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  Kazakh Prime Minister Karim Massimov announced on 
3 November 2009 that the government would not issue 
any new licences to airlines until Kazakhstan had resolved 
the situation with the EU over the latter’s airline blacklist. 
The EU’s most recent aviation blacklist,  published on 13 
July 2009, bars all of  Kyrgyzstan’s airlines from entering the 
Union’s air space, and all but one from Kazakhstan. The 
blanket ban reflects EU concern at safety deficiencies in 
the oversight system. Reflecting their Soviet-era legacy, a 
combination of  weak financial resources, outdated legislation 
and lax regulatory requirements has affected development 
of  the aviation sector in these countries. 
   International aviation bodies have criticised the blacklist for 
being punitive rather than constructive in terms of  improving 
safety procedures. However, Massimov’s statement, and 
efforts by the Kazakh authorities to address the concerns, 
demonstrate that inclusion on the EU blacklist can act as a 
spur for aviation reforms. 
  To meet EU requirements, substantial modernisation of  
the sector will be required, with foreign expertise likely 
to be sought. The need to upgrade safety systems, airport 
facilities and airline fleets will all provide opportunities for 
businesses. 
   After a number of  serious airline crashes, the European 
Commission decided in 2005 to establish an EU-wide list 
of  air carriers that were banned from operating in the 
European Community, publishing the first such blacklist in 
March 2006. The list brought together the various national-
level compilations of  airlines, offering both passenger and 
cargo services, whose safety standards provided cause for 
concern. Since then it has undergone several revisions.
  Initially comprising a total of  93 companies, the most 
recent incarnation, from July 2009, lists 9 individual carriers, 
all carriers (with a few exceptions) from 12 countries and 
seven companies that are allowed to operate flights in the 
EU under certain restrictions. Factors that prompt inclusion 
on the list are the age and maintenance record of  aircraft, 
a failure to resolve problems flagged up during inspections 
and poor oversight by the relevant regulatory authorities. 
The EU is careful to warn also that the list is not exhaustive, 

and that just because a company or country is not on the list 
does not mean that it is necessarily safe. Companies have 
the right of  appeal, and those carriers that improve their 
safety standards to EU levels are removed from the list – for 
example, four Indonesian airlines were taken off  the July 
2009 list.
  The blacklist is dominated by African airlines, but air 
companies registered in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan also 
feature prominently. Most of  these companies did not even 
fly to Europe, but the list is intended more generally to 
inform EU citizens. All of  Kazakhstan’s air carriers, with 
the exception of  the national carrier Air Astana (which is 
registered in Aruba, and is allowed to operate in the EU 
under some restrictions), and all airlines from Kyrgyzstan 
are included; the original blacklist published in March 2006 
included just two airlines from each country. The only other 
member of  the Commonwealth of  Independent States (CIS) 
to feature on the list is Ukraine, with four airlines. 
  The Soviet-era legacy has bedevilled the aviation sector in 
Central Asia, and the CIS more broadly. When the USSR 
collapsed in December 1991 it left the constituent republics 
with ageing fleets, poor infrastructure and outdated 
legislative and regulatory frameworks. Lax licensing 
procedures meant that it was easy for new aviation 
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companies to start up, often with just one or two poorly 
maintained aircraft. At the same time, a lack of  financial 
resources – and more pressing demands on public finances 
– meant that governments have not always been able to 
devote funds to improving their oversight of  the sector. This 
has meant that there is no money to purchase equipment 
such as new cockpit simulators for pilots trained on Soviet-
era Tupolev or Antonov planes, but now operating US or 
European aircraft. Finally, training of  inspectors has suffered, 
and low salaries have in the past meant that inspectors 
“moonlighted” as safety consultants to the very airlines that 
they were scrutinising. 

Carrot or stick?

   The  EU has not won global support for the blacklist. Among 
its critics is the International Air Transport Association 
(IATA), which said after its publication that the list did not 
address the issue of  how to bring safety conditions up to 
standard. The fact that there is no common list detailing 
what could lead to an airline’s inclusion, or what airlines need 
to do to warrant removal, is also a bone of  contention. 
  However, far from damaging relations with Central Asia, 
the inclusion of  Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan appears to have 
prompted a desire to improve ties, at least in the aviation 
sector. In addition, the experience of  Kazakhstan shows that 
inclusion on the list can spur countries on to reform their 
aviation sectors. As well as Massimov’s decision to suspend 
the issuance of  new licences, the Minister of  Transport 
and Communications, Abelgazi Kusainov, reported that 
parliament was debating new draft legislation on developing 
the air industry, which had been drafted to incorporate 
the European Commission’s recommendations. He also 
predicted that the EU would remove Kazakh companies 
from the blacklist in the second half  of  2010. 
  The Kyrgyz aviation authority has also said that it will 
work with the EU to get its airlines removed from the 
list. However, the pace of  change in Kyrgyzstan has been 
slower, hampered by the country’s volatile political situation 
and relative poverty compared with Kazakhstan, where oil 
revenue has boosted the public finances. The consequences 
of  its failure to modernise the sector were demonstrated 
in August 2008, when a Kyrgyz-registered plane operated 
by the private company Itek Air (which features on the 
EU blacklist) crashed shortly after take-off  from Bishkek’s 
Manas airport with the loss of  more than 60 lives – the 
country’s worst air disaster since independence. To date, the 
disappearance of  Kyrgyz airlines from various iterations of  
the EU blacklist is attributable more to them having gone 
bust than to improvements in their safety record. That said, 
the authorities have now begun to address the issue of  the 
ageing passenger fleet, and from 2010 aircraft older than 25 
years will no longer be eligible for government inspection. 

The Fundación para las 
Relaciones Internacionales 
y el Diálogo Exterior 
(FRIDE), Spain, in co-
operation with the Centre 

for European Policy Studies (CEPS), Belgium, has launched 
a joint project entitled “EU Central Asia Monitoring (EUCAM)”. 
The (EUCAM) initiative is an 18-month research and awareness-
raising exercise supported by several EU member states and 
civil society organizations, which aims: to raise the profile of 
the EU-Central Asia Strategy; to strengthen debate about the 
EU-Central Asia relationship and the role of the Strategy in that 
relationship; to enhance accountability through the provision 
of high quality information and analysis; to promote mutual 
understanding by deepening the knowledge within European 
and Central Asian societies about EU policy in the region; and to 
develop ‘critical’ capacity within the EU and Central Asia through 
the establishment of a network that links communities concerned 
with the role of the EU in Central Asia.

EUCAM focuses on four priority areas in order to find a mix 
between the broad political ambitions of the Strategy and the 
narrower practical priorities of EU institutions and member 
state assistance programmes: Democracy and Human Rights; 
Security and Stability; Energy and Natural Resources ; Education 
and Social Relations 

This monitoring exercise is implemented by an Expert Working 
Group, established by FRIDE and CEPS. The group consists 
of experts from the Central Asian states and the members 
countries of the EU. In addition to expert meetings, several public 
seminars will be organised for a broad audience including EU 
representatives, national officials and legislators, the local civil 
society community, media and other stakeholders.

EUCAM is sponsored by the Open Society Institute (OSI) and 
the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The project is also 
supported by the Czech Republic Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
the Spanish Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Cooperation and the 
United Kingdom Foreign and Commonwealth Office.
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