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Abstract
During the 2010s, “connectivity” became a buzzword within the OSCE’s second (economic and
environmental) dimension of security as a policy tool to improve economic relations among
participating States. Kazakhstan has advanced the idea of hosting an OSCE connectivity centre
in its capital to provide pertinent expertise. This contribution to OSCE Insights discusses the
concept of connectivity, delineates Kazakhstan’s connectivity agenda, and outlines its drivers.
Beyond a material interest in the theme given its landlocked location, Kazakhstan appears to
use its connectivity agenda as a vehicle to downplay commitments in the first (politico-military)
and especially the third (human) dimension of security. It is argued that Kazakhstan’s initiative
should be taken seriously, not only because the OSCE can indeed play a role in connectivity but
also because Kazakhstan’s significant contributions to regional and international cooperation
and stability deserve recognition. Yet it is emphasized that the three OSCE security dimensions
cannot be played off against each other and that Kazakhstan must continue to pay attention to
its commitments in the first and the third dimensions.
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Introduction

During the 2010s, “connectivity” became
a buzzword as a policy tool to im-
prove inter-state economic relations, par-
ticularly in the transition economies of
South-Eastern and Eastern Europe and
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the former Soviet Union. In the OSCE,
the term was first used when Germany
chaired the OSCE in 2016, although the
theme of improving economic relations
can be traced back to the second chap-
ter of the Helsinki Final Act of 1975.
According to the OSCE website, the Or-
ganization “works on creating the basis
of economic connectivity between the 57
participating States, through dialogue on
trade and transport”.1
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Kazakhstan in particular has put the
topic of connectivity at the centre of
its foreign policy. This comes as no sur-
prise given its landlocked location and
its general isolation from global markets.
Against this backdrop, the government
has advanced the idea of establishing an
OSCE connectivity centre in the capital,
Nur-Sultan. Such a centre would give the
country the opportunity to benefit from
relevant expertise. As we shall see, how-
ever, Kazakhstan has further reasons to
promote connectivity within the OSCE.
An emphasis on this theme would serve
to advance its international and regional
leadership ambitions. Underscoring top-
ics from the OSCE’s second (economic
and environmental) dimension of securi-
ty, such as connectivity, also provides a
welcome opportunity for downplaying
unpleasant commitments in the other
two OSCE dimensions, the politico-mili-
tary and the human dimension. This is
especially true with regard to the latter,
where Kazakh officials remain resistant to
reform, particularly as regards fundamen-
tal freedoms, elections, and the freedom
of political parties. There are grounds for
believing that the Kazakh government
wishes to replace the current OSCE Pro-
gramme Office in Nur-Sultan, which cov-
ers all three dimensions, with the pro-
posed connectivity centre, which would
deal only with the second.

In addition to discussing the concept
of connectivity in general and within
the OSCE, the key aims of this paper
are to delineate Kazakhstan’s connectivi-
ty agenda (focusing on the proposed cen-
tre), to outline its drivers, and to provide
suggestions for how the OSCE should

react to this state’s ambitions. It argues
that Kazakhstan’s initiative should be tak-
en seriously not only because the OSCE
can indeed play a role in connectivity,
but also because Kazakhstan’s notewor-
thy contributions to regional and interna-
tional cooperation and stability deserve
recognition. Yet it also points out that the
three dimensions cannot be played off
against each other and that Kazakhstan
must continue to pay attention to its
commitments in the first and the third
dimensions.

The paper starts by introducing the
concept of connectivity. The second
section pinpoints how connectivity is
moored within the OSCE. The follow-
ing two sections demonstrate how Kaza-
khstan’s foreign policy places emphasis
on connectivity and illuminate underly-
ing drivers. Based on this analysis, the last
section offers policy recommendations
for the OSCE.2

The concept of connectivity

“Connectivity”, as used in this paper, can
roughly be defined as the conscious craft-
ing of economic relations among states or
regions.3 A tool of external development
policy, it embodies an element of econo-
mic diplomacy that is exerted through
individual states and international orga-
nizations. While early work on trans-
governmental relations such as that by
Keohane and Nye focused on increased
economic interactions among the then
industrialized nations,4 the economies
of the former Socialist bloc states were
thrust onto centre stage by both scholars
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and practitioners when the Berlin Wall
came down in 1989. Connectivity was
seen as a major driver of economic
progress for these states. Examples of con-
nectivity initiatives undertaken include
the since expired Technical Assistance
to the Commonwealth of Independent
States (TACIS) scheme launched in 1991
by the then European Community, the
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) announced
by China in 2013, Japan’s Partnership for
Quality Infrastructure initiative of 2015,
and the European Union (EU) Connec-
tivity Strategy for Europe and Asia, which
was launched in 2018. In addition to its
tangible material benefits, connectivity
has the potential to serve as a confidence-
building measure for fostering peaceful
relations among involved states.5 These
expectations correspond to a strand of
liberal thought according to which eco-
nomic exchange is conducive to stability
and peace.

States support connectivity projects
because they advance their material in-
terests and/or because they serve these
broader goals. Besides bringing benefits,
however, connectivity also entails risks.
As Keohane and Nye point out, increased
economic relations may create national
weaknesses to varying degrees,6 as evi-
denced by the oil embargoes of the
1970s, trade wars, and supply chain dis-
ruptions, such as those resulting from
the recent spread of COVID-19. Diverg-
ing preferences regarding where and how
to nurture economic relations can be
a further source of friction leading to
their geo-politicization.7 What is more,
the term “connectivity” has widely di-
verging connotations, which may spark

disagreement. Autocratic polities – China
and its BRI being a prime example –
by and large frame connectivity in a non-
normative, material sense, focusing on
physical infrastructure and related strate-
gic calculations. Within liberal states and
international institutions, by contrast, the
concept tends to be laden with normative
claims, including the aforementioned lib-
eral peace expectations. Related concepts
such as good governance and sustainabili-
ty entail a number of guiding principles,
values, and norms within the scope of
overall connectivity aims. Such principles
are likewise articulated by the OSCE, to
which we now turn.

The OSCE and connectivity

The relevance of connectivity to the
OSCE dates back to the Helsinki Final
Act of 1975, the second chapter of which
is devoted to economic and environmen-
tal cooperation. Several post–Cold War
milestone documents relating to the sec-
ond dimension further paved the way
for this field of action. The Final Docu-
ment of the 1990 Conference on Econo-
mic Co-operation in Europe in Bonn calls
for “sustainable economic growth” and
“co-operation in the field of economics”,
emphasizing the “rule of law and equal
protection under the law for all, based on
respect for human rights and effective, ac-
cessible and just legal systems” as accom-
panying economic growth.8

The particularly important Strategy
Document for the Economic and Envi-
ronmental Dimension (the Maastricht
Document) was adopted at the 2003
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Ministerial Council (MC) in Maastricht
against the backdrop of significant dif-
ficulties regarding economic transforma-
tion processes in the former socialist
economies. A number of governance
problems were identified, including “in-
effective institutions and a weak civil so-
ciety, lack of transparency and account-
ability in the public and private sectors,
[…] poor public management and un-
sustainable use of natural resources, cor-
ruption and lack of respect for business
ethics and corporate governance”.9

The MCs in 2006 (Brussels) and 2011
(Vilnius) also resulted in decisions relat-
ed to economic cooperation. The theme
gained significant momentum when the
Swiss Chair placed it at the top of the
OSCE agenda in 2014. The Decision on
Good Governance and Promoting Con-
nectivity taken at the 2016 MC in Ham-
burg mentioned the buzzword “connec-
tivity” for the first time in the OSCE con-
text, noting that “good governance, trans-
parency and accountability are essential
conditions for economic growth, trade,
investment and sustainable development,
thereby contributing to stability, security
and respect for human rights”. This deci-
sion charged OSCE bodies with enhanc-
ing the simplification, harmonization,
and standardization of rules and regula-
tions pertaining to trade in the OSCE
area. More recent documents referring
to connectivity include the 2017 MC De-
cision on Promoting Economic Participa-
tion in the OSCE Area and the 2018 MC
Declaration on the Digital Economy as a
Driver for Promoting Co-operation, Secu-
rity and Growth.

All of the documents mentioned above
are premised on the assumption that
fostering economic prosperity and relat-
ed features in line with connectivity en-
hances security and stability in the OSCE
area. However, given their various em-
phases and the largely diverging regime
types among participating States, the
OSCE’s approach to connectivity is clear-
ly multifaceted. There is hence no con-
sensus on how to precisely define connec-
tivity within the OSCE.

Within the institutional framework of
the OSCE, responsibility for connectivi-
ty falls on the Secretariat’s Office of the
Co-ordinator of OSCE Economic and En-
vironmental Activities (OCEEA). Its man-
date stems from the decisions and decla-
rations mentioned above, particularly the
2003 Maastricht Document. Its 22 staff
members deal with the full range of the
OSCE’s work in the second dimension,
including connectivity and other close-
ly related areas such as digitization and
good governance.10

The geographic focus of OSCE connec-
tivity lies in Eastern Europe, South-East-
ern Europe, the South Caucasus, and
Central Asia. As in other OSCE fields
of action, the OCEEA fulfils its mandate
with respect to states’ economic cooper-
ation largely by outlining best practices
for policymakers and practitioners. For
example, it has issued a Handbook of
Best Practices at Border Crossings11 and a
publication on Inland Transport Security
Forum Proceedings,12 both jointly draft-
ed with the United Nations Economic
Commission for Europe (UNECE). The
OCEEA also organizes national, regional,
and headquarters-level workshops, sem-
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inars, and online events on connectivi-
ty-related themes. Events thus far have
covered cross-border e-commerce, tran-
sit coordination, and paperless trade. In
June 2020, for instance, a web-based
meeting entitled “Safer and Sustainable
Supply Chains Connecting Central Asia
and Europe” was held. Whether and to
what extent related OCEEA functions
could be assumed by the connectivity
centre proposed by Kazakhstan is thus far
unclear.

Kazakhstan’s OSCE connectivity
ambitions

In landlocked Central Asia, which some
observers deem one of the world’s least
integrated areas, connectivity – and trans-
port in particular – clearly has a special
importance, not least given high tran-
sit costs.13 For Kazakhstan, connectivity
has represented a foreign policy priori-
ty for some time – one that has been
further strengthened over the past few
years. As a member of the Eurasian Eco-
nomic Union (EAEU), the country has
an interest in promoting trade with other
EAEU members. It is also a strong sup-
porter of the Chinese BRI, which was an-
nounced in Kazakhstan’s capital in 2013.
Kazakhstan holds strategic relevance for
the BRI as a corridor through which
Chinese–Western transport is channelled.
The BRI likewise has the potential to im-
prove transit among EAEU members.14

The Kazakh government has linked its
own Nurly Zhol (Bright Road) infras-
tructure programme, focusing on rail

and highway connections, closely to the
BRI.15

Against this backdrop, Kazakhstan has
given priority to activities related to con-
nectivity largely because they assist in the
modernization of existing routes and the
diversification of its trade through the
development of new routes – predomi-
nantly by helping it to lower transport
costs, reap revenues from transit fees,
and overcome export instability from
over-reliance on just a few markets. Kaza-
khstan is crucial for China as a transport
corridor for both imports and exports
and is a source of commodities such as
oil and uranium. But there have been re-
curring problems with the BRI and other
connectivity projects, including deficient
trade and transit cross-border standardiza-
tion, a lack of transparency, rule of law,
and accountability, and aid recipients’
vulnerability to debt distress.16 As the last
section will argue, these are difficulties
that could be addressed by an OSCE con-
nectivity centre.

When it chaired the OSCE in 2010, the
Kazakh government took the opportunity
to put economic cooperation high on the
Organization’s agenda, prioritizing the
theme of land transport.17 It saw a further
opportunity when, responding to earlier
requests from several Eastern European
and Central Asian participating States,
the 2014 Swiss Chair paid increased at-
tention to economic and environmental
issues. Kazakhstan made use of this mo-
mentum in order to enhance its own
voice regarding these themes. As a con-
sequence, its ambitions and expectations
with regard to connectivity in the OSCE
intensified. Between 2016 and 2019, the
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German, Austrian, Italian, and Slovakian
Chairs all further nurtured the topic with
different areas of focus. Italy, for exam-
ple, emphasized digitization, while the
German Chair linked connectivity closely
to good governance.18

Kazakhstan’s connectivity ambitions
culminated in its lobbying for the estab-
lishment of an OSCE Thematic Centre
on Sustainable Connectivity (CSC) in its
capital city, Nur-Sultan. The idea was in-
troduced in the capital in June 2017 at
the Second Preparatory Meeting for the
OSCE Economic and Environmental Fo-
rum and was further discussed at the Vi-
enna MC in December. Twelve months
later, on the occasion of the 2018 Mi-
lan MC, Kazakhstan’s foreign minister,
Kairat Abdrakhmanov, likewise voiced
the idea of establishing a CSC. In July
2019, at the informal OSCE Ministerial
meeting in Slovakia, the proposal was
given a more definite form. The new for-
eign minister, Beibut Atamkulov, stated
that the centre should conduct research
on “connectivity in its broad interpreta-
tion”. Kairat Sarybay, Kazakhstan’s am-
bassador to the OSCE, specified “sustain-
able connectivity issues, […] good gov-
ernance, green economy, development
of new technologies, disaster prevention,
energy security, and trade promotion”
as second dimension–related themes to
be covered by the proposed CSC.19 The
Kazakh government recommended that
this institution be established in the
Astana International Financial Centre,
a financial hub that officially opened
in mid-2018 in Nur-Sultan, halfway be-
tween the airport and the city centre.20

The location would allow for the devel-

opment of synergy between the CSC and
both in-house institutions and scholars
from the nearby Nazarbayev University.
The precise functions of a CSC have yet
to be determined.

Initially, Kazakhstan suggested that it
and/or a group of “friends of Kazakhstan”
would cover the expenses of running the
CSC. It has since insisted that the costs
should be covered by the OSCE’s Uni-
fied Budget.21 There is reason to believe
that this change of mind was not (pri-
marily) money driven. Given the OSCE’s
tight budget and zero nominal growth
policy, which means that the budget is
shrinking in real terms, it is unlikely
that both the current Programme Office
and a CSC will be able to exist in tan-
dem if funded by the Unified Budget.
While the South-Eastern European coun-
tries receive a large share of the latter
(34%), Central Asia’s share is also con-
siderable (15%), topping both Eastern
Europe (4%) and the South Caucasus
(2%).22 For this reason, and absent peace-
building, peacekeeping, and immediate
conflict-prevention needs, a substantial
increase in Central Asia’s share is unlikely
for the foreseeable future. Former OSCE
Secretary General Thomas Greminger
once pointed out that given the tight
Unified Budget, it will be impossible for
the OSCE to afford two presences in
Kazakhstan. The argument currently be-
ing advanced by Kazakhstan that the CSC
should be paid for from the Unified Bud-
get logically implies that the Programme
Office in Nur-Sultan would have to be
dissolved, although this has not been stat-
ed publicly.
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Norm resistance and leadership
ambitions

Beyond the prospect of immediate mate-
rial benefits, from Kazakhstan’s perspec-
tive the proposal of hosting a connectiv-
ity centre represents a vehicle for escap-
ing unpleasant normative commitments
and a way to advance its leadership as-
pirations in the field. As noted in the
last section, the CSC may be intended
to replace the present OSCE Programme
Office in Nur-Sultan. At the MC plenary
session in Basel in 2014, Deputy Minister
of Foreign Affairs Alexei Volkov indicat-
ed in his speech that this office could
be closed altogether. While this threat
was not put into effect,23 the Kazakh
government later repeatedly voiced the
idea of changing the mission’s mandate,
strongly emphasizing the second dimen-
sion while downplaying, if not entirely
ignoring, the other two. Like most other
field presences in Central Asia, the ini-
tial OSCE field operation in Kazakhstan
(established in 1998) had already been
downgraded to the current Programme
Office and lost some of its competences
in 2015, such as trial monitoring – the
observation and gathering of information
on court hearings and procedures so as
to assess their compliance with fair tri-
al standards.24 Back in 2004, Kazakhstan
was a prominent signatory to the “Astana
Appeal”, which contained complaints re-
garding the OSCE’s alleged bias towards
the human dimension and accompanying
intrusions into domestic affairs. In 2018,
Foreign Minister Kairat Abdrakhmanov
was the first Kazakh government repre-
sentative to state in writing that the Pro-

gramme Office had fulfilled its mandate
and that a new focus would be neces-
sary.25

It appears that the Kazakh government
views the hosting of an official OSCE
body, such as the proposed CSC, as a
way to refocus its OSCE engagement. It
might consider the CSC initiative a wel-
come distraction from unpleasant com-
mitments, particularly in the third (hu-
man) dimension.26 This rationale reflects
a broader tendency within the OSCE,
with several participating States increas-
ingly resisting compliance with OSCE
commitments and, using their veto pow-
er, blocking the employment of unwel-
come high-level officials.27

Leadership ambition is yet another
driver of Kazakhstan’s connectivity agen-
da. Since the 1990s, the country has
amply shown regional and internation-
al leadership by way of numerous
cooperation initiatives. Among other
things, Kazakhstan’s first president, Nur-
sultan Nazarbayev, proposed following
the model of European integration and
pressed for integration under a Eurasian
Union.28 Kazakhstan’s chairing of the
OSCE in 2010 was likewise a clear sign
of leadership.29 The country largely paved
the way for the declaration of a Central
Asian nuclear-weapons-free zone. With
some success, Kazakhstan has positioned
itself proactively with an ambitious diplo-
matic and foreign policy agenda, partic-
ularly as an honest peace broker, for
example in its role as host to the settle-
ment process on Syria.30 It is perhaps
no coincidence that at the aforemen-
tioned informal OSCE Ministerial gather-
ing in Slovakia in 2019, Kazakhstan not
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only announced its proposal to host a
CSC but also mentioned its aim of host-
ing a meeting on dispute resolution in
Afghanistan.31 To a certain extent, the
country has thus become an exporter of
regional and international security. Con-
nectivity aspirations in Nur-Sultan and
Vienna also aim at providing guidance
and consolidating Kazakhstan’s increas-
ingly proactive role in regional and inter-
national affairs. The International Finan-
cial Centre in which the CSC would be
located was set up by the Kazakh gov-
ernment to make the country a focal
point for the global financial system.32

Modeled on previous initiatives, particu-
larly in the Persian Gulf, it describes it-
self as functioning “as a global centre
for business and finance, connecting the
economies of […] Central Asia, the Cau-
casus, EAEU, West China, Mongolia,
Middle East and Europe”.33

Nevertheless, Kazakhstan’s leadership
is not uncontested. For instance, both
Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan likewise wish
to host Afghanistan talks to exhibit lead-
ership. Uzbekistan – the most populous
country among the five – is generally
wary of Kazakhstan’s leadership ambi-
tions, which would be enhanced by the
establishment of a CSC.34 When further
deliberating on this initiative, it is there-
fore important for Kazakhstan to take
seriously and accommodate the reserva-
tions of its southern neighbours.

Linked to both normative escapism
and the quest for international standing,
there is a good amount of status thinking
at play in Kazakhstan’s OSCE connectivi-
ty agenda. It appears that in Nur-Sultan,
the presence of the current OSCE Pro-

gramme Office is increasingly perceived
by Kazakhstan as giving the (in their view
mistaken) impression that internal politi-
cal conditions are deficient. This discom-
fort is partially understandable inasmuch
as Kazakhstan stands out positively from
some of its peers (such as Turkmenistan
and Tajikistan) in several respects, such as
investment climate, economic progress,
rule of law, and overall political stabili-
ty. Against this backdrop, the proposed
CSC corresponds to Kazakhstan’s desire
to host a normal OSCE institution rather
than an office for participating States in
“real need”. At the informal OSCE meet-
ing in Slovakia in 2019, the Kazakh dele-
gation stated that one of the CSC initia-
tive’s aims was to balance the geographi-
cal representation of OSCE institutions.35

It is difficult to conjecture whether a
CSC will materialize. Premised on suffi-
cient funding, the Permanent Council
would ultimately have to decide on this
via the consensus of all 57 participating
States. It appears that strong support
from the remaining four Central Asian
states has been lacking thus far.36 In ad-
dition, a number of other participating
States have been reluctant to endorse the
idea, including at least one larger Euro-
pean Union (EU) state. For Kazakhstan
and other interested parties, it is therefore
important to clarify the functions that a
CSC would fulfil and to make an attempt
to accommodate those who remain reluc-
tant.
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Conclusions and Recommendations

The OSCE has a role to play in con-
nectivity, and Kazakhstan has shown no-
table leadership in regional and interna-
tional cooperation and stability. There-
fore, this participating State’s connectiv-
ity initiative should be taken seriously.
Yet supporting Kazakhstan’s connectivi-
ty ambitions should not lead to the
discarding of first- and third-dimension
commitments. Spillover potential across
the three dimensions should therefore
be utilized. Strictly speaking, connectivi-
ty is a second-dimension theme; insofar
as it builds political confidence and trans-
parency and promotes better border man-
agement, however, it also concerns the
first dimension. It likewise has implica-
tions for the third, human dimension of
security. In fact, both the 1990 Bonn Dec-
laration and the 2016 MC Decision make
direct reference to respect for human
rights. The theme of good governance,
which has third-dimension implications,
has frequently been cited since the Ger-
man Chair explicitly brought it to the
forefront of OSCE discussions on connec-
tivity. Although good governance is pre-
dominantly framed in economic terms
in the OSCE context (anti-corruption,
anti-money laundering), “full respect for
the rule of law” is also demanded when
good governance is implemented,37 thus
implying spillover to the third dimen-
sion, where the OSCE views the rule
of law as lying at the core of human
rights and democratization. Politico-mil-
itary and human security issues remain
central to holistic and sustainable connec-

tivity as it is currently understood by the
OSCE, and this should remain the case.

It must be acknowledged that the
OSCE is not the most prominent organi-
zation in the field of connectivity, con-
sidering its limited resources and the
greater experience of other institutions,
such as the EU, the World Bank, the
World Trade Organization, the European
Bank for Reconstruction and Develop-
ment, and the UNECE. Commensurate
with its moderate clout, the OSCE should
therefore act as a platform, discussion
forum, or knowledge broker for connec-
tivity projects within the OSCE area.38

These are functions through which it can
contribute added value. The proposed
CSC in particular could function as a
think tank or clearing house for sustain-
able trade- and transport-related projects,
helping to avoid or alleviate shortcom-
ings such as insufficient ecological sus-
tainability and economic feasibility, poor
trade standardization, and a lack of trans-
parency and accountability. Vulnerability
to debt distress is another major issue
– not so much in Kazakhstan as in oth-
er participating States, such as Kyrgyzs-
tan, Tajikistan, and Mongolia.39 With re-
gard to this latter problem, a connectiv-
ity centre could, drawing on pertinent
studies, counsel potential borrowers for
future projects, address debt problems,
and generally help to define standards
for sustainable financing. In performing
the suggested functions via studies, work-
shops, and conferences, a CSC could
act as a catalyst for trade and transport
in the OSCE area. This would be rele-
vant to the five Central Asian countries
in particular, which have significantly in-
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creased their trade and economic cooper-
ation since 2014 due to several infrastruc-
ture projects (such as the gas pipeline
from Turkmenistan to Western China
via Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, built be-
tween 2006 and 2009) and are likely to
add further projects.40 Given the OSCE’s
modest funding and expertise in some di-
mensions of connectivity, a CSC would
have to cooperate closely with other like-
minded development, infrastructure, and
financial institutions.

When honing its connectivity profile,
the OSCE should also exploit its added
value as a security organization compared
to more technical organizations, high-
lighting the nexus between connectivity
and security. Border management, polit-
ical confidence-building measures, agree-
ments to demarcate borders and to solve
transboundary problems, and energy se-
curity are all themes that a future CSC
should address.

When further lobbying to host a con-
nectivity centre, Kazakhstan should avoid
alienating other Central Asian countries
with its leadership ambitions in this field.
Since 2016, double-landlocked Uzbek-
istan41 in particular has likewise become
a dedicated supporter of connectivity,
with emphasis on relations among the
Central Asian countries.42 Any initiatives
undertaken by Kazakhstan to promote
connectivity must integrate other inter-
ested Central Asian states rather than es-
tranging them. This could be achieved,
inter alia, by ensuring the sufficient repre-
sentation of experts from Uzbekistan in
the proposed CSC. Overall, Kazakhstan
and other interested parties should spell
out the functions of the CSC in greater

detail and must attempt to accommodate
those who have thus far been reluctant to
approve such a project.
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