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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

The European Union's (EU) 2019 New Strategy for Central Asia and European Union; Central
joint meetings with Central Asia’s five foreign ministers established ~ Asia; EU's 2019 Central Asia
standards and expectations for mutual relations. Throughout those Strategy; EU's 2007 Central
initiatives and proclamations, the EU stresses its un-geopolitical ~ Asia Strategy; regionalism
essence and behaviour, including the statement that affords the

article’s title. The article identifies five issue areas that

demonstrate that, despite declarations otherwise, the EU reasons

and acts geopolitically in this contested region: (1) the promotion

of Central Asian regionalism; (2) the inclusion of Central Asia in

formations beneficial to the EU; (3) selectively in economic and

functionalist cooperation; (4) democracy, human rights and civil

society promotion; and (5) international education cooperation.

The EU identifies its comparative advantage through cost-benefit

analyses and seeks to enhance its attractiveness by offering its

allies to Central Asia, while excluding other, present actors. That

the EU is often outmanoeuvred does not diminish this subtle yet

discernible geopolitical conduct.

Introduction

The European Union (EU) frames itself as a ‘non-geopolitical’ actor in Central Asia. When
the EU’s 2019 Strategy is compared with other EU statements and activities, however, its
intentions and actions reveal strategies of competition, ones substantial and directed
enough to constitute it a geopolitical actor. This article ascertains how, subtly but signifi-
cantly, the EU recognizes and responds to competition from others, and seeks to maxi-
mize its comparative advantages against the regional ambitions of others. The article
additionally identifies the EU’s unstated weaknesses, and how it limits them. These acts
constitute cost-benefit analyses of how to deploy available resources, behaviour recog-
nizable from traditional understandings of competitive international conduct. Further-
more, the EU seeks to boost its attractiveness in Central Asia through the mobilization
of its wider international-organizational offerings, bringing allies to the region. In these
regards, the Strategy behaves in line with the new European Commission of 2019 that,
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if hesitantly, nevertheless began to speak of geopolitics (for commentary, noting also that
European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen needed over an hour of her State of
the Union address before mentioning ‘geopolitics’, see Brzozowski 2020).

The EU’s first Central Asia strategy, in 2007, identified the region’s changed strategic
value after the 9/11 terror attacks and international intervention in neighbouring Afgha-
nistan. The EU’s 2019 Strategy for Central Asia and related events and declarations, par-
ticularly pertaining to the Foreign Ministerial summit of 2019 and to the European
Council Conclusions, illuminate Brussels's approach to the region." The EU pronounced
in 2019 that Central Asia ‘has always been a key region’ (European Commission 2019).
These claims are made even as scholarship on the EU’s external relations gives scant
attention to Central Asia (Fawn, Kluczewska, Korneev 2021).

The present aim is to place EU objectives from its key documents of 2019 for future
Central Asian relations in wider context of other EU statements and actions, and of obser-
vers, to reveal the EU’s sense, stated and especially otherwise, of its abilities and interests
in engaging with Central Asia, and how those compare against other actors. Despite what
the EU asserts about being un-geopolitical, it both performs in a theatre where others act
competitively and is responding accordingly.

Attention is given to the EU’s ability to reshape itself in a region which it states is increas-
ingly important, and where challenges to its influence intensify. Central Asia is a region
where contrarian examples of authoritarian politics are exerted, and by not one but two
major authoritarian actors: Russia and China.? The EU faces enormous challenges also
from its geographical remoteness and the resource provisions offered by those two neigh-
bouring states, while also advancing a normative agenda that confronts those extra-
regional actors and the Central Asian states. Nor, potentially to the EU’s benefit, are
outside powers able to realize their intentions (see Heathershaw, Owen and Cooley 2019,
for contentions of how Chinese and Russian state interests are moderated in their execution
in Central Asia by other, including societal, actors). Additionally, while non-Central Asian
actors may not seek direct or even indirect physical control of territory, this region is a
strong candidate to be an example where an evolution of spheres has occurred, creating
a contestation over its forms and content (an interesting argument is advanced by Costa
Buranelli 2018). Competition for influence in Central Asia certainly exists, even if the EU
seeks to present its engagement as non-competitive and non-exclusionary, and ideational
in content, with values that it expounds to be good and applicable universally.

When the EU’s High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy Federica
Mogherini launched the 2019 Strategy, she pronounced the words providing this contri-
bution’s title: in Central Asia, the EU is ‘not here for geopolitical interests or games’ (High
Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security 2019b). The EU seeks not
competition and to be received as un-geopolitical. In its principal sectors of engagement,
the EU identifies its own allies and ignores some already present. It also faces challenges
to its offerings to Central Asia; these are absent from the Strategy, but evidenced in other
EU declarations and publications. This unstated but present competition is identified
across five areas of engagement in which the EU believes it exerts comparative advantage
over competitors: the promotion of regionalism, which itself takes two forms: the EU’s
promotion of Central Asian regionalism, and then Central Asia’s placement in other for-
mations — economic and functional initiatives; democracy, human rights and independent
civil society promotion; and higher education.
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The Strategy is structured according to three ‘interconnected and mutually reinforcing
priorities”: ‘partnering for resilience’, ‘partnering for prosperity’ and ‘working better
together’ (High Representative 2019a). Some themes, such as democratization, are
located within one of these priorities, but all are wide-ranging and fulfil the declaratory
mutual interlinkages of issues that could be identified for analysis. The aspiration is not
to retell the Strategy’s contents, but to detect how, strategically, the Strategy includes
and excludes actors and issues. We turn first briefly to what could constitute ‘geopolitical’
EU behaviour, and the characteristics of competition in the Central Asian region where the
EU seeks influence.

The EU as a geopolitical actor in Central Asia and regional dynamics

A sui generis international actor, neither an international organization nor a state, the EU
advances its values and incentivizes engagement by offering access to the world’s
deepest integrated supra-national market (see Dzhuraev 2021 for EU behaviour regarding
Central Asia). Values promotion and the pursuit of interests need not be mutually exclu-
sive, and in that regard the EU engages in realist behaviour by overtly working with and
mobilizing certain allies to heighten the EU’s attractiveness. These allies include other like-
minded international organizations and selected international financial institutions. The
EU simultaneously seeks to minimize the influence of competitor international actors in
Central Asia. That, as this article identifies, the EU is outdone in its areas of comparative
advantage does not diminish the intentions of competitive engagement. It undertakes
appraisals of tools available, in relative and relational terms - in comparison with those
of others, and their suitability to achieve EU aims.

Despite frequent contemporary invocations of the 19th-century imperial epithet of
‘Great Game’ to explain competition in and around Central Asia, none of the extra-regional
actors work correspondingly, and Central Asian states also have agency (an essential
dynamic not focused here, but see Cooley 2012). China’s influence comes heavily from
trade, aid and especially infrastructural development. Russia emulates more familiar geos-
trategic behaviour, through military-alliance formation and the continued and sometimes
expanded security presence, including the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO).
Its Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) also provides economic-trade influence and Russia
perhaps is most influential as a site of labour for some Central Asian populations, and
the remittances generated. Even in these domains, however, Russian influence is limited
and inconsistent across the region. And Russia opens itself to competition to the EU in
soft power: culturally and educationally. Influence of the United States might be framed
predominantly as military influence, and its own Strategy includes such along with soft
power, yet its armed presence has diminished after base closures in Uzbekistan and Kyr-
gyzstan. Primary and self-defined influence remains soft power, and with similarities to
some of Russia’s: culture and education (elaborated comparatively, below).

Even if the EU is the least-applicable actor for the ill-fitting motif of the Great Game, it
nevertheless identifies areas of competition to exert its comparative advantage. The EU
seeks to define and place Central Asia in regional state formations of its making, and
ones that serve EU interests. The EU seeks thereby to create strategic benefits and
achieve strategic goals. It is to those practices of self-interested region formation to
which we turn first.
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The EU’s promotion of Central Asian regionalism

Internal challenges notwithstanding, the EU remains the world exemplar of region-
making. The EU likes dealing with, even making, regions elsewhere. The EU created a
‘Western Balkans’ where no such term existed (nor with a tallying ‘Eastern Balkans’).
The EU Eastern Partnership (EaP) grouped six unlikely countries,®> a process that is
argued presently to have an unstated bearing on the EU’s approach to region-making
in Central Asia. In the early post-Communist period the EU was influential enough that
some saw it as obligating Central European states to form regional cooperation
formats, even if Brussels later judged countries individually for accession. The EU likely
also approaches the Central Asian region, in managerial terms, possessing a global
vision for itself that requires attempting to organize the world into workable units that
recognize regional dynamics and serve EU interests.

The 2019 EU declarations are equivocal about the degree of, even the appetite for,
Central Asian-initiated regionalism. So too are they regarding EU ambitions to promote
regionalism in Central Asia, and between the region and itself. This ambiguity may be stra-
tegic: rather than limiting its options through declarations, the EU maximizes opportu-
nities as regional circumstances evolve. The EU simultaneously identifies and promotes
common regional initiatives among the five Central Asian states, while recognizing and
facilitating bilateral arrangements. That is necessary because of the dissimilar views on
Central Asia regionalism and on engagement with the EU that the five states have held
(among previous works are Hoffmann 2010; Matveeva 2006; and Warkotsch 2011;
specific sources are given below). The EU is also indeterminate, arguably strategically,
on where and how Central Asia fits into wider regional formations and policies. These
issues are assessed in turn.

Challenges aside, the EU promotes Central Asian regionalism. The EU’s Special Repre-
sentative for Central Asia Peter Burian identified the EU’s intrinsic approach towards
making and working with regions: ‘Regional cooperation as a factor of stability and sus-
tainable development is deeply rooted in EU’s DNA’ (Burian 2019). The EU’s genetic dis-
position still needs to engage; its success in finding and working with regions still
depends on local conditions and the mutual compatibility of states. Long-recognized
are difficulties of achieving anything approaching regionness in Central Asia. Overlapping
forms of cooperation, including those instigated by and including outside actors, have
generated the epithet of ‘virtual regionalism’ (see especially Allison 2008; for earlier limit-
ations on regionalism, see, for example, Kubicek 1997; Russo 2018; and Hanova 2021).
Central Asia’s lack of regionalism is largely absent from the Strategy, which seeks and
needs optimism, but awareness materializes in parallel EU documents. EU institutions
assert divergent approaches to policies, as will be discerned below. A European Parlia-
ment research report offers greater accuracy than the Strategy, indicating what is familiar
to regional analysts but absent from Commission statements: Central Asia not only faces
geographical handicaps to cooperation but also has suffered outright ‘mutual hostility’
between states (Russell 2019, 8).

The EU nevertheless presents itself as a model for regionalism and supports seemingly
region-indigenous cooperation efforts. To the EU’s credit, post-Soviet formations invol-
ving some of the Central Asia states are ‘loosely modelled’ on or even ‘mimicking
aspects’ of the European Commission (Cooley 2012, 60). But the EU’s aspiration of
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region-building in Central Asia, let alone providing its model, is constrained. The Strategy
implies that the EU possesses resources to endow Central Asia with more regionness
through its lobbying capacities, offering access to its international formats to Central
Asian states.

Assessing EU expectation of and commitment to regionalism in Central Asia benefits
from three considerations: how new and meaningful is Central Asia’'s own commitment
to regionalism; how much the EU promotes regionalism; and the extent to which the
EU continues to pursue bilateralism instead of region-wide engagement. By analysing
the totality of EU statements, ambiguities in EU approaches on the latter two points
are discernible.

Optimistically, Burian acknowledged a ‘new spirit of regional cooperation’ from a 2017
conference on regional development and security convened in Samarkand, in an Uzbeki-
stan that was opening to the world after the death of decades-long ruler Islam Karimov
(Burian 2019; for resulting contemporary impetuses for regional cooperation, see, for
example, Faizullaev 2017, esp. 174-175).

EU support for Central Asian regional cooperation may be commendable, but rests on
limited substance. Apart from association with post-Karimov changes in Uzbekistan, ‘the
new momentum in regional cooperation’ is thin, and certainly not region wide. Even that
seems based on the first informal Summit of Central Asian leaders hosted by Kazakhstan
President Nursultan Nazarbaev in Astana in the March of the year preceding the 2019
Strategy. Although that meeting was noted as ‘a sign of improving ties’ in the region,
Turkmenistan's representation was a parliamentary official rather than a high minister,
let alone President Gurbanguly Berdymukhammedov (RFE/RF 2018). Nevertheless, this
development has ‘enhanced the relevance of the EU’s experience in crafting cooperative
solutions to common challenges’ (High Representative 2019a, 1). To be sure, the 2018
meeting was a watershed, ‘absolutely unthinkable’ two years prior (Gotev 2018), an obser-
vation as true as it is also indicative of the paucity of previous cooperation. While the EU’s
reinvigoration of regionalism was ‘Built on Uzbekistan-inspired optimism’, the 2019 Strat-
egy was already described in that year of its launch as ‘undercut by Kazakhstan-inspired
pessimism’. The latter included domestic repression, seen as managing the domestic pol-
itical transition following Nazarbayev’s resignation from his 30-year leadership (Putz
2019).

Outside of the 2019 Strategy document, but concurrently with its release, the High
Representative advanced EU ambitions for region-making:

The EU has a strong interest in seeing Central Asia develop as a region of rules-based
cooperation and connectivity rather than of competition and rivalry. The EU is determined
to invest in the new opportunities and growing potential for cooperation within and with
the region as a whole. (High Representative 2019a, 2, emphasis added)

Burian, too, welcomed ‘these “new positive winds blowing” in Central Asia’, and labelled
them as ‘conducive to strengthening regional cooperation’ and reiterated that ‘The EU
sought to help and contribute to translating this positive spirit into concrete action’
(Burian 2019). The EEAS's two-page official Factsheet on the Strategy and relations
went further, referring exclusively to region-building and omitting reference to Enhanced
Partnership and Cooperation Agreements (EPCAs), the EU’s main instrument in Central
Asia, but conducted strictly bilaterally. The Factsheet begins with ‘Investing in Regional
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Cooperation’. It then highlights priorities for the elemental bases for region-making:
seeking common rules and a more integrated regional market. The same section refers
to functional and security aims in regional cooperation, dealing with environmental con-
cerns and terrorism, and more broadly on multilateral initiatives for the Afghan peace
process. The section introducing the new EU Strategy is flanked by an image of a
knight from the game of chess. Likely unintended, but is this not a pictorial metaphor
denoting geopolitical competition, and the antithesis of cooperation?

The EU also disseminates its message of region-making in Central Asia through suppor-
tive international organizations (I0s). The Organization for Security and Co-operation in
Europe (OSCE), of which all EU members are participating states, summarized in a press
release the EU’s approach to fostering Central Asian regionalism, with ambitions that
‘the region develops as a sustainable, more resilient, secure, prosperous, and closely inter-
connected political and economic space’ (OSCE 2007). For some purposes, the EU wants
Central Asia and IOs to regard the region as a coherent unit (see also Korneev 2017). Doubt-
less a foundation for this stems from common legacies of Soviet rule, and shared functional
and security issues, such as water, drug trafficking and instability from Afghanistan.

For all efforts at region-making, the Strategy itself is restrained. It writes that:

while respecting the aspirations and interests of each of its Central Asian partners, and main-
taining the need to differentiate between specific country situations, the EU will seek to
deepen its engagement with those Central Asian countries willing and able to intensify
relations. (High Representative 2019a, 1)

It notes that although those group-to-group relations ‘have developed significantly over
recent years’, the EU had only one EPCA in the region.* That was signed with Kazakhstan,
in 2015, and after years waiting for its ratification, and entering into force in 2020. EPCAs
with Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan remained under negotiation at the Strategy’s launch.

The Council Conclusions state better than the Strategy the EU’s expectations for
relations with Central Asian states. These welcome ‘regional cooperation in Central
Asia’, but recognize the EPCAs ‘remain a cornerstone’ of EU interactions (High Represen-
tative 2019a, paras 4-5). Other EU documents amplify that EU relations will foremost be
country to country. The General Secretariat of the Council wrote that the ‘scope of the
EU’s relations is linked to the readiness of individual Central Asian countries to undertake
reforms and strengthen democracy, human rights, the rule of law and the independence
of the judiciary ...’ (General Secretariat of the Council 2019). Bilateral relations between
the EU and individual Central Asian states is an approach supported by many, even to
the point of critique, that the EU overemphasizes any regional approach (e.g., Kluczewska
and Dzhuraev 2020, 226). Even before the EU’s 2007 Strategy, the EU was implored to
avoid a regional approach. The International Crisis Group (2006, i) urged that, ‘Europe
must move away from largely unsuccessful policies, particularly the promotion of
region-wide projects, and take on a more focused and active role geared to the distinct
characteristics of each of the region’s five states.’

Once released, any document leaves its authors’ hands to become interpretable. The
Strategy seeks to make regionalism in Central Asia. In cases where the Strategy is other-
wise deemed to be lacking ‘concrete’ initiatives, it is still seen positively as working region-
wide, with the Strategy quoted for its intentions ‘to address structural constraints on
intraregional trade and investment’ (RFE/RL 2019). The EU purposes towards regionalism
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are even inferred as extending beyond mutual security interests or environmental con-
cerns, so much that the EU is ‘investing in regional cooperation in order to move
towards common rules and a more integrated regional market’ (Amalriks 2019). These
are both symbols of and underpinnings for regionalism. If that was insufficiently aspira-
tional, the EU also fashions Central Asia into wider regional formations that aid its
broader interests.

The Central Asian region within other EU-supported regions

On the essentialist issues of regional-building and inter-regionalism, the totality of the
EU’s approach shows either inconsistencies or, possibly, strategic opportunism, allowing
it to be a ‘flexible document’ and adaptable to local circumstances (Boonstra 2019). An
additional dimension is further EU flexibility on where Central Asia as a region fits with
other EU-designated state formations.

The EU’s External Action Service clusters Central Asia with the EaP countries and Russia.
Central Asia was also included in the concept of Wider Europe, launched by the EU in
2003, anticipating the impact of the EU’s largest expansion occurring the next year,
and one propelling it more south and eastwards (Commission of the European Commu-
nities 2003). ‘Wider Europe’, however, generally lost salience, and was superseded six
years later by the EU’s European Neighbourhood Partnership (ENP). The EU incorporated
Central Asia in this geographically broad initiative that encompassed Mediterranean and
post-Soviet countries. The EU’s 2007 Central Asia Strategy enunciated Central Asia’s inter-
relationship with EU policies; the EU stated that its commitment to ENP would ‘bring
Europe and Central Asia closer to each other’ (Council of the European Union 2007, 2).
The Strategy, however, raised wider regional cooperation on a limited basis: ‘Whenever
useful for the EU and Central Asia, and depending on issues, dialogue and cooperation
programmes with Central Asian states could extend to neighbouring states, such as
countries of the Eastern Partnership [EaP], Afghanistan and others’ (High Representative
2019, 3) (some of the political-geographical interrelationships are discussed by Fawn
2020). EU documents on transportation infrastructure for Central Asia (discussed separ-
ately, below) intimate connections between other regions, and support efforts to link
Central Asian and EaP countries and Afghanistan (General Secretariat of the Council
2018, 4; 2019, 5).

The 2019 Strategy left unstated any impact of the EU’s EaP. Dating from 2009, the EaP
sought, rather unsuccessfully, to define yet another region that conformed to EU con-
ceptions of its neighbourhood: that of six countries with divergent polities, economies
and especially orientations towards the West or to Moscow, sharing only the commonality
of being post-Soviet, not Central Asian, and flanking the Russian Federation. The EaP
made the EU more geopolitical, even if it sought otherwise, and missed or ignored that
others saw it accordingly (among emerging literature, see Nitiou and Sus 2019; and
below). An historical lesson of the EaP for EU engagement with Central Asia was that
Moscow (and possibly other non-participating post-Soviet governments) felt excluded
from even basic information exchange on this leading EU foreign relations initiative,
one intended to transform how Russia’s neighbouring states engaged with it and the
EU (see, for example, Wilson on the EU’s rebuff of Russian Deputy Prime Minister Igor Shu-
valov and the Russian right to know of EaP developments; Wilson 2014, 17; see Sakwa
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2015 for criticism of EU mistreatment of Russian interests). Russian hostility at least was
recognized by European Parliamentarians who in 2014 regretted ‘that the Russian leader-
ship regards the EU’s Eastern Partnership as a threat to its own political and economic
interests’ (European Parliament 2014).

The mass protests that became Ukraine’s Maidan/Revolution of Dignity in 2013-14
constituted unprecedented popular support for the EU, following the Yanukovych gov-
ernment’s abrupt refusal to conclude its EU Association Agreement. Those developments
alarmed Russia and ultimately plunged EU/Western-Russian relations into calamity.
Unstated, but consequential, is how the EU’s EaP experience may have shaped its engage-
ment with Central Asia. Some of Central Asia’s importance grows from being the ‘neigh-
bour of the neighbour’, an (unofficial) expression that is not applied to the EU’s several
other neighbourhoods, such as the Middle East and the Mediterranean (Spaiser 2018,
60). Earlier, Central Asia was described a ‘ghost vacuum’ between the EU’s other regional
projects (Kavalski 2012, 85), and the EU’s multiple regional packagings of Central Asia may
create (unhaunted) larger placements for this region. As discussed below, EU attempts at
influencing transportation infrastructure extend far beyond post-Soviet Central Asia’s
physical confines.

Central Asia further tallies in the EU’s spatial outlook, and constituting primary impetus
behind its intensified cooperation with Central Asia, has been the post-9/11 intervention
in Afghanistan. Two of the EU'’s principal pan-regional initiatives that involve Central Asia
governments address security threats from Afghanistan: the Central Asia Drug Action Pro-
gramme, and Border Management in Central Asia (Korneev 2017, esp. 312-315). Trade
and transportation connect Central Asia and Afghanistan, as recognized in EU-related
syntheses, although not in the Strategy (Russell 2017, 12). Rather, other than extending
regional cooperation on border management to Afghanistan, the Strategy writes only
of ‘Integrating Afghanistan as appropriate in relevant EU-Central Asia dialogue meetings
and regional programmes’ (High Representative 2019a, 3). Convening meetings are con-
ceivable in an EU-supported but pan-regional format; actionable programmes less so.

The EU assigns three forms of regional identity to Central Asia: first, as a series of bilat-
eral relations, with enormously varying intensities; second, of the five states and conco-
mitant with largely declaratory region-wide initiatives, which receive more funding
than any single Central Asian state, and occasionally to the point that Central Asia
seems an identifiable, even well-functioning regional unit; and third, a region within
still two others: the EU’s wider neighbourhood, and then one including Afghanistan.

Apart from seeking to make Central Asia into a region, the EU also seeks to engage with
it on an inter-regional basis. The EU thereby offers to assist Central Asia with access to
other regional and international organizations. The EU reveals itself to be selective as
to which issue areas and partners it permits. The next section identifies stated and
unstated access to, and of denial of, the region of Central Asia to other interstate for-
mations for which the EU is the regional gatekeeper.

The selective incentivization of inter-regionalism: who is recognized - and
who is not?

In addition to region-building, the EU pursues inter-regionalism: regions engaging with
each other. As established, the EU encourages regionalism in Central Asia, but
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cooperation among the five post-Soviet states remains, if not stillborn, then stunted.
Inter-regionalism - that is, between the EU and a coherent group of the five Central
Asian states — is even more remote. Inter-regionalism is often, and simply, defined as
‘institutionalized closer relations between two regional blocs’ (Doctor 2007, 281). The
depth and quality of the institutionalization, naturally, needs definition. EU-Central
Asian inter-regionalism is very limited; the convening of meetings is deemed ground-
breaking. We look first at whom the EU identifies for inter-regionalism, and then
those it skips, and why and what omissions reveals of the quality and capacity of EU-
Central Asian relations.

The EU’s emphasis is on the United Nations (UN), the OSCE, the Council of Europe,
albeit the latter lacking Central Asian membership, and on international financial insti-
tutions. These are ones to which the EU or EU member states are party. The EU also
avoided mention of the United States, even though the 2019 American Strategy uses
the same language as the E