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KAZAKHSTAN’S CONNECTIVITY PARADIGMS
WITH CHINA AND INDIA: A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS

The world is undergoing irreversible structural changes in global geopolitical space. The dynamic
development of Asian countries has brought significant changes to the geopolitical and geoeconomic
structure of the world. The COVID-19 pandemic restrictions more than ever demonstrated the role of
rising Asian states not only in providing manufacturing facilities but also in maintaining the global supply
chain and logistics. The role of China in this process is significant. India also working on enhancing its
connectivity channels, whilst the post-COVID global supply chain reality provides new opportunities for
India’s aspirations. For Kazakhstan, which integrated with China’s Belt and Road Initiative, and working
to connect to India’s alternative Chabahar port, the role of connectivity is critical. Given the geographic
location that bridges Europe with Asia and provides alternative roads bypassing Russia, Kazakhstan’s
transit potential is immense.

Against this backdrop, the paper reveals Kazakhstan’s state-of-the-art in transport sector in regard to
China and India. First, we analyse the theoretical framework of China’s Belt and Road Initiative. Then,
we explore China’s engagement with Kazakhstan, especially during the COVID-19 hindrances. We fur-
ther provide India’s alternative connectivity visions from a comparative perspective. We conclude with
the assessment of the current partnerships and opportunities to expand connectivity with Kazakhstan.

The major argument of discussion is that although Kazakhstan has been widely integrating into Chi-
na’s BRI, it still has successfully diversified its connectivity networks in line with its multivector policy.

Key words: China, India, Kazakhstan, connectivity, Belt and Road Initiative.

A.M. Mypat6ekosa”, A.K. Opaabaes, f.P. PaxbimskaH

Koxxa AxmeT Slccaym atbiHAaFbl XaAblKapaAblK, Ka3ak-TYPiK YHUBEPCUTETIHIH,
Eypasusg FbiAbIMM-3epTTey MHCTUTYTbI, KasakcTaH, AAMaThbl K.
*e-mail: albina.muratbek@gmail.com

KasakcranHbiH, KbiTalimeH xxaHe YHAICTaHMeH 6aiAaHbICBIHDIH,
napaAMrmMaAapbl: CaAbICTbIPMAAbI TaAAdY

OAemae kahaHAbIK Fe0CasCcy KeHICTIKTEr i KalTbIMCbI3 KYPbIAbIMABIK ©3repicTep 60AbINKaTbip. A3ust
eAAEPIHIH, KapKbIHABI AAMYbl SAEMHIH, FeoCasiCu >KoHe re03KOHOMMKAAbIK, KYPbIAbIMbIHA aiTapAbIKTal
e3repictep akeaai. COVID-19 naHAEMMACHIHbIH, LIEKTeyAepi Aamyllbl A3MS MEMAEKeTTEPIHIH, Tek
OHAIPICTIK KYaTTbIAbIKTbl KAMTaMachl3 €TyA€ FaHa eMeC, COHbIMEH KaTap 9AEMAIK >kabAblkTay Tiz0eri
MeH AOTMCTMKaHbI CaKkTayAarFbl POAIH BypbIHFbIAAH Aa Ker kepceTTi. byAa yaepicte KpiTaiabiH poAi
30p. YHAICTaH COHbIMeEH KaTap 6aiAaHbIC apHaAapblH KEHEUTY YLUIH XyMmbIC icTeinai, an COVID-TeH
KEMIHTT 9AEMAIK XKeTKi3iAIM Ti36eri YHAICTaHHbIH, YMTbIABIChI YLLiH >KaHa XKOAAQp allaAbl. KpiTanabiH
«beaaey >kaHe XoA» 6acTamacbiIMeH MHTErpaumsiAaHFaH xXoHe YHAICTaHHbIH, aAbTepHatuBTi Yabaxap
MOPTbIHA KOCbIAY YLUiH >KYMbIC icTen »aTtkaH KasakcTaH YLLiH KeAIKTiH peAi eTe MaHbI3Abl. EyponaHbl
A3nsmeH 6anAaHbICTbIpaTbIH XKoaHe Pecenai aiHaAbIn eTeTiH 6arama >KOAAAP YCbIHATbIH reorpadusIAbIK,
OpHaAacyblH eckepe OTbIpbin, Ka3akCTaHHbIH, TPAH3UTTIK 9AeyeTi eTe 30p.

OcblFaH opain, Makana KasakcTaHHblH KpbiTall MeH YHAiCTaHFa KaTbICTbl KOAIK CaAaCblHAAFbI
aAeyeTiH awaabl. bipiHwiaeH, 6i3 «KbiTain 6eaaeyi >kaHe 0A» GacTamacCbiHbIH TEOPUSAbIK, HEri3aepiH
Tarpanmbi3. CopaH keriH 6i3 KbitarapiH, KasakcraHMeH KapbiM-KaTbiHacbiH, acipece COVID-19
Keaeprinepi  kesiHae Tekcepemis. Opi Kapar, 6i3 YHAICTaAHHbIH CaAbICTbIPMaAbl TYPFbICbIHAH
6afAaHbICbIHbIH, aAbTEPHATUBTI KOPIHICTEPIH YCbiHaMbI3. KOPbITbIHABIAAM KeAe, Ka3ipri cepikTecTikTep
koHe KasakcraHMeH 6aiAaHbICTbl KEHENTY MyMKIHAIKTEpiH GaFaAaiMbi3.

MakanaaHbiH, Herisri makcatbl — Kasakctan KbitaiablH 6eapeyi MeH >KOA 6acTamacbiMeH Ke
MHTEerpauusiAaHFaHbIMEH, ©3iHiH KOMBEeKTOPAbl cascaTbiHa CoikeC 6GalAaHbIC apHAAApPbIH COTTI
apTapanTaHAbIPYbI.

Tyiin ce3aep: Kbitai, YHaictan, KasakcraH, 6aiAaHbiC, <beaaey >kaHe xoA» 6acTamachl.
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EBpa3snmnckmini HayYHO-MCCAEAOBATEABCKMIA MHCTUTYT MeXKAyHapOAHOro
KQ3aXCTAaHCKO-TYPEeLKOro YHMBepcuTeTa MMeHU Xoaxxu AxmeTta SccaBu, KaszaxcraH, r. AAMaThbl
*e-mail: albina.muratbek@gmail.com

Mapaaurmobl cBsa3HocTn KasaxcraHa ¢ Kutaem u MHauei:
CpaBHUTEAbHbIA aHAAU3

B Mupe npoucxoadaT HeobpaTUMble CTPYKTYpHble M3MEHEHWS B FAOGAALHOM FeOnoAUTUYECKOM
NpoCTpaHCTBe. AMHaMMYHOE pa3BUTME a3MaTCKMX CTPaH BHECAO CYLLECTBEHHble MW3MeHeHWs B
reornoAMTUYECKYI0 UM TFe03KOHOMMYECKYD CTPYKTypy mupa. OrpaHuuyenus naHaemmn COVID-19
6oAee UYeM KOrpa-AMb0 MPOAEMOHCTPUPOBAAM POAb PACTYLUMX a3MATCKMX FOCYAAPCTB HE TOAbKO
B MPEAOCTAaBAEHUM MPOU3BOACTBEHHbBIX MOLLHOCTEN, HO U B MOAAEPXKAHUM TAOBAABHON LIENoYKM
NOCTAaBOK M AOTMCTUKKU. Poab KuTas B 3TOM npouecce 3HaumteAbHa. MHAMS Takke paboTaer Haa
paclUMPEHNEM CBOMX KAHAAOB CBSI3HOCTM, B TO BPEMS Kak PeaAbHOCTb TAOBAALHOM LIENOYKM NOCTABOK
nocae COVID oTkpblBaeT HOBble BO3MOXHOCTU AAS yCTpemaeHuidn MHamn. Aas KasaxctaHa, KoTopblii
MHTErpuvpoOBaACS C KWUTalCKOW MHMuMaTmBoi [Mosica u yTn 1 paboTaer Hap MPUCOEAMHEHMEM K
AAbTEPHATUBHOMY MHAMICKOMY nopTy Yabaxap, poAb TpaHCMOpTa MMEeT KPUTUUECKOe 3HaueHue.
YuntbiBag reorpadmyeckoe MoAOXKeHue, KOTopoe coeamHsgeT EBpony ¢ A3veinn m npeaoCTaBAsieT
aAbTepHaTMBHbIE AOPOrU B 06x0A Poccuu, TpaH3uTHbIN noTeHumaA KasaxcrtaHa orpomeH.

Ha sTomM doHe cratbgd packpbiBaeT noteHuMaA KasaxctaHa B TPaHCMOPTHOM CEKTOpe Mo
oTHoweHuio K Kutaio n MHamMn. CHauyana NpPoOBOAMTCS aHaAM3 TeopeTMYeckuMe OCHOBbl KMTAMCKOM
nHuumaTmebl Mosica n MNyTtn. 3atem nccaeayercs B3ammopencTeme Kutas ¢ KazaxcraHom, oco6eHHO
BO BpeMsl orpaHnyenmii, ceazaHHbix ¢ COVID-19. Aaaee NpeAOCTaBASIOTCS aAbTEPHATUBHbBIE B3rASAbI
CBS3HOCTU MIHAMM B CPaBHUTEABHOM nepcrnekTuse. B 3akAloUeHMM OLLeHMBAIOTCS TeKYLLME NapTHEpPCKue
OTHOLLUEHMS 1 BO3MOXXHOCTM pacLUMpeHmnst CBA3HOCTU ¢ KasaxcTaHoMm.

[A@BHbI apryMeHT CTaTbM 3aKAKOUAeTCs B TOM, UTO, x0T KasaxcTaH LUMPOKO MHTerpupyeTcs C
nHMumatmBon Nogca u Myt Knutas, oH BCce »Ke ycnewHo AMBepcnULMpPyeT CBOM KaHaAbl CBA3HOCTU
B COOTBETCTBMM CO CBOEN MHOrOBEKTOPHOM NMOAMTUKOM.

KaroueBble caoBa: Kutain, MHamg, KasaxcTaH, CBI3HOCTb, MHMUMaTHBa [losica v [yTu.

Introduction

This research has been funded by the Science
Committee of the Ministry of Education and Science
of the Republic of Kazakhstan (Grant AP08957343).

The world is undergoing irreversible structural
changes in global geopolitical space. The dynamic
development of Asian countries has brought signif-
icant changes to the geopolitical and geoeconomic
structure of the world. The COVID-19 pandemic
restrictions more than ever demonstrated the role
of rising Asian states not only in providing manu-
facturing facilities but also in maintaining the glob-
al supply chain and logistics. The role of China in
this process is significant. In virtue of the overde-
pendence on China’s products and services that
was vividly demonstrated during the total lock-
down of China in winter 2020, global and regional
actors once again started to reconsider China’s role
in the distribution of manufacturing and its supply
chain value. India in this regard is the most suit-
able alternative. Although the majority of global
manufacturing companies operate in China, India
still could provide an alternative platform for trans-
porting goods and services via its land and ocean
routes. Given that India has long been working
on enhancing its connectivity channels, the post-
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COVID global supply chain reality provides new
opportunities for India’s aspirations.

For Kazakhstan, which integrated with China’s
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), and working to con-
nect to India’s alternative Chabahar port, the role
of transportation is critical. Given the geographical
location that bridges Europe with Asia and grants
alternative roads to Russia, Kazakhstan’s transit po-
tential is immense. Hence, geographical proximity,
along with the geopolitical ambitions of both China
and India encourages studying China and India’s
connectivity ambitions in Kazakhstan from a com-
parative perspective, especially taking into account
their primordial contradictions. Situating in the heart
of Eurasia, it is also an opportunity to connect to the
global sea routes and other alternative connectivity
networks.

Against this backdrop, the paper reveals Ka-
zakhstan’s state-of-the-art in transport sector in
regard to China and India. First, we analyse the
theoretical framework of China’s Belt and Road
Initiative. Then, we explore China’s engagement
with Kazakhstan, especially during the COVID-19
hindrances. We further provide India’s alternative
connectivity visions from a comparative perspec-
tive. We conclude with the assessment of the current
partnership opportunities of Kazakhstan.


mailto:albina.muratbek@gmail.com
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Relevance

Due to geopolitical ambitions and the economic
capacities of both China and India, their relations
play a special role in contemporary international
affairs. For Kazakhstan, a direct neighbour to
China and an extended neighbour to India, along
with being a strategic partner of both countries, it
is essential to formulate an analytical understanding
of the processes occurring between the two regional
powers.

The relevance of exploring aspirations of Chi-
na and India, also in connection to their competing
nature in the field of road infrastructure is also es-
sential for Kazakhstan. As seen from the case in the
energy sector, bilateral contradictions need to be
considered while engaging in business with China
and India (Muratbekova, 2018). Hence, the study
scrutinizes the connectivity paradigms of China and
India through Kazakhstan’s prism.

Theoretical-methodological basis

The paper discusses connectivity through con-
ventional theories of IR as realism and liberalism,
and the major arguments are relying on the critical
approach. We believe that while critically analysing
the potential of bilateral cooperation, states could
build pragmatic and constructive cooperation, con-
necting based on social values and in virtue of glo-
balization calls.

Discussion of theoretical underpinnings of
China’s connectivity

Connectivity is considered an integral part of
the process of globalisation. The role of connectiv-
ity was especially highlighted with the launch of
China’s grand initiative. India believes that connec-
tivity undermines country’s growth, employment,
and prosperity (Swaraj, 2016). Other Asian giants
as South Korea, Japan also revised the value of con-
nectivity, especially in regard to geopolitical games
with China.

China’s grand Belt and Road initiative realists
see it as a geopolitical and geoeconomic construct
that boost China’s power over others. Realism
provides tools for analysing China’s actions in
terms of the concepts of “strength”, “power” and
“competition”. Hence, BRI is characterized as
the global expansion of China, which has a set of
qualities of a “strong” state, such as population,
economy, technology, cultural influence, and mil-
itary power (Alastair, 2017). It is estimated that
the initiative through the PRC’s ability not only

to contain the influence of the United States but to
reduce the influence of various regional players,
change global governance and transform the ex-
isting international system (Shaun et. al., 2019).
Strategically, it should raise the country’s status
to a superpower, allowing the creation of its own
rules and its own agenda in order to become a de-
cisive factor in ensuring the country’s security.
Therefore, the initiative causes concern among
global and regional actors in international rela-
tions (Geeraerts, 2018).

Chinese authorities are using neo-mercantil-
ism in the economy and the state directly uses its
resources to promote national companies abroad.
China conceptualizing a policy of “entering” for-
eign markets to address the problem of domestic
overcapacity (Bhattacharya, 2018). These efforts
of Beijing have been developed and shaped into the
Belt and Road Initiative. Thus, more than 80% of
projects within the framework of BRI are carried out
by state-owned Chinese companies. The PRC con-
trols most of the financing of these projects through
the Asian Infrastructure and Investment Bank, its
own Silk Road Fund and the Export-Import Bank
of China. China’s strategy challenges the rules of
the world economic order based on the centrality of
multilateral cooperation, respect for the rule of law
and transparency (Degterev, 2021). Through the ini-
tiative, China is trying to change the Asian region-
al order, which should transform to make China a
“great power” (Mingjiang, 2020).

At the same time, while investing in developing
countries and politically unstable regions, the PRC
does not forget about the need to protect its invest-
ments. To protect the infrastructure construction in
Pakistan, China has established a security manage-
ment mechanism in conjunction with the Pakistani
government (Rossijskaja Gazeta, 2016). In Africa,
the PRC is actively involved in the problems of
South Sudan by sending a battalion of its peacekeep-
ers. In Djibouti, the only Chinese overseas military
base has been opened so far. There is a large stra-
tum of experts considering that the BRI is primar-
ily aimed at countering the influence of the United
States, through control over the oil trade route be-
tween the Persian Gulf and East Asia (Chatzky, Mc-
Bride, 2020). China is implementing projects along
the coast of South Asia, which in the future have the
potential to become Chinese naval bases aimed at
countering regional Indo- Pacific domination (Min-
gjiang, 2020). Experts are concerned that China
will seek to change the current rules of the game
to achieve the status of a world hegemon. Thus, the
proponents of realism characterize the BRI as an in-
strument of the international policy of the Chinese

69



Kazakhstan’s connectivity paradigms with China and India: a comparative analysis

state as an opportunity for China to strengthen its
economic and political power.

India’s position in relation to China’s BRI also
lays under the realist approach, complaining about
assertive diplomacy, ignoring India’s territorial
claims in the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor,
along with China’s debt-trap policy chaining neigh-
bouring South Asian countries.

In turn, the theory of liberalism in international
relations is less structured, so it is difficult to out-
line a framework, which gives an assessment of the
cooperation between the two countries. However,
a wide range of instruments of this theory allows
a broad assessment. One of the main theses is that
global peace can be achieved because states act not
only as incentives for power (Meiser, 2021). Be-
cause the state is not the only subject of international
relations, there are actors as citizens or companies,
as well as beliefs, social structures and commercial
interests that determine the behaviour of the state
(Haggard, 2015).

An important component of the theory is “com-
mercial liberalism” (Keohane, 2002). It focuses on
the economic benefits of international trade, and the
benefits of it stimulate government action towards
other countries. The theory recognizes that inter-
national trade increases well-being, although not
necessarily to the same extent for everyone, there-
fore supporting international trade cooperation is of
paramount importance (Zharkov,2015). It leads to
interdependence and makes the costs of conflict in-
comparably high.

It is essential to note the direction of liberal
theory — globalization, which is defined as the inter-
dependence between groups of interest (Alekseeva,
2019), yet there are theorists who distinguish glo-
balization as a separate theory (Nikifarov, 2015).
But the paper considers globalization as part of
liberal theory and is seen as a process of forming
common values, for example, economic develop-
ment, under the influence of powerful integration
processes in various fields of social development
(Drobot, 2015).

BRI, in general, does not contradict the prin-
ciples of the development of the world economy
and politics within the framework of this approach.
The initiative can become a platform “for harmo-
nious coexistence and solidarity development of
various countries” (Amrebaev, 2019), which will
be economically interdependent while remaining
independent from each other. The leadership of the
Chinese Communist Party publicly declares that the
initiative is focused on market relations and is con-
sistent with basic principles that do not represent the
creation of an alternative model of economic liber-
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alism (Embassy of China in Uzbekistan, 2015). The
Belt and Road offer common standards, measure-
ments, certifications, as well as lowering non-tariff
barriers and increasing the openness of the service
industry. All of this is directly consistent with glo-
balization.

Obviously, BRI creates conditions for protect-
ing and deepening trade and investment relations,
expanding opportunities for cooperation with mul-
tilateral organizations, and proposes new institu-
tional forms. It is also important to note that Chi-
nese leadership proposed this initiative because of
the accumulated significant economic and political
resources in the existing global economic model.
China has taken full advantage of the current global
economy and experienced unprecedented economic
growth (Harrison, Palumbo, 2019). China’s contin-
ued growth depends on the continuation of the ex-
isting order that allows trade and investment. China
has a large economy, which benefits even more from
the absence of trade barriers. BRI should effectively
create new trade chains, open market access, and
support global trade.

The ideas of the initiative such as openness,
joint development and mutually beneficial coopera-
tion should support world trade, increase interde-
pendence, and increase the costs of open conflicts
(RIA Novosti, 2019). Thus, it can be said that the
BRI is a strategy for China’s international coopera-
tion. Moreover, it is aimed at strengthening econom-
ic cooperation and does not provide for institutional
changes in the participating countries.

To achieve these goals, China uses opportunities
that exist through open relationships. But the main
instrument of the BRI is participation in those re-
gions where the USA, EU and financial institutions
are present in a limited format — South and Central
Asia, countries of Africa south to Sahara, the deficit
of financing for the construction of infrastructure fa-
cilities here is about $800 billion (InfraONE, 2017).
Kazakhstan in this sense is an example of such limit-
edness. The United States and the EU have invested
significant amounts in the country, but their presence
in the economy is limited with resource fields, and
the PRC offers financial instruments for the devel-
opment of other industries. At the same time, China
actively uses international institutions to promote
its initiative or creates new ones, for example, the
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (Matt, 2017).

Kazakhstan’s
China

recent developments with

Relations between Kazakhstan and China in the
last decade have been influenced by the Chinese
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Belt and Road Initiative. This multi-billion-dollar
project was resented in Kazakhstan in 2013. Impor-
tant components of the initiative are its flexibility,
adaptability, and lack of a delineated framework.
This multi-billion-dollar project has already had
an economic and strategic impact on all participat-
ing regions and countries. Kazakhstan is adapting
its foreign and economic policies in such a way as
to open access to world trade at the strategic level
and to receive significant investments in the devel-
opment of its transport infrastructure at the tactical
level. However, the initiative has several benefits
and risks. BRI is well received by a number of de-
veloping countries, which believe that financing for
trade-related infrastructure will contribute to eco-
nomic growth (Sultanov, 2019). On the other hand,
the BRI is becoming an instrument for strengthening
China’s position in the region. The key argument is
that investments create conditions for a debt trap,
and investments themselves are poorly developed,
as a result, projects do not support economic de-
velopment, and the infrastructure is not used (The
Economist, 2018).

Regarding the most recent developments of bi-
lateral arrangements on BRI, it could be mentioned
the visit of Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi,
which was held on September 12-13, 2020 (Bajzak-
ova, 2020). The official visit took place at the height
of the pandemic, which demonstrates the increased
interest of China in Kazakhstan, and in general in
the region of Central Asia. To some extent, the visit
marks a restart of the Chinese-Kazakh “offline di-
plomacy” since Wang Yi held meetings with the
first President N.A. Nazarbayev, the President K.K.
Tokayev, and with the Minister of Foreign Affairs
M.B. Tleuberdi (Kabar.kg, 2020). Kazakhstan and
China reaffirmed that the pandemic should not affect
trust between two countries and that the sustainable
development of relations will continue. President
Tokayev in his turn noted that independently how
the international situation changes, Kazakhstan’s
friendly policy towards China will not change that
also means a commitment to enhancing China-
Kazakhstan relations in the post-pandemic period
(Akorda, 2020).

The parties also paid attention to President Xi
Jinping’s proposal to promote an emerging ‘dou-
ble circulation’ growth model with an emphasis on
domestic production and consumption (Kapital.kz,
2021). China’s proposal in fact is an attempt to re-
duce criticism of the BRI on the creation of debt ob-
ligations from the participating countries. As part of
the ‘double circulation’ vision, it would be increased
the procurement of materials for the construction of
transport infrastructure from local producers (Kabar.

kg, 2020). Sides also highlighted the importance of
regular train connections between China and Europe
during a pandemic. An important part of the visit
was a discussion of further measures to combine
the BRI and Nurly Zhol program. The parties will
continue to look for ways to expand links between
road and rail transport, restore and increase the car-
rying capacity of border passes. Countries discussed
the Digital Silk Road, which should help strengthen
cooperation in the digital economy (Akorda, 2020).
During the negotiations, parties agreed to normal-
ize prevention and control at the border. As a result
of the negotiations, it was announced the start of a
specialist exchange program.

The results of the negotiations can be observed
by assessing the further development of events. So,
according to the results of the first quarter of 2021,
the volume of transit container traffic from China to
Europe and vice versa increased by 2.2 times, and
by 2030 the volume of container transit traffic may
triple, while 88% of transit passes through the ter-
ritory of the Republic of Kazakhstan (Gusachenko,
2021). Also, Kazakhstan provides transit of goods
to the states of Central Asia, Afghanistan, Iran. The
container market has been growing for six years al-
most 13 times. Last year, despite the pandemic, the
volume of containerized cargo transportation in the
China-Europe route in transit through Kazakhstan
amounted to 517.5 thousand TEU, which is 65%
more than in 2019 (Trend.az, 2021). Transit through
Kazakhstan has a number of advantages. Among
them is a significantly shorter transit time for de-
livery of products from the manufacturer to a con-
sumer from Asian countries to European countries
as compared to sea routes. At present, the country’s
task is to maintain and expand the share of transit
routes through service, creating strategic alliances
with Russian, Chinese, and European partners.

Apart from that, in early 2021, a new freight rail
route was launched between China and Kazakhstan,
connecting the administrative centre of Guangxi
Zhuang Autonomous Region in southern China and
Kazakhstan. On this train, Route I can get to Ka-
zakhstan in about 13 days. The 5031 km route will
become part of the China — Europe cargo traffic (Ka-
zakstan temir zholy, 2021).

However, despite the high-level agreements,
there are still difficulties with the crossing of border
points. In November 2020, due to the introduction of
strict epidemiological control measures by the PRC
at the Dostyk-Alashankou and Altynkol-Khorgos
border crossings, there was significant congestion
of transport at some point on the border there were
about 16,000 loaded wagons on the Kazakh side and
up to 6,000 on the Chinese side (Kursiv, 2021). In
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addition, about 16 thousand cars with grain, non-
ferrous metals, fertilizers, and other goods from Ka-
zakhstan could not get into China. The reason for
the refusal was the strengthening of quarantine rules.
Moreover, some of these wagons never crossed the
border and in April 2021 exporters received their
wagons back, incurring significant losses, and the
quality of goods, which had been stored in covered
wagons for five months, was also damaged. For ex-
ample, according to the estimates of the Grain Un-
ion, only grain exporters could suffer a loss of about
$23 million (Inbusiness.kz, 2021). According to the
National Chamber of Entrepreneurs “Atameken”,
approximately about 700 million tenge was lost due
to the refusal to import Kazakh products in Chinese
borders. In order to resolve the problems that have
arisen, in February 2021, two railway companies
with the participation of state bodies have activated.
As a result of negotiations, the Chinese side agreed
to accept 2,200 wagons.

This is not the first case with a problem of border
crossings. In the summer of 2020, there were con-
gestions and failures at the border between Kazakh-
stan and China (Sputnik.kz, 2021). The situation
was resolved before Wang Yi’s visit to Kazakhstan.
New problems for exporters in November 2020 are
possibly related to the fact that Kazakhstan at the
end of October granted refugee status to Chinese
Kazakhs, who reported that they fled due to pressure
from the authorities in Xinjiang (Zakon.kz, 2021).
Obviously, the pandemic gave China leverage in the
region, using the fight against proliferation as an ex-
cuse to restrict exports to its country.

Meanwhile, it is possible that strengthening the
position of the PRC became the reason for Wang
Yi’s visit to Kazakhstan and further to the Central
Asian countries. The economy of the PRC is show-
ing a fast pace of recovery, having increased by
18.3% in the first quarter of 2021 alone [40]. Dur-
ing the pandemic, China’s trade with other countries
also increased significantly, with a trade surplus in
2020 of $535 billion, exports exceeding $2.6 tril-
lion, while imports, on the contrary, fell to $2 tril-
lion (TASS, 2021). At the same time, the growth
in exports is directly related to the transportation of
goods to Europe and by rail through Kazakhstan.
Railways increased freight traffic along the Eurasian
corridor by 50%, and the number of freight train runs
reached about 12 thousand (Edovina, 2021). Con-
sequently, Kazakhstan for obtaining financial ben-
efits for transit largely depends on China, and this
role has increased significantly, which gives China
new opportunities in negotiations with Kazakhstan.
Therefore, the overlap of borders with Kazakhstan
is a clear signal to the country’s leadership.
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In theory, Kazakhstan could retaliate against
Chinese transit. Kazakh customs could check the
cargo more thoroughly or refer to blocked railroad
tracks on which wagons have accumulated. How-
ever, this threatens Kazakhstan with consequences
not only in relations with China but also with inter-
national partners — the EU countries. Moreover, Ka-
zakhstan is not the only way to Europe, cargo from
China can always use the transit corridor in the north
of Kazakhstan. In addition, oil prices have fallen
and are recovering only now, so transit income is
becoming even more important.

India’s alternative visions of connectivity
with Kazakhstan

Although India’s connectivity aspiration is rela-
tively moderate in comparison to the Chinese, it has
the potential to promote itself as a counterbalance
to China. It could even play a crucial role in condi-
tions if the US-China trade wars for instance will be
escalated. Projects such as the Asia-Africa Growth
Corridor, the International North-South Transport
Corridor (INSTC), the Istanbul-Tehran—Islama-
bad—Delhi—Kolkata—Dhaka-Yangon (ITI-DKD-Y)
Container Rail Corridor, along with Mausam pro-
ject and SAGAR (Security and Growth for All in the
Region) all attempt to broaden and deepen India’s
multimodal network of ship, rail, and road route to
connect India with other regions.

Among these projects, the International North-
South Transport Corridor that connects India with
Iran, Russia, the Caucasus, Central Asia, and North-
ern Europe is the best alternative to boost India’s
connectivity capacity with Eurasia. The INSTC that
was initially signed between Russia, and Iran in
2000 was later joined by other 11 countries, includ-
ing Kazakhstan. By using the road, train and ships,
the aim of the project is to transit goods from India
via Russia to Europe, linking the Indian Ocean with
the Caspian Sea. In particular, to link Jawaharlal
Nehru and Kandla ports in India with Iran’s Bandar
Abbas port and Chabahar once completed, and from
there to connect by road and rail through Baku to
Moscow and St. Petersburg and further to Northern
Europe. It is expected that the new connection will
reduce time and costs for transportation from India
to Central Asia, Russia, and Northern Europe. How-
ever, there are some sceptical thoughts considering
the financial viability of the projects and customs
clearance challenges that could happen when mov-
ing through Iran and Russia (Purushothaman, Un-
nikrishnan, 2019).

Chabahar port that is located in southeastern
Iran, on the Gulf of Oman is strategically important
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to connect with Kazakhstan. Chabahar is gaining
momentum as a gateway to the ocean for the land-
locked countries of Eurasia that will link India with
Afghanistan and the Central Asian countries. Due
to the overflowing capacity of Bandar Abbas — the
largest Iranian port within the INSTC, Chabahar
plans to be a strategic alternative (The Economic
Times, 2021).

Kazakhstan joined the Ashgabat Agreement in
2015 that is synchronized with the INSTC, whilst
the agreement came into force in 2016. According to
the agreement, Kazakhstan along with other partner
countries envisages developing multimodal connec-
tivity via provided INSTC. Kazakhstan is also inter-
ested in connecting to Chabahar port. Although the
pandemic corrected plans for the implementation
of the project, Kazakhstan anticipated the launch
of Chabahar, which was planned for June 2021,
whilst negotiations began in 2015. Kazakhstan also
proposed to create a consortium for the use of the
port, which in 2017 led to a joint meeting between
Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, India, and Kazakhstan
to discuss perspectives for using the Chabahar port.
Also, there is a working group with India, Uzbeki-
stan and Iran that is focused on the issues related to
the use of Chabahar port (Sibal, 2021).

For Kazakhstan, expanding bilateral trade re-
lations thanks to new direct connections is signifi-
cant for deepening bilateral ties. Considering the
market size of India and trade potential, reducing
the distance of transportation thanks to new routes,
definitely will ameliorate bilateral economic coop-
eration. Kazakhstan already provided its portion of
the Beineu-Etrek-Gyzylgaya-Gorgan (Kazakhstan-
Turkmenistan-Iran) railway route under the INSTC
(Kuanyshev, 2014).

As for bilateral trade cooperation, Kazakhstan
remains a major trading partner of India in Central
Asia. Despite the pandemic, over the 9 months of
2020, Kazakhstan traded with India for over $2,2
billion (Sibal, 2020). In comparison, in 2019, bilat-
eral trade amounted to $ 1.9 billion that is 55.8%
higher than in 2018 ($ 1.2 billion). Kazakhstan’s
export to India in 2019 increased by 65% for over
$ 1.6 billion, whilst imports from India increased
to 20.1% to $ 291.6 million (24.kz, 2020). 80% of
Kazakhstan’s export consist of petroleum oils and
minerals, and India import its medical products,
tea, telephone sets, and other electronic devices.
(Sarsenbayev, 2019). Meanwhile, at present, over
560 entities with Indian capital have been operating
in Kazakhstan, with around 200 of them registered
in the past several years.

In terms of institutional developments, Kazakh-
Indian joint working group on trade and economic

cooperation was met in September 2020, where
counterparts discussed options of enhancing the
export potential of Kazakhstan. Besides, during the
meeting, Kazakhstan proposed to initiate a joint
study on the development of the Central Asian trans-
port and transit economic corridor “North-South”,
which links South Asia (Afghanistan, India) with
the regions of Central Asia and Europe, the Urals,
Siberia and the Far East (24.kz, 2020).

India could become a balancing actor in terms
of regional cooperation, whilst for the Republic of
Korea and Japan, Kazakhstan could be a bridge to
bypass Chinese territory for its Northern land routes
(UNECE, 2019). However, due to the spread of
COVID-19 especially in India, bilateral coopera-
tion between Kazakhstan and India were largely af-
fected, halting the exchange of products, people, and
services. The measures taken by both sides, as well
as aspirations for further cooperation, including the
transport sector, gives hopes that India will strength-
en its positions in Kazakhstan and in the Central
Asian region. Countries have been moving towards
enhancement, while the post-pandemic world em-
phasized the role of connectivity and diversification
for sustainable development.

Conclusion

The analysis carried out in this work demon-
strates the complexity of assessing China’s actions,
which can be traced in the public field and in con-
crete measures and actions. It can be said with a
certain degree of confidence that the Belt and Road
Initiative in its values and orientation, using the ex-
ample of relations with Kazakhstan, fits into the the-
oretical framework of the liberal school. India also
has its liberalist aspirations that similarly fit into the
liberalist paradigms. We can trace the joint develop-
ment of transit infrastructure, public statements to
support trade liberalization. Within the framework
of joint work, Kazakhstan is trying to harmonize its
strategic programs with China, while highlighting
its strategic partnership with India.

On the other hand, Kazakhstan is actively look-
ing for an opportunity to diversify transit routes,
which will help to ensure a stable, fast, and reli-
able transport route through the country. Despite
the pandemic, Kazakhstan began construction in
the Hungarian city of Feneshlitka of the East-West
Gate (EWG) intermodal combined railway terminal
with an expected capacity of 1 million TEU per year
(Eurasia Rail Alliance Index, 2021). The new ter-
minal will become an alternative to the Brest (Bela-
rus) — Malashevich (Poland) crossing, where there is
now an acute infrastructural constraint for the pro-
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spective growth of trans-Eurasian transit (Eurasia
Rail Alliance Index, 2021). In addition, the politi-
cal situation in the Republic of Belarus negatively
affects the transit of goods, for example, a ban on
the transit of goods to Germany through the territory
of Belarus damages the entire China-Europe-China
route (Interfax, 2021).

EWG is building at the junction of wide and nar-
row tracks, with the introduction of new wheelset
change formats, which provides a new opportuni-
ty to speed up the transition. According to Yerlan

Dikhanbaev, a representative of Kazakhstani com-
pany, the connection of terminals at Dostyk station
on the Kazakh-Chinese border and in Feneshlitka
on the Hungarian-Ukrainian border will diversify
the risks of transit of goods. The operation of the
terminals is planned to begin as early as 2022 (Eu-
roTransit, 2021).

In general, further analysis of the dynamics of
development of the transport sector should allow ex-
trapolating theoretical conclusions on Kazakhstan’s
connectivity approaches.
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