISTAN

TAJIKISTAN

50-59 

TURKMENISTAN

60-69 

OTHER

OVER 70 MASTER’S DEGREE 
(INCLUDING 
DIPLOMA AND 
SPECIALIST DEGREE) 

57%38%

2% 3%

54%38%

4%

3%

2%
1%

1%

21%

12%
11%

5%

49%

2%

9%

39%

31% 14%

3%
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there may still be important issues and trends that the study was unable to incorpo-
rate and address.

Additionally, it should be noted that the survey questions were drafted in February 
2023, with the survey taking place in March-April 2023. Given the volatility of global and 
regional politics at the present, unexpected global or regional shifts may have occurred 
since, altering the impact of the ongoing Russian invasion in Ukraine on Central Asia. 

Finally, the majority of questions address development trends in Central Asia with-
out specifying whether they apply to the government, the public, or specific social 
groups. While every effort was made to include expert views on public perceptions, 
these are difficult to comment on due to the lack of reliable and large-scale public 
opinion polls in the region.

In the second phase, the team implemented the online survey system, which en-
sured respondent anonymity and compliance with EU data protection laws. The on-
line survey was tested internally with the help of 11 experts split into two specialist 
advisory groups: One group of advisors commented on the domestic politics and 
regional politics section while the second group of advisors provided their feedback 
on the survey section devoted to economics, energy, and environment. 

The bilingual survey (in English and Russian) was launched on 14 March 2023 and 
was active until 15 April 2023. In total, 122 respondents took our 20-minute survey. 
In terms of demographics, gender representation was approximately 38.42% female 
and 56.56% male; 4.92% declined to indicate their gender. Half of the respondents 
have Central Asian citizenship, while the majority of participating experts from out-
side the region come from EU Member States. A majority of respondents were 30 to 
49 years old, and slightly more than half of the respondents are currently affiliated 
with academic institutions and think tanks while 16.4% are representatives of various 
international organisations, civil society, and media. 

In the third phase, the raw survey data was cleaned and analysed by the authors 
and editorial team before being sent to the advisory group for feedback and initial 
impressions. A survey report was then drafted by Shairbek Dzhuraev (parts 1 and 2) 
and Aliya Tskhay (part 3) and edited by Aijan Sharshenova and Sebastian Schiek. 
Two external reviewers were invited to provide their feedback on the first report draft.

Report structure

The report is split into three parts. The first part focuses on the Central Asia Fore-
casting Survey results in the area of domestic politics and society in Central Asia.  
The second collates and analyses the survey data on regional and global politics. 
The final part analyses the survey outcomes on the section on economics, energy 
and environment. The report ends with an outlook concerning the future of this study. 
This report offers insights of interest for policymakers, scholars, and students inter-
ested in or engaged with the region of Central Asia. 



Domestic Politics 
and Regional A!airs
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Top risks in Central Asia: Political instability, economic 
slowdown and crackdown on rights and freedoms

Taking stock of a country’s most salient risks is an important entry point to forecasting 
EFWFMPQNFOUT�GPS�UIF�OFYU�����ZFBST��5IF�mSTU�TFDUJPO�PG�UIF�TVSWFZ�TPVHIU�UP�TPMJDJU�
experts’ views on the most likely risks for each country of the region in the next 3-5 
years, with the follow-up question of how well-prepared the respective governments 
are to address the risks and challenges. 

5IF�mOEJOHT�TVHHFTU�UISFF�QBUUFSOT�DPODFSOJOH�UIF�SJTLT�UIBU�$FOUSBM�"TJBO�DPVOUSJFT�
will likely face in the coming years. First, common to the entire region is the relevance 
of two risks: a) economic slowdown/crisis and b) crackdown on freedoms and human 
rights (see Table 1). These risks feature among the top three risks for each country 
of the region. Second, there is a clear distinction between the countries regarding 
expected political instability. This risk is seen as the highest for Kazakhstan and 
Kyrgyzstan but is absent among in the top three risks for Turkmenistan and 
Uzbekistan. The latter, in turn, share ‘crackdown on freedoms and human rights’ 
as the highest-ranked risk. Third, adding to the above distinction is the presence 
of environmental/climate emergencies as one of the top risks for Turkmenistan and 
Uzbekistan. In contrast, this risk was less likely to be cited for the remaining three. 
It is worth noting that the consensus on most likely risks is highest for Kyrgyzstan 

Table 1

2nd

What are the most likely risks to occur in Central Asian countries over the next 3-5 years? 

Top three responses for each Central Asian state

3rd

1st

Kazakhstan Kyrgyzstan Tajikistan Turkmenistan Uzbekistan

Political instability 
(confrontation, 
protests, etc.)

Political instability 
(confrontation, 
protests, etc.)

Economic 
slowdown/ crisis

Crackdowns on 
freedoms and 
human rights

Crackdowns on 
freedoms and 
human rights

Economic 
slowdown/crisis

Economic 
slowdown/ crisis

Crackdowns on 
freedoms and 
human rights

Economic 
slowdown/ crisis

Environmental/
climate 

emergency

Crackdowns on 
freedoms and 
human rights

Crackdowns on 
freedoms and 
human rights

Political instability 
(confrontation, 
protests, etc.)

Environmental/
climate 

emergency

Economic 
slowdown/crisis
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and Turkmenistan: The top three risks were the only ones that garnered more than 
30% of mentions. At the other extreme is Kazakhstan, where six risks received more 
than 30% of mentions, with environmental risks, external military threats, and internal 
cleavages coming after the top three listed in Table 1. Qualitative research could 
help interpret the implications of such differences. On the one hand, the greater 
diffusion of risks, as in the case of Kazakhstan, may speak about a greater number 
of competing risk factors. On the other hand, more optimistically, it may indicate a 
lack of self-evident risk factors.

National governments: shared priorities, divergent capacities

National governments are central actors in addressing emerging challenges and 
risks. The survey results suggest a stark difference between the countries in this 
respect (see Table 2). Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan stand out as having governments 
best prepared to address the risks. Thus, 43% and 38% of respondents marked the 
Kazakh and Uzbek governments’ preparedness to be above average, contrasting 
with 4%, 3% and 8% for Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan respectively. 
Interpreting these results requires the caveat that national governments may be key 
actors causing, rather than addressing, some of the risks, such as crackdowns on 
freedoms and human rights.

Chart 1

How do you assess the preparedness of Central Asian governments to successfully address 

the most important risks and challenges that the countries face?

KAZ

KYR

UZB

TAJ

TUR

1
Very low 

0%

2 3 4 5
Very strong 

No answer

20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
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Respondents were asked to indicate the policy areas they believe belong in the top 
three priorities of each government. Two priorities stand out as most relevant to all 
countries of the region: a) ensuring regime stability or smooth political transition, 
and b) maintaining socio-economic stability (see Table 3). The prominence of 
regime stability aligned with the results of the 2021 survey where it was found to 
be the second highest priority for Uzbekistan and the highest for the remaining four 
countries of the region. 

In contrast, the priority of ‘maintaining socio-economic stability’ was ranked higher 
for all countries than in 2021. It was ranked as the second and third priorities for 
the Kazakh and Uzbek governments in 2021 but as the highest priority in 2023. In 
the other three countries, this problem was not among the top three in 2021 and 
was ranked second highest in 2023. Finally, of interest is the difference between the 
$FOUSBM�"TJBO�TUBUFT�DPODFSOJOH�UIF�UIJSE�QSJPSJUZ��8IJMF�BMM�mWF�TUBUFT�IBWF�AFDPOPNJD�
reforms’ in this spot, respondents believe the Uzbek and Kazakh governments are 
more likely to have it on their agenda (57% and 43%, respectively) than Kyrgyzstan, 
Tajikistan and Turkmenistan (25%, 16%, and 17% respectively).

Table 2

2nd

What policy areas will most likely be among top priorities for Central Asian governments 

in the next 3-5 years?

3rd

1st

Kazakhstan Kyrgyzstan Tajikistan Turkmenistan Uzbekistan

Maintaining 
socio-economic 

stability

Ensuring regime 
stability or smooth 
political transition

Ensuring regime 
stability or smooth 
political transition

Ensuring regime 
stability or smooth 
political transition

Maintaining socio-
economic stability 

Ensuring regime 
stability or smooth 
political transition 

Maintaining socio-
economic stability 

Maintaining socio-
economic stability

Maintaining socio-
economic stability 

Ensuring regime 
stability or smooth 
political transition

Conducting 
economic reforms 

Conducting 
economic reforms

Conducting 
economic reforms

Conducting 
economic reforms 

Conducting 
economic reforms 
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Key trends: political regime, societal values, and stability

This battery of questions sought to assess key trends in the politics of the countries, with 
a focus on changes in political regimes, societal value systems, and political stability.

Concerning the nature of political regimes, experts see forthcoming changes 
to be primarily towards authoritarianism (see Table 4). with the average share of 
respondents who expect greater authoritarianism at 41.31%, in contrast to the 6.72% 
who mentioned greater democratisation. Three trends could be highlighted. First, 
‘greater authoritarianism’ in Kyrgyzstan is the most highly anticipated trend (54.1%), 
TJNJMBSMZ�UP�JO�5BKJLJTUBO�	�����
�BOE�JO�5VSLNFOJTUBO�	�����
��*O�DPOUSBTU
�UIF�mHVSFT�GPS�
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan are 16.4% and 24.6% respectively. Second, predictions 
for the latter two countries feature a high degree of ‘mixed change’ (i.e., changes 
featuring elements of both democratisation and authoritarian consolidation) at 57.4% 
and 54.9% for Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan respectively. Finally, Turkmenistan and 

Table 3

2nd

How do you think the political situation is likely to change in the next 3-5 years?’

3rd

4th

1st

Kazakhstan Kyrgyzstan Tajikistan Turkmenistan Uzbekistan

Mixed change Greater 
authoritarianism

Greater 
authoritarianism

Greater 
authoritarianism Mixed change

Greater 
authoritarianism Mixed change No change No change Greater 

authoritarianism

Greater 
democratisation

Greater 
democratisation Mixed change Mixed change Greater 

democratisation

No change No change Greater 
democratisation

Greater 
democratisation No change



17

5BKJLJTUBO�IBWF�UIF�IJHIFTU�DPNCJOFE�mHVSF�QSFEJDUJPOT�PG�AHSFBUFS�BVUIPSJUBSJBOJTN��
and ‘no change expected’ (82% for Tajikistan and 90% for Turkmenistan).

In a separate question, experts were asked to share their views on trends in societal 
WBMVFT
�TQFDJmDBMMZ�GPDVTJOH�PO�USFOET�JO�MJCFSBM�BOE�DPOTFSWBUJWF�WBMVFT��5IF�mOEJOHT�
suggest that there is a broad overlap with trends in political regimes. Tajikistan and 
Turkmenistan stand out as two countries where change is least expected, combined 
with high expectations for the growth of conservative values. Kyrgyzstan features 
a similarly high turn towards conservative values but this is followed with ‘mixed 
changes’ rather than ‘no change’. In turn, Kazakhstan emerges as a champion in 
UIF�FYQFDUFE�HSPXUI�PG�MJCFSBM�WBMVFT
�UIF�IJHIFTU�BNPOH�UIF�mWF
�FWFO�UIPVHI�UIJT�
comes far behind the expectations for ‘mixed changes’ in the country. 

Table 4

2nd

How do you think the value systems of the general public are likely to evolve in the next 

3-5 years?

3rd

4th

1st

Kazakhstan Kyrgyzstan Tajikistan Turkmenistan Uzbekistan

Mixed change
Growth 

of conservative 
values

Growth 
of conservative 

values 
No major change Mixed change

Growth of 
liberal values Mixed change No major change

Growth 
of conservative 

values

Growth 
of conservative 

values

Growth 
of conservative 

values

Growth of 
liberal values Mixed change Mixed change Growth of 

liberal values

No major change No major change Growth of 
liberal values

Growth of 
liberal values No major change
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5IF�mOBM�RVFTUJPO�PG�UIF�TFDUJPO�MPPLFE�BU�MJLFMZ�DIBOHFT�JO�QPMJUJDBM�TUBCJMJUZ�JO�UIF�
Central Asian states (see Chart 1 below). The predicted overall trend is towards 
‘no change’ (50.33% on average), followed by the expectation of political instability 
(35.41%). Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan stand out as two countries where little 
change is thought likely to occur (61.48% and 67.21% respectively), while 
Kyrgyzstan’s predicted trend is towards greater instability (60.66%), followed by 
Tajikistan (with 44.26%). The only two countries with predictions in the double digits 
for greater political stability are Kazakhstan (17.21%) and Uzbekistan (20.49%) (see 
Chart 1). Unsurprisingly, this pattern aligns with the earlier assessment of national 
governments’ preparedness to address risks.
 
To sum up, the survey results suggest that, according to the respondents, the 
security of ruling regimes remains the top priority in Central Asia. That said, there is 
a perceived ‘homogenisation’ of the region. Kyrgyzstan, a usual outlier in terms of 
having a more open and dynamic political system, is joining the crowd with the trend 
towards authoritarian consolidation. In turn, Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, relatively 
fresh after their political transitions, continue generating mixed expectations, less 
authoritarian but also less stable than in the past. 

Chart 2

Political stability in Central Asian countries

KAZ

KYR

UZB

TAJ

TUR

Political stability 
will increase

No major change

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Political instability 
will increase 

No answer
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International 
Relations in 
Central Asia
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In the second section, the survey focused on assessing the international relations 
of Central Asian states. In recent years, several events have marked important 
changes at the regional and global level: the Russian invasion of Ukraine and the 
HSPXJOH�DPOnJDU�CFUXFFO�UIF�8FTU�BOE�3VTTJB
�UIF�XJUIESBXBM�PG�64�USPPQT�BOE�UIF�
Taliban victory in Afghanistan, and, more broadly, China’s continued geopolitical 
BOE�HFPFDPOPNJD�SJTF��5IFTF�BOE�PUIFS�SFMBUFE�GBDUPST�DPOUJOVF�UP�JOnVFODF�$FOUSBM�
Asia’s engagement with the outside world.

Central Asia’s external partners: a changing of the guards?

There is a broad consensus that China and Russia are the top two extra-regional 
QBSUOFST�PG�$FOUSBM�"TJBO�TUBUFT��5IJT� JT� JO� MJOF�XJUI�mOEJOHT�GSPN�UIF������TVSWFZ��
However, there are substantial differences too. First, in the 2023 survey, China made 
major gains in Central Asia at the expense of Russia. In 2021, Russia was seen as the 
top partner for Kyrgyzstan and had a slight advantage over China in Kazakhstan and 
Uzbekistan. In the 2023 survey, experts expect Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, as well 
as Turkmenistan to perceive China as the top priority partner. Russia retained its top 
position vis-a-vis China in Kyrgyzstan, albeit with a shrinking gap, and remained tied 
with China for Tajikistan. In other words, survey respondents expect China, already 
the top partner for Turkmenistan, to replace Russia as the leading partner for the 
region’s two biggest economies, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. Kyrgyzstan remains 
the only country where Russia remains the primary partner.

Table 5:

Contenders for top external partner spot in Central Asia

Kazakhstan Kyrgyzstan Tajikistan Turkmenistan Uzbekistan

Top 1 Partner China Russia

China / Russia

China China

Top 2 Partner Russia China Russia Russia

Top 3 Partner EU and EU MS Turkey Iran Turkey Turkey

Top 4 Partner USA EU and EU MS EU and EU MS Iran EU and EU MS

Top 5 Partner Turkey USA USA Afghanistan USA
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Another change concerns second-order external partners. From the perspective 
of the respondents, the European Union remained the third-priority partner for 
Kazakhstan but lost the same status in Uzbekistan to Türkiye. Indeed, Ankara’s role 
appears on the rise in Central Asia, as in addition to becoming the ‘third power’ for 
6[CFLJTUBO
�JU�BMTP�TPMJEJmFE�UIF�TBNF�TUBUVT�JO�,ZSHZ[TUBO�BOE�5VSLNFOJTUBO�BU�UIF�
expense of the EU and Iran respectively. The US, in turn, is squarely behind the EU, 
TFFO�BT�UIF�mGUI�QSJPSJUZ�QBSUOFS�

Intra-regional a!airs: toward greater cohesion?

Closer regional cooperation is one of the ever-green topics in Central Asia, even 
though regional intergovernmental organisations ceased to exist by the early 2000s. 
The latest effort at developing a purely regional platform took the form of regional 
consultative meetings of heads of state in 2018. The process remains inconclusive, 
however. In 2022, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan signed an agreement 
on ‘Friendship, Good Neighborliness and Cooperation’, but tellingly, Tajikistan and 
Turkmenistan refrained from doing so.  

The survey respondents were asked several questions on intra-regional dynamics. 
6OTVSQSJTJOHMZ
�POF�mOEJOH�JT�UIBU�,B[BLITUBO�BOE�6[CFLJTUBO�SFNBJO�UXP�DFOUSFT�
of attraction in the region (Table 7). They are seen as top priority partners within the 
region by each of the remaining three countries. At the other extreme is Turkmenistan, 
XIJDI� FYQFSUT� SBOL� BT� UIF� MPXFTU� QSJPSJUZ� GPS� JUT� SFHJPOBM� OFJHICPVST
� SFnFDUJOH� B�
relatively low degree of economic connection and interdependence.

Table 6:

In your opinion, relations with which Central Asian countries will the governments prioritise 

in the next 3-5 years?

Kazakhstan Kyrgyzstan Tajikistan Turkmenistan Uzbekistan

Top 1 Partner Uzbekistan Kazakhstan Uzbekistan Uzbekistan Kazakhstan

Top 2 Partner Kyrgyzstan Uzbekistan Kazakhstan Kazakhstan Kyrgyzstan

Top 3 Partner Tajikistan Tajikistan Kyrgyzstan Kyrgyzstan Tajikistan

Top 4 Partner Turkmenistan Turkmenistan Turkmenistan Tajikistan Turkmenistan
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Chart 3

Will Central Asian states have greater convergence (agreement) or divergence 

(disagreement) on the following issues in the next 3-5 years?

On what policy issues do the Central Asian states mostly agree with each other, and 
what issues are likely to lead to divergence? Respondents expect that the countries 
PG� UIF� SFHJPO�XJMM�IBWF� UIF�IJHIFTU�DPOWFSHFODF� JO� UIF�mHIU�BHBJOTU� UFSSPSJTN�BOE�
extremism, regional security issues, and regional trade policies (see Chart 2). These 
UISFF� BMTP� GFBUVSFE� BNPOH� UIF� UPQ� mWF� ADPOWFSHFODF�� JTTVFT� JO� ������ 4JNJMBSMZ
�
transboundary water resources remain the issue expected to cause the highest 
degree of disagreement in Central Asia, the same as in 2021. Curiously, border 
delimitation features in both the top-5 convergence and divergence lists. This may 
well relate to the fact that the violent military clashes at the Kyrgyz-Tajik border were 
balanced by Uzbekistan’s proactive policies towards completing border delimitation, 
including with Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. 

More Convergence No change

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

More Divergence No answer

Migration issues

Energy

Environmental 
Policies

Regional 
Trade Policies

Afghanistan 
Policies

Relations with EU

Relations with USA

Relations with China

Relations with Russia

Management of 
transboundary water

Border delimitation/
demarcation

Fight against 
terrorism and 
extremism

Regional 
Infrastructure 
Policies
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Together with continuing trends, there are several departures from the trends of 2021 
too. First, following the Taliban takeover in August 2021, Afghanistan stopped being 
the topic of the highest agreement in Central Asia. If the 2021 survey showed 68% 
DPOWFSHFODF�BOE����EJWFSHFODF
�mHVSFT�JO������BSF�������BOE�����SFTQFDUJWFMZ��5IF�
second change concerns expectations about relations with major external partners. 
Over 44% of respondents see relations with Russia as the topic that would generate 
divergences among Central Asian states, a contrast to 22% in 2021. In contrast, China 
is seen by 47.5% of experts as an issue of convergence, up from 30% in 2021.

In the context of the war: eroding trust in Russia and 
international law

The survey asked respondents to weigh in on the implications of the Russian invasion 
of Ukraine for Central Asian states (see Chart 3). Top answers included ‘more 
prioritisation of military security and defence’ (75%) and ‘less trust in Russia’ (73%). 
The events are also predicted to lead to greater regional cooperation in Central Asia 
(64%) and lessened trust in international law (56%). Curiously, several public opinion 
surveys in Central Asia on the same question reveal results more favourable towards 
Russia, highlighting the discrepancies between academic/expert communities and 
the broader public.

5IF�BCPWF� SFTVMUT�EFNPOTUSBUF�EJTTPOBODF�XJUI�BO�FBSMJFS�mOEJOH� UIBU�QVU�3VTTJB�
among the top external partners of the region. A closer look may suggest there is 
no contradiction. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine shook the world and put particular 

Chart 4

In the context of the Russian invasion of Ukraine, Central Asian governments will...

Agree Disagree

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Do not know No answer

Seek greater regional 
(Central Asian) cooperation

Seek increased security 
cooperation outside the CSTO

Seek increased security 
cooperation with/within the 
CSTO

Prioritize military security 
and defense more

Have less trust in the 
international law

Have less trust in Russia

Have less trust in the 
West (USA, EU, NATO)
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Chart 5

What policy areas should the EU and Central Asian states primarily cooperate on?

Public health

Gender equality
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Tourism
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EU-Central Asia migration regime 
(visa, etc.)

Infrastructure connectivity

Regional security

Human rights, rule of law, 
and support of civil society

Environmental protection 

Economic modernization 

Energy sector

Investment and trade 

Education and/or cultural exchange 

Disinformation and media literacy 

58%

53%

48%

47%

44%

47%

39%

31%

27%

13%

12%

10%

8%

8%

7%

pressure on Central Asian states. On the one hand, the countries of the region have 
strong economic links, from trade to labour migration to transport dependence, with 
Russia. In addition, several Central Asian states share a collective security alliance 
and economic union with Russia. On the other hand, the war in Ukraine exposed 
Central Asia’s vulnerability in the context of Russia’s revisionism against smaller 
post-Soviet states. Thus, what the data suggests is an uneasy blend of distrust and 
dependence from Central Asian states toward relations with Russia. Moreover, the 
relative decline of Russia’s standing vis-a-vis China (Table 6) correlates with the 
growing distrust in Moscow seen in Chart 3.

EU-Central Asia relations: a change of gears?

The European Union has been one of the major external partners of Central Asia. 
While it can hardly compete with the political or military role of Russia or the economic 
clout of China, the EU has been a consistent partner in a range of policy areas. The 
TVSWFZ�BTLFE�SFTQPOEFOUT�UP�BTTFTT�TQFDJmD�QPMJDZ�BSFBT�UIBU
�JO�UIFJS�WJFX
�TIPVME�
be prioritised in EU-Central Asia relations. The results show strong dominance 
of economic cooperation topics. The top three policy areas for EU-Central Asia 
relations are ‘investment and trade’ (58%), ‘the energy sector’ (53%) and ‘economic 
NPEFSOJTBUJPO�� 	���
�� 5IJT� JT� B� TJHOJmDBOU� EFQBSUVSF� GSPN� ����
� XIFO� AIVNBO�
rights, rule of law and support for civil society’ was the top-ranked policy area for 
cooperation. Similarly, ‘education and cultural exchange’, the second highest policy 
area in the 2021 survey, fell to seventh in 2023 (see Chart 4 below).



Economics, 
Energy, and 
Climate Change 
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In a departure from the survey of 2021, the topics of economy, energy, and climate 
change were given a separate section in the 2023 survey. The present survey set out 
to explore the perception of experts on future priorities for policies and challenges 
in these areas. Indeed, the economic situation and environmental challenges have 
become top concerns for the experts as the region is dealing with the effects of 
a global economic slowdown and the war in Ukraine, as well as experiencing the 
adverse effects of climate change. The indirect impacts on Central Asian states 
of global and regional geopolitical events have raised concerns for the expert 
community. Simultaneous developments in neighbouring Afghanistan, Iran, and 
Russia, as well as the wider effects of tensions between China and the West, the 
energy crisis in Europe, and challenges to the global order, all are listed as risks 
affecting Central Asia. This further demonstrates the centrality of the region and its 
interconnectedness to global political affairs. 

Among the top three priority areas for the Central Asian governments are domestic 
FOFSHZ�TFDVSJUZ
� JOGSBTUSVDUVSF
� BOE�FDPOPNJD�EJWFSTJmDBUJPO�� 5IF�EFQFOEFODF�PO�
OBUVSBM� SFTPVSDFT� BOE� MBDL� PG� FDPOPNJD� EJWFSTJmDBUJPO� JT� IJHIMJHIUFE� CZ� FYQFSUT�
again, as they were in the 2021 survey, signifying the importance of these issues and 
the further progress that needs to be achieved. 

Chart 6

Which economic policies will be prioritised by Central Asian governments 

in the next 3-5 years?

Domestic energy security

Dependence on natural resources export 
HFRQRPLF�GLYHUVLߔFDWLRQ
Dependence on natural resources Improvements 
of infrastructure
Economic dependence on loans from foreign 
countries

Unemployment

Corruption

Informal sector economy

Rural-urban development divide

Economic inequalities

Better allocation of resources from centres 
to regions

Reforms in labour market

Public healthcare systems

Other

Strengthening social security or social safety net 
programs

Economic dependence on loans from IFIs

59%

50%
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11%
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It is noteworthy that domestic energy security is highlighted as an area of economic 
policy to be prioritised by Central Asian governments (by almost 60% of respondents). 
As the winter of 2022-2023 demonstrated the critical condition of the energy 
infrastructure in several countries of the region (e.g., Uzbekistan), issues of energy 
security rankly highly in the minds of experts. Harsh weather conditions are also an 
indication of the more acute impacts of climate change, and the people of Central 
Asia have begun to feel this more prominently. The combination of colder winters, old 
JOGSBTUSVDUVSF
�BOE�JOFGmDJFOU�SFTPVSDF�EJTUSJCVUJPO�IBT�QVTIFE�UIF�FOFSHZ�TFDVSJUZ�
agenda higher in the priority list. This is an important development in the conversation 
around decarbonisation and energy transition in the region as well. 

In comparison with the 2021 survey, the present one gave more attention to the 
topic of climate change and sustainability. The experts agree on the impacts of 
climate change on the region and the importance of mitigation policies. Glacier melt, 
EFTFSUJmDBUJPO
�MBOE�EFHSBEBUJPO
�BOE�FYUSFNF�XFBUIFS�FWFOUT�BSF�BMM�IJHIMJHIUFE�BT�
pressing effects of climate change, yet water scarcity is predominantly ranked highly 
in answer to this question. This is linked to long-standing disputes over water in 
UIF�SFHJPO
�BOE�FWFO�NPSF�JNQPSUBOUMZ
�PWFS�JOFGmDJFOU�XBUFS�NBOBHFNFOU�BOE�VTF��
Cooperation with foreign partners in this area is noted as a priority as well, which links 
to the existing programs implemented by the EU.

Other indirect impacts of climate change, such as food insecurity, ecological 
catastrophes, and migration are mentioned as well. This raises concerns for socio-
economic wellbeing in the region, especially as the demographic growth of the 
population will also put a stain on resources under challenging climatic conditions.

Chart 7

Which future energy trends will take place in Central Asia?

Renewable energy projects will increase

Use of natural gas will increase

(QHUJ\�HIߔFLHQF\�SURMHFWV�ZLOO�LQFUHDVH

Cooperation in electricity export/import will 
increase

Hydropower production will increase

Nuclear energy projects will increase

Phase-down of coal use in electricity 
and heating production

Development of green hydrogen

Other

62.%

44%

42%

29%

7%

2%

44%

42%

14%



In the question of future energy trends in the region, respondents were tasked 
with choosing from several options. The answers given are varied around (as 
demonstrated in Chart 6), indicating the numerous challenges that lie in this sector 
for Central Asian states. 

The options provided for respondents were options for low/zero carbon energy 
resources. However, the comments left in response to this question showed a noted 
scepticism among experts on the countries’ commitments to decarbonisation and 
energy transition projects, primarily with regards to the implementation. Similarly, 
there is low expectation of international cooperation on such projects beyond the 
PGmDJBM�BOOPVODFNFOUT�BOE�TMPHBOT��5IJT�DPVME�CF�GVSUIFS�FYQMPSFE�UP�VOEFSTUBOE�
where such scepticism comes from. There is also a concern about the dedication to 
implementation of renewable energy projects and decarbonisation policies in Central 
"TJB
�XJUI�TPNF�SFTQPOEFOUT�nBHHJOH�UIF�QPTTJCMF�JODSFBTF�JO�UIF�VTF�PG�DPBM��

Among the future energy transition policies, international cooperation and renewable 
energy development were picked by more than half of the respondents. Yet, the 
experts have low expectations of stricter regulations on emissions and net-zero 
target commitment from the countries that have not yet committed to these. This 
question requires further interpretation and a follow up to inquire on the motivations 
for the given answers. For instance, to understand why carbon pricing or clean 
hydrogen development are not ranked higher despite the conversations on these 
BMSFBEZ�QSFTFOU�BNPOH�TFOJPS�HPWFSONFOU�PGmDJBMT��

Chart 8

Reactions of Central Asian governments to the challenges of the global 

energy transformation
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Future 
of the Study
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The ‘Central Asia Forecasting 2023’ report follows the success of the ‘Central 
Asia Forecasting 2021’ report. The second round of the forecasting survey was 
launched in order to ensure continuity and consistency of the human-judgement 
study method as applied to the Central Asian region two years ago. Building on 
UIF�mSTU�BUUFNQU�BU� TFUUJOH�VQ� UIF� JOGSBTUSVDUVSF� UP�PCUBJO�FYQFSU�PQJOJPOT
� UIJT�
year’s survey was improved in the following ways:

1. In order to ensure local ownership and design of the study, three out of four 
editorial team members were recruited from within the region, i.e., they come 
from Central Asia;

2. For the same purpose, the advisory boards have been designed to include 
representatives of at least four Central Asian nations (with the exception of 
Turkmenistan due to the country’s closed nature);

3. To better involve the informed public, this survey has built an inter-institutional 
cooperation between European and Central Asian research hubs and think 
tanks;

4. The design of the survey questionnaire has undergone series of extensive 
revisions and, this time, was divided into three large areas: 1) domestic 
politics; 2) regional and international politics; and 3) economics, climate 
change and energy;

5. The questionnaire included an opportunity for the respondents to provide 
feedback to improve the future editions of this survey. Open lines 
communications proved to be helpful back in 2021 and will be used again 
in future.

Although study designs need to be adapted from time to time, we will try to keep 
the current structure in future studies to enable comparability.
In follow-up studies, we intend to expand the database to include more experts, 
particularly from Uzbekistan and Tajikistan which are currently still relatively 
underrepresented. In addition, there is a need to continue increasing the number 
of respondents who complete the survey in full.

If you have any comments or suggestions concerning the study design and this 
report, we would be very happy to receive your feedback. Please write to us at: 
survey@centralasia-forecasting.net

mailto:survey@centralasia-forecasting.net%20?subject=
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