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The United Arab Emirates (UAE) is a late 
arrival on the Central Asian scene: alt-
hough it recognized the independence of 
the post-Soviet republics in 1992, diplo-
matic and trade relations have been slow 
to take off. Turkmenistan waited until 
2011 to open an embassy there, Kazakh-
stan until 2006,1 while Kyrgyzstan, Uz-
bekistan, and Tajikistan have only 
opened consulates. The Emirates–Central 
Asian partnership began to blossom only 
in the second half of the 2000s, which 
saw an increasing number of official vis-
its by both sides. The political relations 
between the two regions continue to be 
limited, however, to debating the evolu-
tion of the two regional organizations to 
which they belong, namely, the Islamic 
Cooperation Organization (ICO) and the 
Conference on Interaction and  
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Key Points 
 
The UAE is now Turkmenistan’s fifth-
largest trade partner. 
 
The UAE presents itself as an attractive 
alternative partner, offering low-interest 
loans with no political conditions, and 
serving as a trade crossroads between 
Central Asia, the Middle East and South-
east Asia. 
 

The development of Islamic financing is 
one of the drivers being used by the UAE 
to establish itself in Central Asia. 
 
Emirati firms are in the process of locat-
ing land for wheat production in both 
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. 
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Confidence Building (CICA),2 or to discussing the 
Iranian nuclear program. At the commercial level, 
the UAE has stepped up its dynamism in recent 
years, presenting itself as an attractive alterna-
tive partner, offering low-interest loans with no 
political conditions, and serving as a trade cross-
roads between Central Asia, the Middle East and 
Southeast Asia. 
 
Continuing low-level of trade exchanges 
 
At the level of trade, the UAE has only made real 
headway into Turkmenistan, whose policy of 
“permanent neutrality” and its reluctance to open 
up to Western or Russian investments has left the 
field free for Asian (mainly China) and Middle 
Eastern (mainly Turkey and Iran) actors. As of 
2010, the UAE was Ashgabat’s fifth-largest trade 
partner. Among the Emirate companies estab-
lished in the region, noteworthy are Adel Al 
Hussain Gen Trading Co., Kefayat General Trading 
Co. LLC., as well as Technosat Trading LLC.3 
 
In Uzbekistan, the Islam Karimov regime’s tradi-
tional distrust of the Gulf countries has done 
nothing to help the development of commercial 
relations. The majority of projects to build 
mosques with Gulf funds were stopped halfway 
through the 1990s—despite the fact that the type 
of Islam endorsed in the UAE is not the Saudi 
Wahhabism—and this trend has continued. As 
such, the Uzbek authorities recently stopped a 
project to build a mosque in the center of Tash-
kent, financed by Dubai Properties. In 2007, sub-
sequent to a meeting between the Uzbek presi-
dent and Sheikh Mokhammad bin Rashid al-
Maktum, Deputy President and Vice Prime Minis-
ter of the Emirates, more than 20 investment 
projects worth US$3.5 billion were concluded,4 
but only few of them have been realized. Trade 
exchanges actually fell from $116 million in 2005 
to 93 million in 20075 and to 24 million in 2008, 
but the Uzbek authorities claimed a revival of 
trade exchanges for the year 2011, at $147 mil-
lion.6 
 
The UAE plays up its role as a platform for the 
transit and re-export of products between the 
rest of the world and the landlocked countries of 
Central Asia. In fact, two other countries whose 
geography would seem to make them destined to 
play a transit role between Central Asia and the 

southern seas, namely Iran and Pakistan, are for 
various reasons practically inaccessible to prod-
ucts coming in or out of Central Asia. Pakistani 
routes, including even the Karakoram Highway, 
which goes through Xinjiang, are used very little 
as a way of getting to or from Central Asia, 
whereas links with Iran are complicated due to 
the international ban in force on the Tehran re-
gime. The UAE has been able to take full ad-
vantage of this situation. It receives Uzbek cot-
ton—which alone comprises three-quarters of all 
Uzbek exports to the Emirates—and re-exports it 
to Sri Lanka and Bangladesh, with Uzbek and 
Kazakh hydrocarbons and chemical products 
headed for regions in the Indian Ocean and the 
Pacific. In exchange, to Central Asia the UAE 
transports electrical and electronic materials 
produced in Southeast Asia (Malaysia and Vi-
etnam, among others), in particular home appli-
ances, as well as equipment for the transport sec-
tor, and diverse materials linked to the building 
sector.7 Today approximately 10,000 Kazakhstani 
citizens are residents of the UAE, most of whom 
work on a contract basis in the trade sector and 
in private business. 8 
 

UAE’s Place in the Trade Total  
of Central Asian States in 2008 and 20109 

 
 2008  2010  
 Millions 

of US$ 
Rank Millions 

of US$ 
Rank 

Kazakhstan 86.8  24 86 22 
Kyrgyzstan 23.5  15 49.7 11 
Tajikistan 61  9 49.1 12 
Turkmenistan 549.3  6 543.3  5 
Uzbekistan 24 >50 unknown - 
 
The UAE’s role as a trade hub has given rise to 
new strategies of cooperation in the sectors of 
freight and the transport of air passengers. At the 
start of the 1990s, Dubai became the first UAE 
destination to which Central Asians had relatively 
easy access: while shuttle trade had previously 
been limited to Istanbul and Kashgar, it quickly 
spread to Dubai, which became known for the 
sale and purchase of gold and jewelry, as well as 
electronic products. Dubai’s status changed in the 
2000s, as key products started being delivered 
directly to Central Asia by Chinese companies, 
but the UAE’s “reconversion” to tourism and high 
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technology has enabled it to remain a key desti-
nation for the Asian middle- and upper-classes. 
Accordingly, airline routes have been expanded. 
Etihad Airways now flies to Kazakhstan, Air Asta-
na to Abu Dhabi,10 and Dubai is financing the con-
struction of an international terminal at Bukhara 
airport.  
 
A privileged sector: hydrocarbons  
 
Hydrocarbons constitute the main sector of coop-
eration between the UAE on one side, Kazakhstan 
and Turkmenistan on the other. The Abu Dhabi-
controlled International Petroleum Investment 
Company (IPIC) has been interested in the Caspi-
an Basin for several years, and signed an agree-
ment with KazMunayGas for the construction of a 
petrochemical complex near Atyrau. 11  A joint 
venture between the British Petrofac and Abu 
Dhabi’s Mubadala Development Fund, Petrofac 
Emirates won a contract along with ConocoPhil-
lips for the joint operation of block N in the Ka-
zakh part of the Caspian Sea.12 The block’s re-
serves are estimated at about 4.65 billion barrels 
of oil, including 2.13 billion barrels of recoverable 
reserves. This cooperation should guarantee 
KazMunayGas technology transfers for offshore 
exploration and exploitation. The start of com-
mercial exploitation is scheduled for 2016.13 For 
its part, in 2009 Turkmenistan awarded a con-
tract of $9.71 billion to a consortium of five com-
panies, including Petrofac Emirates and Dubai’s 
Gulf Oil and Gas, to develop the huge South Yolo-
tan gas deposit. Petrofac Emirates won a second 
contract worth $4 billion for the development of 
an annual production of 20 billion cubic meters 
(bcm) and the building of a sulfur extraction plant 
and other infrastructures on the South Yolotan 
site.14  
 
Lastly, Dubai-based Dragon Oil has set up opera-
tions on the coast of the Cheleken Peninsula, situ-
ated in the western part of Turkmenistan, near 
Hazar.15 The area was already known for its oil 
reserves at the start of the twentieth century and 
was one of the most exploited sites in all Central 
Asia during the Soviet period. Dragon Oil’s work-
ing area covers 950 km2 and contains two fields 
situated in the Caspian Sea, namely Dzheitune 
and, further to the north, Dzhygalybeg (Zhdanov), 
which was explored and exploited by Soviet firms 
in the 1960s and 1970s. In regard to the first 

field, Dzheitune, Dragon Oil has begun working 
on the 38 existing wells and drilled 40 more. It 
has also restored the former platforms and built 
two new ones. The signed contract is valid for 25 
years starting in 2000 and production is being 
shared between the company and the Turkmen 
authorities. In 2010, Dragon Oil financed the de-
velopment of 11 new wells (oil and gas) for a sum 
of $454 million and plans to invest a further $150 
million by 2013 in gas exploitation (and between 
$600 and 700 million in oil exploitation). Accord-
ing to its data, the gas reserves of Cheleken are 
estimated to contain at least 400 bcm, which rep-
resents only half of what was initially calculated 
during previous assessments. In January 2012, 
Dragon Oil acknowledged its difficulties in reach-
ing agreement with the Turkmen authorities on 
the gas sale price.16 
 
Emirate companies are also in Kyrgyzstan, but to 
a lesser extent. Petrofac has been working since 
1996 on the refinery of the Kyrgyz Petroleum 
Company (KPC), located in the Jalalabad region, 
which will have its processing capacity upgraded 
to about 400,000 tons per year of crude oil and 
should be able to process smaller proportions of 
gas condensate, naphtha, and semi-refined distil-
lates.17 Among the investment projects of recent 
years, Masdar, an Emirati enterprise established 
in the Ferghana Valley, has been working in the 
sector of gas preservation, in particular to reduce 
the loss of gas due to leaks.18  
 
New niches of cooperation: construction and 
agriculture 
 
All the Central Asian regimes promote “political 
architecture” that aim to reshape their capital 
cities, and as such the architectural “experiments” 
in the Emirates, in particular in Dubai and Abu 
Dhabi, are highly regarded. Aldar Properties, for 
instance, has been tasked with building the huge 
Abu Dhabi Plaza complex in the Kazakh capital 
Astana at a cost of more than $1 billion. The com-
plex will contain a shopping center and offices, as 
well as hotels, a leisure center, and apartments.19 
The reconversion of the Emirate economies to 
new technologies and services is also attractive 
for Central Asian leaders. The Abu Dhabi-based 
Masdar Institute, a scientific and technological 
institute specialized in training people for jobs in 
the sector of advanced energy and sustainability, 
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has stated its willingness to sponsor and host 15 
PhD candidates from Kazakhstan. There are al-
ready about 1,000 Kazakh students studying in 
various Emirati universities. Cooperation is also 
being considered in the space sector: the presi-
dent of the state agency Kaskosmos, Talgat Musa-
yev, recently signed a cooperation agreement 
with the Institute of Sciences and Cosmic Tech-
nologies.20 
 
For its part, the UAE is interested in the Central 
Asian states’ agricultural produce and agribusi-
ness capacities. In the Emirates, public debates 
about food security are a regular occurrence: 
with a rising population and falling local agricul-
tural production due to the dearth of water and 
arable land, they are heavily dependent on im-
ports and therefore vulnerable to the volatility of 
the world market, and, like China, are seeking to 
shore up agricultural markets overseas, especial-
ly in Africa, Ukraine, and Kazakhstan.21 Kazakh-
stan’s rise to power as a cereal exporter, in par-
ticular of wheat, and its status as the world’s se-
cond-largest exporter of flour, has raised interest 
in the UAE. The British–Emirati Pharos Miro Ag-
ricultural Fund, launched in 2009, is currently in 
the process of locating land for wheat production 
in both Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan.22 Agricultural 
cooperation was also a high priority during the 
state visit of UAE President Sheik Shaikh Khalifa 
bin Zayed Al-Nahyan to Kazakhstan in October 
2012.23 
 
New banking and investment opportunities  
 
The banking sector has also established itself as a 
key sector of cooperation, especially in regard to 
Islamic financing that has proven very dynamic, 
with the UAE being a leader in this domain. While 
Kyrgyzstan was the first to accept Islamic financ-
ing, it has since been caught and overtaken by 
Kazakhstan in terms of the amount of financing 
received.  
 
As early as 2006, Bank TuranAlem (BTA) took out 
a loan of $200 million from Calyon Bank and the 
Abu Dhabi Islamic Bank. In 2007, Alliance Bank 
signed a contract to receive an Islamic finance-
compliant $150 million loan from Calyon Corpo-
rate, the investment Bank SA, and Abu Dhabi Is-
lamic Bank. In 2008, Kazakhstan and the gov-
ernment of Abu Dhabi decided to create a fund of 

$1 billion to invest in energy and financial ser-
vices in Kazakhstan and other countries of the 
Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). The 
Falah Growth Investment Fund, funded by Falah 
Growth Fund, Aztech Investments Ltd (an IPIC 
affiliate organization), Kazyna Capital Manage-
ment, and Ordabasy, confirmed its financing of 
projects in the areas of gas and oil, insurance, and 
commercial property.24 In 2012, it reported in-
vesting $50 million in a capacity upgrade of the 
Karaganda hydropower station TETS-3.  
 
The Kazakh authorities were impressed with the 
viability of Islamic finance during the global fi-
nancial crisis.25 As the flows of foreign direct in-
vestment to the country dropped by 20 percent in 
2009, the government announced its intention to 
seek $10 billion of Islamic financing over a period 
of five to seven years.26 Today Kazakhstan has a 
number of sharia-friendly organizations working 
in the country, such as Fattah Finance (one of the 
first companies to provide financial services 
compliant with Islamic standards), Istisna’a Cor-
poration (one of the leading companies in terms 
of Islamic financial consulting), and Halal Mutual 
Insurance Takaful, although there is no shortage 
of experts who claim that the Kazakh population 
is distinctly wary of Islamic financing.  
 
In light of the world economic crisis, Nazarbayev 
sought to accelerate this Islamic financial pres-
ence in Kazakhstan. In 2010, he ratified an 
agreement between the Abu Dhabi Investment 
Board and the Kazakh government to establish 
the first Islamic bank in the country, Al Hilal, 
which now has offices in Almaty, Astana, and 
Shymkent.27 The bank is primarily out to obtain 
projects for large corporations in the framework 
of Islamic murabaha contracts; in 2010, it invest-
ed $250 million in the Kazakh economy and is 
expected to invest $1 billion more by 2012–13. 28 
In August 2010, approval was given to Kazakh-
stan’s Road Map for the Development of Islamic 
Finance, which is concerned with improving the 
regulation of Islamic finance, attracting invest-
ments in accordance with sharia from Islamic 
Cooperation Organization members, the intro-
duction of Islamic financial standards, and the 
establishment of micro-finance sharia-compliant 
institutions. Nazarbayev also suggested that the 
Organization of Islamic Cooperation and the Is-
lamic Development Bank could create specific 
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banking mechanisms for small- and medium-
sized businesses.29 
 
Though Islamic financing is still minimal in pre-
sent-day Kazakhstan (it occupies only 1 percent 
of the market share, whereas the country’s six 
largest banks account for 75 percent of the mar-
ket), the development of Islamic financing in Cen-
tral Asia is one of the drivers being used by the 
UAE to establish itself in the region.  
 
Concluding remarks 
 
The growth of bilateral exchanges between Cen-
tral Asia and the UAE does not mean that rela-
tions are without pitfalls: the Central Asian gov-
ernments often complain about what they con-
sider to be hidden Islamic proselytism and, un-
founded or not, these complaints greatly influ-
ence the public’s perception of the new partner-
ship with the Gulf countries.  
 
Moreover, the UAE is often considered as an ac-
complice in the strategies of incumbent elites to 
siphon public wealth and obtain occult financing. 
The significant amount of gold trafficking by Du-
bai, in particular from Uzbekistan, is widely 
talked about, as are the prostitution networks 
which send young Central Asian women into sex-
ual slavery in the Emirates. Lastly, the Emirates 
play a considerable role in the Central Asian black 
market for hunting tourism. In Turkmenistan 
such “tourists” arrive by private jet and their 
large budgets allow them to obtain multiple per-
mits (usually one hunter is only allowed to kill 
one animal), including for endangered animals 
that are not supposed to be hunted.  
 
Another phenomenon is also taking shape, name-
ly the export of labor forces. Central Asian labor 
migrants, who typically go to Russia and other 
regional destinations such as Kazakhstan, are 
now starting to head to the UAE, which is a major 
consumer of cheap labor. Formal agreements in 
this regard have been signed with Tajikistan and 
Turkmenistan, while Tajikistan also plans to sign 
agreements with other Gulf countries—Saudi 
Arabia, Kuwait, and Qatar.30  
 
Despite the existence of some “shadowy” areas of 
bilateral trade, the Central Asian governments 
have reason to be pleased about the opportuni-

ties offered by the UAE, which include alternative 
investments with no political strings attached or 
geopolitical pressure, and which enable them to 
stimulate competition in order to rival the de-
mands of the West, Russia, and China. The UAE 
provides hope for many Central Asians: not only 
does it project a modern image of Islam, one that 
is in tune with cultural and economic globaliza-
tion, but also it does not adopt an anti-Western 
stance on the international stage. This alignment 
between the UAE and Central Asia is likely to in-
crease in the years ahead: the coming to power of 
Islamist parties in some Middle-Eastern countries 
after the 2011 Arab Spring goes against the inter-
national positioning of the Central Asian states, 
which are anxious to appear pro-Western and 
secular, and who are looking for new partners 
who share similar strategies of development.  
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