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Abstract

This article focuses on the cases of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, the two economic pow-
erhouses of Central Asia, to provide an alternative account of the distributional effects of
the EU’s external climate policy, with a specific focus on the European Green Deal (EGD).
By stressing both vertical state-society relations within the local realities of Kazakhstan
and Uzbekistan and horizontal interstate power relations among states, this framework
links local and national perceptions of the EU’s and China’s climate action in Central
Asia through a novel approach. The alternative model hypothesizes that China has had
more success in appeasing Central Asian fossil fuel-addicted elites while at the same time
addressing the major distributional conflicts that decarbonization has caused in the vul-
nerable areas of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. The article relies on documentary analysis
(including policy, business, and media sources) and in-depth interviews with local stake-
holders to examine the links between (i) the effects of the different policies of the EGD,
and the Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) in particular, on national and
cross-border environmental initiatives of countries in Central Asia, and (ii) China’s goal
of becoming a global leader in the energy transition partly through solutions for Central
Asia’s green development, including financing and expanding renewable energy technolo-
gies and equipment while simultaneously invoking a’just energy transition’ through sup-
port for traditional energy security.
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The economic literature has long recognized and discussed the wider economic implica-
tions of climate policy-making (Jenkins, 2014; Monasterolo et al., 2019). Among the fac-
tors that hinder climate legislation in the EU’s external partner countries are reliance on
the export of carbon-intensive commodities by the elites (Skalamera, 2020) and resistance
among groups in society that oppose the perceived effects of EU’s ‘unjust’ external climate
action (Grimm et al., 2021a).

Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, like the rest of Central Asia, are highly vulnerable to
the impacts of climate change. While both countries understand the need to attract for-
eign investors for renewable energy (RE) funding and technology provision, the bulk of
energy investment is still in oil and gas extraction, with too little investment in RE sources.
Both Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan’s economies routinely rank among the most carbon- and
energy-intensive in the world. Coal consumption has increased in recent years and fossil
fuel investment has not abated even as both countries simultaneously invested in clean
energy.

Still, as air pollution, droughts, floods, and water scarcity gain social and political rec-
ognition as urgent priorities, the resulting energy transition has spurred new ways of think-
ing about regional security and geopolitics: (i) for one, a political recognition of climate
change and its impact on water resources is spurring much overdue regional cooperation,
(i1) the EU’s Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) brings new challenges for
the region (though not all countries feel the effects equally: Kazakhstan, with its reliance
on carbon-intensive exports, is set to bear the heaviest burden under the new policy, while
Uzbekistan, which also exports lower-carbon goods, will experience somewhat more mod-
erate impacts), and (iii) both countries continue to employ energy pricing that is not cost-
reflective and have retained high subsidies for fossil fuels. Recently, Kazakhstan has made
some progress in putting a price on carbon through its KAZ ETS emissions trading sys-
tem and is considering a carbon tax to cover the industries and emissions not included in
the KAZ ETS.! In Uzbekistan, the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development
(EBRD) predicts that ongoing tariff reforms will help cut energy subsidies and reduce pub-
lic expenditures by an estimated 1.5 percentage points of GDP.> These policy measures by
both states are related to their accelerating transition to cleaner energy sources.

There is, however, a gap in research on how local communities and business and politi-
cal elites in both countries perceive global climate policies and the resulting low-carbon
energy transition. The article aims to answer the following questions: What are the effects
of the EU’s and China’s climate policies on both vertical equity (across income groups in
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan) and horizontal equity (within business and policy partners in
said countries), and how do such effects influence local societal support for their climate
policies? Relatedly, the paper asks what are the external dimensions of (in)equity associ-
ated with the EU’s EGD and more recent CBAM policy?

! Srk.com “Carbon Accounting in Kazakhstan’s New Environmental Code” December 2022.

2 EBRD, “Central Asian economies to record strong growth despite natural disasters in the region”, 15
May 2024.
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What specifically constitutes just energy transition from the perspective of social equity
is subject to lively debate (DolSak & Prakash, 2022; Sovacool, Hess, et al., 2022; Sovacool,
Newell, et al., 2022) and is probably best understood in the contexts in which transition
efforts emerge and are developed rather than in abstract or a priori (Newell et al., 2022).
Although there will always be short-term losers from transitions, including in low-carbon
contexts, an EU-led ‘just energy transition’ is defined by the author as one that deepens
dialogue and participation with external stakeholders subject to social inequalities and dis-
tributional impacts resulting from the EU’s climate action. What the socioeconomic effects
of the EU’s climate policies are on Central Asia and how they affect local support for EU-
led climate policies are ultimately empirical questions, which the paper addresses through
comparative analysis of the EU’s and China’s energy and climate policies in Kazakhstan
and Uzbekistan.

A burgeoning literature has engaged with local perceptions of global climate policies
and/or the resulting low-carbon energy transition. Sovacool, Hess, et al. (2022) and Sova-
cool, Newell, et al. (2022) examine a wide range of cases of social opposition to clean
energy infrastructure. Similarly, Bridge et al. (2013) make a case for examining energy
transition as a geographical process, involving the often contested reconfiguration of cur-
rent patterns and scales of economic and social activity. O’Sullivan et al. (2020) argue that
given the dominance of ‘external forces’ in energy transition processes, economically frag-
ile rural communities hold low capacities to internalize benefits, resulting in an ‘uneven
energy transition.” Given that local opposition to the deployment of RE technologies has
been significantly higher than expected, Lennon et al. (2019) map community perceptions
and implementation of the energy transition across five European democracies. Thombs
(2019) argues that democratization of the social sphere is necessary to facilitate a ‘just
transition,” with a focus on decentralizing social participation processes within democra-
cies. A common feature of this body of scholarship is a focus on local oppositions to RE
technologies within (mature) democracies and pathways for greater citizen engagement in
low-carbon energy transition. Yet, little systematic empirical evidence exists on how cli-
mate obstructionism has not only reshaped political alignments across mature democra-
cies but also within authoritarian regimes. Scant emphasis has been placed on calls for
a delayed ‘just’ energy transition by different population groups in authoritarian contexts
who stand to lose from climate change policies.

Another gap in the conceptualization of local perceptions of global climate policies
common to these works may be noted. They discuss at length the vertical relations of
regions, that is, relations between local communities and national governments, but none
devotes enough attention to the horizontal relationships of greening nations/regions with
their external trade and investment partners. Specifically, insufficient attention has been
paid to the distributional problems and opposition practices that the EU’s climate goals
generate within Central Asia—a region that has also become the geographic linchpin of the
EU’s ‘strategic autonomy’ energy policy in the wake of a parallel decoupling from Rus-
sia. It is important to understand how the EGD and its CBAM are perceived both within
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan’s elite circles and its less engaged communities, especially in
the structurally weak regions dependent on carbon-intensive industries that will be most
affected by the energy transition.

In recent years, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) and the BRICS, two mul-
tilateral organizations whose members are wary of the West’s economic and political domi-
nance and are underpinned by the membership of Russia, China, and India, have become new
sites of Central Asian climate change contestation and obstructionism. They both are impor-
tant means in the hands of Central Asian states to oppose Western climate action outright
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and/or socialize it through norm setting (Acharya, 2004). For instance, the SCO’s Samarkand
statement on climate change adopted in September 2022 advocates for “maintaining an inclu-
sive and non-discriminatory regime based on principles of voluntary climate action.” It also
pushes back on the EU’s CBAM, a policy to levy taxes on the import of carbon-intensive
products. With reference to the efforts by these groupings to redefine climate policies in terms
of a ‘more just’ international climate order, the following hypotheses might be considered: the
SCO and the BRICS as regional organizations have played an identifiable causal role in Cen-
tral Asian countries’ discourse about the West’s ‘climate agenda’ to justify delayism and inac-
tion while framing such pushback as a form of South-South cooperation. Dannreuther (2022)
discusses how in the area of international justice it is oil that has been linked with the history
of colonialism and imperialism, with dispossession and oppression, and with the continuing
struggle between the Global North and the Global South. If this article’s proposition is con-
firmed, however, further comparative research would be fruitful to determine whether a new
post-colonial, Global South-centered discourse by some of the largest carbon-intensive com-
modity producers masks local resistance to, and socialization of, global climate policies.

Drawing on a model of actor interactions across ‘vertical’ and ‘horizontal’ groups in
Central Asia, the article examines the EU’s and China’s climate policies in Kazakhstan and
Uzbekistan—its constituent mechanisms, distributive effects and public perception—to dis-
cuss a typology of resistance to the EU’s climate action cutting across income groups and
urban and rural divides (vertical inequity), and within the EU’s business and policy partners in
Central Asia (horizontal vulnerabilities). A framework integrating (i) the horizontal interstate
relations of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan with the external powers of the EU and China and (ii)
the influence of these external economic partners on vertical state-society relations within the
local realities of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan argues that theorists of ‘uneven energy transi-
tion’ ought to be more attentive to the actors, strategies, and responses involved in a halting
embrace of the energy transition among authoritarian regimes reliant on the export of carbon-
heavy exports, such as those of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. By so doing, the article adds
to a nascent literature in International Political Economy (IPE) that emphasizes the ways in
which climate action and obstruction in (post-Soviet) authoritarian settings are distinct from
those in liberal democracies but are by no means linear or static processes. As elsewhere,
such processes are contingent and must be understood contextually. They have to be designed,
financed, enforced, constructed, and socially accepted (Poberezhskaya and Bychkova (2021);
Wu & Martus, 2021; Korppoo et al., 2023).

To sum up my approach, opposition to EU-led climate action emerges through a process
with substantial bottom-up initiative by disadvantaged communities in peripheral areas tied to
the fossil fuel economy, rather than a single top-down act by local fossil fuel-reliant elites or
a few oligarchs. At the same time, the article uncovers that through retraining, compensation,
and simultaneous investment in both renewables and fossil fuel regimes, China has placed
itself as a regional actor better equipped to work within local realities to placate the tensions
in equity across demographic and spatial dimensions that the’Western’ energy transition has
generated.

1 Vertical and horizontal equity
Drawing on criteria elucidated in the preceding discussion, I operationalize ‘horizonal

interstate relations’ as the capacity of states vis-d-vis each other in the climate governance
process as measured by (i) input into agenda-setting and (ii) effect on policy outcomes. The
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former renders the extent to which external states or blocs, such as China or the EU, can
shape the climate agenda of their partner countries: how climate topics are framed and the
concrete institutional format of the climate change debate itself. The latter focuses on the
effects and consequences of stakeholder participation: namely how successfully the partici-
pation of these external stakeholders in policy debates feeds into the ‘receiving’ national
policy processes.

Vertical state-society relations are operationalized as the capacity of regional subunits
(for example, akimats in Kazakhstan or mahallas in Uzbekistan) to shape climate policies
vis-a-vis their own societies in terms of rural-urban, marginalized-privileged, and impov-
erished-wealthy divides that are common in the highly centralized post-Soviet autocracies.
In this case, local authorities and their external partners (a) employ combinations of mate-
rial, institutional, and discursive power to ensure that changing socio-technical configura-
tions in energy do not disrupt prevailing social relations and distributions of political power
and/or (b) ensure that shifts which do occur in green energy infrastructure garner high lev-
els of support and the successful deflection of challenges to the viability and desirability
of their preferred business models. Successful external actors exercise innovative power,
based on their capacity to invent and create new strategies, tactics, or techniques to co-opt
local elites and address the distributional conflicts that decarbonization brings to vulner-
able areas of receiving states, such as Pavlodar in Kazakhstan and/or the Surkhandarya and
Kashkadarya regions in Uzbekistan. Renewables may as well alter arenas of energy inter-
action, transforming markets and shifting trade partners (Scholten et al., 2020), but patterns
of cooperation and conflict in energy diplomacy are here to stay in both the vertical and
horizontal models of actor interactions.

This is where an account incorporating insights from critical political economy (Kern
& Markard, 2016; Kuzemko et al., 2018) can improve upon our understanding of pro-
cesses of resistance to energy transition and change. This article conceptualizes relations
between Central Asian policymakers and external actors (national governments and energy
firms) as an alliance at the regime level, which often resists significant change. In doing
so, this political economy framework suggests that alliances between local policymakers
and external national governments (and energy firms) can become dominant or hegemonic
when they are legitimated by local interest groups (Levy & Newell, 2002).

The key elements of the argument are spelled out in Table 1.

The starting point of this analysis is that even in authoritarian contexts, politics is highly
contingent and that the concerns of local “losers” of energy transition affect how decisions
are made at the nation-state level. These considerations lead to the second hypothesis that
thus far China has had more success with the problems of compensation and distribu-
tion within Central Asian countries—e.g., it has electrified energy-poor regions, offered
alternatives for coal-dependent communities, and helped local coal workers with retrain-
ing and relocation in exchange for their support for China-led RE investments. I will test
this hypothesis by creating a new dataset of issues and stakeholder positions based on (i)
documentary analysis (including policy, business and media sources) and (ii) in-depth
interviews with national and local stakeholders (energy companies, planning authorities,
NGOs).

Generally, the coverage of energy transition and climate change policies in Kazakhstan
and Uzbekistan is rather limited in the local mass media. As a first step, all of the media
articles were divided into two basic categories. The first category contained purely inform-
ative articles on Kazakhstan’s and Uzbekistan’s energy situations, such as their energy mix,
the government strategies on energy transition, and the obstacles they face in implement-
ing these strategies. This category also included those articles that included only a brief
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The distributional effects of the EU’s and China’s climate...

mention of the EU or China or those in which the EU or China were listed as one of several
states/blocs cooperating in energy with the two countries without any other further speci-
fication of their role or interest. The second category, which is the more important one to
assess the interactions and influence of these external actors, consisted of articles contain-
ing references to the EU or China as the main actor with which Kazakhstan and/or Uzbeki-
stan engage in energy trade or cooperation to achieve energy transition.

As a caveat, it has to be mentioned that the role of the media in foreign policy is debat-
able and context-dependent, ranging from a linkage between the elites and the public to
a more independent and proactive role. Thus, news from the elites, especially in author-
itarian contexts, comes already framed, and how the media presents the news produces
‘framing effects’ (Kratochvil et al., 2011). This is why the present study triangulates media
analysis with extensive documentary analysis of online resources, including official and
semi-official policy pronouncements issued in the EU and China concerning their energy
diplomacy vis-a-vis the two Central Asian countries, as well as pronouncements by key
representatives of the ruling elites about the status of energy transition in their countries,
interstate agreements and multilateral treaties, and policy papers and reports, as well as
insights obtained from participation in seminars and events with practitioners.

Finally, semi-structured interviews conducted with national and local stakeholders
between 2022 and 2024 (including representatives of trade unions, environmental associa-
tions, the energy industry, academia, business organizations, public administration, and the
affected regions) supplemented the textual analysis. Given the challenges of doing highly
sensitive research in authoritarian environments, this multi-method strategy attempts to
provide the best data possible while also recognizing its inherent limitations.

2 The effects of global climate policies on Central Asia

According to an International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA) report, the countries of
Central Asia, along with the Middle East, North Africa, and Russia, are the most exposed
to a reduction in revenues from carbon-intensive commodities due to energy transition.?
Some of these countries, such as Kazakhstan, have net fossil fuel exports accounting for
more than a quarter of their GDP. A loss in oil rents in fossil fuel-reliant countries with
weak governance, such as those of both Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, is expected to lead to
fractures in society and concerns about regime stability. In addition to this, the EU, which
remains the second largest trading partner, largest foreign investor, and number one donor
to the highly exposed region of Central Asia,* has recently approved the bloc’s new carbon
border tax: the so-called CBAM, part of the EU’s flagship EGD plan to make its economy
carbon—neutral by 2050. The landmark measure adds a pollution price on certain carbon-
intensive imports to the EU. Exporters of fossil fuels with a large share of emissions-inten-
sive exports to the EU, such as iron and steel, cement, aluminum, and fertilizers, are highly
susceptible to the CBAM. This concerns Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, as their exports to
the EU largely focus on a few resource and raw material commodities, particularly crude
oil, gas, metals, and cotton fiber.” Moreover, their national carbon pricing schemes are still

3 International Renewable Energy Agency (2019, p. 32).

4 EU-Central Asia trade, Council of the European Union, https:/www.consilium.europa.eu/en/infographi
cs/eu-central-asia-trade/.

5 European Commission: Trade, “Central Asia-EU trade relations with Central Asia.” Facts, figures and
latest developments.”.
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under-developed, which makes them subject to greater distributional impact once the EU’s
CBAM is implemented.® Companies from countries where certifying carbon emissions
is only slowly emerging will need to buy certificates to cover emissions generated by the
production of goods imported into the EU based on calculations linked to the EU’s own
carbon price. One of the risks is that clean energy capacity in Central Asia may simply be
shifted to the production of goods exported to the EU while industry aimed at local con-
sumption relies on dirty fuels, given that implementing a system of green certificate trading
in resource-producing countries remains a “challenge.”’

The EU carbon measure could lead to a loss of competitiveness of carbon-intensive
economies, as well as negative impacts on their most vulnerable groups, exacerbating dis-
tributional inequities between advanced economies and emerging and developing-market
countries and within the latter countries as well. Recent research has found that key cli-
mate policy tools such as carbon taxes for different fuels can be regressive (Zachmann
et al., 2018). This is also the case for CBAM, where the landmark legislation is expected
to have regressive effects for poorer households, which will spend a greater proportion of
their income on the tax than more affluent households (Eurofound, 2021). As the compa-
nies from carbon-intensive countries are expected to pass on the cost of the purchase of
carbon certificates down to low-income households through price increases in the (as of
now) heavily subsidized domestic fossil fuel markets, price increases will have a regressive
effect as well (Fragkos et al., 2021; Landis et al., 2021).

Kazakhstan’s January 2022 unrest over fuel price hikes showed that “greening” schemes
that are regressive for domestic consumers may face violent political and societal back-
lash. This is why many experts have recently warned that in order to combat increasing
inequality and improve the political acceptability of the CBAM among the EU’s external
trade partners, negative distributive effects need to be addressed (Fredriksson & Zach-
mann, 2021; Smith et al., 2023; Zachmann et al., 2018). Conversely, diplomatic conflict
may occur if the EU attempts to shift the costs of the energy transition to carbon-intensive
partner countries (Grimm et al., 2021b) whose elites are expected to place a disproportion-
ate share of their imported tax burden on vulnerable communities, especially on those in
rural areas.®

In particular, many experts have focused on the need for the EU to offer help to the
region in fostering an energy transition that would be perceived by its society as just,
affordable, and rich with opportunities. Several key aspects of such an equitable transition,
where the EU could help alleviate the pressures of CBAM, may include: (i) exporting clean
energy technologies, techniques, and business know-how in energy sectors such as solar,
wind, hydro, geothermal, and bio; (ii) providing EU support for financing such a pathway;
and (iii) ensuring that the region takes advantage of the transition’s economic opportunities
in areas where Central Asia holds competitive advantages, such as critical raw minerals,
hydrogen, and nuclear energy.

The next section analyses the main developments in EU climate and energy policy
toward Central Asia since 2007, when the EU’s first Central Asia Strategy was adopted to
the EU’s recent mercantilist turn in climate and energy diplomacy (Andersen et al., 2017;
Goldthau, 2021), exemplified by the EGD’s role ‘in a changing world.”®

6 Author phone interview with Kazakh energy policy expert, New York, May 2023.
7 Ziady, H. EU agrees to the world’s largest carbon border tax, CNN, December 19, 2022.
8 Personal communication with Central Asian economist, Almaty, March 2022.

® European Commission and High Representative. (2022) EU External Energy Engagement in a Changing
World. JOIN(2022) 23 final, 18.05.2022.
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3 The CBAM and the EU’s climate and energy diplomacy
toward Central Asia

The EU has been active as a donor in the region since the early days of post-Soviet inde-
pendence. In 2007 Brussels launched its first Central Asia Strategy, which tackled a wide
range of issues, from regional cooperation, (energy) security, and environmental concerns
to human rights and the rule of law. While the strategy played an important role in enhanc-
ing the EU’s economic and political impact in Central Asia, backed up by a significant
increase in funding and resulting in a more strategic approach to the EU’s engagement
with the region (Bossuyt, 2021; Dzhuraev & Muratalieva, 2020), it achieved limited pro-
gress toward the crucial goals of spurring (i) wider intra-regional cooperation around the
water-energy-climate nexus, and (ii) energy sector cooperation between the EU and Central
Asia. In 2007-2013 EU development assistance to Central Asia amounted to roughly €750
million, one-third to regional programs and two-thirds to bilateral initiatives, and it was
planned to increase to €1 billion for the period 2014-2020 (Boonstra, 2015, p. 4). In the
end, the actual budget of €1.1 billion for 20142020 exceeded this goal.'” In addition to
EU-funded projects, individual EU member countries have provided development assis-
tance to Central Asian countries; however, EU financial assistance in total was dwarfed by
the $40 billion pledged by China for the Belt and Road Initiative.

The strategy was also criticized for allocating limited resources across an overly broad
range of priorities.! In a detailed study of the outcomes of the 2007 Strategy, Bossuyt
(2021) concludes that in the area of development assistance, despite having spent a consid-
erable amount of funding in the region throughout the past two decades, the net economic
and political impact of the EU’s projects has been small. Facing criticism about the broad-
ness of its previous strategy, in 2019 the EU adopted a new strategy toward Central Asia,
pledging to strengthen its diplomatic presence based on concrete dialogue tailored to the
differing and specific exigencies of the countries in the region. The EU’s new Central Asia
Strategy, adopted in 2019, devoted more attention to climate change, while the emphasis on
fossil fuels was toned down compared to the 2007 Strategy (Kaczmarski & Siddi, 2021).
Between 2014 and 2020, funding under the EU’s Development Cooperation Instrument
amounted to €1.1 billion ($1.2 billion) in grant funding, technical assistance, and direct
budget support, making the EU the largest donor in the region.'?

Despite a greater focus on good governance, and regional cooperation on water, energy,
and climate, the EU’s public profile in Central Asia remained low, at least as compared to
that of Russia and especially that of China (Matveeva, 2023). The rotating six-month chair
of the EU Council inhibited a consistent policy position as some member countries contin-
ued to have greater interest in Central Asia than others.

Then the Ukraine war changed the speed and direction of the EU’s energy transition. In
terms of speed, policies to implement the energy transition in the EU have strongly accel-
erated, making potential disruptions to global supply chains of critical materials a more
immediate concern and elevating Central Asia as a region that could provide the critical
materials for clean energy applications that the EU will increasingly need. At the same

10 European Union External Action, “The EU Development Priorities in Central Asia,” March 16, 2022,
available at: https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/eu-development-priorities-central-asia_en***.

1 See EU Parliament assessment briefing by Martin Russell, “The EU’s new Central Asia Strategy”, Janu-
ary 2019: http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2019/633162/EPRS_BRI(2019)633162_
EN.pdf.

12 European Union External Action, “The EU Development Priorities in Central Asia.”
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time, the war has also changed the geographic direction of the EU’s external energy part-
nerships. It has pushed the EU to cut imports of Russian fossil fuels and seek to diversify
trade partners, again raising the strategic profile of Central Asia. The REPowerEU plan,'?
the new External Energy Strategy,'* and the Green Deal Industrial Plan'> exemplify this
shift as they combine green objectives and an inward-looking geopolitical posture (Siddi,
2023).

In line with this geopolitical turn, the EU has stepped up its engagement in Central
Asia, including on regional cooperation, energy, and connectivity. At the EU-Central Asia
Connectivity Summit in Samarkand in November 2022, EU foreign policy chief Josep Bor-
rell told leaders “We must deepen our ties with the region and tap into the vast poten-
tial it has to offer, in terms of energy supplies, critical raw materials and new transport
corridors that do not depend on Russia (to so-called Middle Corridor or Trans Caspian
Corridor),”'® essentially presenting the region as a place that can support the EU’s energy
security and energy transition through the provision of Russia-free polluting fossil fuel
supplies and critical raw materials to fulfill the EU’s energy needs. On the other hand, in
its quest to boost energy efficiency and accelerate the energy transition, the EU has also
partly eschewed fossil fuels through a new energy strategy, RePowerEU, which is far more
aligned with EU climate goals and has linked them to external trade through CBAM. Ide-
ally, these combined measures would accelerate the attainment of EU climate goals while
simultaneously enhancing energy security.

Yet, as seen from the perspective of fossil fuel-producing partners, the EU’s external
energy policies are seen as increasingly inconsistent.'” The double shift, featuring attempts
to tap into Central Asia’s vast fossil fuel, uranium, and critical mineral potential in the
wake of partial decoupling from Russia and China and a parallel imposition of the EU’s
climate agenda through trade, is also perceived as “unfair.”'®

Scholars have long interrogated the reasons for apparent inconsistencies in the EU’s
policy toward Central Asia. Moisé and Sorbello (2022) argue that while the EU has repeat-
edly shown interest in the region and some individual EU energy companies have main-
tained a high profile in individual Central Asian countries, overall scarce profitability and
no control over their economic ventures resulted in a loss of interest. With China and Rus-
sia acting more assertively, Winn and Génzle (2022) discuss a pragmatic recalibration of
the EU’s foreign policy toward Central Asia resulting from a recognition of Chinese and
Russian economic presence and proximity.

One reason for the EU’s failure to sufficiently live up to its commitments is an unre-
solved tension between (i) the EU’s initiatives and proclamations through which it has pur-
posefully sought to promote its ‘green’ values and (ii) its actions in key areas that demon-
strate that, despite declarations otherwise, the EU reasons and acts geopolitically in this

13 European Commission. (2022) REPowerEU: Joint European Action for More Affordable, Secure and
Sustainable Energy. COM (2022) 108 Final, 08.03.2022.

14 European Commission. (2022) REPowerEU: Commission Establishes the EU Energy Platform Task
Force to Secure Alternative Supplies. Press Release, 25.05.2022.

15 Buropean Commission. (2020) A New Industrial Strategy for Europe. COM 102 final, 10.02.2020.

16 European Union External Action “Central Asia’s growing importance globally and for the EU”, Novem-
ber 20, 2022. Available at: https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/central-asia%E2%80%99s-growing-impor
tance-globally-and-eu_en

17" Author’s online interview with senior advisor, Ministry of Energy of Uzbekistan, April 2023.

18 Tnterview with World Bank advisor in Central Asia, Almaty, April 2023; Interview with EBRD repre-
sentative, Tashkent, February 2024.
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contested region (Fawn, 2021). Fawn concludes, “That the EU is often outmaneuvered
does not diminish this subtle yet discernible geopolitical conduct.” The overall picture of
the EU’s engagement in Central Asia then remains one of limited and inconsistent impact
despite accelerating efforts since 2019 to raise its profile (Boonstra, 2015).

Recently, the war in Ukraine and China’s increasingly assertive industrial policies, along
with its control of clean energy supply chains, have created demand for an even more geo-
political Europe (Kuzemko et al., 2022). In its intensified engagement in Central Asia, the
EU has emphasized (i) connectivity through the so-called Middle Corridor for East—West
freight trade and the Trans-Caspian pipeline corridor for Central Asian gas deliveries to
Europe. In reality, little progress has been made on either front. The lack of infrastructure
has thus far ruled out the EU from sourcing natural gas from Central Asian countries. For
the key stakeholders in the Central Asian energy sector, who wish to continue to capitalize
on revenues from the trade in coal, gas, oil, and nuclear, Russia and China have therefore
proven to be more reliable and stable partners. China, the biggest lender to the region, has
been far more successful in building ‘equity’ by actively building horizontal business and
political ties in the region’s still-dominant hydrocarbon sector. (This aspect will be dis-
cussed in more detail in the next sections.)

Over the course of 2022, the EU also decided to deepen its strategic engagement in
the region for (ii) the wealth and diversity of its mineral base, including reserves of most
materials important for clean energy transition.!® Kazakhstan stands out as the individual
country with the world’s largest reserves of chromium (used in wind turbines) and also as
its second-largest producer, while Uzbekistan contributes copper and silver (both necessary
for solar energy). In 2020 the European External Action Service concluded an agreement
with Kazakhstan on an Enhanced Partnership and Cooperation, further expanded in 2022
with an MoU on Critical Raw Materials, Batteries and Renewable Hydrogen, demonstrat-
ing the seriousness of the EU’s geopolitical pursuit of new partners to strategically de-risk
from China. That said, some individual EU countries’ involvement in specific projects have
triggered ad hoc political actions which are not part of a comprehensive EU-policy, such as
France’s recent push for a stronger position in Kazakhstan’s nuclear and uranium sectors,?’
despite the EU’s ambivalent stance on nuclear as a tool of decarbonization.

The next two sections examine fo what extent and how the EU’s EGD has material dis-
tributional impacts that motivate local resistance, undermine the EU’s policy legitimacy,
and shape new discourses across Central Asia.

3.1 Vertical equity

Despite providing resources and assistance in bearing the brunt of the EU’s ambitious cli-
mate policies, Central Asian marginalized groups and local authorities perceive the EU as
an actor insufficiently concerned about shifting the costs of the CBAM to developing and
emerging partner countries, smaller energy communities, and vulnerable groups.?!' Instead
of shielding the most vulnerable communities, its trade perspective has tended to empha-
size top-down clean energy technology and know-how transfer (Smith et al., 2023), while

19 European Commission (2020a) Critical Raw Materials Resilience: Charting a Path Towards Greater
Security and Sustainability, COM 474 Final.

20 Kazakhstan, France discuss partnership in nuclear energy and high-tech industries, Interfax, 6 Nov 2024.

21 This observation is based on dozens of informal interviews conducted with Central Asian stakeholders
between 2022 and 2024. These interviews included representatives of the public administration, environ-
mental associations, Western NGOs and representatives from the affected regions.
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failing to successfully implement “on the ground” projects. The EU’s aid is perceived as
too “spread out” across different fields rather than being geared toward promoting verti-
cal equity across income groups in Central Asia. When it comes to implementing concrete
measures, such as (i) assisting in developing protective measures for vulnerable energy
consumers in small energy communities, (ii) emergency plans to offset the impacts of rais-
ing energy bills, or (iii) retraining programs due to loss of employment for coal workers in
towns built around coal mining sites, the EU has had mixed results at best, as these actions
have not been part of a consistent EU or EU Commission-led policy.”> Crucially, the EU
should step in as a “helper” of energy transition through capacity-building, policy sup-
port, and consultation with local governments to ensure social protection measures shield
vulnerable populations from the fallout of job losses as Central Asian countries transition
away from coal, oil, and gas.

Meanwhile, China has delivered RE projects quickly and effectively. Most significantly,
China has succeeded in electrifying energy-impoverished rural communities, such as with
the 63 MW Chulakkurgan solar photovoltaic power plant that Risen built north of Shym-
kent, China Power International Holding Ltd’s investment of $150 million in a wind power
project in the Zhambyl region of southern Kazakhstan (Interfax, 2023), and CEES Energy
China’s plans to invest $2bn to build 2GW of solar power plants in Uzbekistan across the
regions of Kashkadarya, Bukhara, and Samarkand (Investment Monitor, 2023). Chinese
investments in renewables, particularly in Uzbekistan, have grown exponentially in recent
years. European money is involved in financing many of these projects. And yet, the EU’s
assistance to the region has so far failed to have a significant impact on the ground, a fact
acknowledged by EU High Representative Josep Borrell in his address in Samarkand,
where he noted that [the EU is] “coordinating our efforts among EU institutions, member
states and financial institutions—to have a bigger impact.”>> At the same time, Chinese
investment in both large and smaller solar and wind farms that could be connected to major
power grids, particularly in poorer and rural areas, has been praised for helping to electrify
energy-poor regions, develop sustainable economic alternatives for coal-dependent com-
munities, and aid local workers with retraining and relocation.?* In 2024, a consortium of
Chinese companies invested in Kazakhstan’s first tungsten processing plant in the Almaty
region, a $300 million project that is expected to generate up to 1,000 local jobs for spe-
cialists in rare earth metals.”> China’s investors are also committing a substantial $2.7 bil-
lion toward developing copper and silver deposits the Bobotog area in Uzbekistan. This
investment has been touted as being not just about minerals but about economic transfor-
mation, with a promise of creating 2,000 jobs, a vital boost for the local workforce.?°

As further discussed by Sharifli, the intention of China’s state-owned State Power
Investment Corporation to begin manufacturing equipment for wind power plants in

22 Author’s interview with Western NGO member, Almaty, April 2023; interview with UNDP representa-
tive, Astana, February 2024; Interview with Ministry of Foreign Affairs official, Tashkent, February 2024.
23 Buropean Union External Action (2022, November 18). “Opening remarks by High Representative/Vice-
President Josep Borrell at the EU-Central Asia Connectivity Conference: Global Gateway,” Samarkand:
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/opening-remarks-high-representativevice-president-josep-borrell-eu-centr
al-asia-connectivity_en.

24 Author online interview with local environmental and human rights activist, New York, March 2023.
See also Eurasianet, “Beijing making soft power push in Central Asia with vocational training initiative,”
Dec 15, 2023.

% Kazakhstan Launches First Tungsten Plant in Almaty Region, Astana Times, 4 November 2024.

26 Kun.uz “China proposes $2.7 billion investment in copper and silver mines in Surkhandarya”, November
23,2024.
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Kazakhstan and China’s Liaoning Lide Investment Holdings’ RE equipment in Uzbekistan
are illustrative examples of Chinese companies bringing in capital and (re-)training assis-
tance, thereby adapting to local government requirements.

3.2 Horizontal equity

In recent years, high-level political meetings between EU and Central Asian leaders have
multiplied, as both sides have looked to diversify their political and economic relations.
A new Team Europe Initiative (TEI) on climate, water, and energy was presented at the
2022 EU-Central Asia Connectivity Summit in Samarkand.”® The initiative is backed by
an initial pooling of adopted and ongoing projects worth around €700 million from the EU
budget and from participating Member States, the European Investment Bank (EIB), and
the EBRD, proving the EU’s long-standing status as the largest donor to the region and
supporter of the green transition.?’ Yet, China’s specialization in the clean energy supply
chain from innovation to manufacturing and adoption has created a comparative advantage
over the provision of cheap RE equipment in Central Asia (Sharifli, 2023). Local govern-
ments are also deterred by the EU’s normative agenda and the level of bureaucracy and
technical knowledge associated with preparing applications for EU grants and projects.>
In contrast, China’s assistance is devoid of conditionalities, blueprints, or models. Instead,
in most cases China asks the local leaders what areas require Chinese funding and prior-
itizes the types of assistance and investment that best address local development levels and
needs (Bossuyt, 2019, p. 17). This means working through local actors and institutions
while adapting and assimilating local and traditional forms, norms, and practices (Kas-
senova, 2022). The EU has struggled to deliver effective social protection measures for
local coal miners and oil and gas workers. In order to be more effective in these areas, it
would need to work with local elites who have thus far shown limited interest in a system-
atic phasing out of fossil fuels.?! Under conditions of authoritarian elite politics in Central
Asia, China’s forging of flexible yet stable interpersonal ties with the host country regimes
and their informal patronage networks has proven more effective in cooperating with local
governments at the provincial, prefectural, county, and township levels to create more ‘bal-
anced’ policies tailored to regional circumstances.*>

Since it has been suggested that the local populations in Central Asia may have an
ambivalent view of China’s Belt and Road Initiative (Lemon et al., 2024; Vakulchuk &
Overland, 2019), and that the Chinese government and businesses are adapting by increas-
ing security cooperation and image management, a caveat is in order. For example, a recent
study on China’s renewable investments through the BRI in Kazakhstan concludes that

7 Kazinform, “China’s SPIC to Launch Production of Equipment for Wind Power Stations in Kazakhstan”
May 18, 2023. Kazinform “Karakalpakstan and China implement promising joint projects” November 24,
2023. Cited in Sharifli (2024).

28 Team Europe Initiative, European Union: https://capacity4dev.europa.eu/resources/team-europe-tracker/
partner-countries/middle-east-asia-and-pacific/water-energy-climate-change-central-asia_en.

2 “EU Secks to Empower Central Asia’s Sustainable Water and Energy Future,” April 13, 2023 https://
astanatimes.com/2023/04/eu-seeks-to-empower-central-asias-sustainable-water-and-energy-future/.

30" Author’s phone interview with Uzbek political expert and researcher, September 2022; Author’s inter-
view with former Kazakh government advisor, Bishkek, April 2023.

31 Author’s interview with Western diplomat, Astana, February 2024.

32 Interviews with representatives from public administration, business organizations and academia in
Almaty, Bishkek, and Tashkent, 2022-2024.
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not only society but also the expert community remains under-informed and prejudiced
about Chinese investment. The study laments that local communities have only a vague and
insufficient understanding of foreign companies operating in their regions. As a result, “a
whole mythology can form and take root in communities around Chinese projects.”*

Due to these prejudices and an increase of Sinophobia that, in the words of a representa-
tive of Kazakh renewable energy association, “is not directly and realistically related to the
activities of foreign investors,” local executive bodies have dismissed these concerns and
instead argue that “China is demonstrating rapid development in solar and wind energy.
By 2023, China has become the leader in the installed capacity of solar panels and wind
turbines, surpassing all other countries. The country is developing not only generation but
also technological solutions for energy storage, which solves the problem of instability of
renewable sources, and opens up new local jobs in cutting-edge technologies.”**

However, participation of vulnerable local residents (i.e. women, the elderly) in the
decision-making processes regarding foreign investment projects is still extremely limited,
to the extent that local akims in single-industry towns (like Zhanatas) do not even bother
to exhaustively inform local communities about the positive support and environmental
impact of Chinese investment in their communities (PaperLab, 2022). Indeed, China and
local Central Asian elites are finding common ground on the problem of ‘just transition.’
An emerging shared discourse about the EU’s ‘unjust’ interventionism though the CBAM
reflects the material distributional conflicts arising from it and serves to justify the local
elites’ strategy of opposing or delaying climate action.

4 China’s climate and energy diplomacy toward Central Asia

Traditionally, Beijing has preferred to invest in massive infrastructure and fossil fuel pro-
jects in Central Asia. In recent years, however, China has begun shifting its investment pri-
orities from infrastructure development and resource extraction to overall industrialization
and RE infrastructure. China’s specialization in clean energy supply chains has created a
comparative advantage over its geopolitical rivals in Central Asia, including the EU.

4.1 Vertical equity

With the price of renewables plummeting around the world, the potential for develop-
ing countries to ‘leapfrog’ from traditional energy sources, such as wood and charcoal,
directly to emissions-free renewables, such as wind and solar, has become more realistic
and cost-effective. In this context, the availability of cheap RE equipment has been a
boon for Chinese companies to fill the Central Asian green energy market.

It has been argued that by leapfrogging the traditional fossil fuel-based systems,
developing countries can tackle climate change while also addressing social inequity
and advancing living standards. The approach not only bypasses the fossil fuel phase but
also offers a decentralized power generation model, promoting local economic growth
and job creation (IRENA, 2019; Levin & Thomas, 2016). By utilizing its increasing
dominance in clean energy manufacturing value chains—in turn made possible by a

33 PaperLab ‘Rasshifrovyvaja vosprijatie kitajskogo prisutstvija v Kazahstane: upravlencheskoe, social’noe
i jekologicheskoe izmerenija,” 30 December 2022.

3 Author’s interview with Kazakh RE expert and member of a RE association, Astana, February 2024.
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competitive renewable equipment manufacturing industry, large-scale investment in
technologies, and state development banks that are able to provide large sums of money
and are aligned with the government’s strategy—China has placed itself in a unique
position to capitalize on Central Asia and other peripheral regions’ nascent energy tran-
sitions. In recent years, by providing financial aid and technical expertise, China has
diffused electrification throughout Central Asian rural areas.

One might ask why hydrocarbon-rich Central Asian states are energy-poor in the first
place. Even Kazakhstan, by far the most developed economy of the region, displays pat-
terns characteristic of other petrostates; over the years, the government has spent its
petroleum wealth on turning the new capital city into a would-be regional stock market
and financial hub while failing to bring running water and stable electricity to many vil-
lages that lack them throughout the country (Tutumlu & Aminjonov, 2023).

While China has been criticized for its role in the extraction of critical minerals in
Africa and elsewhere amid contested references to ‘green colonialism,” (Ayers, 2013) it
is undeniable that with its competitive advantages China is electrifying poor marginal-
ized regions at a larger scale and speed than its Western competitors. This is why some
scholars have observed that efforts to decouple clean energy supply chains from China
would slow the clean energy transition and increase the cost of deployment (Colgan,
2020), thereby affecting the Global South’s ability to transition to low-carbon econo-
mies (Lewis, 2024). China, with its many ambitious low-carbon energy projects, demon-
strates that democracy is not necessary for climate action (Szulecki & Overland, 2020).

For the most part, however, Central Asia remains a region tied to the fossil fuel econ-
omy. Kazakhstan, the most “progressive” of Central Asian countries, has one of the
highest rates of household coal use in the world (IEA, 2022); coal accounts for around
50% of energy supply, over 70% of its electricity generation, and over 20% of final con-
sumption. Coal-dependent regions such as Pavlodar and Karaganda in Kazakhstan may
feel unjustly targeted as aggressive global decarbonization policies could lead to the
loss of their jobs and livelihoods. This is why compensation policies to reduce the eco-
nomic costs borne by fossil fuel-reliant communities should accompany climate mitiga-
tion. Such structural adjustment policies could include funding for ‘green’ infrastruc-
ture development and, crucially for the Central Asia region, job retraining (i.e. policies
to reskill, reequip, and revitalize fossil fuel-reliant communities) (Green & Gambhir,
2020; Newell, 2021; Sovacool, 2016).

In the wake of the Ukraine war, the EU has faced criticism for exporting its climate
goals through trade, while simultaneously outsourcing its need for critical raw materials
and polluting fossil fuels to Central Asia.>> These contrasting policies have left Europe
open to accusations of hypocrisy (Kuzemko et al., 2022). Conversely, China has had
more success in appeasing Central Asian fossil fuel-addicted elites while at the same
time addressing the major distributional conflicts (Aklin & Mildenberger, 2020) that
decarbonization has caused in the vulnerable areas of their countries.

35 See EEAS, “Central Asia’s growing importance globally and for the EU”, Nov 20, 2022. See also S&P
Global “EU refiners turn to Kazakh, Azeri, Norwegian crudes to plug Russian supply gap”, Dec 15, 2022
and CPC “Kazakhstan to Expand Oil Exports to Germany Via Russian Pipelines”, Jan 30, 2023.
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4.2 Horizontal equity

While China aggressively invests in the region’s RE market, posing a challenge to West-
ern competitors, it has also cast itself as a promoter of a more balanced and ‘just’ energy
transition.

The second component of its ‘balanced’ regional energy strategy has revolved around
support for a more gradual phase-out of fossil fuels, through horizontal equity measures
and the forging of ties with local elites whose personal livelihoods continue to rely greatly
on the investment and export of coal, natural gas, and oil. Due to the authoritarian nature
of Central Asia’s political systems, the net result is to tie China’s views of and approach to
the region’s energy policy to the needs of local fossil fuel-reliant elites (Kassenova, 2022;
Skalamera Groce et al., 2021). As Zhou (2023) has noted, China and Central Asian gov-
ernments share concerns over the interlocking triangle of energy security, environmental
crisis, and economic development. They envision a coordinated, balanced energy system
in which renewables and cleaner fossil fuels coexist to generate affordable energy while
fossil fuels are gradually and safely phased out. While many analysts anticipate a growing
Chinese footprint in Central Asia’s green energy sector (Avdaliani, 2024), for the ruling
elites of both China and Central Asia supporting renewables has not meant abandoning
fossil fuels.

China’s embrace of a just transition agenda in sync with ‘local needs’ also serves to
safeguard the personal interests of local fossil fuel-dependent elites, as evidenced by the
joint SCO’s Samarkand statement on climate change adopted in September 2022. The
Summit in Samarkand concluded with the signing of five documents by the heads of China,
India, Pakistan, Russia, and the five Central Asian countries, including a joint statement
on energy security and one on climate change.*® In the statement, SCO leaders said they
were calling for a "balanced approach between emissions reduction and development, sup-
porting a fair transition" to a greener economy (Reuters, 2022). The group also slammed
using “the climate agenda to introduce measures that would limit trade and investment
cooperation” with an obvious reference to the EU’s projection of its own normative agenda
through “protectionist” and “coercive trade measures.” Some countries have gone so far as
to describe the EU’s attempts to impose its climate objectives through trade as a new form
of ‘colonialism’>’ (Financial Times, 2020).

The paper argues that one of the unintended effects of the EU’s EGD on the countries of
the region is that China has emerged as a counterweight to the EU’s ‘too extreme’ climate
agenda. Beijing has always been eager to ensure that the SCO developed a strong economic
aspect, but since the launching of the EU’s EGD the Beijing-sponsored organization has
also focused on resetting and reshaping global climate governance narratives, often under
the banner of a more equitable multipolar world order.

Recently, the BRICS (which 34 countries have expressed interest in joining)®® has
become another site of Beijing’s opposition and socialization of global climate governance

36 XIV Brics Summit (2022, May 24). Joint Statement issued at the BRICS High-level Meeting on Climate
Change.

3 While an extensive discussion of these ‘new forms of colonialism’ is beyond the scope of the article,
scholars have recently invoked the term ‘resource colonialism’ to describe extraction of ‘critical minerals’
from regions such as Central Asia (Bridge, 2018; Howlett and Lawrence, 2019). A greater engagement with
these literatures can complement the accounts on the histories of energy transitions (Wrigley, 2010).

3% Among which most notably for the purposes of this paper, some key commodity producers such as Azer-
baijan, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey, but also Algeria, Colombia, Argentina and Malaysia.
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to advance its ‘balanced’ concept. The 2024 summit in Kazan was the first meeting of the
expanded BRICS (whose membership has grown from Brazil, Russia, India, China, and
South Africa to also include Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran, and the United Arab Emirates). During
this summit China’s (and Russia’s) positioning against global climate policies as a “West-
ern tool of dominance’ (Poberezhskaya & Martus, 2024, p. 230) achieved even greater rhe-
torical buy-in.

In an ensuing declaration leaders of the BRICS group reaffirmed their rejection of “uni-
lateral, punitive and discriminatory protectionist measures, that are not in line with inter-
national law, under the pretext of environmental concerns, such as unilateral and discrimi-
natory carbon border adjustment mechanisms (CBAMs)” [...] and condemned “unilateral
protectionist measures, which deliberately disrupt the global supply and production chains
and distort competition.”’

The Kazan Declaration, indeed, expresses great confidence in China and Russia’s trans-
formative vision of climate governance, and there is significant momentum behind their
demand for change among members of BRICS and the SCO, as well as among nondemoc-
racies and commodities producers seeking to hedge against the Global South’s exposure to
any “unilateral” climate policies. According to Russia’s Foreign Ministry, the Kazan Dec-
laration has been approved by all member nations and endorsed by all partner countries,
such as Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan.*’

Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, who have been elevated to BRICS partner status as the alli-
ance expands, are precisely the states most open to China’s and Russia’s vision of global
climate governance transformation given that they feel either hurt or ignored by the EU’s
climate agenda.

In line with these statements recognizing the negative consequences of climate change
and the need for urgent action, but also calling for increased investment in oil and gas pro-
duction and exploration, China has since continued to concentrate on fossil fuels, particu-
larly oil and gas, in Central Asia. In this respect, it has been much more effective than
its Western competitors in assuaging the concerns of fossil fuel-reliant local elites who
officially recognize the need to decarbonize their energy sectors but, due to a weak track
record in actually delivering reforms in the sector (Skalamera Groce, 2020), have a strong
vested interest in China’s “balanced” approach.

In May 2023, China’s President Xi Jinping reaffirmed Beijing’s support for fossil fuel
development in Central Asia at the first-ever summit of Central Asian leaders, hosted by
China in Xi’an. While shunning “external interference,” Xi unveiled an ambitious plan to
help elevate Central Asia to the next level of development—from building large infrastruc-
ture networks to boosting fossil fuel trade. Ahead of the meeting, a key BRI project under
discussion was the "Line D" natural gas pipeline from Turkmenistan to China to feed Bei-
jing’s massive long-term gas needs, along with a railway connecting China to Kyrgyzstan
and Uzbekistan.*! During the summit, Xi called on China and Central Asia to increase oil
and gas trade, develop energy cooperation across industrial clean energy chains, and boost
cooperation on nuclear energy.

3 XVI BRICS Summit Kazan Declaration, “Strengthening Multilateralism for Just Global Development
and Security”, Kazan, Russian Federation, 23 October 2024, p. 22.

40 Joint Statement of the BRICS Ministers of Foreign Affairs/International Relations, Nizhny Novgorod,
Russian Federation, 10 June 2024.

41 Buractiv (2023, May 19). China’s Xi unveils grand development plan with Central Asia states.
42" Aljazeera (2023, May 19). China’s Xi presents development plans for Central Asia.
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Reflecting a critical position for the fossil fuel-dominated economies of Central Asia
and for China, Xi reaffirmed Beijing’s support for a “deeply complementary and high-level
win—-win cooperation” in jointly fostering “clean [..] technologies in the energy sector,
including the clean and highly efficient use of fossil fuels” (Reuters, 2023). Most notably,
he called for “jointly fostering a new paradigm” that includes the peaceful rise of nuclear
energy. This builds common ground with Central Asian countries, specifically Kazakhstan,
which has been eagerly awaiting an opening for its uranium to support China’s energy tran-
sition.** Meanwhile, some European countries, most notably Germany, decided to phase
out nuclear power in the aftermath of the Fukushima nuclear accident. Others, such as
Spain, Switzerland, and Italy, scrapped plans to add new nuclear plants (Bordoft, 2022;
CNN, 2023). Others still, such as France, have strengthened cooperation with Kazakhstan
in the nuclear sector, showing that this has not been part of a consistent EU policy.

In sum, China has made a strong push to build its own horizontal elite networks in Cen-
tral Asia, assert influence over its component states’ resource wealth, and capitalize on the
distributional consequences of the EU’s climate agenda—and the obstructionist reactions
they have generated. This multi-pronged approach has allowed it to boost its ‘soft power’
outreach, solidify its long-term influence over the region’s energy sector, and denounce
Europe’s turn to ‘climate protectionism.’

5 Conclusion

On the back of its formidable economic rise and massive long-term energy needs, China
has adopted a forceful stance in international relations and a leadership role in resource-
rich Central Asia. Meanwhile, the EU’s partial turn to strength projection and geopoli-
tics have been driven by China’s new assertiveness, its control over clean energy supply
chains, the Sino-Russian relationship, and Russia’s war in Ukraine. Still, increased energy
efficiency and saving and an accelerated energy transition have also constituted the EU’s
response to new external risks. For Central Asia, a region that is gradually embracing the
energy transition but still eager to market on its resource-wealth, the blurred boundaries of
the EU’s dual approach have appeared seldom congruent in recent years.

Regional experts have argued that rather than being seen as “neighbors of neighbors”
with valuable minerals to extract, Central Asian elites would much prefer to draw on
Europe as a source of inspiration as far as regional integration and “strategic autonomy”
are concerned, particularly around the water-energy-climate-change nexus (Kassenova,
2023). But they have also lamented that the EU has thus far failed to ensure that the cost
burdens of its energy transition are fairly distributed not only within the EU, particularly
in the face of persistently high energy prices, but also, critically, across partner countries.
Along with Fawn et al. (2022) this article argues that EU studies should take more interest
in Central Asia, given that the EU’s larger external relations and security agenda extends
to this region. Similarly, it shows that Central Asian studies can benefit from the analysis
of the region’s horizontal and vertical interactions with external actors, including the EU.
This article has focused on one key area of such interactions: the relationship between local
communities in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan in clean energy policy and powerful actors
from outside and from within.

43 Kazakhstan exports around half of its uranium to China. Recent deals have consolidated its position as
a a critical supplier of nuclear fuel to China’s rapidly growing nuclear energy market. See “Kazakhstan’s
Kazatomprom signs key uranium supply deal with China’s CNNC and CNUC” Daryo, October 15, 2024.
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The EU has made commitments in its Strategy on Central Asia (2019) to help the region
transition toward a low-carbon economy with energy efficiency and to foster projects in RE,
electricity interconnections, and “‘cooperation on implementing the Paris climate commitments”
(Council of the European Union, 2019, p. 7). The EU can do little to fundamentally alter Cen-
tral Asia’s lack of democracy, pervasive corruption, and weak institutions, which in part have
hampered the EU’s efforts in comparison with those of China, Russia, and other regional actors.
Yet what the EU can offer the Central Asian countries is not just assistance in fulfilling the dec-
larations from the Paris Agreement, but also concrete business activity, job opportunities, and
joint work on targets to spur the industrialization of Central Asian countries both through clean
technology innovations and also, critically, through “on the ground” establishment of energy-
efficient industries, job creation, and skill-upgrading for displaced coal workers.

The EU must do more to address the distributional concerns of its emerging partner
countries while preserving its reputation as a legitimate international climate leader. This
paper closes by arguing that it is not too late for the EU to address the distributional prob-
lems that its EGD has generated among and within Central Asian countries. Some spheres
that might be less attractive for competitors include joint projects in capacity-building,
in energy project management, and in finance, and projects to boost societal resilience to
climate change in Central Asia—by supporting the ability of local social actors to self-
organize and utilize local strengths and knowledge of available resources and infrastruc-
ture (Bossuyt, 2023). Consistent funding that also targets such initiatives could improve
the EU’s legitimacy as an actor willing to share responsibilities with local communities
and its credibility in increasing the ability of vulnerable groups to withstand the impacts of
climate change. Rather than promoting broad “green” ideas and principles that essentially
offer technology transfer to encourage decarbonization, the EU needs to develop more
meaningful partnerships with individual countries aimed at their local socio-economic
development. If it fails to do so, Central Asia’s pushback against the distributional effects
of the EU’s Green Deal is likely to expand and intensify, and so are accusations of ‘green
protectionism,” or worse, climate ‘colonialism.’

In this respect, sometimes, at least, other regional actors, most notably Russia and
China, have used the developing countries’ discourse about the EU’s ambitious climate
agenda to justify delayism and inaction, while framing their own pushback as a form of
South-South cooperation. If this impression is confirmed, it would anchor the study of dis-
tributional conflicts arising from Western climate policy more in the field of postcoloni-
alism, and additional research is needed into how post-colonial narratives mix with the
West’s ideas and leadership in climate politics in new, interesting ways. This involves fur-
ther research to identify conditions that lead local communities to challenge (or endorse)
external influence in climate policies and theorizing about the different forms such resist-
ance can take, at both the state and the societal level.

Data availability The data generated by the expert interviews analyzed during the current study are available
upon request. Some personal identifiers may not be shared openly to protect study participant privacy.
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