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ABSTRACT With its unwavering focus on institutionalizing cooperation
within the Turkic World, Kazakhstan has successfully achieved to im-
prove institutional relations with the Turkic states. Looking ahead,
Kazakhstan recognizes the strategic significance of its engagement
with the Organization of Turkic States (OTS) member states, navi-
gating the intricate balance of geopolitical challenges and opportu-
nities. This commentary aims to provide an in-depth analysis of the
evolving trends in cooperation and outline Kazakhstan’s strategic pri-
orities in the short and medium term. The author suggests that Tur-
kic nations are likely to collaborate in trade, transport, and high-tech
ventures and tackle common issues, notably water resource manage-
ment. This evidences the pivotal role of OTS in creating the essential
geopolitical balance within Kazakhstan's intricate web of institutional
connections.

Keywords: Organization of Turkic States, Turkic World, Kazakhstan’s Priorities, TURKTIME,
Eurasian Heartland

Insight Turkey 2023
Vol. 25/ No. 4/ pp. 25-37

Received Date: 6/11/2023 e Accepted Date: 20/12/2023 ¢ DOI: 10.25253/99.2023254.2

2023 FALL 25



COMMENTARY IR{NRVUYIOY

Introduction

rom the beginning of Kazakh-

stan’s independent path, Tur-

kic states have been one of the
strategically essential directions in
Kazakhstan’s foreign policy strategy
of multi-vector diplomacy. Accord-
ing to the concept of Kazakhstan’s
foreign policy for 2020-2030,' among
the “key priorities in the field of re-
gional and multilateral diplomacy;’
there is an emphasis on the need to
strengthen relations with the coun-
tries of the Turkic Council.

Therefore, Kazakhstan’s key prior-
ity in cooperation with the Turkic
World has been the institutional de-
velopment of cooperation processes
among member states, observer
states, and the Organization of Turkic
States (OTS) partners that created a
solid natural foundation -a joint hu-
manitarian and cultural space.

Since Kazakhstan is going through
a significant political and economic
transformation stage, cooperation
with the Turkic states is gaining in-
creasing importance. As President of
Kazakhstan Kassym-Jomart Tokayev
stated, “Our goal is to turn the Turkic
World into one of the most important
economic, cultural, and humanitar-
ian regions of the 21* century.”

Over the years, Turkic states have
come closer not only in matters of
cultural and civilizational coopera-
tion but also in a shared understand-
ing of the role and place of the Turkic
World on the international stage. It
should be noted that this progressive

convergence has become possible
mainly because Turkic states share
similar goals, including ensuring in-
ternational security and stability, in-
creasing the well-being of their citi-
zens, and harmoniously promoting
national and cultural identity.

Even amidst the prevailing geopo-
litical uncertainties, the positions of
Turkic countries remain close, har-
monious, and aimed at shaping a
stable world order. In these turbulent
times, their unity remains a depend-
able foundation upon which to forge
strategic trust-based relationships
and navigate the complexities of the
international stage.

At the 10" Summit of the Organiza-
tion of Turkic States, President Toka-
yev introduced Kazakhstan’s vision for
its chairmanship during 2023-2024,
aptly named “TURKTIME!” This vi-
sion outlined eight primary priorities,
each contributing to the overarching
goal of strengthening Turkish coop-
eration: traditions, unity, reforms,
knowledge, trust, investment, media-
tion, and energy.

This initiative reflects a compre-
hensive approach to addressing the
shared challenges and opportunities
of the Turkic World, encompassing
cultural, economic, and diplomatic
aspects. Through these priorities, Ka-
zakhstan aims to strengthen Turkic
unity and cooperation further, ulti-
mately contributing to the stability
and prosperity of the entire region.

In this commentary, it is aimed to
evaluate trending tracks of coopera-
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tion with Turkic states to define Ka-
zakhstan’s strategic priorities in the
short and medium term. Specifically,
the first four sections address trade,
transportation, high-tech ventures,
and water resource management,
among other topics. The final sec-
tion outlines the essence of the role of
OTS in Kazakhstan’s intricate web of
institutional connections.

Trade Partnership

At present, against the backdrop of
open confrontation among major
powers and unprecedented geopolit-
ical challenges, cooperation within
the framework of the OTS has no-
ticeably intensified. This can be seen
in economic indicators as well. From
2010 to 2022, Kazakhstan’s trade
turnover with Turkic states nearly tri-
pled, increasing from $4.5 billion to
$12.9 billion. It is realistic to expect
mutual trade turnover to increase to
$23 billion within a few years.?

Furthermore, 74 percent of the total
trade turnover, which amounts to
$9.6 billion, constitutes Kazakhstan’s
exports to the Turkic states. Tiirkiye
is the largest partner, contributing
50 percent ($4.8 billion) to the trade
turnover, followed by Uzbekistan
at 39 percent ($3.7 billion), Kyrgyz-
stan at 8 percent ($745.3 million),
and Azerbaijan at 4 percent ($375.3
million).*

The majority of Kazakhstan’s exports
consist of raw materials and com-
modities such as oil, coal, gas, copper,
zinc, aluminum, lead, and more. Con-
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Over the years, Turkic states
have come closer not only

in matters of cultural and
civilizational cooperation but

also in a shared understanding
of the role and place of
the Turkic World on the
international stage

sidering plans to develop the manu-
facturing industry and transition to
a more complex, non-resource-based
economic model, Kazakhstan’s stra-
tegic priority is the development of
cooperation with Turkic states, par-
ticularly Tiirkiye, with its advanced
industry.

In this context, it is worth mention-
ing that cooperation with Tiirkiye
remains one of the strategically es-
sential directions in Kazakhstan’s
foreign policy. Tirkiye, following its
foreign policy vision, the ‘Century
of Tiirkiye, is confidently acting as a
regional leader and global influential
player,’ possessing significant media-
tion experience in resolving regional
conflicts and geopolitical capabilities
to strengthen Kazakhstans position
in Central Asia and its relationships
with major powers like Russia, China,
and the West.

Kazakhstan and Tiirkiye actively sup-
port each other on the international
stage. In this regard, Tiirkiye serves
as an alternative channel for Kazakh-
stan to implement its multi-vector
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Kazakhstan'’s foreign policy
toward Tiirkiye encompasses
a wide range of tasks, from
political and economic areas

to humanitarian and cultural
aspects, military-political and
defense cooperation, regional
stability, and security

policy, providing Kazakhstan with a
platform for discussing regional and
global security issues. For example, in
2010, Tiirkiye chaired the Conference
on Interaction and Confidence Build-
ing Measures in Asia (CICA), ini-
tiating the process of rotating chair-
manships, which Kazakhstan initially
proposed. In 2017-2018, Tiirkiye sup-
ported Kazakhstan’s non-permanent
membership in the United Nations
Security Council.”

Kazakhstan’s foreign policy toward
Tiirkiye encompasses a wide range
of tasks, from political and economic
areas to humanitarian and cultural
aspects, military-political and de-
fense cooperation, regional stability,
and security.

The economic structure between Ka-
zakhstan and Tiirkiye demonstrates
trade complementarity, where the
two countries complement each
other rather than compete.® Tiirkiye
is among the top five economic part-
ners and the top ten largest investors
in Kazakhstan,” with joint projects
valued at $5.5 billion."

It should be emphasized that, in the
near future, the opening of the special
economic zone “TuranSEZ” is ex-
pected. It was established in the city of
Turkistan at the initiative of the presi-
dents of Kazakhstan and Tiirkiye. This
will be one of the most important steps
toward the development of industrial
zones, contributing to increased trade
in goods and services and mutual in-
vestments between member and ob-
server countries of the OTS.

An important aspect of the Turkish
vector in Kazakhstan’s foreign policy
is the development of transit poten-
tial through strengthening transport
and logistics connections with Tiir-
kiye. This aligns with the objectives
of Turkish foreign policy, including
its “energy terminal and corridor”
concept for transporting global en-
ergy resources from Eurasia to Tir-
kiye and EU countries." Given its
geographical location, Tiirkiye serves
as a hub for diversifying energy re-
source supplies to recipient coun-
tries, exemplified by projects such
as the Baku-Thbilisi-Ceyhan and Ba-
ku-Tbilisi-Erzurum pipelines, as well
as other projects related to the Cey-
han energy terminal in Tiirkiye."

Transport Connectivity

In recent years, the space of OTS has
undergone a significant transforma-
tion, becoming a zone of progressive
economic and transport connectiv-
ity. In this vein, Kazakhstan’s pri-
mary focus is the development of the
Trans-Caspian International Trans-
port Route, which is an essential infra-

28 INSIGHT TURKEY



structure project with great potential
to enhance the transport and logistics
capacity of OTS member states.

The volume of cargo transportation
along the “Middle Corridor” reached
1.5 million tons in 2022, nearly three
times the 2021 figure."* In March 2022,
Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, Tiirkiye, and
Georgia signed a declaration on the
East-West Trans-Caspian Corridor,
which enhanced the importance of
this corridor and outlined steps to
strengthen the transit potential of the
signatory states. This document aims
to integrate the Trans-Caspian East-
West Corridor into the international
transport system, and the countries
involved have established a joint ven-
ture to implement these plans.

It is worth noting that the transit pe-
riod from China to Europe has been
significantly reduced, at least three-
fold, from 53 days to 19-23 days.
Transit through Kazakhstan’s terri-
tory has also halved, from 12 days to 6
days, with plans to reduce it to 5 days
by the end of 2023."* In quantitative
terms, cargo transportation through
the Middle Corridor during the first
half of this year amounted to 1.3 mil-
lion tons, almost double the figure
for the same period last year. It is
expected that, from a medium-term
perspective, cargo transportation via
the Trans-Caspian route will increase
to 10 million tons per year."

However, it is also important to point
out the necessity of addressing the is-
sue of the Caspian Seas shallow wa-
ters. Kazakhstans ports, Aktau and
Kuryk, face certain restrictions due
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to the need for dredging works to
ensure navigational safety and the ca-
pacity of existing infrastructure. Ac-
cording to preliminary estimates by
Kazakhstan, around 40 billion Tenge
is needed to address the problem of
shallowing in the port waters of Ak-
tau and Kuryk.'® Therefore, one of the
priority goals of Kazakhstan’s chair-
manship in the OTS is cooperation
in the logistics and transport sectors.

Moreover, the level of internal eco-
nomic connectivity within the OTS
countries remains insufficient to de-
scribe them as a fully formed eco-
nomic zone. For example, the total
volume of external trade for OTS in
2022 reached $1.2 trillion,”” while
trade turnover between members of
the Organization was just around $22
billion.'® The rest of the trade is con-
ducted with third countries.

Consequently, there is still signifi-
cant work ahead to transform the
OTS space into a genuinely unified
region, and the political will of the
participating states will play a crucial
role in achieving this. In this regard,
President of Kazakhstan, Tokayev,
proposed to accept the unified stan-
dards and terminology of OTS coun-
tries. In his view, this initiative paves
the way for the free export of goods
to the common market and will allow
for an increase in trade by 1.5 times."

Scientific and Technological
Interaction

The COVID-19 pandemic has demon-
strated the significance of science
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is the growth of digital payments and
e-commerce. The vast majority of the
population (78 percent) makes digi-
tal payments.*!

The development of digital
and financial technologies

in the OTS countries can
Kazakhstan has also made significant

progress in the field of e-commerce,
both in terms of simplifying and dig-
itizing all customs and customer pay-

enhance their competitiveness
and support the economic
transformation of the region

and new technologies. Therefore, Ka-
zakhstan is deeply interested in the
development of joint projects in the
scientific field, artificial intelligence,
and big data analysis within the
framework of the OTS. Kazakhstan
has already taken significant strides
in the development of such technol-
ogies, including the implementation
of e-government and the adoption
of advanced technologies and digital
solutions in the banking and finan-
cial sectors (FinTech).

Kazakhstan launched e-government
services as early as 2008. Currently,
this system provides over 83 percent
of government services. Thanks to
this, Kazakhstan ranks among the
countries with a very high level of
e-participation and an open govern-
ment index, holding the 28" place out
of 193 countries worldwide.” This is
the highest ranking among the Com-
monwealth of Independent States
(CIS) and Central Asian countries.

The financial technology market in
Kazakhstan is one of the fastest-grow-
ing in the country and the largest in
Central Asia. One of the major trends
in the FinTech market in Kazakhstan

ments, as well as in the area of inter-
national trade transactions. The total
e-commerce market amounted to 2.6
billion dollars in 2021.%

The development of digital and finan-
cial technologies in the OTS countries
can enhance their competitiveness
and support the economic transfor-
mation of the region. From offering
simpler and more accessible ways to
manage financial transactions to the
latest technologies and innovations,
FinTech can and should become an
integral part of the economic devel-
opment of Turkic states.

In this context, another priority is
cybersecurity. According to various
expert assessments, the losses from
cybercrimes in 2022 are estimated at
8 trillion dollars, and they are pro-
jected to reach 10.5 trillion dollars
by 20252 Furthermore, according
to leading global agencies, the global
cybersecurity market will grow to
172.32 billion dollars in 2023 and is
expected to reach 424.97 billion dol-
lars by 2030.*

Considering this, it seems reason-
able to expand technology transfers
among OTS countries and, ulti-
mately, create their own digital tech-
nology market. The Turkic World
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boasts several key advantages, in-
cluding macroeconomic stability,
substantial natural resource reserves,
a large domestic market, low labor
costs, and significant digital develop-
ment potential.

Water Resource Management

One of the vital areas for cooperation
of Turkic states and predominantly
Central Asian countries is taking co-
ordinated actions to address water-re-
lated challenges. Forecasts indicate
that in the next decade, significant
reductions in water flow in Central
Asia could jeopardize socioeconomic
development plans in the region. The
negative ecological consequences of
climate change, predicted initially
for 2050, are already unfolding, with
accelerated glacier melting, dimin-
ished river flow in vital waterways

KAZAKHSTAN'S STRATEGIC PRIORITIES IN THE TURKIC WORLD

KAZAKHSTAN

—

such as the Syr Darya, Amu Darya,
Ural, Irtysh, Ili, Chu, and Talas riv-
ers, as well as increased instances of
droughts and floods.

To address this challenging situation,
immediate and coordinated reforms
in the water resource management
sector are imperative for Central
Asian countries. Kazakhstan, in par-
ticular, has taken a proactive step by
establishing a dedicated Ministry
of Water Resources and Irrigation
to oversee the reinstatement of the
National Hydrogeological Service.
Solving these water resource issues
is a collective and strategically vital
endeavor for Central Asian countries
and the wider Turkic World.

Afghanistan’s legal and economic in-
stability further exacerbates the re-
gion’s water resources problem. The
Taliban government has initiated the

President of
Kazakhstan,
Tokayev, attends
the Summit of the
Heads of State and
Government of
the Participating
Countries of the UN
Special Program
for the Economies
of Central Asia,

in Azerbaijan on
November 24,
2023.

AZERBAIJANI
PRESIDENCY / AA
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construction of the Qosh Tepa irri-
gation canal on the border with Ta-
jikistan, which is 285 km long, 100 m
wide, and nearly 8.5 m deep.” This
project poses a significant threat to
further drying up the Amu Darya
River, consequently affecting the Aral
Sea and reducing agricultural lands
in Central Asian countries.”

The critical situation in Afghanistan,
marked by a severe food shortage
and the threat of hunger, especially
among children, is a cause for con-
cern. This situation could potentially
trigger a migration crisis, with mil-
lions of Afghans forced to flee neigh-
boring countries, including those in
Central Asia.

In general, the situation in Afghani-
stan, especially after the Taliban’s rise
to power, is one of the critical areas
of joint work for the OTS countries
and Central Asian nations in partic-
ular. For instance, President Kassym-
Jomart Tokayev of Kazakhstan, in
his address to the 78" session of the
United Nations General Assembly,
proposed the establishment of a UN
Regional Center for Central Asia and
Afghanistan in Almaty.

One of the current tasks for the OTS
countries is to formulate a unified
policy on Afghanistan, considering
not only the challenges but also coop-
eration with the Taliban government
to develop transit and transport cor-
ridors through Afghanistan to South
Asia.

In terms of addressing Afghanistan’s
issues and advancing cooperation in

Central Asia, Tajikistan holds a sig-
nificant position. However, from an
ethnic and linguistic perspective, Ta-
jikistan is somewhat removed from
various integration projects among
Turkic countries, remaining on
the periphery of the Turkic World.
Nonetheless, Kazakhstan recognizes
the importance of nurturing rela-
tions between OTS and Tajikistan,
given the high degree of mutual trust
and alignment on various regional
cooperation matters. This demon-
strates the region’s commitment to
addressing complex challenges col-
laboratively for the betterment of all
involved.

Geopolitical Balance

From Kazakhstans perspective, coop-
eration within the OTS goes beyond
specific areas of cooperation. It holds
long-term strategic significance in
building the architecture of the “Eur-
asian Heartland,” considering the de-
velopments of the current geopolitical
situation. The long-term security of
Kazakhstan, situated in the center of
the continent, can be reliably ensured
through a network of interconnec-
tions and interdependencies among
the significant continental powers,
with stability preservation serving as
a fundamental priority for all.

As known, Kazakhstan’s “Eurasian
Heartland” doctrine originally envi-
sioned the integration of the EU, the
Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU),
and the Belt and Road Initiative, with
the Trans-Caspian Transport Corri-
dor being an integral part of it. Cur-
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rently, Kazakhstan and several Turkic
states participate in various capacities
in such international structures as the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization
(SCO), the CICA, the EAEU, and the

Regional cooperation
dynamics significantly elevate
Central Asia’s geostrategic

Central Asian Cooperation. In Ka-
zakhstan’s view, this overlapping sys-
tem of institutional connectivity cre-
ates a pan-Asian geopolitical balance.

Cooperation within the SCO frame-
work is of particular importance as
it plays a crucial role in addressing
regional security challenges as well
as providing a platform for economic
cooperation and trade facilitation.
Kazakhstan leverages its position to
foster dialogue, trade, and cultural
exchange between Turkic nations and
the wider Asian community.

Besides the SCO, the CICA also holds
significant strategic importance for
Kazakhstan. It currently does not
have a critically significant impact,
but it brings together all OTS and
SCO member states. In this regard,
CICA should be maximally utilized
for the joint and coordinated promo-
tion of Turkic countries’ initiatives
and interests, both as a high-level
international platform and as a struc-
ture contributing to the formation of
efficient transit transport corridors.

OTS and the EAEU also have an ‘in-
tersecting’ composition: among OTS
member states, Kazakhstan and Kyr-
gyzstan are EAEU members, while
Uzbekistan has observer status. Rus-
sia, the largest state within the EAEU,
maintains a close format of compre-
hensive cooperation with Tirkiye,
which has only strengthened amid

importance and draw the

interest of leading nations in
bolstering their partnerships
with the countries in the
region

the current global crisis. As for Azer-
baijan, despite its non-formal status
within the EAEU, its economic ties
with EAEU member states are ex-
tremely close. Furthermore, the re-
cent Fifth Summit of Central Asian
Leaders held in Dushanbe on Sep-
tember 14-15, 2023, marked the con-
vergence of two integration processes
—Central Asian and Turkic- and for
the first time, it took place in a ‘Cen-
tral Asia + Azerbaijan’ format.

Regional cooperation dynamics sig-
nificantly elevate Central Asia’s geo-
strategic importance and draw the in-
terest of leading nations in bolstering
their partnerships with the countries
in the region. The establishment of
eleven ‘CA+’ formats vividly demon-
strates that external players perceive
the region as a substantial and po-
tentially interconnected market with
significant prospects.

Thus, Turkic states’ current cooper-
ation and convergence organically
blend several continental-scale inte-
gration processes. In other words, at
this moment, the Turkic World is not
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As highlighted in the concept
of Kazakhstan'’s foreign policy,
the importance of nurturing
relationships with OTS

member states has remained
a central focus, driven by

a shared vision of creating

a joint humanitarian and
cultural space

only striving for unity but, simultane-
ously, similar to the days of the Great
Silk Road, becoming once again a
“meeting point” in the architecture
of the “Eurasian Heartland” on a new
turn of the historical spiral.

In the face of an unprecedented crisis
in the entire international legal system
and the growing divide of obligations
between Russia and the West, the
changing balance among continental
superpowers presents new challenges
and opportunities for Kazakhstan and
other OTS countries. It is essential to
recognize that every challenge also
carries new opportunities.

Due to objective historical circum-
stances, the Turkic World is geo-
graphically adjacent to regions with
persistent tensions requiring a col-
lective response. Although coopera-
tion on security issues among Turkic
countries has been reflected in the
“Turkic World Vision - 2040” strat-
egy, OTS has yet to institutionalize
this direction sufficiently.

In this regard, it is appropriate to
mention President Tokayev’s call for
strengthening Turkic solidarity: “The
world continues to face an unstable
situation. The international situation
remains precarious. In these troubled
times, it is essential to strengthen the
unity of Turkic peoples, which will
serve as a reliable guarantee of our
collective security.”

It should be noted that Kazakhstan’s
key strategic priority in international
security will remain to maintain the
territorial integrity of all states and
non-interference in their internal af-
fairs. Therefore, Astana will continue
to stress the importance of adhering
to international law and the resolu-
tion of any conflicts solely through
peaceful negotiations and diplomatic
dialogue.

To unite efforts, the need to enhance
interaction between OTS countries’
academic and expert communities
is evident. It’s necessary to reach a
common understanding of existing
problems and develop the most effec-
tive approaches to solving them at the
expert level.

Conclusion

Today, member states of the OTS are
situated within a common geopo-
litical, economic, and civilizational
space, and the Organization itself
has become one of the significant
actors in regional and international
politics. Kazakhstan has consistently
advocated for strengthening integra-
tion processes among Turkic states,
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involving the Turkic public in the
idea of belonging to a unified Turkic
World, and actively participating in
establishing various OTS institutions.

Kazakhstan’s unwavering dedication
to strengthening cooperation within
the Turkic World stands as a corner-
stone of its foreign policy strategy.
As highlighted in the concept of Ka-
zakhstan’s foreign policy, the impor-
tance of nurturing relationships with
OTS member states has remained a
central focus, driven by a shared vi-
sion of creating a joint humanitarian
and cultural space.

The economic ties between Kazakh-
stan and its Turkic partners have
demonstrated remarkable growth,
with trade turnover nearly tripling
over the past decade. The potential
for even more significant economic
cooperation within the Turkic World
is evident, especially in diversifying
Kazakhstan’s economy and industrial
development.

Kazakhstan’s robust relationship with
Tirkiye is a testament to the strate-
gic importance of the Turkish vector.
This partnership extends across polit-
ical, economic, and cultural spheres,
contributing to regional stability and
international influence.

The development of transport routes,
such as the Trans-Caspian Interna-
tional Transport Route, has greatly
enhanced the connectivity of the Tur-
kic World. These projects contribute
to economic growth by cutting tran-
sit times and are poised to facilitate
further expansion in the near future.

KAZAKHSTAN'S STRATEGIC PRIORITIES IN THE TURKIC WORLD

Kazakhstan’s emphasis on scientific
and technological collaboration high-
lights innovation’s essential role in
shaping the Turkic states’ future. The
shared pursuit of advancements in ar-
tificial intelligence, big data, and cy-
bersecurity underscores the collective
drive toward progress and prosperity.

Coordinated action in managing
water resources represents a press-
ing challenge that unites the Turkic
states, particularly in the face of eco-
logical threats. Kazakhstan’s leader-
ship in addressing this issue is a tes-
tament to the region’s commitment to
collective well-being.

Looking forward, the geopolitics of
the Turkic World remain central to
Kazakhstan’s interests. The estab-
lishment of a pan-Asian geopolitical
balance and the overlapping institu-
tional connectivity within Central
Asia provide a platform for address-
ing security challenges and fostering
economic cooperation.

In a time of geopolitical shifts and un-
certainties, Kazakhstan and the OTS
countries must seize the opportuni-
ties that lie within the challenges. The
Turkic World’s geographic proximity
to regions with persistent tensions
necessitates collective responses, fur-
ther underscoring the importance of
regional cooperation. @
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