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Abstract
This work delves into the modalities of Chinese economic incentives and their reception in
Kyrgyzstan. After tracing the rise of China as the main economic power in Central Asia
since 2000, it uses Blanchard's and Ripsman's theory of economic statecraft to evaluate
Kyrgyzstan's level of stateness and its susceptibility to economic inducements during
president Atambayev's era. The objective is to address the issue of economic statecraft
from the perspective of the target state and explain why Kyrgyzstan's co-operation with
China has been less successful than in the case of other Central Asian countries.
Kyrgyzstan's overall level of stateness was low but it did not result in compliance with
Chinese demands. Instead, the low level of stateness prevented the government from
overcoming domestic resistance to Chinese projects and implementing compliant behavior.
Developmental aid and investment designed to favor the expansion of Chinese enterprises
failed to gain the support of public opinion and contributed to the rise of anti-Chinese
sentiment due to their involvement in corruption affairs and public scandals. Russia as a
third-party actor represented an alternative for Kyrgyz policymakers and might have
supported the resistance to Chinese endeavors.

Abstrakt
Tato práce se věnuje čínským ekonomickým stimulům v Kyrgyzstánu. Nejprve představuje
vzestup Číny jako hlavní ekonomické síly ve Střední Asii od roku 2000 a následně používá
Blanchardovu a Ripsmanovu teorii ekonomické politiky k určení úrovně státnosti
Kyrgyzstánu a pravděpodobnosti jeho podlehnutí ekonomickým stimulům během éry
prezidenta Atambajeva. Cílem je poskytnout pohled na ekonomickou politiku z
perspektivy přijímajícího státu a vysvětlit, proč spolupráce Kyrgyzstánu s Čínou byla méně
úspěšná než v případě ostatních středoasijských zemí. Přestože celková úroveň státnosti
Kyrgyzstánu byla nízká, nedošlo ke splnění všech požadavků čínské strany. Nízká míra
státnosti neumožnila vládě překonat domácí odpor vůči čínským projektům a vynutit si
realizaci projektů. Čínská rozvojová pomoc a investice, ve skutečnosti zaměřené na
expanzi čínských podniků, nezískaly podporu veřejného mínění a kvůli svému zapojení do
korupčních afér a veřejných skandálů přispěly k nárůstu protičínských nálad. Rusko v roli
třetí strany představovalo alternativu pro kyrgyzské politiky a mohlo podpořit odpor
Kyrgyzstánu vůči čínským snahám.
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Introduction
China’s economic prosperity and expansion strongly influence its neighbors in Central Asia.
The Chinese government’s efforts to develop the relatively backward region of Xinjiang go
hand in hand with its project commonly known as New Silk Roads that aims at creating
alternative infrastructure through Asia to enhance connectivity and thus support Chinese
economic growth and exports. Central Asia is one of the main regions of focus of these
projects which represent both an opportunity and a challenge, not to say a possible threat to
Central Asian countries. In this work, I would like to discuss the impact of Chinese economic
statecraft on one of the smallest and least developed countries of the region- Kyrgyzstan.
Kyrgyzstan shares a 1,063 km long border with Chinese Xinjiang and has seen its economy
transformed radically under the influence of its much bigger eastern neighbor.
The immense demographic and economic differences between the world's largest
manufacturing economy and the second poorest republic in Central Asia create an unequal
relationship that is a source of anxieties from the Kyrgyz side. Chinese trade, investment,
and aids are of course much needed and vital for the struggling Kyrgyz economy but might
represent a double-edged sword. Increasing dependency on China as the main import
partner, donor, creditor, and investor makes the country more vulnerable to economic
statecraft.
Kyrgyzstan’s unstable and week regime is prone to foreign leverage. The overthrow of the
country’s second president Bakiyev has been linked to Russian leverage, as his decision to
extend the lease for a US airbase provoked Russia’s discontentment and the subsequent
massive media campaign against him.1 Unlike Russia, China quietly extends its economic
ties with Central Asia, while formally abstaining from interference in the domestic affairs of
its neighbors. However, the increasing stakes it holds in Central Asian economies inevitably
push it out of the solely economic logic of co-operation. To secure a stable environment for
its investments and profitable deals, China has become involved in other domains, such as
the security sphere, and has started using its economic clout to influence Central Asian
countries.
The notion of economic statecraft embraces both restrictive and supportive economic
measures used as tools of foreign policy. Consequently, sanctions and incentives are both

1

Matteo Fumagalli, “Semi-Presidentialism in Kyrgyzstan”, in Semi-Presidentialism in the Caucasus and
Central Asia, (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 173-205. p. 199
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relevant examples of economic statecraft. Regarding the susceptibility of a given country to
succumb to a foreign state’s economic measures, Blanchard and Ripsman2 have maintained
that the low degree of stateness, understood as the level of state’s autonomy, capacity and
legitimacy makes the state more likely to surrender to external economic pressures and
comply with external actors’ demands. The case of China’s growing economic presence in
Kyrgyzstan illustrates economic statecraft that operates through incentives and active
involvement in the country’s economy.
This work aims to investigate the Chinese rise as the main economic force in Kyrgyzstan
since the year 2000, which marks the beginning of the rapid increase of Chinese economic
involvement in Central Asia. Trade and investment were skyrocketing as China looked for
alternative energy suppliers and new commercial routes for its expanding economy. These
efforts later found their political expression in the official announcement of the Belt and
Road initiative (BRI) by Xi Jinping in 2013. The BRI project was designed to give an
institutional backing and formal framework to an initiative that had started much earlier with
Chinese infrastructure projects and international trade. After tracing the evolution of China’s
economic presence in Kyrgyzstan, the study will focus on Chinese economic statecraft and
the Kyrgyz republic’s reactions to it in the timespan between 2011 and 2017, the years
corresponding to president Atambayev’s mandate. The term of the third Kyrgyz president
coincided with his Chinese counterpart’s Xi Jinping rise to power and the shift towards a
more assertive and confident approach in Chinese foreign policy. The theory developed by
Blanchard and Norrin regarding the susceptibility of a state to economic statecraft will be
applied to determine whether Kyrgyzstan was likely to comply with the external actor’s China’s demands. Kyrgyzstan’s (in)capacity to withstand external economic pressures will
be analyzed through the evaluation of its level of stateness.

2

Jean-Marc F. Blanchard and Norrin M. Ripsman, “A Political Theory Of Economic Statecraft”,
online, Foreign Policy Analysis no. 4, no. 4 (2008): 371-398, 10.1111/j.1743-8594.2008.00076.x.
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1. Theory
The use of economic instruments in geopolitics gained importance in the aftermath of the
Cold War. Despite the optimistic predictions of some analysts about the peaceful nature of
economic co-operation between states, the reality has proven that economic tools can be just
as effective as military and diplomatic ones in obtaining compliance from other state actors.
Besides the notion of economic statecraft, the related concepts of geoeconomics or political
economy are increasingly given attention by scholars. The idea of replacement of geopolitics
by geoeconomics was first introduced by Edward N. Luttwak in 1990. He argued that unlike
in the era of mercantilism when states used economic weapons only as subordinate means
to the overarching military arsenal, in our times the economic sphere outweighs the military
one. The race to achieve economic and technological preponderance has replaced the arms
race, but the same logic of conflict remained.3
Luttwak’s ideas were quickly overshadowed by the spirit of the post-Cold War times, the
“new global order” and economic co-operation. However, the reality of globalization has
proven less idyllic, and many geo-economic challenges have appeared. Consequently,
scholars rediscovered the notion of geo-economics and have started investigating its effects,
especially from the 2000s.4 Yet, the complete substitution of military means by economic
ones prognosticated by Luttwak did not take place, as geoeconomics and geopolitics most
often coexist and influence each other.
The definitions of geo-economics are manifold. In the introduction to the book GeoEconomics and Power Politics in the 21st Century: The Revival of Economic Statecraft the
authors understand it as both a strategic practice and an analytical framework that builds on
IR realism and even transcends it because it takes into account, not only, competition for
power but also geographical factors. As a strategic practice, geo-economics refers to “the
application of economic means of power by states so as to realise geostrategic objectives”.5
This definition is almost identical to that of economic statecraft, as we are about to see.
Despite the usefulness of the concept of geo-economics for analyzing the modern, rapidly
changing, and globalizing world in which economy is pivotal, I prefer to stick to the older
3

Edward N. Luttwak, “From Geopolitics to Geo-Economics: Logic of Conflict, Grammar of Commerce”,
online, The National Interest, no. 20 (1990): 17-23, http://www.jstor.org/stable/42894676.
4
Mikael Wigell, Sören Scholvin, and Mika Aaltola, Geo-Economics and Power Politics in the 21st Century:
The Revival of Economic Statecraft, (New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2019). p.3
5
Mikael Wigell, Sören Scholvin, and Mika Aaltola, Geo-Economics and Power Politics in the 21st Century:
The Revival of Economic Statecraft, (New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2019). p.9
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notion of economic statecraft. Geo-economics, at least in some of its interpretations, seems
to leave aside the role of the state, something that is central to economic statecraft. For
example, Cowen and Smith identified geo-economics with the phenomenon of market
calculations that challenge the classic geopolitical logic and state territoriality.6
Furthermore, geo-economics is concerned with geostrategy and arose as an alternative to
geopolitics, which makes it somewhat grandiose and sometimes limited only to big global
actors that compete on the world stage. By contrast, economic statecraft is understood as one
of the modalities of state action and does not claim any kind of exclusivity. It permits both
the analysis of superpowers and small states and theorizes the use of sanctions, as well as of
economic incentives.
The Chinese economic rise, together with the communist’s regime powerful grip over the
country’s economy make it an excellent case for the study of economic statecraft.

1.1 Theory of economic statecraft
Resorting to economic means as an alternative to war is undoubtedly a very old practice.
The Megarian decree banning Megara as Sparta’s ally and Corinth’s supplier of material for
naval construction from trade with the Delian league constitutes one of the first accounts of
the use of economic sanctions.
However, the first detailed analysis of economic statecraft appeared in 1985 in David A.
Baldwin’s book Economic statecraft. He defines the concept of economic statecraft as the
use of economic means by a state to pursue the goals of its foreign policy either through
rewards or punishments. Whether positive or negative, economic statecraft must be
differentiated from other foreign policy tools used to influence foreign states, such as
military power, diplomatic negotiations, and propaganda, although they are often
intertwined and used parallelly.7
William Norris, a scholar specialized in security, business-government relations, and
Chinese foreign and security policy, presents another formulation of the concept: “Economic
statecraft is defined as the state’s intentional manipulation of economic interaction to
capitalize on, reinforce, or reduce the associated strategic externalities.” He also stresses the
6

Deborah Cowen and Neil Smith, “After Geopolitics? From the Geopolitical Social to Geoeconomics”,
online, Antipode 41, no. 1 (2009): 22-48, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8330.2008.00654.x.
7
David Baldwin, “Economic Statecraft”, online, in International Encyclopedia Of Political Science,
(California: Thousand oaks, 2011), 706-708,
https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?authtype=shib&custid=s1240919&profile=eds&ebv=EB&ppid=pp_
i. p.706
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fact that states are not always direct actors in economic relations but seek to influence
commercial actors in order to achieve security externalities compatible with their strategic
interests. These can sometimes arise inadvertently from the activities that commercial actors
perform while pursuing profit, but when they are the result of deliberate state intervention,
they are the product of economic statecraft.8
His concept is useful for this work because it encompasses different strategies and possible
desired outcomes that the state might pursue when using its economic statecraft. As
economic statecraft’s effectivity is determined by the capacity of the state to direct the
behavior of commercial actors, he also introduces the notion of state control. 9 Thus, the
analysis must include not only the state and the commercial actors but also the interaction
between them. Norris argues that the dependent variable of whether the state succeeds in
controlling the commercial actor is interesting even in the Chinese case. The fact that the
Chinese state owns the major companies does not automatically guarantee the compliance
of all commercial actors.10
A similar issue arises when we investigate economic statecraft from the perspective of the
receiver or the target state. To assess the ability of a given state to withstand the economic
pressures exerted by the sender state, we also need to look at the state’s relationship with its
commercial actors. However, the picture is even more complex in this setting as other units
of analysis, such as the role of civil society, come into play.
Blanchard and Ripsman have addressed the question of what determines whether economic
statecraft will be successful and created a framework for target state calculations in their
article “A Political Theory of Economic Statecraft” 11 and then in their book Economic
Statecraft and Foreign Policy: Sanctions, Incentives, and Target State Calculations. They
define economic statecraft as “an attempt by a sender state to influence a target state either
to do something it would not ordinarily do or to forgo an action that it would otherwise
engage in, by the manipulation of the market in a manner that provides economic benefits to
states that comply and/or imposes economic penalties on those who fail to comply.”12

8

William J. Norris, Chinese Economic Statecraft: Commercial Actors, Grand Strategy, and State Control,
(London: Cornell University Press, 2016). p.11- 14
9
Idem. p.21
10
Idem. p.23
11
Jean-Marc F. Blanchard and Norrin M. Ripsman, “A Political Theory of Economic Statecraft”, online,
Foreign Policy Analysis, no. 4 (2008): 371-398, 10.1111/j.1743-8594.2008.00076.x.
12
Jean-Marc F. Blanchard and Norrin M. Ripsman, Economic Statecraft and Foreign Policy: Sanctions,
Incentives, and Target State Calculations, 1st ed., (Oxon: Routledge, 2013). p.5
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According to Blanchard and Ripsman, the degree of “stateness” of a given state determines
whether it will be able to successfully confront economic statecraft. They stated that: “higher
levels of stateness enable policy makers who wish to resist the sender’s demands to minimize
the domestic political costs of noncompliance with economic statecraft”.13 However, if the
sender’s use of economic statecraft is successful in co-opting the leaders of the target state,
then the high level of stateness renders the compliance more probable and vice versa.14
The notion of stateness, as understood by Blanchard and Ripsman, is composed of three
factors, namely the state’s autonomy, capacity (further divided into economic and coercive
capacity), and legitimacy.
The first factor determining the level of stateness is decision-making autonomy, the ability
of the government to rule, to decide and pursue its policies.15 Decision-making autonomy is
determined by the structural and institutional design of the regime, by norms, procedures,
and habits that regulate the decision-making process, either enhancing or diminishing its
potential. The authors also posit that this ability is put under pressure and tested during times
in which the government is confronted with strong domestic opposition. In these situations,
a state with strong decision-making autonomy can pursue its policy despite the unfavorable
internal climate.
The second factor is the state’s capacity, which refers to different means that the state has at
hand to pursue its policies. As Blanchard and Ripsman put it: “Capacity encompasses the
policy resources available to the state, which affect its ability to co-opt or coerce key societal
groups in the face of economic statecraft.” Capacity thus refers to the government’s financial
means, functioning and centralized bureaucracy, its coercive capacity, and capacity to
influence society.
The third factor, legitimacy, describes the level of recognition of the leader’s right to rule by
different domestic groups. Legitimacy can stem from democratic elections, from the leader’s
important historical role, or be constructed otherwise through persuasion. If a state possesses
a high degree of legitimacy, it is more likely to be successful at co-opting and convincing
different societal groups to approve of its policies.

13

Jean-Marc F. Blanchard and Norrin M. Ripsman, “A Political Theory of Economic Statecraft”,
online, Foreign Policy Analysis no. 4, no. 4 (2008): 371-398, 10.1111/j.1743-8594.2008.00076.x. p.380
14
Jean-Marc F. Blanchard and Norrin M. Ripsman, Economic Statecraft and Foreign Policy: Sanctions,
Incentives, and Target State Calculations, 1st ed., (Oxon: Routledge, 2013). p.4
15
Jean-Marc F. Blanchard and Norrin M. Ripsman, “A Political Theory of Economic Statecraft”,
online, Foreign Policy Analysis no. 4, no. 4 (2008): 371-398, 10.1111/j.1743-8594.2008.00076.x. p.378
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To determine the degree of stateness of a given state, these three components are evaluated
and ascribed low, moderate, or high levels of autonomy, coercive and economic capacity,
and legitimacy. The evaluation is qualitative and depends on the context of each country but
follows a set of basic guiding questions for each category.16
An additional variable addressing the international factors that influence economic statecraft
is also included – Threat to strategic interests (TSI). This variable compares the threats
associated with compliant and non-compliant behavior for the country’s national interests.
Effects on security, sovereignty, relationships with third countries, and international
reputation are considered.
The merits of this theory consist in offering a rather uncommon viewpoint- that of the target
state and including both sanctions and incentives. As most literature on economic statecraft
focuses on the coercive means of statecraft, this is a real asset. In our case, the Chinese
economic statecraft in Central Asian (CA) and Kyrgyzstan employs a persuasive strategy
that has so far operated uniquely through economic incentives.
Economic incentives are the goods or benefits offered to the target state in exchange for
compliance with the sender’s state’s political goals. The political paybacks the sender’s state
is hoping for include, for example, a territorial concession or a military alliance, while the
economic inducements that the sender state has at hand include concessional loans, technical
assistance, foreign aid, grants, the cessation of existing sanctions, and preferential trade
agreements.17
Blanchard and Ripsman’s political theory of economic statecraft belongs to the
conditionalist approach, which stands in between two extreme positions, those of
commercial liberals and political realists. The commercial liberals frame the effectiveness
of economic statecraft as proportional to gains or losses for the target state. In contrast, the
political realists posit that economic statecraft has no power in ensuring compliance of the
target state.
Concerning incentives, the contribution of the authors from the commercial liberal camp,
Davidson and Shambaugh, is insightful. They argued that the preference of a state to use the
incentives as opposed to sanctions depends on the goals of the sender state and on the
tradeoff between the likely efficacy of the incentives and the associated positive or negative

16

Jean-Marc F. Blanchard and Norrin M. Ripsman, Economic Statecraft and Foreign Policy: Sanctions,
Incentives, and Target State Calculations, 1st ed., (Oxon: Routledge, 2013). p.154. See Appendix 1, p.79
17
Idem. p.6

9

political externalities that can be brought about by it. 18 The sender might be hoping to
achieve substantive or symbolic goals through the use of economic statecraft. Substantive
goals refer to the desired change in the target’s behavior and policies, while symbolic
objectives account for the use of economic statecraft as a means of communicating either
satisfaction or disapproval with the target state’s policies. Thus, increasing foreign trade or
offering aid can also function as a reward for the target state with no expectations on the part
of the sender.19
China has been an active user of incentives in Central Asia as they provided the Chinese
government with an alternative way of spreading its influence while retreating from the
involvement in the military operations in the region that is still closely surveyed by Russia.

1.2 Research questions
The problems Kyrgyzstan has been facing since independence are very much related to the
issue of statehood, 20 which makes it an interesting case for applying Blanchard’s and
Ripsman’s theory. Given that the country’s politicians have failed at establishing a unifying
state ideology that would appeal to all its inhabitants, interregional and interethnic tensions
and cleavages are still threatening the country’s cohesion. Kyrgyzstan’s sovereignty is
increasingly being put under pressure by issues of political, social, and economic character.
Scandals and controversies that erupt in the Kyrgyz public sphere often relate to Chinese
economic presence in the country and political debates and requests of the public also tend
to revolve around Chinese involvement in Kyrgyzstan.
The aim of this work is to use Blanchard’s and Ripsman’s theory for analyzing whether
Kyrgyzstan would cede if China used its enormous economic influence to co-opt its elites
and make the state comply with its requests. China might already be using its economic
statecraft towards its smaller neighbor, but due to the lack of transparency, the precise
demands remain concealed.
How does Chinese economic statecraft manifest itself in Kyrgyzstan and to what extent is
Kyrgyzstan susceptible to it? Why can China be successful at impacting the decision-making

18

Jason Davidson and George Shambaugh, “Who's Afraid of Economic Incentives? The Efficacy-Externality
Tradeoff”, online, in Sanctions as Economic Statecraft: Theory and Practice, (Palgrave, 2015), 37-64,
DOI:10.1057/9780230596979. p.38
19
Idem, p.44
20
Matteo Fumagalli, “Stateness, Contested Nationhood, and Imperilled Sovereignty: The Effects of (NonWestern) Linkages and Leverage on Conflicts In Kyrgyzstan”, online, East European Politics 32, no. 3
(2016): 355-377, DOI: 10.1080/21599165.2016.1138286. p.357
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and domestic policies? Was Kyrgyzstan under Atambayev likely to succumb to Chinese
demands? If China uses its economic clout to its profit, will the Kyrgyz government comply
with China’s demands?

1.3 Literature and sources review
This work draws on both primary and secondary sources. Primary sources include newspaper
articles and websites, as well as statistical data published by different institutions. The
available data from different sources often do not coincide, as Chinese and Kyrgyz
institutions operate differently, with probable underreporting on the Kyrgyz side. Secondary
sources consist of literature written mainly by western scholars and, to a lesser extent, by
Russian or Central Asian authors.

1.3.1 Primary sources
This work uses newspaper articles, speeches, and official statements concerning
international organizations such as the SCO or BRI as primary sources. Articles come mainly
from the Kyrgyz service of Radio Free Europe (RFE/RL), the official Kyrgyz news agency
Kabar, the Eurasianet agency, and the site Ferghana.agency. Newspaper articles often
address the issue of Chinese influence in Kyrgyzstan, and they reflect society's fears of
Chinese economic dominance and of losing territory and sovereignty to China.
Russia influences the media landscape in Central Asia and might be waging an undeclared
information war against China. Thus, some articles can overtly contribute to Sinophobia and
publish unverified information. Conversely, the Kyrgyz government or businessmen may
seek to downplay the public grievances and corruption scandals linked to Chinese
investment and business, which must also be considered.
The second group of primary sources consists of different datasets that help to analyze the
state of the economy. The UN Comtrade Database provides statistics about imports and
exports reported by different countries. The discrepancies between the Chinese and Kyrgyz
reports indicate that the Kyrgyz side probably underreported its imports from China.
Furthermore, the importance of informal cross-border trade and shadow economy is colossal,
so it is necessary to bear in mind that the official figures do not reflect this part of the
economy.
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Other sources include the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, the National
Statistical Committee of the Kyrgyz Republic, and the Kyrgyz Ministry of finance that
publishes information about the national debt and other indicators of economic performance.
The American Enterprise Institute provides a more complete list of Chinese investments
thanks to its China Global Investment Tracker.21 Concerning the BRI projects, the OSCE
Academy in Bishkek has compiled a database of BRI-related projects in Central Asia.

1.3.2 Secondary sources
Literature on Chinese economic presence in CA has proliferated especially since the
announcement of the Belt and Road initiative. In general, authors writing about Chinese
economic policy can be divided into two camps. On the one hand, some highlight the positive
aspects of Chinese projects and investments, especially the increased connectivity and
development. Unsurprisingly, publications by China-based scholars present this optimistic
vision of the subject, such as Lei Zou’s publication on the BRI.22 On the other hand, scholars
can also see behind China's economic expansion primarily an effort to expand its sphere of
influence and for some even advance the idea of a new form of imperialism. Jeffrey Reeves
argues that Xi Jinping’s administration uses the BRI and the Comprehensive Strategic
Partnership towards the developing states on China’s periphery as a means of promoting its
interests in an imperialist fashion.23 Authors situated in-between the two positions argue in
both directions and show the potential benefits and risks of the BRI for China and its
neighbors.
Christian Ploberger insists on the fact that the Chinese BRI is primarily a domestic
developmental strategy building on regional integration. 24 In this analysis, he joins the
argument previously voiced by Clarke in his book on the role of Xinjiang in China’s policy
toward Central Asia.25 The publications by collectives of authors China’s Belt and Road
Initiative and its Impact in Central Asia and Securing the Belt and Road Initiative also
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address the BRI and highlight both the opportunities and the risks associated with Chinese
foreign projects. 26
The literature on Chinese presence in Central Asia is abundant, however, it is less so for the
Kyrgyz Republic in particular, probably because of its small size and lack of exploitable
resources. However, some articles deal specifically with Chinese economic policy toward
Kyrgyzstan. J. Reeves27 authored the article “Economic Statecraft, Structural Power, And
Structural Violence in Sino-Kyrgyz Relations”. He has argued that the Chinese use of
economic statecraft is self-defeating as it creates structural violence in the country and thus
hinders the Chinese projects and destabilizes its periphery. M. Fumagalli28 underscored the
growing Chinese linkages with Kyrgyzstan that did not however turn into leverage when the
2010 conflict erupted.
Russian literature on the subject focuses predominantly on geopolitical aspects and
surprisingly tends to disregard economic matters. Perhaps this is due to the fact that China
has been successful in substituting Russia as the primary economic force in the region.
Publications often present a very optimistic picture of Russian Chinese relations and Chinese
economic expansion. S.G. Luzjanin argues that Russian and Chinese interests converge and
highlights only the positive aspects of the One Belt One Road initiative.29 His views are very
close to the official discourses of the Russian and Chinese governments. He insists on the
“strategic stability” of Russo-Chinese relations and their common vision of a multipolar
world. Multipolarity is also emphasized in Anufriev’s monography 30 that deals with the
Chinese and Russian presence in CA since the 17th century. Concerning the events after 1991,
Anufriev stresses the military aspect of Russian involvement in CA and the increasingly
predominant role of China in the economic sphere. He concludes that Russia, unable to
26
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compete for influence in CA by economic means, should strengthen its partnership with
China. In the context of a historical comparison between the period of empires and recent
history, his conclusion makes one think of the possible neo-imperial parallels. Similarly, A.
Malashenko31 also laments the Russian economic backwardness that hinders its position in
CA and makes it cede valuable assets to other actors, mainly China. However, he strongly
supports the idea that the challenge posed by China is solely economic and does not, in any
case, cover political intentions.
A publication by E. V. Savkovich32 tackles Chinese economic policy in Central Asia and
offers a detailed account of Chinese involvement in the CA economy, including Kyrgyzstan.
The author points out that China operates through offering investment in exchange for
resources and reshapes the economic structure of the region by making Xinjiang the new
center, with CA as its periphery.
Kyrgyz literature mainly focuses on the dilemma of choosing between western and Russian
orientation of foreign policy and often omits China-related issues. However, Kyrgyz sources
will be used to analyze the country's domestic political situation.
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2. Historical overview
The term Central Asia has been used to refer to an array of different territories with variable
sizes. The five post-Soviet republics that are nowadays most commonly grouped under this
term had in the past been connected to other geographic and cultural spheres. From a
geographical and ethnic standpoint, the border between Central Asian countries and the
Chinese westernmost region of Xinjiang does not represent any strict separation. The mainly
Turkic population of Central Asia extends to the Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region, also
known as Eastern Turkestan, which is home to the Uighur population, but also to Kazakh
and Kyrgyz minorities.
When Imperial Russia’s expansion drew closer to the territories under the Qing dynasty in
the second half of the 19th century, the Russo-Chinese relationships started to intensify.33
Later on, the populations of both empires took advantage of the porous border and escaped
to the other side when major conflicts or famines erupted. The revolts of Eastern Turkestan
Muslims between 1862–1877 and the ensuing repressions led to the flight of Dungans and
Uighurs to Russia-administered Turkestan.34 Migration in the opposite direction was also
frequent.
Tensions between Slav settlers, the central tsarist power, and nomads had escalated into a
full-fledged revolt by 1916 and provoked a massive exodus of Kyrgyz and Kazakh to the
Chinese Xinjiang.35 Emigration to Chinese territories kept on even during the first years of
Soviet rule and some of the migrants returned during the 1920s.36
Despite the geographical and demographical continuity, very few economic ties and
exchanges existed during most of the 20th century. Soviet Central Asia was integrated into
the planned economy of the Soviet Union and all transport and trade routes were oriented
toward Moscow. The Soviet regime followed in the footsteps of imperial Russia in seeing
Central Asia mainly as a supplier of raw materials. In addition to the booming cotton market,
the sectors of minerals and energy resources witnessed a significant expansion.37
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The ideological disagreements and rivalry between the Soviet Union and communist China
lead, after a brief period of alliance, to the Sino-Soviet split. The split started to manifest
itself in the mid- 1950s, highlighted by Khrushchev’s secret speech on 25th February 1956,
in which he pronounced himself on behalf of de-Stalinization and peaceful coexistence with
the United States, something unacceptable to Mao.38 The tensions escalated in 1969 with
several clashes on the Sino-Soviet border. Normalization of mutual relations gradually took
over in the 1980s. The collapse of the Soviet Union resulted in the emergence of five newly
independent states in Central Asia that could no longer ignore their rapidly modernizing
eastern neighbor.

2.1

China and Central Asia since 1991

After the Tiananmen square events and the rapid dissolution of the Soviet Union, Chinese
communist leaders felt it necessary to place the focus of the Chinese foreign policy
westwards. The objective was not only to address the unresolved border issues but also to
develop a sphere of Chinese influence in the newly constituted states. From the Chinese
perspective, Central Asia represented a unique opportunity of expanding its zone of
economic and security influence in a region that had quite unexpectedly gained
independence and was striving to diversify its trade partners in order to assert its
independence and scale down its dependency on Russia. Central Asia was thus a perfect
ground, a “path of least resistance” for China’s desire to pursue a low-scale but steady
foreign strategy in a relatively safe environment where its interests would not collide with
those of other major powers.39
The primary preoccupation in the first decade of mutual relations constituted the pending
border delimitation and security issues that were from the Chinese standpoint mostly related
to Uighur dissent. The next landmark came in 2001 when China witnessed rapid economic
growth and had to address the subsequent increases in energy demands, joined the WTO,
created the SCO, and used the post-9/11 international conjuncture to make the suppression
of Muslim minorities fall within the global war on terror. All these events set China up for
increased involvement in Central Asian security, economic, and energy market spheres.

38

Thomas P. Bernstein and Hua-yu Li, eds., China Learns from the Soviet Union: 1949-present, 1st ed.,
(Maryland: Lexington Books, 2010). p.29
39
Michael E. Clarke, Xinjiang and China's Rise in Central Asia: A History, online, 1st ed., (Taylor and
Francis, 2011). p.101

16

2.1.1 Settling the border issues
China’s foreign policy in the first decade of independent Central Asia focused primarily on
resolving the pending border delimitation with its new neighbors to the west. With the
dissolution of the Soviet Union, Chinese officials decided to take advantage of the situation
and reopen the claim previously voiced by Mao that demanded the nullification of what had
been dubbed “unequal treaties” by the Chinese. These included a series of treaties regulating
the border between China and tsarist and subsequently Soviet Russia. If the treaty of
Targabatai and the convention of Pekin were revoked, China would claim as much as 910
000 km2 of the territory of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan.40 This would include
almost all of the territory of Kyrgyzstan, a significant part of the Pamir region of Tajikistan,
and the fertile lands of the Semirechye region in Kazakhstan.
As soon as the negotiations began, China reduced its territorial ambitions to pursue a ‘good
neighbor’ policy, make the resolution of the conflict more viable and alleviate the
international pressure it had faced since the harsh repressions on Tiananmen square in June
1989.41 In the Kyrgyz case, the disputed territories represented 3728 km2 dispatched in 5
different zones.42
During the negotiations, the governments had to deal with the ethnic tensions in the region.
The fact that Kazakhstan’s and Kyrgyzstan’s Uighur minorities started raising their voice
immediately after the state restrictions faded away constituted a major setback in
negotiations. The Uighurs of Kyrgyzstan followed the example of their neighbors in
Kazakhstan and founded a political party ‘For a free Uigurstan’ in June 1992. The goals
proclaimed by these organizations were to fight for the cause of the Uighurs in Xingjian and
their right to self-determination. These activities, matched up with a series of unrests in
China’s westernmost region in 1992-3, reminded China of the challenges provoked by the
Soviet regime in the 1960s when attempts to capitalize on cross-border ethnic linkages took
place. 43 However, the potential benefits of increasing co-operation overshadowed the
40
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marginal minority issue. Central Asian officials reassured their Chinese counterparts that
they did not intend to challenge the “One China” policy. 44 In the same vein, Kyrgyz
politicians also decided to circumvent the issue and officially subscribed to a common policy
of preventing “splittism”.45
The Sino-Kyrgyz border agreement took long to be settled as the first bilateral treaty was
signed in 1996 and the final treaty in 1999, while the actual demarcation was reportedly
finalized in 2009.46 In the end, the Kyrgyz republic maintained 70% of the disputed territory,
but the prolonged character of the negotiations suggests that the real position of the Chinese
side was more distrustful toward a regime that profiled as pro-western and did not entirely
correspond to the official declarations that underlined the good and friendly relationships
between the countries. 47 However, the most difficult obstacle to overcome had been the
domestic opposition in Kyrgyzstan.
Although Kyrgyzstan gained control over a large part of the Khan Tengri peak, important
for its status of a national symbol, it suffered other losses, for example the Uzengi-Kuush
agricultural zone. On the domestic scene, the concession of territories to China gave rise to
heated public debates and a strong oppositional movement. The fact that all of the border
delimitation treaties have remained unpublished has instigated fears and speculations among
the population concerning possible secret clauses or temporary character of the treaties.48
The demise of the first Kyrgyz president, Askar Akayev was in part linked to the public
discontent with the border treaties that were perceived as unfair. In 2002, he ordered to
suppress the protests organized in Aksy by the supporters of Azimbek Beknazarov, an
opposition member of parliament arrested for criticizing the president’s 1999 treaty. The
improper handling of the situation resulted in 6 deaths of the demonstrators and the
popularity of the president on the downgrade.49 He was unable to quash speculations about
him gaining personal profits from the deal with China and appease the opposition. The Aksy
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events and his demise in the course of the Tulip revolution in 2005 are thus indirectly
connected to the growing Chinese influence in the region.

2.1.2 Chinese interests in Central Asia
Having reinstated diplomatic ties and settled the border issues, China could pass to
the next step of securing its main interests in its western neighborhood. The three most often
cited spheres of Chinese interest in CA are security, energy, and trade. Although the main
concerns of Chinese foreign policy concentrate on issues very remote from Central Asia,
such as Tibet, Taiwan, and the control of the South China sea, the region maintains utmost
importance for domestic stability of the Xinjiang Uighur autonomous region (XUAR) and
occupies an important place on the trade routes China is willing to develop.
Bordering the XUAR, which has known recurrent outbreaks of civil strife, Central
Asia is viewed by Beijing as an important partner for maintaining security in the region.
Focusing on suppressing Uighur dissent, China has solicited the co-operation of Central
Asian governments and their unconditional adherence to the One China policy. Joining
efforts to combat terrorism and separatism in the region became the mantra of the Chinese
security approach. Meanwhile, other issues, such as drug trafficking, ethnic clashes, or
tensions between the Central Asian countries have not been addressed by China or the
security structures it attempted to create. In this sphere, Russia has maintained its traditional
strong suit.
Chinese interests in Central Asia’s energy sector have become evident at the onset of the 21st
century for several reasons. The global increase in oil prices, China’s soaring domestic
consumption, troubled negotiations over pipelines with Russia, and the desire to diversify
both the energy sources and the suppliers, all contributed to the decision to turn toward
Kazakh oil and Turkmen gas supplies. 50 Kazakhstan represents China’s most important
partner in CA. The Sino-Kazakh oil pipeline was finalized in 2005, while railroad deliveries
also increased considerably. In the same year, China National Petroleum Corporation bought
the shares of PetroKazakhstan intending to secure oil supplies for the new pipeline.51 The
CNPC and the Chinese government have acquired other Kazakh oil assets, such as refineries,
shares in oil companies, or rights to exploit oil fields.
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Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan were eager to sell their gas to China and agreed to build a
“Central Asia-China gas pipeline “– which links Turkmenistan through Uzbekistan and
Kazakhstan to China. The pipeline was entirely financed by China and constructed by the
partners CNPC, KazMunayGas, Uzbekneftegaz, and Turkmengas. Line A of the
construction became operational in 2009, followed by line B in 2010 and line C in 2013.52
In the same year, the construction of line D that would pass from Turkmenistan through
Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan was agreed upon but the project, unlike the first three
lines finalized with astonishing rapidity, has not been as successful and remained either
under construction or mothballed. The pipeline D was supposed to be operational by 2016,
but the construction was suspended in early 2017 and its status has remained unclear since,
although the new deadline for its completion is set for 2022.53
The pipeline D would increase the gas delivery volume to China and provide Tajikistan and
Kyrgyzstan, which face recurrent energy shortages, especially in winter times, with access
to the Turkmen gas, not to mention the possible transit revenues.
China has changed the Central Asian energy market landscape. CNCP has not only
outstripped Russian Gazprom as the major gas exporter from the region but has also profiled
as the main organizer of the regional distribution network. 54 However, the prolonged
character of the line D project realization suggests that it either does not represent a priority
for the Chinese side or that the negotiations with the three countries are ripe with
controversies. The estimated length of the Kyrgyz portion of the pipeline is around 215 km
that cut across the Alay and Chong-Alay districts in the southernmost part of the country.
Bazarbai Mambetov, former deputy prime minister, has repeatedly voiced his concern about
losing sovereignty over the Alay valley and claimed that China would own the lands
surrounding the pipeline and deploy its military to guard it, preventing the locals from
crossing the pipeline.
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52

“Flow Of Natural Gas From Central Asia,”, CNPC, accessed January 25, 2021,
https://www.cnpc.com.cn/en/FlowofnaturalgasfromCentralAsia/FlowofnaturalgasfromCentralAsia2.shtml
53
Michael Bradshaw and Alec Waterworth, “China's Dash For Gas: Local Challenges and Global
Consequences”, online, Eurasian Geography and Economics 61, no. 3 (2020): 266-304,
https://doi.org/10.1080/15387216.2020.1716819. p.285
54
Alexander Cooley, “The Emerging Political Economy of OBOR: The Challenges of Promoting
Connectivity in Central Asia and Beyond”, online, Center for Strategic and International Studies, 2016,
https://www.csis.org/analysis/emerging-political-economy-obor.p.4
55
Ėrnist Nurmatov, “Gazoprovod «Kyrgyzstan-Kitaj»: Soglashenie Vyzyvaet Opasenii͡a [Газопровод
«Кыргызстан-Китай»: Соглашение Вызывает Опасения]”, online, Azattyk, April 21, 2019,
https://rus.azattyk.org/a/29894190.html.

20

dissatisfaction of local farmers, who allegedly did not receive the promised compensation
for lending their lands to China56 also adds grist to the mill of the alarmists.
Although oil and gas remain the core of the Chinese energy strategy in CA, other
energy resources have awakened Chinese interest. Nuclear energy from Kazakhstan, electric
energy from all CA countries except Turkmenistan, and the coal industry in Kyrgyzstan all
figure on the Chinese energy agenda. 57 In the case of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, their
hydropower potential also attracted China, whose Xinjiang region suffered from energy
shortages, but the concluded imports of hydroelectricity from the CA were overshadowed
by supplies accorded to Russia.58
Moreover, Central Asia also represents a promising market for Chinese goods and a
transit region located on the alternative land-based routes toward Europe and the Middle
East. As in the security domain, China’s desire to enhance trade with Central Asia is linked
to its efforts to bridge the east-west divide by fortifying Xinjiang’s economic integration and
trade with its neighbors.59 As the lack of infrastructures constitutes one of the main obstacles
for trade development, China has invested massively in the construction of roads, railways,
dry ports, and connectivity hubs that should link Xinjiang to Central Asia.
The three spheres of interest are connected to the geopolitical considerations
underlying China’s expansion. Despite its very cautious and reserved approach to foreign
governments, it nevertheless works to secure the most valuable assets for itself, regardless
of mere economic profitability.

2.1.3 The evolution of the SCO
To secure its interests in CA and avoid friction with Russia, China initiated the
creation of a multilateral organization that would facilitate its dialogue with the post-Soviet
neighbors. The first issues on the agenda concerned mutual borders and security.
Although a large part of the negotiations was conducted on a bilateral basis, China
wanted to promote regional co-operation through the creation of the group of five, the
predecessor of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization. The Chinese multilateral initiative
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was initially most likely motivated by its policy of appeasement towards Russia and security
considerations.60 China invited delegations from Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and
Russia as early as 1992 and their talks led to the signature of 'Agreement on ConfidenceBuilding in the Military Sphere in the Border Areas' on 26 April 1996 in Shanghai.61 A year
later, the countries signed another agreement in Moscow, in which they regulated the
presence of soldiers and military equipment in their mutual border zones, defined as the
territory comprised within 100 km from the border. 62 China thus pursued the goal of
strengthening trust and regional - while simultaneously yearning to profile itself as a regional
leader.
A new common issue came to the agenda of the meetings between the members of
Shanghai Five with China’s decision to intensify its “Strike Hard” campaign against the
Uighurs in 1997. China started using the organization to promote its goal to eradicate what
it identified as the “three evils” menacing the stability in the region- terrorism, extremism,
and separatism. 63 As the Central Asian states had to confront the Islamic Movement of
Uzbekistan founded in 1998, 64 they were easily inclined towards the new course of the
organization.
The Shanghai Five turned into a more institutionalized Shanghai Cooperation
Organization in June 2001 with Uzbekistan among its members. Russia has played a
significant role in convincing Uzbek president Islam Karimov to participate in the talks of
the Shanghai forum and later the SCO.65 Both China and Russia have used the organization
to capitalize on the perceived Islamic threat to justify their increased presence in the region.
After September 11, the “global war on terror” provided the Chinese and Russian
governments with an additional argument legitimating their security policies as being part
of the global effort to combat terrorism. The Russian government had an interest in
legitimating the Chechen intervention, while China seized the opportunity to present the
Uyghur dissent in Xinjiang as a compact movement inspired by radical Islamic ideology.66
60 Niklas Swanström, China and Greater Central Asia: New Frontiers?, online, 1st ed., (Singapore: Central
Asia-Caucasus Institute & Silk Road Studies Program, 2011), www.silkroadstudies.org. p. 26
61 Idem, p.127
62 S. G. Luzjanin, Rossii͡a— Kitaj : Formirovanije Obnovlennogo Mira [Россия — Китай : Формирование
Обновленного Мира], 1st ed., (Ves' Mir, 2018). p.103
63 Malika Tukmadiyeva, “Xinjiang in China’s Foreign Policy toward Central Asia”, online, Connections:
The Quarterly Journal 12 (2013): 87-108, 10.11610/Connections.12.3.05. p.88
64
Michael E. Clarke, Xinjiang and China's Rise in Central Asia: A History, online, 1st ed., (Taylor and
Francis, 2011). p.144
65
Idem, p.143
66
Idem, p.159

22

However, the turning point of 9/11 brought challenges to the Russian and Chinese
presence in Central Asia as the U.S. engagement in the region increased to their detriment.
The SCO, which had come into existence only several months before the September events,
was judged ineffective and stillborn by the observers, but Russia and China endeavored to
reinforce its attractiveness and international standing with a certain success in 2005-6.67 The
Tulip Revolution in March 2005, followed by the Andijan riots in May shifted the attention
of Central Asia’s governments from the U.S. assistance (conditioned by the respect of human
rights and democratization) to the non-democratic regional alternative presented by the SCO.
The SCO achieved another landmark during its 7th summit in Bishkek in August 2007 when
the member countries signed the first multilateral political document called “Treaty among
Member States of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization on Good-Neighborliness,
Friendship and Cooperation “. The same year all members took part in a joint military
exercise labeled as “Peace Mission 2007”68
Nevertheless, Chinese interests often collided with the interests of Russia and other
member countries, and the organization suffered from having neither clearly defined goals
nor any permanent military or economic structure. From the Russian perspective, the SCO
is seen as a Chinese instrument to promote its economic expansion in Central Asia, with
Russia often being left out of the equation. As A. Malashenko, a Russian expert on Central
Asia points out, Russia is often absent from the official Chinese discourse on the SCO.69
Moreover, the SCO has a multilateral façade but is also used for dealing with bilateral
issues, like negotiating Chinese loans to the Kyrgyz and Tajik governments.70 In this aspect,
it is similar to other Chinese co-operation initiatives, one of them being the Macao Forum,
which is promoted as a multilateral organization between the Portuguese-speaking countries
and China, but in reality, serves as a platform for mediating Chinese interests and bilateral
accords in the Lusophone world.71 The case of the SCO is different in that it brings together
countries sharing a common border or security concerns and has Eurasian ambitions with
India and Pakistan joining in 2017 and other countries being observers. In the light of the
Belt and Road initiative announced in 2013, the SCO appears to represent the pillar
67
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supporting the land-based Eurasian Belt, while other organizations such as the Forum Macau
or Forum on China–Africa Cooperation are designed to underpin the maritime Road.
The balance of power within the organization has been marked by the tacit SinoRussian rivalry, with the influence over Central Asia representing an asset coveted by both
countries. The two giants have both tried to alter the course of the organization for their
benefit by promoting the type of co-operation they have the upper hand in. China emphasized
the importance of economic agenda, while Russia insisted on the security aspects.72
Nevertheless, the reach of the security component remains limited as China
repeatedly refused to get involved in the mediation of the water conflict in Central Asia or
in coordinated efforts to counter drug trafficking.73 The policy of non-interference of the
SCO in the domestic affairs of its members appears to be stronger than the drive to security.
The SCO failed to react during the 2010 events in Kyrgyzstan and its only contribution to
the stabilization of the situation was economic in character when it financed the construction
of a new district in the southern Kara-Suu raion. 74 In security matters, the SCO is
overshadowed by the existence of a ‘security service market’, most notably the CSTO, which
provides China with a free ‘security umbrella’ for the region.75
Similarly, the economic sphere is also rife with competing structures pushed ahead
by Russia, in the form of EurAsEC, founded in 2000, and more recently the Eurasian
Economic Union.

2.2 Developments in the independent Kyrgyz republic
2.2.1 Political developments
During the three decades of political developments in Kyrgyzstan bouts of instability and
upheavals alternated with periods of stability. Although in the first decade after its
independence Kyrgyzstan achieved the label of “island of democracy”, it was more a façade
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aimed at attracting foreign investors and international aid than a reality, and the situation
further aggravated during the following decade.
The first Kyrgyz president, Askar Akayev came to power after the first Secretary of the
Communist Party of Kirghizia lost popularity due to the interethnic clashes in Osh and
Uzgen. The former scientists and member of the Soviet parliament was elected by the
Kyrgyz parliament in October 1990 and by a popular vote in 1991.76 He ruled the country
during the difficult times of the collapse of the Soviet Union that threw the country into
disarray. He opted for rapid political and economic reforms while trying to appease
interethnic tensions, but the economic meltdown the country was experiencing only
intensified ethnic polarization. Having been reelected in 1995, he gradually embraced a more
authoritarian approach to governing by extending the presidential powers, slimming down
the opposition and free media, and successfully running for an unlawful third presidential
term in 2000. His authoritarian tilt culminated in February 2003, when a controversial
referendum was held to further strengthen his powers.77 In 2005, facing the events of the
Tulip revolution he did not use force against the protesters and decided to flee the country.
The rule of Akayev appeared, at least compared to other Central Asian leaders, rather prowestern. The first president worked towards a greater diversity of foreign partners and
international organizations that Kyrgyzstan could be part of. After 2001, he took advantage
of the brief moment in which an alignment between the U.S., Russia, and China seemed
possible thanks to the guise of the war on terror and ratified the lease of Manas airport to the
U.S. military airbase and later opened the Kant air base for Russian units.
The turmoil of the ‘Tulip revolution’ resulted in parliament appointing Kurmanbek Bakiev
as prime minister and giving him interim presidential authorities in March 2005. After a deal
with Felix Kulov, another potential candidate for presidential elections and recently released
from prison, Bakiev was elected president in July 2005.78 Despite his initial commitment to
end favoritism and corruption, he sought to concentrate all power in the hands of himself
and his family and managed to establish a kleptocracy. Assassinations of businessmen and
politicians became recurrent and politics became allegedly intertwined with organized crime
and drug trafficking.79 Because of the mismanagement of the hydro energetic resources in
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the Toktogul dam and the delayed construction of the Kambarata dams, the country
experienced an energy crisis with prolonged power outages especially during winters 20078.80 The frequent blackouts and rising energy prices contributed to Bakiev’s plummeting
popularity and constituted one of the causes of his demise. Moreover, he alienated too many
members of the elites and had to confront a more radicalized and discontent civil society that
has brought the country to another revolution in April 2010.81
At the end of 2009, Bakiev appointed his son Maksim the head of the newly created Central
Agency for Development, Innovations, and Investments (Russian abbreviation ЦАРИИ).
The agency controlled a vast array of funds, including loans from Russia, the $25 million
help granted by the U.S. after a new accord for the lease of the military base had been signed,
and the totality of the shares of the Dzheruy gold deposits.82
Having acquired an important post, Maksim Bakiev headed to Beijing in January 2010 to
strengthen economic co-operation and attract Chinese funds. His delegation composed of
high-ranking Kyrgyz officials, such as the finance minister and minister of energy and
directors of major companies was received at the level of the Chinese Deputy Minister of
Commerce, Chen Jian.83 This can be explained by the fact that the Chinese approach to
Kyrgyzstan was rather distrustful after the 2005 events and the U.S. military base presence
only aggravated the distrust.
During the visit, Bakiev spoke on the behalf of increased co-operation in finance, energy,
mineral resources, and agriculture domains.84 According to the Russian author A. Kniazev,
he proposed to the Chinese side the same investment projects that had previously been
discussed with Russia and in the case of the Kambarata dams even figured on official
agreements.85
Nevertheless, Bakiev’s son could not finalize his projects because the regime collapsed in
the April 2010 uprising. Amid violence and chaos in the capital, the opposition leaders chose
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Roza Otumbaeva as the head of the Interim government. She assumed the uneasy task of
leading the country through regime change, a referendum on a new constitution, and
horrendous interethnic violence in the south of the country. The next elected president,
Almazbek Atambayev ruled the country from 2011 to 2017.
Atambayev played an important role in the April revolution and assumed the role of the
Deputy head of economy of the Interim government. 86 As the leader of the Social
Democratic Party of Kyrgyzstan, he became Prime Minister after the October parliamentary
elections. As a PM preparing to run for the presidential election, he maintained a decisively
pro-Russian stance and allegedly received support from Russia.87 As a president, he tried to
diversify the country’s foreign partners, but broadly speaking, his decisions tended to
accommodate Russia. Under his presidency, the U.S. military base was closed in 2014 and
the country joined the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU) in August 2015, amidst repeated
declarations of the government stressing that this step was complementary with the country’s
participation in the Chinese Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).88 The closure of the U.S base
deprived the Kyrgyz government of lease revenues and humanitarian aid channeled through
the USAID. This created a void that China and Russia were willing to fill.
Atambayev did not neglect the relationships with China and signed several economic
agreements on Chinese aid, investment, and loans, either bilaterally or as part of the SCO or
the BRI. Later in 2017, dissatisfied with the outcomes of joining the EEU and with the
escalation of the border conflict with Kazakhstan, he stated that his government would rather
work for opening alternative markets for Kyrgyz goods, namely China and Uzbekistan.89
Atambayev ruled with the support of the largest political party, the Social Democratic Party
of Kyrgyzstan, and popular media (the TV channel April) which he owned. He used these
assets to prepare for his political transition. Being restricted to a non-repeatable six-year term,
he maneuvered a constitutional change in 2016 that reduced presidential powers and
strengthened those of the prime minister, the post he had hoped to occupy next. His successor
Jeenbekov got elected with his support and Atambayev thus became the first Kyrgyz
president who stepped down peacefully in November 2017, unlike his ousted predecessors.
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However, later his planned power transition backfired as a conflict arose between the two
former allies.90
In the meantime, the co-operation with China, although welcomed by the elites, met with
popular resentment sometimes escalating into full-fledged violence against Chinese
nationals. The scandals and corruption cases involving Chines companies have contributed
to the rise of Sinophobia among the population. The growing Chinese involvement in the
country’s economy has raised popular fears about becoming China’s vassal state or being
replaced by Chinese workers.

2.2.2 Economic developments
Political developments had largely determined the economic orientation of the country. The
economic measures, very liberal in the initial phase had slowly faded away as weak
institutions and corruption scandals undermined them.
Unlike its neighbors, independent Kyrgyzstan chose the thorny path of radical reforms. The
country was a standout among the CIS members because it handled quite well the initial
phase of the reforms. The new government understood that staying in the ruble zone would
put an additional strain on the already struggling economy and decided to replace the ruble
with a national currency in May 1993. The new currency was named som, a word previously
used by the Kyrgyz to refer to the ruble. 91 Leaving the ruble zone helped keep hyperinflation
at bay and stabilize the economy. 92
The shock therapy methods followed with rapid privatizations, land reform, and opening to
the world markets.
The privatization process, relying mostly on direct transfers or vouchers, went unexpectedly
smoothly, possibly because the Kyrgyz economy lacked any truly valuable assets to bargain
about. This can be further illustrated by the fact that most of the small enterprises privatized
in the early phase did not survive more than two years.93
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Nevertheless, the promising start and the wishful thinking about Kyrgyzstan becoming a
Central Asian Switzerland did not bear fruit. Scholars and observers point out different
reasons that might explain the unfavorable outcome of the economic transition.
Kyrgyz observers have especially underlined the economic hardships the population had to
go through during the transition process and the chaotic and often unreasonable accidents
that occurred while dismantling the old system. They lamented the lack of preparedness of
the population for such radical reforms that was rooted in the long Soviet history which
prevented the people from acquiring a private initiative experience. Thus, the Kyrgyz who
benefitted from privatization failed to take advantage of it in the long haul and some
privatization efforts resulted in overt wasting of the newly achieved assets in both industry
and agriculture.
Osmonakun Ibraimov is one of the supporters of this view as he even invokes the Homo
Sovieticus thesis, stating that the most difficult part of the reforms was re-instilling the lost
sense of personal property into people.94 To illustrate his point, he recalls a personal history
about the tragic sort of a herd of yaks in his village, an animal whose meat and milk are
highly considered in Kyrgyzstan. The locals, despite the efforts of one of the ‘aksakals’ to
save the animals, rushed disorderly to the herd to snatch as many animals as possible and
kill them off for immediate use. Ibraimov reports that very few actually thought about taking
care of the yaks for future reproduction in the same way as the lack of long-term prospects
and entrepreneurial habits had led to unsuccessful privatization processes concerning larger
assets as well. 95 As difficult as the transition period may have been, Ibraimov does not
believe that the country could have taken another path to avoid the hardships associated with
entering into the ‘wild capitalism’ because choosing the gradualist alternative would have
resulted in a scenario similar to those of Niazov’s Turkmenistan or North Korea.
The gold mine Kumtor is the largest enterprise and taxpayer in the Kyrgyz Republic. The
extraction activities at the biggest gold deposit in the country started in 1997 and had been
run by the Canadian enterprise Centerra until May 2021, when the government took over the
management of the company amidst allegations of non-respect of environmental norms. The
importance of the mining company for the Kyrgyz economy is undeniable, especially
because it contributes substantially to the national budget. Between 2008-2014 the taxes
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collected from Kumtor represented from 5 to 10 % of the government budget and in 2013,
Kumtor accounted for 49% of industrial output and 41% of the reported exports.96 However,
the question of the use of national resources has aroused heated controversies about
ownership and distribution of profits, while the workers and local inhabitants have organized
a protest demanding more tangible benefits and compensations for the pollution and
environmental damage.97
Overall, Kyrgyzstan has remained a poor country. After a decade of declining GDP per
capita – from 609$ in 1990 to 258$ in 1999, in the new millennium, its GDP per capita rose
from 280$ to 1,243$ between 2000 and 2017.98 However, the importance of remittances, on
the rise since 2001, has gradually accounted for a substantial part of GDP, representing 32%
of GDP in 2017, a situation comparable within the region only to that of Tajikistan.99

2.2.3 Economic co-operation with China
Although economic collaboration was not high on the agenda in the first years of
negotiations between China and the new states, some important changes that rendered crossborder trade and investment easier occurred. The mutual economic exchanges took some
time to be settled as it was necessary to adjust the previously unused or inexistent
infrastructure between the countries. Kyrgyzstan took the path of shock therapy reforms and
wanted to get integrated into the world market economy as soon as possible. The freight
trade with China was able to start to develop thanks to the opening of the Torugart pass in
1992 and the Iskertam pass in 1997.100 Both countries also joined the WTO quite rapidly
(1998 Kyrgyzstan, 2001 China) and from 2001 to 2013 were the only countries in the region
members of the organization. 101 This, together with the low border tariffs policy of the
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Kyrgyz republic contributed to the development of cross-border trade. The initial phase of
the economic co-operation thus relied on the trade sector.
Furthermore, as Kazakhstan had to cope with the impact of the Russian crisis in 1998, the
authorities resorted to devaluating significantly the currency and closing border posts, thus
cutting the inflow of Chinese goods. Kyrgyzstan profited from this and established itself as
an entrepôt, importing goods from China and reselling them in the big bazaars (especially
Dordoi bazaar in Bishkek and Karasu on the Kyrgyz/Uzbek border) or reexporting them
mainly to Russia and Kazakhstan. The turnover between Kyrgyzstan and China rose by
85,8% compared to the previous year.102
In the decade of 2000s, Chinese exports to Central Asia continued soaring. While they
accounted for approximately $500 million in 2002, in 2008 their value rose to 22.6 billion.
Most of the Chinese exports went to Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, which absorbed around
44% and 41% of total exports to CA in 2008 respectively.103

Table 1: Imports of goods from China to Central Asian countries (2000-2017)

Source: https://comtrade.un.org/data/
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Besides trade, Chinese economic incentives in Kyrgyzstan mainly concentrated on the
development of infrastructures, hydrocarbon industry, mining activities, and some
hydroelectricity projects.

2.3 Central Asia and the BRI initiative
The Belt and Road Initiative, also dubbed as New Silk Roads or One Belt One Road,
is a Chinese megaproject for developing new transport corridors across the Eurasian Belt
and the maritime Road connecting China with Asian, African, and European countries. The
official aim is to create multilateral co-operation, new trade routes, and enhance trade.
From the Chinese perspective, Central Asia represents the gateway for ultimately reaching
Europe and the Persian Gulf through Iran by land,104 but also an important supplier of raw
resources and new markets for Chinese goods. Kyrgyzstan occupies an important place on
the commercial routes China is willing to develop to shorten transit times.

2.3.1 Areas of interest
China uses the BRI to promote both domestic and external strategic interests. It is an integral
part of a wider Chinese strategy of domestic development that aims at countering the unequal
levels of development within China and assert its international standing. Although the
reforms initiated in the 1980s led to outstanding economic growth, they mainly benefitted
the coastal regions thriving on maritime trade. Apart from unfavorable geography and lesser
level of both physical and human infrastructure, the interior provinces also lagged behind
the rich coastal regions because of the nature of initial reforms that were limited to the coastal
regions and restricted the economic exchange between the two groups.105
This developmental challenge propelled the Chinese communist party to make efforts to
develop its remote territories. The political expression of this strategy has received the name
of the ‘Go West initiative’. Announced in 2001, the project included 12 provinces,
municipalities, and autonomous regions, among which the most prominent ones were
Xinjiang and Yunnan provinces.106
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Despite this initiative, the core preoccupation of Chinese officials still revolved around the
rich coastal cities. However, the Xingjian riots that took place in June 2009 occasioning 200
casualties and resulting in an unruly situation in Urumqi, turned the attention back to the
necessity of developing the lagging Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region. 107 To make
Xinjiang catch up with the globalized port cities in the East, Chinese leaders thought that it
was necessary to connect it to the developed coast as well as to the outside world and
encourage trade. Economic prosperity, they believed, would put an end to the riots and
dissent. The idea of rebuilding a new silk road was first formally voiced in the aftermath of
the 2009 Xingjian events, envisaging increased connectivity and support for the
development of Central Asian economies.108 These preliminary thoughts gave rise to the Silk
Road Economic Belt initiative announced during Xi Jinping’s visit to Russia and Kazakhstan
in autumn 2013, followed by a similar announcement by the Chinese Prime Minister in
south-east Asia concerning the plans for the construction of a Maritime Silk Road.109 Having
replaced the very cautious and China-focused Hu Jintao as general secretary of the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) in November 2012 and as state president in March 2013, Xi Jinping
has made the BRI initiative one of the pillars of his more confident foreign policy.
The BRI initiative is in a way an extension of the previous developmental project but
introduces a more internationalized vision of development resting on the presupposition that
enhancing the economy and building new infrastructures would bring economic gains to all
Chinese regions.
In Central Asia, the potential resistance of Central Asian governments, Sinophobia that is
especially looming large in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, and Russia’s attempts to regain its
geo-economic influence in the region constitute possible obstacles to the successful
development of the Belt. The creation of the Eurasian Economic Union in 2015 under the
aegis of Russia has put a strain on the BRI initiatives and China has reacted by proposing a
free trade zone with the Union. However, the proposal risks being rejected by the Central
Asian leaders.110
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The official discourse of the Chinese government emphasizes the peaceful and multilateral
character of the BRI and presents it mainly as a project to increase connectivity and cooperation in a win-win approach to other countries. 111 However, the presentation of the
initiative on the domestic scene is quite different, as the Chinese Communist Party has an
interest in using the BRI to legitimize its existence. Thus, Chinese media link the BRI to the
imperative of perpetuating economic growth, in other words, the ‘China Dream’. Foreign
projects, such as the Irrigation System Renovation Project in Kyrgyzstan, also serve for
extolling Chinese expertise exports.112
The agricultural sector represents one of the new centers of Chinese foreign economic
interests. During the last three decades, food demands in China have risen substantially, due
to demographic increase, urbanization, economic growth, and the subsequent changes in diet
patterns. Chinese authorities shifted their strategy from self-sufficiency to strong domestic
supply with moderate imports. They increasingly pursue the diversification of foreign food
sources using trade, purchase, lease of foreign land, and mergers and acquisitions of foreign
agribusinesses.113
However, the BRI initiative is often criticized for its lack of clarity and transparency. The
Chinese motivations for such gigantic investments remain unclear, as well as the exact
timeframe of activities and expected outcomes.

2.3.2 BRI in Kyrgyzstan
Kyrgyzstan’s mountainous geography as well as its political instability render any
infrastructure project more challenging than many other locations. Nevertheless, with its
1058 km-long border with Chinese Xinjiang, Kyrgyzstan still occupies an important place
on the New Silk Roads. Although it does not have the advantage of rich hydrocarbon
deposits, it has significant gold reserves, hydro energy potential, and coal reserves that attract
Chinese investors.
China uses the BRI as a catch-all label for almost any bilateral or multilateral project and it
has become the mantra of Chinese foreign policy and the symbol of its more active
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involvement abroad. As reported by Chinese media, Kyrgyz and Chinese governments have
signed over 200 agreements since the announcement of the BRI.114 However, distinguishing
between the projects developed under the aegis of the BRI and simple bilateral projects is
not easy, as the label of a BRI project can be used for almost anything that somehow involves
China. The question of how many projects reach a successful conclusion and how many are
mere declarations also remains unanswered.
As Alexander Wolters has pointed out, the debate about the BRI in Kyrgyzstan is
almost non-existent, probably because none of the successfully carried Chinese projects
has been promoted as part of the BRI. 115 Other analysts also contend that not a single BRI
project in Kyrgyzstan has made any progress since the announcement of the BRI.116
Despite the absence of tangible results and public interest in the BRI, the Kyrgyz leadership
has actively promoted the initiative and stressed its benefits for the economic development
of the country. Kyrgyz officials even advanced the idea of creating a ‘China-Kyrgyzstan
Development Fund’ for managing the BRI funding in 2014, but their Chinese counterparts
politely declined the proposition. 117 The Kyrgyz leadership then put forward another
bilateral intermediary institution called ‘New Silk Road Economic Belt Fund’ in 2017 and
president Atambayev voiced his support for the creation of the SCO Development Bank with
headquarters in Bishkek.118 Finally, Kyrgyzstan joined the multilateral China-funded Asian
Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) in March 2015.119
Probably the most controversial BRI-related project in Kyrgyzstan has been the UzbekistanKyrgyzstan-China railway that has been the subject of negotiation for more than twenty
years.
As the fastest route runs through the south, China intended to construct a railway from
Kashgar to Andijan in Uzbekistan, passing through southern parts of Kyrgyzstan. The fact
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that the planned railroad would bypass the major Kyrgyz cities in the north, has spurred
heated debates in Kyrgyzstan. The public were afraid that Kyrgyz people would not benefit
from the project, while professionals feared that the railroad might further exacerbate the
existing North/South divide. A northern and much longer and costly alternative was
proposed, but either way, the train would pass through mostly uninhabited areas, with the
only advantage of the northern railway being its closeness to some mineral deposits. 120
Although the Uzbek part of the railroad was finished in 2016, the construction is hampered
on the Kyrgyz side. Despite this, the trade route opened, and the goods are carried by trucks
on the Kyrgyz portion.121The problem with constructing a railroad is also its very high cost,
which would necessitate further indebtment.
To sum up, the BRI projects in Kyrgyzstan have been so far limited to the discursive level
but lacked real implementation. The divergence in approaches to the BRI by Chinese and
Kyrgyz leaders and public disapproval of some of the projects also seem to have hindered
the success of the BRI.

3. Chinese economic statecraft tools and Kyrgyzstan's
reactions
This chapter investigates the tools that China has at hand for influencing or attempting
to make Kyrgyzstan’s leaders comply with its demands. Research has shown that China
uses different approaches to economic statecraft in developed and developing countries.
The use of economic inducement is prevalent, but China resorts to Outward Foreign Direct
Investment (OFDI), mergers, and acquisitions in the case of developed countries, whereas
in developing countries Chinese economic statecraft takes the form of trade, FDI, and
aids.122 The latter strategy is also employed in the case of Kyrgyzstan.
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3.1

Chinese investment and firms
Chinese foreign direct investment in Kyrgyzstan has been steadily increasing since

2000. It represented 17,6 % of total inward FDI flows in 2011 and 49 % in 2017.123 The
China Global Investment Tracker that covers only large transactions estimated the total
value of Chinese investment to Kyrgyzstan between 2011 and 2015 to 4,73 billion US $.124
The energy sector received most of the large investments (61%), followed by transport and
metal sectors, which accounted for 36% and 3% respectively. The largest project involved
China National Petroleum company that invested $1400 million in the gas sector. Shaanxi
Coal and Chemical invested in a large oil refinery in Kara-Balta and Rongsheng Heavy
Industries acquired 60% equity in the Kyrgyz oil company. The largest investment in the
transport sector concerned the construction of airports and regional hubs. Beijing Urban
Construction invested in the expansion projects of Bishkek’s Manas airport and three other
regional airports, while Sinomach provided the capital for the reconstruction of Osh
airport.125 The metals sector investment concerned Zijin mining’s acquisition of 60% of
the mining company that extracts gold from Taldy-Bulak, the second-biggest mining
project in Kyrgyzstan after Kumtor.126 Other minor investments in cement plants, various
mining projects, and agriculture also took place.
However, the economic viability of Chinese investments in Kyrgyzstan remains
questionable. Except for some successful companies that operate worldwide and are
supported by the BRI funding such as China National Petroleum Company (CNCP) or
Tebian Electric Apparatus (TBEA), most Chinese investment in Kyrgyzstan has relied on
government subsidies from China and tax alleviation from Kyrgyzstan.127 Chinese actors
operating abroad are often forced to pursue political goals rather than merely commercial
ones and receive compensations for losses, which makes them prone to inefficient
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spending.128 Chinese state-owned enterprises are more likely to invest in high-risk
environments that have political ties with Beijing, while private firms engage more in
predatory business practices such as bribing or law evasion to succeed.129 Chinese
companies operating in Kyrgyzstan are not an exception as they are often mired in
scandals, operate under opaque contracts, and raise environmental and social concerns.
The Chinese investment company “Dacheng” qualified as the biggest investor in the
country in the early phase (the 2000s) of Chinese involvement in Kyrgyzstan. It invested in
poultry production.130 Then China Bridge and Road Corporation (CRBC) took up the
construction and modernization of roads. Almost all of the roads were constructed by the
CRBC with the help of the Export-Import Bank of China or the Chinese government
through aid or soft loans. The road linking Osh, Sary-Tash, and the southern border pass
Irkeshtam, the road from Bishkek to the northern border pass Torugart passing through
Naryn, as well as roads linking Osh-Batken- Isfana, and Bishkek-Balykchy were all
constructed thanks to Chinese companies and funding.131
The project of the Alternative North-South Road Project started in September 2013
after the signature of a loan agreement between the Export-Import Bank of China and the
Ministry of Finance of Kyrgyzstan. The estimated duration of the project was 56
months.132 The construction began in 2014 and has not concluded as of 2021. The expenses
also rose considerably, reaching $850 million, but the allegations of corruption were
denied by the authorities, who blamed the high costs on the difficulties with working in the
mountainous terrain.133 The public has nonetheless maintained a suspicious attitude toward
the project’s spending.
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As noted previously, Chinese investors are very active in the oil and gas industry in
Central Asia. Despite the relatively small size of this sector in Kyrgyzstan, Chinese
companies provided funds and expertise for some of the projects. For example, China
recourses invested in the exploitation of oil fields in the Batken region and acquired the
Batkenneftegaz company in 2007.134
The petroleum company Zhongda is also active in Kyrgyzstan. It has built several oil
refineries in Northern Kyrgyzstan and represents the largest enterprise in this sector in the
country. Yet, despite the investment of $430 million signed in 2013 for building a new
plant135, this petroleum company has faced major difficulties as it failed to secure crude oil
supplies before building the plant. When the refinery opened in January 2014, it could use
only a fraction of its 850,000-ton annual capacity and it continued to use only less than
one-third of its capacity in 2017.136 Zhongda oil refinery has figured in many public
scandals in Kyrgyzstan, it was accused of not paying taxes and repeatedly faced charges
related to workers’ rights and environmental damage. More recently, the company was put
on the list of monopolistic firms to be surveyed by the Kyrgyz government, accused of
raising the prices of fuel even when the prices of oil imported from Kazakhstan remained
stable.137
Another field that attracts Chinese investors is the mining industry, where it competes
with other foreign investors. As the International Crisis Group report pointed out, the
mining sector in Central Asia is extraordinarily corruption-prone, both on the side of the
bureaucracies and of some of the investors, who practice illegal purchasing and reselling of
governmental licenses.138 Investors have to confront overgrown and intricate bureaucratic
systems and constantly changing rules concerning licenses and taxes. When Chinese funds,
usually very low-transparent, meet with this highly corrupted environment, they often
engage in mining sector monopolization efforts and do not respect social and
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environmental norms.139 Although Kyrgyzstan’s legislation officially complies with the
Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI), law enforcement is still poor and does
not efficiently prevent corruption.140 All these factors often entail over-depletion of
sources, environmental degradation, and social upheavals.
Moreover, the use of natural resources and land is a sensitive topic in the Kyrgyz
public sphere and the allocation or suspension of extraction rights is constantly
renegotiated.
To illustrate the challenges and controversies that accompany investments in the
mining sector, we should point out the case of the Kichi Chaarat company, whose shares
belong to a Chinese investor. The enterprise received the license for extraction of gold,
silver, and copper in the Kuru-Teregek mine, in the Chatkal raion already in 2003. In 2018,
it came to the surface that officials of the State Committee for Industry, Energy, and
Subsoil Use illegally extended the company’s license agreement between 2003-2016.141
What is more, the company also faced charges of illicit extraction of grit between 20152017, constructing facilities without proper authorization, and preventing other companies
with a license from carrying out geospatial research.142 Moreover, the workers at the mine
have denounced the poor working conditions and extremely low salaries.143
The case of the company Full Gold Mining illustrates the Chinese strategy of securing
access to resources by using barter deals. The company obtained the right to exploit the
Ishtamberdy gold deposits in 2008 through a non-transparent deal with a governmental
group headed by Maksim Bakiyev, the son of the then-president. In exchange, the Chinese
company offered investment and building the road Osh – Ishkertam. Since the original
agreement, the company got its license renewed twice, in 2011 and 2017. According to
Kyrgyz experts, the Ishtamberdy mine represents the third-largest gold reserve in the
country and the locals lament that it was “given almost for nothing” to the Chinese
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company and that the license extensions did not lead to the reassessment of the terms and
conditions.144
The Chinese investors were less successful in obtaining the Dzhetim-Too iron mine in
the Naryn. The mine that holds an estimated 3,5 billion tons of iron, was allegedly bought
by Art Mining, a group headed by people affiliated with Maksim Bakiev. Art mining then
sold 80% of its shares to a Chinese company Mylin resources in 2009.145 After the 2010
events, the Interim government revoked the license, but the company sued the government
and got the license back temporarily. Besides that, the locals from Naryn and Dzety-Oguz
opposed the extraction activities and protests against it took place in Bishkek and Naryn.
Several lawsuits followed and the final court order returned the rights for extraction to the
Kyrgyz government in 2016.146 This case demonstrates the negative effects of the linkages
between corrupt politicians and Chinese FDI. As the reshuffles of ruling elites in
Kyrgyzstan occur on a regular basis, the deals need to be renegotiated frequently and
sometimes this happens to the detriment of Chinese companies. Corruption increases the
price of conducting business and discourages potential serious investors. Thus, the practice
of clientelism in the mining industry is harmful to the interests of both the Chinese
investors and the Kyrgyz people.
The troublesome situation around Chinese mining companies in Kyrgyzstan relates to
the broader concerns about China’s ‘extractive diplomacy’ in developing countries around
the globe and its negative impact on social and environmental standards.147

3.2

Development assistance
China has become an active donor and creditor of developing countries, referring to

its foreign aid projects as ‘development assistance’.148 Grants, interest-free loans, and
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concessional loans all fall into this category. Governmental subsidies for joint ventures and
economic co-operation are sometimes also included, although their characterization as aids
remains controversial.149
Loans account for the largest part of ‘development assistance’ that China allocates to
Kyrgyzstan. The loans are usually granted for specific purposes, like building roads or
modernizing existing power stations. Most often, the projects financed by the loans also
have to be carried out by Chinese companies and are thus closely linked to Chinese FDI.
In contrast to Western aid, Chinese loans do not stipulate conditions linked to human
rights or market reforms but bear different forms of conditionality designed to suit best
China’s interests. Soft loans provision is conditioned by diplomatic adherence to the One
China policy, the participation of Chinese companies in the financed project, and the
procurement of at least half of the materials, technical assistance, and services in China.150
Chinese representatives do not favor co-operation with other donors or multilateral
approaches to foreign assistance. They are absent from Development Partners’
Coordination Council in Kyrgyzstan, the platform serving to coordinate development
efforts of international donors, and do not 151
The non-competitive nature of the projects financed by Chinese loans contributes to
the rise of corruption, which in turn sometimes results in public scandals and harms the
reputation of China-financed projects.
In 2010, the contract for modernization of Bishkek’s thermal power station was
awarded to the Chinese firm TBEA that had estimated the cost to be $200 million. Later
the cost rose to $386 million, the sum that the Chinese Export-Import Bank granted to
Kyrgyzstan in 2014 and that amounted to $492 million of total debt.152 An accident in the
supposedly modernized thermal power station took place in January 2018 and had left
Bishkek’s inhabitants without heating for one week. The accident prompted the initiation
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“Kyrgyzstan Vernet Po Kreditu Na Tèc 492 Mln Dollarov [Кыргызстан Вернет По Кредиту На Тэц 492
Млн Долларов]”, online, RFE/RL: Azattyk, February 14, 2019, https://rus.azattyk.org/a/29769404.html.
150

42

of several criminal cases, one of them for corruption in public procurement, against the
politicians and state officials that lobbied for the Chinese contractor.153
Osmonbek Artykbaev, a businessman in the pharmaceutics sector and former Minister
of Energy and Industry is one of the culprits. He gave orders for the quickest possible
conclusion of the contract with TBEA and was accused of neglecting Kyrgyz interests. He
took part in two visits in China organized by TBEA but denied any responsibility in
misallocating resources. He stated that the preferential loan offered by China was an
opportunity to ensure the country’s energy independence and that it was based on China’s
good attitude toward Kyrgyzstan.154 According to him, any doubts concerning the
modernization project should be consulted directly with the Chinese government.
Artykbaev got away with a fine, while other participants, including two former prime
ministers, received jail sentences. The possible use of economic statecraft in this affair is
difficult to prove, as the whole corruption affair is very intricate, but we might conclude
that the Chinese Exim Bank prefers to grant loans only under specific conditions that are in
accord with Chinese interests. In this case, the selection of the Chinese contractor preceded
the conclusion of the loan agreement, suggesting that there might have been some informal
deals between Kyrgyz leaders and the Chinese side. Whether some of the Chinese actors
resorted to offering bribes remains unclear, but it cannot be excluded.
China-funded projects raise the question of Kyrgyzstan’s debt and the modalities of
its repayment. As of March 2017, public and publicly guaranteed debt accounted for 65%
of GDP, of which around 90% represented external debt. The largest creditor is the Exim
Bank of China, with $1.5 billion, or roughly 40 percent of the country’s total external
debt.155
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Table 2: Share of the Exim Bank of China in Kyrgyz external debt

Source: http://www.minfin.kg/ru/novosti/mamlekettik-karyz/tyshky-karyz
Recent research has identified eight countries that are at the risk of becoming debtdependent on China and Kyrgyzstan figures among them.156 The problem is that this debt
trap might only reveal itself in the long run, when the grace periods expire. In case of
insolvency, China might resort to demanding repayment in the form of access to mineral
deposits.
It is clear that China’s economic penetration into Central Asia is motivated primarily
by the wish to expand its natural resources suppliers and it has already offered investment
in exchange for land lease or access to natural resources on several occasions. For
example, China offered to build the Kyrgyzstan-China railroad for the concession of three
Kyrgyz mining districts. However, despite repeated propositions and urging from the
Chinese government, both presidents Akayev and Bakiyev declined such offers.157
Neighboring Tajikistan already paid off its debt toward the company TBEA by granting
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mining rights for gold extraction in 2019.158 No guarantee exists that this will not happen
in Kyrgyzstan.
China’s use of foreign aid is designed to promote Chinese companies’ foreign
expansion and secure assets such as access to natural resources or huge contracts through
the practice of predatory lending.159 The opacity of the agreements makes it difficult to
evaluate the outcomes of Chinese aids and the lack of information on how loans are
negotiated and spent creates conditions for corrupt deals and elite capture.

3.3

Trade
The trade between China and Kyrgyzstan is another resource that the CCP can use as

a means of economic statecraft. The enormous differences in the size of the two economies
tilt the trade balance in favor of the Chinese manufacturing giant. Central Asian authors
expect that Kyrgzystan’s widening trade deficit will make the country more dependent on
Chinese exports and cheap goods.160
Given the small size of Kyrgyzstan’s domestic market, a considerable part of imports
from China has served for reexports to countries with higher purchasing powers. Up to
2008, three-quarters of imported goods from China were re-exported and generated gains
equaling Kyrgyzstan’s annual GDP. According to these estimations, the re-exports
business accounted for higher incomes than the Kumtor gold mine, generally considered as
the leading contributor to the country’s cash-strapped budget. 161
The bulk of Kyrgyz exports to China consists of raw materials, representing 51% of
total exports to China in 2011 and 41 % in 2017.162 This reflects the dire state of the
Kyrgyz economy that fails to develop other sectors such as manufacturing to export more
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value-added products. Chinese investments, aimed mainly at securing infrastructure
projects and natural resources for Chinese firms, are not set to change this situation.
China exports mainly consumer goods, textiles and clothing, footwear, and
intermediary goods to Kyrgyzstan.163 The availability of textiles from China has had a
positive effect on the development of the sewing industry in Bishkek.164
Moreover, part of the trade with China operates under the rules of the shadow
economy. Some researchers argue that the import/export trade is organized by
supranational criminal networks that have links with the political elites, secret services, and
custom workers across Central Asia.165 However, grey cross-border trade whereby goods
are smuggled by individuals or small groups also exists. Both informal and illegal trades,
as well as bazaar and cross-border trades, do not figure in the official statistics and are
difficult to estimate.
Trade relations with China have reportedly suffered from Kyrgyzstan’s accession to
the EEU and Customs Union in 2015, as it decreased the value of bazaars as a trading post
and contributed to the shrinking of resale activities.166
One of the goals of the BRI is building infrastructure to enhance trade along the
Eurasian economic belt. However, researchers have pointed out that the construction of
roads and railroads or the creation of free trade zones is not sufficient to boost trade.
Sebastien Schiek from the German Institute for International and Security Affairs has
argued that a successful pro-trade policy in Central Asia would require border management
reforms that would decrease the time and costs associated with custom checks at the
crossing points.167 Chinese loans and investment are not conditioned by reforms and
therefore might act only indirectly as institutional transfer mechanisms. By assuming the
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role of the main creditor and investor, China tries to gain loyalty from the elites and use
financial incentives as means of promoting institutional reform. However, China might in
the future also resort to coercion to make other states implement desired reforms.168
Chinese trade with Kyrgyzstan is insignificant for China but of utmost importance to
Kyrgyzstan. Their uneven mutual trade and Kyrgyz resale activities suffered especially
from the effects of the global financial crisis and then from Kyrgyzstan’s accession to the
EEU. Chinese objectives to create new markets and support trade run into problems due to
weak institutional border management and might lead China to coerce its neighbor into
implementing reforms.

3.4

Reactions in Kyrgyzstan
The reactions to the growing Chinese involvement in Kyrgyzstan range from timid

Sinophilia and pro-Chinese lobbying still in its infancy to criticism and overt Sinophobia.
They differ significantly depending on social classes and interest groups. The influence of
other great powers, namely Russia and, to a lesser extent, the United States, also plays an
important role in shaping attitudes and discourses about China.
Among the ordinary population, the Chinese presence in Kyrgyzstan has spurred
growing suspicion and resentment that are linked to fears of losing land, being
economically exploited by China, and overwhelmed by the influx of Chinese workers.
Anti-Chinese protests and sometimes even violence against Chinese nationals working in
Kyrgyzstan testify of this tendency to Sinophobia.
The corruption scandals surrounding some of the Chinese projects have contributed to
the worsening of the public perception of China as a partner. Grievances over natural
resources being extracted and taken out of the country resonate throughout the society, as
well as discontentment with low wages, poor working conditions, and environmental
damage associated with Chinese economic activities in the country.
Conversely, the ruling elites usually keep a low profile concerning the Chinese
economic involvement, while the opposition sometimes seeks to capitalize on anti-Chinese
sentiment. Those who are in power do not wish to criticize the country’s biggest investor
and leading trade partner. Yet, the anxieties of the population and notably the scale of
popular mobilization have had a constraining effect on Kyrgyz leaders’ ability to conclude
untransparent deals with China, especially those linked to land lease and natural
168

Idem, p.22

47

resources.169 The authorities promote closer co-operation with China and seldomly dare to
criticize it. However, as Maria Danilovich has demonstrated in her article,170 the intentions
of Kyrgyz officials do not always correspond with the vision of the Chinese side. The
Kyrgyz leadership’s support of bilateral initiatives can be at odds with the Chinese
multilateral approach promoted as part of the BRI. Yet, other understandings of the
Chinese approach to international relations highlight that Xi Jinping’s administration also
has a marked preference for bilateral deals, despite the multilateral rhetoric.171 From this
perspective, the failure of concluding bilateral projects is symptomatic either of higher
resistance of Kyrgyz leadership or, if it is co-opted by China, of their inability to
implement compliance with Chinese demands due to low stateness.
As Catherine Owen has revealed in her analysis of Kyrgyzstan’s Russian language
online media, a surprisingly large portion of articles covering China actually portrays it in
a positive light and contrary to expectations addresses not only economic issues but also
political ones.172 This can be explained by the fact that the readers of Russian language
media belong to the educated middle class and political elite that benefit from the growing
economic ties with China. The very negative views on China receive more coverage in the
Kyrgyz language media landscape, while the overtly Sinophobic and conspirational views
spread primarily through social media.173 The public opinion polls indicate that contrary to
Russia that is perceived as a reliable partner, China lags far behind in popularity. For
example, the results of the 2016 poll carried out by the International Republican Institute
show that 21% of respondents perceived China as a partner and 27% identified it as a
threat, while an overwhelming 94% stood for considering Russia as a partner and none of
the respondents perceived it as a threat.174 After many corruption scandals had been
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revealed in the course of 2018, the views of the population on China worsened
accordingly, as 57% of the respondents pinpointed China as a threat in a poll from
November 2018.175
The anti-Chinese moods in the Kyrgyz society often thrive on the widespread belief
that Chinese companies prefer to hire only Chinese workers. Chinese companies are
accused of giving work almost exclusively to their nationals while plundering the country’s
resources. The organization Kyrk Choro (Forty Knights), created in 2010, has also
participated in spreading these views, among other activities of its supposedly patriotic
agenda. The militants of Kyrk Choro, usually wearing the kalpak felt hats as a symbol of
their proud Kyrgyzness, have criticized the government and decided to take things into
their own hands, organizing raids and protests against illegal migrants and Chinese
companies.176 Clashes between the incoming Chinese and local population are also
becoming more frequent.
The fears of Chinese immigrants flooding the domestic labor market have their root in
the Soviet propaganda that portrayed China as the historical enemy and prompted the
population to beware of the “silent expansion” of the Chinese.177 Nowadays, the anxieties
connected to the Chinese demographical threat are present in media, as well as in the
Kyrgyz academic discourse.178 However, the fieldwork done by Dirk van der Klay in
Chinese companies in Kyrgyzstan has demonstrated that most Chinese companies hire the
majority of their workforce locally and that the longer the company operates in
Kyrgyzstan, the higher the proportion of local workers.179 Yet, the situation is different for
Chinese investment projects (mainly mines and refineries) and the projects financed by
government-to-government loans (carried out by TBEA or CRBC). While the Chinese
companies operating in China employed from 60 to 90 % of locals between 2016-2018, the
175

“Public Opinion Survey Residents Of Kyrgyzstan: November 22 - December 4, 2018”, online,
International Republican Institute, 2019,
https://www.iri.org/sites/default/files/february_2019_kyrgyzstan_poll.pdf. p.54
176
Samat Dzhumakadyrov, “«Kyrk Choro» - Provlastnyj Proekt? [«Кырк Чоро» - Провластный Проект?]”,
online, RFE/RL: Azattyk, July 17, 2015, https://rus.azattyk.org/a/27133965.html.
177
Sébastien Peyrouse, “Discussing China: Sinophilia and Sinophobia in Central Asia”, online, Journal of
Eurasian Studies 7 (2015): 14-23, http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.euras.2015.10.003. p.21
178
Zhamyjkat Omurova, “Sotrudnichestvo Kyrgyzskoj Respubliki s Kitajskoj Narodnoj Respublikoj v
Ramkach Projekta «Odin Pojas – Odin Put'» [Сотрудничество Кыргызской Республики С Китайской
Народной Республикой В Рамках Проекта «Один Пояс – Один Путь]”, online, Vestnik Volgogradskogo
Gosudarstvennogo Universiteta 24, no. 5 (2019): 236-249,
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.15688/jvolsu4.2019.5.17. p.245
179
Dirk van der Kley, “Chinese Companies’ Localization In Kyrgyzstan And Tajikistan”, online, Problems
Of Post-Communism 67, no. 3 (2020): 241–250,
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1080/10758216.2020.1755314.

49

numbers for the loan-funded projects are unknown but estimated to be much lower. Loanfunded road constructions or power plant modernization tend to be rather short-term,
which makes the training of local staff economically unviable.180 Nevertheless, the protests
in the country denouncing the practice of imported labor force have pushed Chinese
companies, including those funded by governmental loans, to commit to increasing the
proportion of local hires and accelerating the know-how transfer.
As illustrated in the previous sections, despite increased involvement of local
workers, other labor-related issues and grievances persist, such as low wages, overtimes,
and insufficient working conditions.
According to Sébastien Peyrouse, the Sinophilia groupings and pro-Chinese lobbying
are rather weak or non-existent in Kyrgyzstan, but some families are directly affiliated to
Chinese businesses. For example, the Salymbekov family that owns the Dordoi and other
markets and controls the trade flows through Naryn engages in promoting positive
perspectives on China.181
The Central Asian experts’ opinion on Chinese economic expansion varies greatly.
On the one hand, scholars highlight the beneficial role of infrastructure projects for
overcoming the relative isolation of the land-locked countries and enhancing trade. On the
other hand, some experts are highly suspicious of Chinese motivations and contend that
China is trying to make Central Asian countries dependent, hindering their autonomy and
using them only for resource extraction and transit.182
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4. Assessment of Kyrgyzstan's possible (non)compliance
4.1

Level of stateness – autonomy

The political developments in Kyrgyzstan since its independence have been characterized
by instability and frequent upheavals. Although the country stands out among Central Asian
states for its higher levels of pluralism and active civil society, most analysts are skeptical
about Kyrgyzstan’s democracy and highlight that the reasons for pluralism lie in the
divisions among elites and overall state weakness. In Lucan Way’s view, Akayev instituted
a sort of ‘soft authoritarianism’ and the two turnovers of 2005 and 2010 resulted from
authoritarian weakness, rather than from democratic tolerance.183
The new constitution adopted in June 2010 operated a shift toward a new type of semipresidentialism as the president-parliamentary variant was replaced by the premierpresidential type of semi-presidentialism, granting more powers to the prime minister and
parliament.184 Until 2010, the president had held the power to direct the country’s foreign
policy, while the new constitution put the government, led by the prime minister in charge
of both domestic and foreign affairs. Yet, according to article 64.6, the president also has a
say in foreign policy matters, which makes the division of power unclear.185 Atambayev took
advantage of this constitutional ambiguity during his presidency and asserted his authority
firmly in foreign policymaking.
The political party system of Kyrgyzstan, according to the analysis of 2010 parliamentary
elections can be characterized as “high-fragmented but low-polarized” 186, meaning that it is
composed of a high number of competing parties and no party can achieve a majority, but
their differences in ideology are minimal and the distinction between them is unclear. They
are mostly catch-all parties that have no defined ideology and ideological frontiers between
them are either nonexistent or blurred. Doolotkeldieva’s and Wolters’ account of the party
dynamics since 2010 and the 2015 parliamentary elections also confirm this view.187 They
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argue that the logic of monetization of electoral lists and vote-buying has incapacitated the
parties as democratic representative bodies, but also as providers of stable neo-patrimonial
networks. As a result, the parties disband soon after the elections and the party discipline
and loyalty are almost inexistent.
Atambayev, despite diminished presidential powers, succeeded in enhancing his political
leverage through securing control over the divided and weak parliament. Members of the
president’s SDPK party or people with close ties to it, led most of the governmental
coalitions during the president’s term. The prime minister, far from the role assigned to him
by the constitution, ended up on the sidelines.188 Thus, the separation of power, formally
designed by the constitution, is, in reality, a tacit concentration of power in the hands of the
president, at least in what concerns foreign policy matters.
Since 2010, the division of the executive and legislative powers between different
parties and factions has increased substantially. The ministries, agencies, and even the
administrative posts at regional level are divided between different parties, public offices are
sold, and the overall situation is even more prone to corruption than beforehand.189 As a
consequence of constant power struggles and unsuccessful and short-lived coalitions, the
administration posts are reshuffled very often, which results in diminished governance
potential and a lack of continuity in decision making. The Zhogorku Kenesh, the national
parliament, has become a marketplace for negotiating corrupt deals.
Furthermore, when confronted with a strong domestic opposition or with defiance from the
part of the elite, the governments are not able to withstand the pressure, which leads to
frequents changes in the government’s composition. Thus, we might conclude, the autonomy
of the leaders is diminished, and the institutional design and political culture are failing to
ensure to the leaders the possibility to effectively govern. However, the president managed
to concentrate the power to direct foreign policy in his hands, which makes an argument in
favor of autonomy. Thus, Kyrgyzstan’s degree of autonomy classifies as moderate.
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4.2

Level of stateness – capacity

4.2.1 Economic capacity
The economic capacity of the Kyrgyz state tends to be rather limited, as it classifies as a
cash-strapped country that relies on external financial aid and loans. For example, between
2007 and 2012, Kyrgyzstan was the beneficiary of almost $2 billion of foreign aid and
credits, a sum that equals one year of government spending. When Bakiyev was ousted in
2010, the interim government received more than $1.1 billion from international donors.190
The Kyrgyz government is especially dependent on financial assistance from China and
Russia. From 2008 to 2017 the external debt of Kyrgyzstan to Exim bank of China (the main
Chinese exports and imports bank) went from USD 9 million to USD1.7 billion, mostly
because of loans designated to finance huge infrastructure projects. 191 Russia aids through
debt forgiveness or direct donations of military hardware and industrial assets. In 2014,
Russia provided Kyrgyzstan with a $45 million grant to help it to cope with its budget
deficit.192 Russia had also granted a debt relief to Kyrgyzstan, first in 2013 when an amount
of $188.9 million was written off and then again in 2018 when the remaining debt to Russia
worth $240 million was cancelled. The official reason for this petition was the need to
improve Kyrgyzstan’s debt indicators.193
Tax collection is inefficient and complicated. Kyrgyzstan performs the worst among Central
Asian states in what concerns the number of types of tax payments.194 Tax revenues the
government can collect rest primarily on indirect taxes, such as value-added tax. Income tax
represented only around 9% of the total tax revenues between 2012 and 2017, while VAT
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accounted for 40.3% of tax revenues in 2012 and 43.7% in 2017.195 The predominance of
indirect taxes in Kyrgyzstan’s tax revenues indicates that the government’s surplus tax haul
is fairly limited. Besides that, the importance of the informal economy also negatively affects
state revenues. Enterprises facing competition from the informal sector can be forced to shift
to informality as well, escaping social contributions that amount to 27% of the payroll.
According to official estimates, the informal sector accounted for 40% of GDP in 2012 and
23.6 % in 2017.196
Endowment in natural resources is limited to gold reserves whose extraction necessitates
foreign investment. Due to the weak economy, inefficient tax collection, and lack of
significant reserves of natural resources, the economic capacity of the Kyrgyz state remains
low.

4.2.2 Coercive capacity
The police and military inadequacies have become visible on several occasions, especially
during the Tulip revolution and the Osh events. As Way pointed out, the weak coercive
apparatus of the Kyrgyz state made possible the 2005 overthrow of the regime, despite the
relatively small number of protesters.197 The coercive capacity suffered the greatest decline
during Bakiyev’s term and has not recovered since. The uprisings did not lead to
reorganizations or reforms of the security apparatus, and it continued suffering from the
same vices and incapacities under Atambayev.198
Erica Marat 199 has argued that coercive forces in Kyrgyzstan do not mirror the ethnic
composition of Kyrgyz society and are fraught with divisions. She has also shown that while
Bakiyev was able to secure the loyalty of higher officials and military leaders, he was not
very popular among grassroots officers. This, together with the distortion of the military
hierarchy that he endorsed by promoting persons loyal to him, resulted in a situation in which
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policemen and soldiers often pledged allegiance to specific officials or local power brokers
instead of being loyal to the central government.
The divisions were further exacerbated along ethnic lines with the outbreak of the 2010
conflict. The police and the small professional army, both underpaid and dominated by
ethnic Kyrgyz, were incapable of maintaining control of the streets in the north and curbing
the outbursts of violence in the south. The security forces and particularly the police even
took part in the violent clashes between Uzbek and Kyrgyz bands, instead of acting as
guardians of public order and security.200
Concerning the number of police officers, there were 332,6 per 100 000 population in
2000201 and this number dropped to 282 for the period 2007-2012.202 However, although the
number of officers is the smallest in Central Asia, the problem lies elsewhere. The coercive
capacity of the state is hindered by the endemic corruption and complex network of
allegiances. Unlike military service, joining the police ranks is viewed аs a prestigious
profession, especially because it offers the possibility to increase the individual’s gains
through corruption networks and bribery.
The ineffectiveness of security forces leads to attempts by citizens to self-organize security
activities and to the proliferation of private militias. Informal civilian militias started
patrolling the streets of Bishkek when the tensions escalated in April 2010. They started as
neighborhood defense units, but gradually evolved into bigger formations, such as the Patriot
formation that attracted thousands of volunteers.203 The Interim Government gave official
sanction to these self-proclaimed security formations operating throughout the country by
issuing a decree “On the Formation of Citizens’ Defense Groups,” on June 12.204
Moreover, the state failure during the uprising resulted in a temporary void that was promptly
filled by criminal and drug trafficking groups that even advertised their services to
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companies and ordinary people on television. Only the growing political ambitions of these
groups pushed state authorities to intervene.205
Another instance of civilian-organized justice is the Kyrk Choro organization mentioned
earlier. Members of Kyrk Choro have orchestrated raids on nightclubs frequented by Chinese
businessmen, justifying their self-appointed justice-making by agreements they claimed to
have with state security authorities.206 The actions of these vigilantes constitute yet another
symptom of the lack of reliable police forces and their popularity among the population
stems from the weariness of the people with the corrupt police that turns a blind eye on the
infringements of the law.
The corruption of the police and other security services and their lack of professionalism
constitute a huge issue and impede the effective use of coercive force by the state. As the
security structures are interwoven with the political, business, and patronage networks, the
executive power does not have functioning security forces at hand. In the case of a crisis, the
leadership has to take into account and deal with a complex net of horizontal powers and
loyalties. As a consequence, the coercive capacity of the state remains low.

4.3

Level of stateness– legitimacy

Kyrgyzstan suffers from several symptoms that show its government as having a low level
of legitimacy. Although the parliamentary elections held in 2010 and 2015 were considered
by the international observers as at least partly free and competitive 207 , the democratic
sources of the legitimacy of the government are harmed by pervasive corruption and
ineffective governance. Due to the weakness and volatility of the parties, the prime minister,
lacking strong party support, has turned into an appendage of the president, whose position
is however also uncertain.208 As a consequence, voters are left with the sentiment that their
vote is devoid of meaning, as most politicians become turncoats after the elections.
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In the assessment of state fragility from the end of 2016, Kyrgyzstan scored 12 (on a scale
from 0 for no fragility to 25 for extreme fragility), showing a +2 increase of its state fragility
index since 1995. 209 The legitimacy score that evaluates a country’s legitimacy through
combining the rankings of security, political, economic, and social legitimacy indicated the
score 5 for Kyrgyzstan (out of 12 for very high fragility of legitimacy in all spheres).
According to the Global Report, the political legitimacy in Kyrgyzstan scores the worst – it
suffers from a high level of fragility, while the security and economic legitimacy show low
fragility, and only social legitimacy exhibits no fragility.210
Kyrgyzstan has experienced large-scale violent dissent, one of the criteria indicating the
government’s low legitimacy, the largest occurrences being the Aksy events, the Tulip
revolution, and the April and June events of 2010. However, during Atambayev’s term, the
situation in the country tended towards stabilization. The opinion polls also indicated that
the overall mood in the country was shifting towards a more positive outlook.
In 2012, 67% of respondents regarded favorably the presidential administration and 70% the
government. In 2015, 63% had a positive opinion of the presidency and 57% of the
government. In 2016 78% of the respondents approved of president Atambayev’s actions in
office, while only 43% subscribed to the parliament’s job and 47% disapproved of it.211
Public opinion evolved in favor of the president and to the detriment of other components of
the executive branch and the legislative body. Thus, the president, who concentrated the
power in his hands enjoyed high levels of legitimacy, but the regime as a whole was seen as
illegitimate by a significant portion of the population.
Regarding the question of whether the state relies on systematic repression, it is necessary
to consider the nature of repressions it employs. Markowitz and Omelicheva have argued
that the coercive forces in Kyrgyzstan are prone to unruly forms of repression and collective
violence because the state does not control the illicit commercial networks and thus has little
interest in investing in a strong security apparatus.212 The Kyrgyz state does not rely on
systematic repression as such, but due to the weakness of its security forces, the officers
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engage in indiscriminate violence against entire segments of the population, organizing mass
arrests that target members of the Uzbek minority or make use of groundless accusations of
religious extremism on people to extort bribes.213
Emigration is another important factor that undermines the legitimacy of the Kyrgyz state.
The remittances account for a substantial part of its GDP, in 2013, they represented 31% of
the country’s GDP. 214 It is estimated that more than 1 million Kyrgyz work in Russia,
representing around 16% of the total population. 215 Such a high level of migration that is
motivated mostly by economic necessity represents a problem for the legitimacy of the state.
To conclude, the Kyrgyz state presents a low-to-moderate level of legitimacy. Despite the
absence of violent protests or assassination attempts of the leaders during Atambayev’s term
and his relative popularity, the regime suffered from symptoms of low legitimacy, especially
the absence of political legitimacy, security forces resorting to collective violence, and large
emigration.
The overall level of Kyrgyzstan’s stateness during Atambayev’s presidency was low. The
combination of moderate autonomy, low capacity, and low-to-moderate legitimacy results
in low stateness.

4.4

Threat to strategic interests

The only international variable is the threat to strategic interest (TSI), composed of the
relationship between the TSI associated with compliance and the TSI with non-compliance.
In Kyrgyzstan’s case, accepting Chinese demands would translate as agreeing to build the
railroad with a trajectory accommodating Chinese interests, permit further indebtment, and
grant access to natural resources extraction sites. As such, these accommodations do not
directly represent a threat to Kyrgyzstan’s strategic interests, but they would aggravate its
economic dependency on China, opening the door to possible coercive uses of economic
statecraft in the future.
Moreover, meeting Chinese demands might threaten Kyrgyzstan’s relations with Russia, the
traditional partner, and an important security broker in the country. Despite the publicly
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displayed Russo-Chinese friendship and China’s prudent behavior in foreign affairs, the
behind-the-scenes rivalry between the two is inevitable in Central Asia. As opposed to China,
Russia can build on great cultural and linguistic ties with the Kyrgyz population, as well as
on the popularity of Russian media to deploy its soft power. In the post-2010 period, Russia
has also had success in cultivating personal ties with Kyrgyz elites. Almost all aspiring
politicians and members of the government and the opposition traveled to Moscow to gain
the support of Russian political figures.216 Thence, the compliance with China’s demands
can be challenged by Russia’s unwillingness to see Chinese advancement into its former
backyard. However, inter-elite divisions and constant reshuffles in the administration make
the Kyrgyz political environment highly unstable, affecting the deals with both regional
powers.
Due to the increased dependency and the possibility of thwarting relations with Kyrgyzstan’s
ally Russia, the TSI associated with compliance is moderate.
The TSI associated with non-compliance is low because resistance to Chinese demands does
not entail any political or military sanctions, nor does it lead to diplomatic isolation or harm
to Kyrgyzstan’s reputation.

4.5

Results
Kyrgyzstan’s level of stateness during the assessed period of Atambayev’s term

was low, whereas the TSI posed by Chinese economic statecraft qualified as negative low
(-1), after the subtraction of TSI associated with compliance (moderate- rank 2) from the
TSI associated with non-compliance (low- rank 1). A low level of stateness can either lead
to compliance or to a situation in which the leaders are ready to comply with the sender’s
demands, but unable to impose their will to the population and other societal groups.
Kyrgyzstan’s case illustrates the second possibility. Low level of stateness, together with
low negative TSI result in non-compliance with China’s demands, which explains why
most of the larger China-led projects struggle with implementation in Kyrgyzstan.
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Conclusion
Chinese economic incentives to Kyrgyzstan take the form of FDI mainly into the mining and
energy sectors, exports, and developmental assistance that includes preferential loans,
grants, and technical assistance. Developmental assistance has tackled much-needed
infrastructure projects, albeit with mixed results in some cases.
Greater supranational projects that make part of the BRI have struggled with implementation
in Kyrgyzstan, especially when compared to other Central Asian countries where the
negotiations and execution of the projects tend to be smooth. In comparison, bilateral
projects that involve Chinese companies or co-operation with Xinjiang are more successful,
since they are smaller in scale and that some of the Chinese investors, facing harsh
competition in China and saturation of the domestic market, are willing to invest even in
high-risk projects abroad. Moreover, companies that engage in strategic sectors of the
Kyrgyz economy benefit from subsidies from the Chinese government that often compensate
for the lack of real profits. Despite the weak economic rationality of some of the projects,
Chinese actors carry them out anyway because they have a strategic and symbolic meaning
for China, which wishes to spread its influence and establish a stronghold in Central Asia.
Moreover, China can benefit from the enormous inequalities between its economy and that
of Kyrgyzstan. Allocating only a very small portion of its resources to Kyrgyzstan provides
China with enormous leverage within the country. However, the potential leverage is
countered by domestic issues, namely the low level of stateness, corruption, and influence
of third-party actors, mainly Russia.
Kyrgyzstan’s leaders are most probably co-opted by Chinese economic statecraft, but low
level of stateness prevents them from effectively implementing compliant behavior. Rising
Sinophobia adds fuel to the strong domestic opposition to Chinese projects and the leaders
lack means of controlling the dissent. In the Kyrgyz case, the low level of stateness does not
represent an obstacle in the way of resistance to Chinese economic statecraft, but rather
hinders the capacity of the ruling class to accomplish the desires of China as the sender state.
Besides that, frequent changes in the elite structure and constant power struggles not only
decrease the level of autonomy of the leaders but also impede the successful negotiation of
deals and execution of long-term projects that demand consistency and commitment on the
part of the rulers.
China presumably focuses mainly on the collaboration and co-optation of the political and
business elites, but it is less successful at promoting a positive image of its own economic
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initiatives among the people. The corruption affairs that involve Chinese companies further
worsen the popular perception of China. As Chinese funding becomes associated with elite
capture and corrupt practices of the ruling class and the administration, China is viewed at
least as co-responsible and at worst as an instigator of burgeoning illicit practices.
The negative low level of threat to strategic interests is due mainly to the presence of a
second regional power, Russia, that is often seen as China’s undeclared rival in Central Asia.
Russia might support the Kyrgyz state’s decision to resist Chinese incentives or even
dissuade it from accepting Chinese projects.
Chinese economic statecraft, operating under the guise of the seemingly philanthropical Belt
and Road Initiative, aims first and foremost at promoting Chinese interests abroad. However,
the implementation of the BRI projects lags behind in Kyrgyzstan and overall, the BRI is
only a slogan from politicians’ jargon.
Strategically, the construction of the railroad and pipeline D through Kyrgyzstan, appear as
important, as they would diversify China’s trade routes through Central Asia and lessen the
dependence on Kazakhstan that has so far concentrated all of the important transport routes
on its territory. The hesitancy and frequent suspensions in the execution of these projects
thus suggest that the main obstacle lies in the Kyrgyz domestic situation. Low level of
stateness and subsequent instability and insecurity render negotiations complicated and
discourage China from pursuing projects. Even if China controls the tools for co-opting local
government, the government itself lacks the means of imposing reforms and projects. If
China resorts to coercive methods of economic statecraft, Kyrgyzstan will be more likely to
succumb to it, because of a greater threat to strategic interests. The weakest point is arguably
the growing financial dependence on Chinese funds under unclear conditions that have not
been made public. The downside of the provided investment and loans is the fact that
Kyrgyzstan is at the risk of becoming debt-dependent with uncertain outcomes for the
sovereignty over natural resources.
China’s preference for economic carrots stems from the positive externalities it hopes to
achieve and from the fact that it enables it to keep a low-profile but efficient involvement in
Central Asia. By contributing to development and growth, Chinese authorities aim at
supporting stability and obtaining loyal political counterparts.
Kyrgyzstan is susceptible to Chinese incentives only to a limited extent. China has achieved
compliance of Kyrgyz elites on the subject of subscribing to the ‘One China’ policy that
includes the imperative of not challenging the Chinese approach to controlling its Muslim

61

Uighur population. Obtaining compliance in other spheres has, however, proved more
strenuous, due to the reluctance of Russia, strong domestic opposition to Chinese
involvement, and weak overall governance.
Chinese economic incentives pose a challenge to the Kyrgyz regime. Aid and investment are
of course very needed but the Kyrgyz economy will not benefit from them unless they are
spent rationally and accompanied by institutional reforms. The symbiosis between Chinese
companies and corrupt political elites is detrimental to the objective of enhancing growth to
stabilize the society and harms China’s reputation among the public. With increased
economic exchanges, stakes and responsibilities become higher for China and the possibility
of resorting to coercion or increased involvement in the security sphere is also looming over
China’s evolving approach to Central Asian states.

Summary
Kyrgyzstan’s case confirms that low level of stateness hinders the execution of sender’s
demands, despite the successful co-optation of the elites. Popular resentment is exacerbated
by corruption scandals that link Chinese incentives to corrupt officials and fears of losing
sovereignty over land or resources. China has so far used only supportive measures of
economic statecraft with limited results in Kyrgyzstan but has successfully expanded its
sphere of influence and potential for eventual economic coercion.
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Appendix no. 1: Guiding questions for assessing stateness and TSI (table)
Appendix 1: Guiding questions for assessing stateness and TSI

Autonomy
1 Is there separation or concentration of power? (i.e., Does the executive/
leader dominate or does the legislature, the military, or some other
actor act as a veto player over foreign policy?)
2 Is the executive a unitary actor, or is it a coalition of parties, societal
forces, or interest groups?
3 Do different parties/factions control different institutions of
government?
4 In democratic systems, does the government command the support of
a strong majority in the legislature?
5 Do existing political procedures facilitate autonomous action by the
executive/leader? (i.e., Is there party discipline? Do key actors routinely
defer to the executive/leader in foreign affairs?)
6 What are prevailing norms on the conduct of foreign policy? Do they
encourage executive/leader independence in foreign affairs, or executive/
leader restraint?
Economic capacity
1 How much money does the government have at its disposal? (What is
its national budget? Its tax haul?)
2 What is its surplus tax capacity?
3 What other domestic non-tax
resources does it have access to?
4 Can the government tap international capital markets or lending
institutions?
What is its debt rating? Does it have access to foreign aid?
5 Does the government have access to policy instruments and networks
that can facilitate coercion, co-optation,
and countermeasures?
6 How concentrated is economic policymaking within the bureaucracy?
Coercive capacity
1 What is the size of the police relative to the population/territory of
the state?
2 How large is the utilizable military capacity (not necessary for other
purposes) relative to the population/territory of the state?
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3 To what degree does the intelligence apparatus penetrate society?
Legitimacy
1 Is there systematic or large scale violent dissent, such as violent protests
or assassination attempts?
2 Is there unusually large emigration?
3 Does the state rely on systematic repression?
4 Are there public opinion indicators (from public opinion polls or the
press) that a significant segment of the population views the regime as
illegitimate?
5 Are there public opinion indicators (from public opinion polls or the
press) that a significant segment of the population views the government/
leader as illegitimate?
6 Does a region or a segment of the population express the desire to
declare independence from the regime?
Threat to strategic interests (TSI) for compliance
1 Would compliance with the sender’s demands affect the target state’s
sovereignty, independence, or territorial integrity? If so, to what extent?
2 Would compliance with the sender’s demands undermine the target
state’s ability to secure itself from a geostrategic threat or create new
threats? If so, to what extent?
3 Would compliance with the sender’s demands damage the target
state’s reputation with allies or its standing internationally? If so, to
what extent?
If the answer to any of these questions is affirmative, then three
subsequent
questions are addressed to determine the seriousness of the threat.
4 Does the target state face any existential security threats?
5 Is it embroiled in an enduring rivalry?
6 Does the state have a reputation that needs repair or vigorous defense?
Threat to strategic interests (TSI) for non-compliance
1 Would non-compliance with the sender’s demands lead to compound
political or military sanctions from the sender and its allies that would
threaten the target state’s sovereignty, independence, territorial integrity,
or national security?
2 Would non-compliance with the sender’s demands serve to alienate
other states or international institutions and, therefore, lead to diplomatic
isolation?
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3 Would non-compliance with sender preferences damage the prestige
or reputation of the target?
4 Does non-compliance interfere with the target’s ability to achieve
other important military or political goals?
If the answer to any of these questions is affirmative, then three
subsequent
questions are addressed to determine the seriousness of the
threat.
5 Does the target state face any existential security threats?
6 Is it embroiled in an enduring rivalry?
7 Does the state have a reputation that needs repair or vigorous
defense?
Source: Jean-Marc F. Blanchard and Norrin M. Ripsman, Economic Statecraft And Foreign
Policy: Sanctions, Incentives, And Target State Calculations, 1st ed., (Oxon: Routledge,
2013). p.151-164
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