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Abstract

The research paper analyses contemporary migration links between Kazakhstan and China in the 
context of Chinese economic engagement in Kazakhstan’s energy, transport, trade, communication, 
agriculture and other sectors. The report focuses on labor migration, – its evolution, regional and 
sectoral structures, remittances, and regulatory mechanisms. It explores the development of Chi-
nese large, medium, and small businesses and their impact on local labor markets and local business. 
The report also explores the dynamics and prospects of bilateral educational migration, academic 
mobility and migration for permanent residence from China to Kazakhstan, as well as the regionaliza-
tion in trade and economic relations and migration exchanges between Kazakhstan and the border-
ing Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region in the west of China. The report covers the period from the 
early 1990s to 2015 and contains a historical retrospective and a migration prognosis. The research 
findings aim to contribute to the development of frameworks for decision-making in regulation of? 
bilateral Chinese-Kazakhstani migrations. Alongside policy makers, the target audience of the report 
includes academia, journalists, representatives of international organizations, companies, and the 
general public. 
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The contemporary Peoples’ Republic of China 
(PRC) occupies a special place in the system of 
international relations because of its growing 
economic power and geopolitical influence.  
China’s economic expansion takes place on all 
continents, and it is not surprising that its pres-
ence in the geographically close Republic of Ka-
zakhstan (RK) and the wider Central Asia (CA) is 
steadily increasing. 

While today China’s economic engagement in 
and migration to Kazakhstan/CA is increasing, 
the picture was completely different just 25 
years ago. Countries of the Commonwealth of 
Independent States (CIS) and China belonged to 
different migration systems and had very limit-
ed migration exchange between them. Massive 
migration to China began after the breakup of the 
Soviet Union as petty (“shuttle”) traders from 
Almaty and Eastern Kazakhstan regions border-
ing China’s Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region 
(XUAR) started to travel to China. Now migration 
has turned into a continuously growing phe-
nomenon in the context of expanding trade and 
economic presence of China in the region. 

In the middle of the 1990s, China’s geo-eco-
nomic and geopolitical interest towards Central 
Asia strengthened. Its relations with Kazakh-
stan and each CA country were mainly driven 
by economic and internal political factors. Fur-
thermore, three CA republics, along with Rus-
sia, have long borders with China: Kazakhstan 
(1782 km), Kyrgyzstan (858 km), and Tajikistan 
(414 km). This close proximity facilitates the 
movement of capital, goods, and people. Their 
location had already made Kazakhstan and Kyr-
gyzstan China’s priority partners in the region 
by the  late 1990s.

Today, Kazakhstan is China’s strategic partner in 
Central Asia. This partnership benefits from con-
tinuously improving international legal frame-
works and is embodied in programs of eco-
nomic, trade, financial, and humanitarian coop-
eration. The construction of large infrastructure 
facilities is accompanied by the recruitment of 
the labor force from China, the expansion of 
Chinese business, and trans-border movements 
in both directions. Simultaneously, educational 
migration and academic mobility are intensify-
ing, and transit increases through both coun-
tries. Thus, Chinese migration to Kazakhstan is 
common and as such, is dynamic but has both 
positive and negative impacts, which require re-
search and analysis. 

The purpose, methodology and challenges in 
studying Chinese migration 
 
Most contemporary studies on China’s rise in 
Kazakhstan cover economic and international 
relations, yet there are almost no studies on 
migration from China – the world’s demograph-
ic giant sharing a long border with Kazakhstan. 
Not much is known about Chinese migration’s 
patterns, dynamics, medium- and long-term 
impact on the labor market, as well as about 
the Chinese diaspora and  the migrants them-
selves, their expectations, perceptions and  at-
titudes. The attitudes of Kazakhstanis towards 
the Chinese migrants also remain largely un-
studied. 

There are very few answers to these questions 
in official governmental reports or think tank 
publications, and statistics on these issues is 
fragmented and scarce. Further obstacles in-
clude distorted interpretations, the myths sur-

China needs to learn more about the world, and 
the world needs a better understanding of China. 

Xi Jinping
(Note 1)

Introduction
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rounding China’s presence in Kazakhstan, and 
public concerns about the uncontrolled “influx 
of Chinese” into the country.  In addition, poor 
knowledge of the Chinese language in Kazakh-
stan impedes the study of primary sources of 
information. Another challenge is that multidi-
mensional Chinese engagement and migration 
to Kazakhstan requires a systemic approach 
to consider the situation from a global, newly 
emerged “South-South”, regional, national, and 
local perspectives.       

One of the serious problems in studying China 
and Chinese migration is the absence of a sino-
logical academic school in Kazakhstan.  While 
dozens of research centers have been estab-
lished in China under the auspices of the Chi-
nese Academy of Social Sciences and in a num-
ber of universities across the country, not a sin-
gle specialized and sufficiently funded research 
center has been founded in Kazakhstan, which 
is improvident for a country bordering such a 
huge regional and emerging global center of in-
fluence.

Yet another problem is the withholding of infor-
mation by certain government officials, which is 
perhaps a legacy of the Soviet totalitarian past. 
Active users of such information, such as research-
ers and academics, do not have open access to 
ministry-level statistics and analytical informa-
tion. In order to obtain it, one has to submit an ap-
plication to the head of a respective government 
body (minister, head of the committee or agency), 
specifying the types of information required and 
the period of interest (which is typically short).  A 
draft law on access to information was proposed 
in Kazakhstan many years ago,  but was  submit-
ted to parliament only in 2015. Moreover, in 2010 
Kazakhstan introduced a new law on information 
security which further restricted access to certain 
types of information.   Poor quality data impedes 
the developing information and analytical frame-
works for political decision making, including for 
the regulation of migration and bilateral relations 
between Kazakhstan and China.

Thus, this report aims to fill a gap in the research 
and analysis of the contemporary migration 

from China to Kazakhstan in the context of the 
rising economic Chinese presence in the coun-
try and particularly to explore the latest trends, 
causes and consequences, opportunities and 
challenges that have emerged. To that end, it 
identifies the main types, patterns, and struc-
tures of migration and its common and specific 
features. The paper explores Chinese migration 
within the migration-development nexus and 
argues that the Chinese economic presence, 
and particularly its engagement in various eco-
nomic sectors, investment and trade policies as 
well as labor and business migration, are ben-
eficial for the economic and social development 
of Kazakhstan. The report studies in-depth, the 
way Chinese labor migration influences the lo-
cal labor market, as well as the controversial 
impact of Chinese business on Kazakhstani local 
and national businesses. The report analyzes at-
titudes towards and myths and phobias about 
Chinese migrants; identifies migration regula-
tion challenges and maps the issues for further 
research. 

Thus, the desired outcome of the author’s in-
vestigation and analysis of all current migration 
movements between China and  Kazakhstan, 
is the systematization of this new and existing 
knowledge, in order  to provide the  information 
and analytical framework required for policy 
makers, specifically on the regulation of migra-
tion between the two countries.  

In this paper, we use the policy-driven defini-
tion of international migration (OSCE, IOM, ILO, 
2006), according to which, international migra-
tion is “movement of persons who leave their 
country of origin, or the country of habitual resi-
dence, to establish themselves either perma-
nently or temporarily in another country. An in-
ternational frontier is therefore crossed, which 
is regulated by national or international migra-
tion laws”. (Perruchoud, 2005: 36, 77-79) 
The study uses a multidisciplinary approach that 
combines methods and analytical tools of sociol-
ogy and social demography, economics, political 
science, geography and international relations. 
The paper incorporates research conducted by 
the author in the recent years, including analysis 
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of official governmental statistics, expert inter-
views, participatory and direct observations and 
secondary sources of information such as the 
results of surveys. 

The paper also uses the results of the author’s 
applied sociological surveys, some of which have 
been pioneering for Kazakhstan and the region. 
Among the empirical research are: a sociological 
survey on the international labor migration to 
and from Kazakhstan based on a representative 
republican sample (2005) under the author’s 
MacArthur Foundation grant, a sociological sur-
vey on the attitudes to Chinese migrants in Ka-
zakhstan based on a representative republican 
sample (2007) under the author’s project finan-
cially supported by Norwegian Institute of Inter-
national Affairs under the MFA of Norway, and 
the second wave of the monitoring sociological 
survey on the attitudes to Chinese migrants in 
Kazakhstan (2012) supported by the World Bank 
(Washington DC).

The comparative perspective adopted in the pa-
per helps to explore the similarities and differ-
ences in China’s policies and migration between 
Kazakhstan and the rest of Central Asia and Ka-
zakhstan and Russia. Thus, the research sets up a 
basis for the further study of Chinese migration in 
Kazakhstan in a regional and international com-
parative perspective, and strengthens the basis 
of adequate policy making. The socioeconomic 
and sociodemographic analysis offered in the pa-
per is supported by original sources (in Russian, 
as well as translations from Chinese and English). 
It covers the period from the late 1980s to 2015, 
and presents a historical retrospective as well as 
a medium-term migration outlook. The paper 
contains tables, graphs, diagrams, maps and pho-
tographs, and is supplemented by an extensive 
bibliography. 

The report is an update of the final report to the 
World Bank (2013 and is based on the book pub-
lished in 2014 (Sadovskaya, 2014). Instead of an 
extended introduction we set forth ten key mes-
sages that formulate major findings of the study 
and help understand common and specific as-
pects of contemporary Chinese migration to Ka-
zakhstan and identify areas for further research 
into this complex phenomenon. 

Ten key points on Chinese migration  
to Kazakhstan

Based on the findings of the research into con-
temporary Chinese migration to Kazakhstan, the 
author formulated ten key points   for better un-
derstanding of this phenomenon and the under-
taking of further studies.   

1. Strictly speaking, “Chinese migration” to Ka-
zakhstan is not actually “Chinese” in the sense 
that ethnic (Han) Chinese do not constitute a 
majority in the migration flows. It would be 
more appropriate to call it “migration from 
China” because its composition is multiethnic, 
represented by Han Chinese, Kazakhs, Uyghurs, 
Dungans, Koreans, Uzbeks, and other ethnic 
groups.  

2. An important feature of migration from China 
is that each type of migration has its specific 
ethnic profile.  For example, the official recruit-
ment of the labor force is represented by Han 
Chinese, while business migration mainly in-
cludes Han Chinese, Uyghurs, Kazakhs, and Dun-
gans. Trade migration is the most prevalent and 
has the most diverse ethnic composition: Han, 
Uyghurs, Kazakhs and Dungans come from China 
to Kazakhstan, while Russian, Kazakh, Uyghur, 
Dungan, and Korean entrepreneurs travel from 
Kazakhstan to China. Those migrating from Chi-
na to Kazakhstan for permanent residence are 
mainly ethnic Kazakhs (oralmans) repatriating in 
line with Kazakhstan’s national migration policy. 
Refugees from Xinjiang are ethnic Uyghurs. Each 
group of migrants has its own patterns of settle-
ment, labor and business practices, and adapta-
tion strategies.  

3. Another characteristic of migration is a large 
share of petty traders, shuttle traders and indi-
vidual entrepreneurs. This phenomenon is typi-
cal for all post-Soviet countries, as well as some 
East European countries, Turkey, and China. It 
emerged in response to a steep economic crisis 
and large-scale unemployment of the 1990s as a 
type of economic mobilization and self-employ-
ment. Purchasing consumer goods abroad and 
reselling them in the home country became a 
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popular way to earn one’s living. Petty trade is a 
largely informal practice; since  the early 2000s 
Kazakhstan has started to attract highly quali-
fied personnel (managers and specialists) and 
skilled workers too. 

4. Migration from China to Kazakhstan has 
evolved in the context of the development of 
bilateral trade-economic, humanitarian and 
other forms of cooperation, and thus some mi-
gration patterns are also bilateral. As China’s 
economic engagement is expanding in sectors 
such as trade, energy, transport, banking, agri-
culture and others, more Chinese workers are 
brought in, thus contributing to the sectoral and 
regional diversification of migration.   

5. China’s migration-related issues are histori-
cally rooted, which necessitates a deeper look 
at the history of the region. Relevant historical 
factors include centuries-long traditions of trade 
and cooperation along the Great Silk Road, re-
lations between the Qing dynasty and the Rus-
sian empire and territorial delineations between 
them in the 19th century, the formation of a Ka-
zakh diaspora and similar multiethnic popula-
tions on both sides of the border. Widely spread 
Sino-phobia and prejudices towards Chinese 
migrants and myths surrounding Chinese mi-
gration also go back to the times when Kazakh 
tribes fought with Dzungar tribes and the Chi-
neses Qing government. Thus, many contempo-
rary phenomena associated with migration have 
their roots deep in the history of cross-border 
movements in the region.   

6. Another feature of cross-border movements 
(and of China-Kazakhstan trade and economic re-
lations in general) is that they take place not be-
tween the entire country of China and Kazakhstan, 
but mainly between Kazakhstan and the bordering 
Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region. The region-
alization of trade and economic relations and mi-
gration exchanges between Kazakhstan – espe-
cially its bordering regions – and the neighboring 
Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region in the west 
of China is a trend that emerged between the 
1990s-2000s and is expected to continue into the 
forseeable future.  

“Soft” trade expansion, business and other forms 
of cooperation, the intensification of cross-border 
movements of the ethnically mixed populations of 
the neighboring regions of Xinjiang and Kazakh-
stan will facilitate further integration of XUAR in 
the Central Asian migration system and will ac-
celerate the formation of a sub-regional trade and 
economic system. 

7. China’s rise in Kazakhstan reflects the imple-
mentation of PRC’s Go Global foreign policy and 
the movement of Chinese capital, business and 
trade to the West, while being at the same time 
a manifestation of global trends. With business 
ties becoming more transnational, migration for 
employment or for entrepreneurial activity in 
Kazakhstan is an indication of both countries’ in-
tegration in the global economic system.      

A large role in this process will belong to the 
transport infrastructure in which China is al-
ready investing heavily. Implementation of Chi-
na’s project on creating the Silk Road Economic 
Belt as well as the One Belt, One Road Initiative 
will boost further development of the integrat-
ed transport network in China, Kazakhstan, Cen-
tral Asia, Russia, and even further, into Europe, 
and will help strengthen economic ties, deepen 
cooperation, and enhance the development po-
tential and people-to people bonds of the Eur-
asian countries.  

The region also sees mixed integration trends 
in the framework of various international or 
intergovernmental bodies such as the CIS, the 
Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU),  the Shang-
hai Cooperation Organization (SCO), the World 
Trade Organization (WTO) among others.  As 
part of the SCO, China and Kazakhstan, together 
with Russia and other countries in the region, 
are working closely on economic and trade co-
operation, border and visa regimes, transport 
and communications, and national and regional 
security. Each of these areas can potentially in-
fluence the intensity of migration movements.  

8. China’s growing “soft power”. The increas-
ing popularity of Chinese culture in Kazakhstan/
CA, and worldwide is manifested in the rapid 
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spread of the Chinese language (through many 
language courses and Confucian institutes), the 
expansion of bilateral educational migration, 
academic mobility, and scientific and cultural 
exchanges between China and Kazakhstan. The 
rapidly increasing educational migration has lead 
to the emergence of a transnational social space 
between Kazakhstan and China, a phenome-
non that is yet to be studied. The new, human 
dimension of China’s presence opens up new 
prospects for the  intensification of humanitar-
ian contacts, further rapprochement between 
peoples in the region, as well as collaboration 
between scholars, educators, students, artists 
and civil society organizations and activists.  

9. The diversification of migration and business 
patterns, the emerging Chinese diaspora, and 
other opportunities and challenges are to be 
met by Kazakhstani policy makers.  There is no 
established Han Chinese migrants’ diaspora in 
Kazakhstan so far, and presumably, the role of 
migrants’ networks is increasing. While China’s 
“material presence” is expanding, Chinese mi-
grants stay “invisible”, and have been associated 
with a risk of ethnic tensions and labor conflicts 
in local communities; but such issues are often 
overlooked. China’s growing political influence 
against a background of its expanding economic 
presence is another aspect that remains largely 
unstudied. In general, Kazakhstan has not yet 
started to learn lessons from economic reforms 
in China (to say nothing about practically apply-
ing them), although China, as declared by the 
PRC authorities, is ready to serve a driver of so-
cioeconomic and technological development in 

Kazakhstan and Central Asia. Obviously, the op-
portunities and risks brought about by growing 
Chinese engagement need to be studied, moni-
tored, and foreseen.   

10. Research synergy. For scholars in Kazakh-
stan, Central Asia and China, Chinese migration 
is a new area of research in the context of Chi-
na’s global expansion westward. The economic, 
social, ethno-cultural implications of China’s rise 
need to be studied by international research 
teams using a multidisciplinary approach. Such 
creative teams should bring together local re-
searchers and scholars from China and other 
Asian countries, as well as their European/
American counterparts.  In this process, western 
researchers should pay more attention to the 
findings of local peers, while local scholars could 
benefit from the wealth of theoretical and em-
pirical knowledge accumulated by their foreign 
colleagues. Language competency is of special 
importance in this interaction: particularly, the 
role of the local and Russian languages, as well 
as of Chinese and English, since not only sinolo-
gists, but other professionals will be research-
ing China and its contemporary engagement in 
Central Asia.

Notes

Note 1. These are the words that Xi Jinping, the newly 
elected General Secretary of the CPC Central Committee, 
said at a press conference for Chinese and foreign 
journalists held after the 18th CPC Congress.  Source: 
(Xinhua, 2012). 
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The growing geopolitical and economic role of 
China has become a new factor in global migra-
tions. Three and a half decades of consistent mar-
ket reforms has made China a global leader by key 
macroeconomic indicators: GDP share in global 
output, volume of foreign trade, and foreign direct 
investments (FDI). As reported by the Chinese Na-
tional Bureau of Statistics, in 2013 its GDP reached 
$9.24 tln, the volume of foreign trade was $4.16 
tln (of which exports accounted for $2.21 tln and 
imports, $1.95 tln), foreign direct investments 
reached $113 bln, and Chinese investments were 
$90.2 bln. The Competitiveness Index for China 
was 29 in the years 2013-2014. In just ten years, 
China’s GDP surpassed that of Italy, France, Great 
Britain and Germany, and then Japan’s GDP in 
2010, making China the world’s second-biggest 
economy after the USA. It is expected that by 2020 
China’s GDP be will become number one  in the 
world. (Note 1)

China is a “global factory” for manufacturing 
goods, with the European Union, the USA, and 
Japan being its key foreign trade partners. Five 
Central Asian countries account for 1% of China’s 
trade, with consumer goods dominating in its ex-
ports and raw materials making up the biggest 
share of Chinese imports from the region. The lat-
ter is driven by China’s demand for energy resourc-
es, some of which are expected to grow tenfold in 
the coming decades. The desire to diversify sourc-
es of energy, the largest share of which is supplied 
from the Middle East and Africa, and to ensure 
the stability and security of energy supplies, has 
increased China’s interest in resources from neigh-
boring countries, i.e. Russia and Kazakhstan. 

Being rich in natural resources (oil, gas, and rare 
earth elements), Kazakhstan has maintained high 
annual growth rates at 8-10% since 2000 amid 
favorable global market conditions (high energy 
prices), and was one of the first among former So-
viet countries to reach the 1991 (pre-crisis) GDP 
level.  As the most advanced economy in market 
reforms, it was hit hardest by the 2008 global fi-
nancial crisis: in 2008, the growth of its GDP was 
103.3% and in 2009, 101.2% (year-on-year). In 
2010 growth started to recover (107.3%); how-
ever, as Kazakhstan entered the new stage of the 
crisis in 2013 and 2014 its growth slowed again 
to 106 and 104.3% respectively. (MNE RK, 2015) 
(Table 1.1)  

Notwithstanding the positive changes over the 
first decade of the 21st century, Kazakhstan’s econ-
omy remains non-diversified and resource-depen-
dent and needs a constant inflow of foreign invest-
ments for its development. Kazakhstan’s need for 
investments, on the one hand, and demand for 
energy resources in the vibrantly developing Chi-
nese economy, on the other, are the key drivers of 
cooperation between the two countries.   

Despite the global economic crisis and shifting its 
focus from the external to the domestic market, 
China remains a leader in consumer goods manu-
facture and is constantly searching for new mar-
kets for its products. Kazakhstan and other Cen-
tral Asia republics are attractive regional markets, 
primarily due to their geographical proximity, for 
foreign trade with China. Kazakhstan is the leader 
in Central Asia and second after Russia in the CIS. 
According to China’s General Customs Administra-

1. Reasons behind China’s rising economic presence and the historical as-
pects of Chinese migration to Kazakhstan

 
1.1. Kazakhstan as China’s strategic partner in Central Asia: achievements and chal-
lenges 

1.1.1. China’s economic and geopolitical interests in Kazakhstan and Central Asia
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tion, trade turnover between Kazakhstan and Chi-
na reached $28.5 bln in 2013. (Suleimenov, 2014)

Due to China’s increasing demand for energy, it 
is ready to invest in the development and trans-
portation of hydrocarbons from resource-rich 
Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan. Sev-
eral oil and gas pipelines have already been (and 
continue to be) constructed with Chinese invest-
ments. (Annex. Scheme (map) 1: China’s economic 
presence in Kazakhstan...) Notably, from May 2006 
to mid-July 2014 a total of 70 mln tons of crude 
oil worth $47.8 bln was imported through the Chi-
na-Kazakhstan pipeline, built in an incredibly fast,  
record time. (China Internet Information center, 
2014b)

China is interested in potential opportunities of-
fered by Kazakhstan and other CA countries as 
transit corridors for the  supply of goods to Europe 
and for the development of business and commu-
nications. Kazakhstan would benefit from this too, 
because multifunctional logistics centers will be 
built in Almaty, Aktobe and Aktau along the road 
and railway routes from China to Russia, which 
would form an integrated complex of internation-
al-level hubs. As Nursultan Nazarbaev mentioned 
at a meeting of the Foreign Investors Council in 
2012, “timely integration of the country’s trans-
port and logistics system will help Kazakhstan to 
increase its GDP to $200 bln by 2014”. (Nagornyi, 
2012) (Annex, Scheme (map) 2: Western Europe–
Western China Road Corridor)

Transport projects have become one of China’s 
priorities in Kazakhstan and Central Asia, which 
is vividly reflected in the idea of establishing the 
Silk Road Economic Belt (SREB). This project was 
proposed by the CPC General Secretary Xi Jinping 
in September 2013 during his first official visit to 
Astana. Xi Jinping emphasized that the creation 
of the Silk Road Economic Belt, i.e., the develop-
ment of an integrated transport network in Central 
Asia, Russia and further on to Europe would help 
strengthen economic ties and deepen cooperation 
between the participating countries.  The parties 
agreed to cooperate on this mega-project as part 
of a strategic partnership between Kazakhstan and 
China. (PRC Embassy in the RK, 2013).

In addition to the above-described economic 
factors, China’s interest in the region is also 
driven by geopolitical considerations. Central Asia 
acquired special significance for China after the 
breakup of the USSR. China considers Central Asia 
a strategically important region as a “hinterland” 
where stability needs to be maintained, whereas 
the western direction, including Taiwan, China-
USA, and China-Japan relations, is seen in China 
as the most problematic from the standpoint of 
security (Zhao,  2005) 

There are also intraregional factors behind China’s 
economic expansion in Kazakhstan and Central 
Asia. As countries in the region transitioned to a 
market economy and coped with the crisis that 
followed the breakup of the Soviet Union in the 

Table 1.1. Kazakhstan’s key social and economic indicators, 2012–2014 (billion US dollars) (unless 
otherwise stated)

Indicator 2012 2013 2014
Population, million people (end of the year) 16.909,8 17.160,8 17.417,4

Gross domestic product 203.520,6 231.875,1 212.249,9
Foreign trade 132.807,2 133.506,0 120.755,6
Export 86.448,8 84.700,4 78.237,8
Import 46.358,4 48.805,6 41.212,8
Gross foreign direct investment to Kazakhstan 28.935 24.137 23.888*
Global Competitiveness Index (rating)** 51 50 50

Source: (MNE RK, 2015).
* (NBK, 2015: 90). 
** (Schwab, 2014: 15).
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1990s, and then dealt with the impact of the 2008-
2009 and the 2014-2015 global crises, their need 
for foreign investment and foreign partners was 
rising. These factors gave impetus for the need to 
develop local infrastructure, modernize many eco-
nomic sectors, and satisfy the demand for cheap 
goods among low-income population groups. 

Today, China’s presence is multidimensional in all 
Central Asian republics. In each CA country, and 
in Kazakhstan in particular, China is present as a 
financial donor, an investor in infrastructure, an 
important trade and economic partner and sup-
plier of consumer goods, a contributor to the vi-
brant small and medium business sector (despite 
the controversy around this process), and a source 
of labor, including specialists and workers who 
are employed in infrastructural projects.   (Annex. 
Scheme (map) 1)

The advantage of Chinese investment over western 
countries is that, in addition to energy generation 
and transport sectors, China also invests in other 
sectors such as construction, communications, ag-
riculture, utilities, textiles, etc., which reflects both 
its own needs and those of recipient countries. 
Another feature of China’s rise in Central Asia is 
that many of its projects (in the energy sector, in 
transport, etc.) are pursued with single countries, 
and also at the regional and even transcontinen-

tal level, which multiplies their economic benefits. 
One example is a transnational gas project involv-
ing the construction of the Turkmenistan–Uzbeki-
stan–Kazakhstan–West China trunk gas pipeline. 
The pipeline totaling 8,700 km in length, was 
launched in December 2009 and stretches through 
15 of China’s provinces. It will provide gas for about 
400 mln people, or 5.8% of the world’s population. 
With the  transit of Turkmenistan’s gas included 
in the project, CA countries are also able to gasify 
adjacent areas, such as the south-eastern part of 
Kazakhstan (Ferghana Information Agency, 2011).

All the project’s participants treat this project with 
great significance as it allows consumers to diversi-
fy their providers of natural gas and lessen their de-
pendence on Russia through which all major transit 
pipelines ran previously (Kazinform, 2009; Pannier, 
2009). With the launch of the Turkmenistan–China 
pipeline, Beijing has greatly strengthened its posi-
tion and influence in CA taking the advantage of 
the weakness of financial systems in Russia and the 
European Union during the economic crisis. China 
has made large credit injections in CA, linking them 
to the needs of its own economy. At the same time, 
the implementation of this project demonstrates 
not only the growing interdependence and region-
alization of economic relations between China and 
Central Asia, but also the region’s stronger integra-
tion in the globalization processes.   

1.1.2. China’s Silk Road Economic Belt project and the One Belt, One Road Initiative: implications 
for Kazakhstan

An even more ambitious project under which 
China plans to cooperate with Kazakhstan and the  
CA republics, plus many other Asian and European 
countries in the decades to come, is the One Belt, 
One Road (OBOR) Initiative, introduced by the 
Chairman Xi Jinping in Indonesia in March 2015.  
(MFA and  MofCOM PRC, 2015). It involves the cre-
ation of not only the Silk Road Economic Belt on 
land, but also the 21st century Maritime Silk Road, 
which would include ASEAN countries, and an 
air Silk Road through Central, Western and South 
Eastern Asia, and in the long run, encompassing 
Europe. (Scheme 1.1.)

As envisaged by China’s leadership, in addition to 
transport (road, railway, maritime, and airport) in-

frastructure, the project involves the development 
of industrial clusters and an intensification of inter-
national trade along the Silk Road, the exchange 
and development of technologies, and people-to 
people bonds and exchanges. This will potentially 
create new jobs along the railroad, which can  help 
address many social and economic problems at 
the national and local levels. Implementation of 
the project will strengthen economic ties, expand 
multilevel cooperation and build the development 
capacity of Eurasian countries.   
Since 2014, China has made practical steps towards 
the project’s implementation, such as the establish-
ment of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank 
(AIIB) in October 2014, specifically for the purpose 
of this project. (Vestifinance, 2014) Twenty one 
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countries agreed to serve as AIIB founding mem-
bers , including almost all countries through which 
the new Silk Road will pass in Asia: India, Kuwait, 
Laos, Malaysia, Pakistan, the Philippines, Singapore, 
Vietnam, among others. The United Kingdom, Ger-
many, France, Italy and many other Western Euro-
pean countries  joined the AIIB in 2015, and by Sep-
tember 2015, 57 founders signed an implementa-
tion agreement. (Bloomberg, 2015) 

Kazakhstan was among the first CA countries to 
become an AIIB founding member, taking into 
account the significant potential benefits to be 
gained from the increased transit capacity of the  
new railway lines and air routes through its terri-
tory. The transport corridor would contribute to 
the balanced economic development of Kazakh-
stan and provide not only maritime access, but 
also new opportunities for the land-locked CA 
countries.  

What are the implications of this Eurasian mega-
project for Kazakhstan? As the attitude to the ini-

tiative varied worldwide – notably, the USA and 
some of their allies did not support it – it was im-
portant for China to secure support for the project 
from as many countries as possible. In this context, 
Kazakhstan is not only a geographical neighbor, 
but an important partner, and a gateway to Central 
Asia with a huge  transit capacity. That is why visits 
between 2013-2015 by Xi Jinping, the PRC Chair-
man, and Li Keqiang, Premier of the State Council 
to Kazakhstan and visits to China by Kazakhstan’s 
President Nursultan Nazarbaev and Prime Minis-
ter Karim Massimov, resulted in important verbal 
agreements and the signing of agreements on sig-
nificant investments and economic cooperation.   
(President of Kazakhstan, 2013)

Thus, in September 2013 during the first official 
visit of China’s President both countries signed 
21 contracts totaling more than $22 bln, which 
are due to be completed by 2020. (Tengrinews.
kz, 2013) In December 2014, ahead of the 13th 
meeting of the Council of Heads of Government 
(Prime Ministers) of the Shanghai Cooperation 

Scheme 1.1. Map of China’s One Belt, One Road Initiative in 2015*

* (Xinhua, 2015b) 

http://tengrinews.kz
http://tengrinews.kz
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Organisation, Kazakhstan and China, signed inter-
governmental agreements for $14 bln (KazTAG, 
2014). During Prime Minister Massimov’s visit to 
China to participate in the Boa Economic Forum 
in March 2015, bilateral contracts worth $23 bln 
were signed (Shannon, 2015), totaling in $59 bln in 
1.5 years with just Kazakhstan.

At the Business Council meeting in December 
2014, heads of Kazakhstan and China govern-
ments, Karim Massimov and Li Keqiang, empha-
sized the success of the agreements reached and 
their mutual benefit for both countries and busi-
nesses. “…We are happy to see that there are 
more Chinese than Kazakhstani businesspeople 
here. This suggests that our businesses are set on 
the further development of our cooperation…  Our 
cooperation holds a lot of promise and the time 
is now right,” said China’s Premier. (Shaimerden, 
2014) Prime Minister Massimov reiterated Kazakh-
stan’s interest in foreign investments in its indus-
trial and processing sectors, as well as the creation 
of science-based and high-technology operations 
for manufacturing high-value added products. The 
Business Council’s meeting ended with the signing 
of joint documents on cooperation between na-
tional companies of both countries. (Prime Minis-
ter of Kazakhstan, 2014)

Today, cooperation is discussed not only at the 
government level, but also between Kazakhstani 

and Chinese companies, covering the energy sec-
tor, communications, logistics and transport, ag-
riculture, participation of SMEs, including tradi-
tional participation in the development of trade 
business. (Samryk Kazyna, 2015)  Issues of coop-
eration are also pursued on a multilateral basis, in 
particular within the framework of the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization (Xinhua, 2014e).

The new transport infrastructure will change the 
existing economic and geographical landscape 
of Kazakhstan (and Central Asia overall) and will 
contribute to their economic and social devel-
opment. As an American professor John Garv-
er claimed ten years ago, new transport lines 
to the west and to the south of China will also 
become “new vectors of Chinese national influ-
ence”. (Garver, 2006).   

Many infrastructure projects involve specialists 
and workers from China, thus becoming an integral 
part of general movement of capital, goods, ser-
vices, and labour regionally and globally. Alongside 
with the movement of labor between China and 
Kazakhstan, there are other types of migration, 
some of which have a long history. The next sec-
tion will overview the historical, political and legal, 
social, demographic, and other aspects of this. A 
historical retrospective is especially important for 
understanding both general trends and specifities 
in contemporary Chinese migration. 

1.2. Chinese migration to Kazakhstan: a historical retrospective

Migration and trade between China and Central 
Asian countries does have a rich history, espe-
cially in their borderland areas. It stretches back 
to the relationship between the Qing dynasty 
and the Russian empire and between China and 
the USSR. During the 18th-19th centuries, massive 
migrations of nomadic Kazakhs took place in the 
Stepnoi region of Kazakhstan, and it was important 
for the Russian empire to delineate the boundary 
between its own and Chinese territories. The in-
tergovernmental negotiation process took several 
decades and ended with the signing of several 

important international documents: the Peking 
Agreement (1860), the Tacheng Protocol (1864), 
and the St. Petersburg Agreement (1881) (Sarsem-
baev, 1995: 34-37).

The new boundary split the areas of traditional 
settlement and pasture of Kazakh tribes who 
found themselves on both sides of the border. 
137,600 Kazakhs remained in the three districts 
(Ili, Tarbagatay, and Altay) of the Xinjiang province 
(as well as in Mongolia), and formed the basis of 
contemporary Kazakh diaspora in China (ibid). 

1.2.1. History of migration waves in the 19th-20th centuries

http://thediplomat.com/authors/shannon-tiezzi/
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Migration was greatly affected by the key historic 
events of the early 20th century: the First World 
War, the 1916 revolt of Kazakhs and its suppres-
sion, the  October Revolution of 1917 and the civil 
war, the poor harvest and famine in 1921, the es-
tablishment of the Kyrgyz  Autonomous Soviet So-
cialist Republic in 1920 with its subsequent trans-
formation into the Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic 
in 1936, also industrialization and forced massive 
collectivization in rural areas. 

Those dramatic 30-40 years saw significant fluc-
tuations in migration flows, which mainly included 
forced emigration and refugee flow from Kazakh-
stan, including to China. During Stalin’s rule, repres-
sions started in the 1930s against the local intelli-
gentsia, Communist party members and represen-
tatives of the so-called “peoples’ enemy” group, 
which continued for more than two decades and 
led to even more emigration of Kazakhs and other 
ethnicities to Russia, China, and Turkey. According 
to Svanverg, as a result of the movements of sig-
nificant numbers of nomads, by 1946 there were 
about 440,000 Kazakhs in Xinjiang (Eastern Turke-
stan), who lived in compact nomadic groups, set-
tling mainly  at the foofhills of the Tien Shan and 
raising livestock (Svanberg, 1996).

The period after World War II, in particular from 
the 1950s to the 1960s, was characterized by re-
turn migration from China to Kazakhstan, both 
organized under the resettlement policy but also 
done spontaneously. On the one hand, this was a 
continuation of the postwar repatriation policy of 
the USSR and on the other, this was a process un-
derpinned by an economic rationale as the Soviet 
Union needed more labour force. Further, a policy 
of development of virgin lands was announced in 
agriculture around that time. In the 1950s, more 
than 230,000 people relocated to the USSR from 
China, which according to a Russian historian N. 
Ablazhei, was the largest postwar repatriation 
wave in the USSR (Ablazhei, 2003).

Contrary to the organized resettlement in the 
1950s, the next migration wave from China was 
spontaneous, in response to the Chinese gov-
ernment’s Great Leap Forward economic policy 
involving forced industrialization and collectiviza-

tion. This led to destitution and famine, and in the 
1960s Kazakhs and Uyghurs in Xinjiang applied for 
USSR citizenship. According to various estimates, 
between 60,000 and 100,000 Kazakhs, Uyghurs 
and members of other ethnic groups, which in-
cluded Han Chinese and Dungans, fled to the 
Soviet Union through the Khorgos section of the 
USSR-China border opened by the Soviet authori-
ties (Khafizova, 2000). Organized emigrants and 
refugees were settled mainly in the southern re-
gions of Kazakh, Kyrgyz, and Uzbek Republics. 

Political tensions between the USSR and the PRC 
in the 1960s and 1970s during the Chinese Cul-
tural Revolution virtually eliminated all contacts 
between their peoples: from the  1970s until the 
1980s, migration exchange was minimal. According 
to the data from the Kazakhstan Border Service, the 
Kazakhstan section of the USSR border was care-
fully guarded at that time and thus crossings from 
China were only occasional and mostly for the pur-
pose of collecting medicinal herbs or hunting rare 
animals rather than transit or labour migration. 
During the Soviet period, individual cases were reg-
istered when Chinese citizens arrived to visit their 
relatives and then illegally remained in the country. 
(Deputy Head of the NSC Border Service, 2000)

The next migration wave started in the 1990s 
when, in April 1991, even before the breakup of 
the Soviet Union, Kazakhstan launched a policy 
for the organized repatriation of ethnic Kazakhs 
to the Republic, even though major emigration of 
Kazakhs from China did not start until the 2000s. 

Thus, the wave-like migration movements over 
the last two centuries and government-organized 
and facilitated emigration in the border regions of 
Kazakhstan and China, predominantly in its west-
ern area Xinjiang, produced a unique multiethnic 
profile  to the area, which includes Han Chinese, 
(more about Han migration in the Xinjiang Sec-
tion), Uyghurs, Kazakhs, Dungans, Kyrgyz, Uzbeks 
and other ethnicities.   

Ethnic composition of populations in the  
borderland areas of Kazakhstan and Xinjiang 

According to the 2010 National Census in China, 
the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region had a pop-
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ulation of  21,816 mln, including 10 mln Uyghurs 
(45.8%), 8.8 mln Han (40.5%), 1.4 mln Kazakhs 
(6.5%), 983 thousand Hui (Dungans) (4.5%), 
and 2.7% representatives of other ethnicities 
(Kyrgyz, Mongols, Tajiks, Xibo, Manchu, Uzbeks, 
Daur, Koreans, Tatars, Russians, etc.) (quoted 
from: Baltabaeva, 2015: 499-511). The diaspora 
of Kazakhs in China is the largest Kazakh dias-
pora living abroad. 

There are 1,418,278 Kazakhs in XUAR (of the 
total 1,463 mln Kazakhs in China), mainly resid-
ing in the northwestern regions: The Ili Kazakh,  
Altay and Tacheng (Tarbagatay) prefectures. The 
Ili Kazakh autonomous prefecture, located near 
the border, is strategically important from the 
point of national security. Its population, be-
sides Kazakhs (534,000 people or 37.7% of all 
Kazakhs living in XUAR), includes Han, Uyghurs, 
Hui, and other ethnic groups (Annex, Scheme 
(map 3): Administrative-territorial division and 
ethnic composition of China’s Xinjiang and bor-
der regions of Kazakhstan). 

After centuries of migrations, Kazakhstan has a 
mixed multiethnic population in which the share 
of those born in China, including ethnic Chinese is 
small but noticeable. According to the first 1999 
National Census of Kazakhstan conducted after the 
break up of the Soviet Union, 159,000 people of the 
total country’s population (14,953,000) were born 
outside the CIS and Baltic countries.  Among these, 
by country of citizenship China accounted for the 
largest share (89,980 people or 56.6% of those born 
outside Kazakhstan (Smailov, 2000: 6, 8, 52, 200).

The diversity of historically established ethnic compo-
sition in borderland regions is evident from a com-
parison of population statistics between China’s 
XUAR and the Eastern Kazakhstan and Almaty 
regions of Kazakhstan (calculations are based on: 
Sultanov, 2006: 24, 30).

There are ethnic diasporas in Kazakhstan who had 
or continue to have migration links with China. As 
of 1st January 2010, the Uyghur diaspora includ-
ed 246,449 people or 1.54% of Kazakhstan’s total 

Table 1.2. Ethnic composition in border regions of China and Kazakhstan in 2006* (percent)  
 

Xinjiang Uygur  
Autonomous Region  

(19.3 mln people, 2003) 

Almaty region
(excluding the Almaty city),

1.6 mln people

Eastern Kazakhstan  
region,

1.4 mln people
Total, 
of which: 100.00 Total, 

of which: 100.00 Total, 
of which: 100.00

Uyghur 45.62 Kazakh 62.77 Kazakh 52.29
Han Chinese 39.87 Russian 18.89 Russian 42.54
Kazakh 6,99 Uyghur 9.25 Tatar 1.57
Hui (Dungan) 4.48 Turkish 1.93 German 1.44
Kyrgyz 0.90 Korean 1.04 Chechen 0.12
Mongol 0.86 Tatar 0.91 Ukrainian 0.84
Tajik 0.21 German 0.80 Belorussian 0.25
Xibo 0.21 Ukrainian 0.63 Korean 0.10
Manchu 0.12 Uzbek 0.18 Uyghur 0.10
Uzbek 0.08 Kyrgyz 0.11 Uzbek 0.08
Russian 0.06 Dungan 0.10 Kyrgyz 0.03
Tatar 0.03 Chinese 0.04 Dungan 0.02
Other nationalities 0.57 Other nationalities 3.35 Other nationalities ** 0.62
Total 100.00 Total 100.00 Total 100.00

* Unless otherwise stated.
** The number of ethnic Chinese in the Eastern Kazakhstan region in 1999 was 257 people, or 0.017% of the 
region’s total population. There is no recent reliable data on the number of Chinese in EKR.  Source: (Smailov, 
2000: 75).
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population. Uyghurs predominantly reside in the 
Almaty region (155,158 people) and in the city of 
Almaty (80,529 people) (Statistical Agency of the 
RK, 2010).  

There is also a diaspora of Dungans, the descen-
dants of Hui people from the Chinese province, 
Shaanxi who in 2017 will mark the 140th anniver-
sary of their resettlement to Kazakhstan. As of 
January 1st, 2010, the number of Dungans was 
51,577 people or 0.32% of the total population. 
The majority live in rural districts of Zhambyl oblast 
(42,404 people), the city of Almaty (6,535 people), 
and the Almaty region (1,765 people). (ibid.) Dun-
gans’ main occupation is arable farming: they grow 
crops and vegetables.  

The diaspora of ethnic Chinese is small: 3510 
people according to the 1999 census and 3424 

people according to the 2009 census. Since 
1970, the Chinese population in Kazakhstan has 
decreased by 17.8% (from 4189 people). The 
Chinese are highly urbanized: in 1999 76.7% (in 
2009 – 80%) of the Chinese diaspora lived in cit-
ies, predominantly in Almaty, Karaganda, Taraz, 
Ust-Kamenogorsk, and Astana. The Chinese 
population is now ageing, as in China.  Males 
dominate with 55.1 percent, and the share of 
women is 44.9 percent (Sultanov, 2006: 24, 30; 
Statistical Agency of the RK, 2010). 

In addition to history and demography, there are 
other factors conducive to migration in the area 
historically called Eastern and Western Turkestan. 
These include: similarity of languages and religion, 
a traditional way of life, historical traditions of 
trade and cooperation along the Great Silk Road 
throughout Central Asia. (Note 1)

1.2.2. A new stage in cross-border migration during the sovereignty period

As previously noted, political tensions in Sino-
Soviet relations that continued for two decades 
greatly reduced migration flows between the two 
countries. Their relations normalized only in late 
1980s during the perestroika policy of political 
liberalization proclaimed by Mikhail Gorbachev, 
General Secretary of the Communist Party of the 
Soviet Union. On July 15, 1988, an intergovern-
mental agreement on mutual visits by citizens was 
signed in Moscow between the USSR and China, 
and the contact resumed. As at that time Kazakh-
stan was part of the Soviet Union, the bordering 
area of  Xinjiang was chosen as a direct partner 
for contacts, and on July 16 1991 the Agreement 
on the Principles and Main Areas for Developing 
Cooperation Between Kazakh SSR and the Xinjiang 
Uygur Autonomous Region of the People’s Repub-
lic of China was signed (Tokaev, 2000: 334). 
This agreement opened the way for trade, eco-
nomic cooperation and development of cross-bor-
der movements. In this context, it is not surprising 
that the first to go to Kazakhstan were Uyghur and 
Kazakh families in search for their relatives who 
had fled to the USSR in the 1960s. Furthermore, 
at that time China was vigorously pursuing mar-
ket-based reforms, local production was growing, 
and thus Chinese entrepreneurs from the eastern 

and western provinces set out to a new country in 
search  of  new markets.   

At the same time, the economic crisis that was 
unfolding in the Soviet Union created  a severe 
shortage of goods and food. In this situation the 
Uyghurs who arrived in Kazakhstan not only found 
their relatives, but also established business con-
nections, while the Hans and Dungans could also 
discover new opportunities for trade and business. 
Tens of thousands of petty traders used to travel 
from China to Kazakhstan, and in the early 1990s 
the country, especially its southern part,  had  a 
lively market in Chinese goods. This was the last 
wave of migration in the Soviet period, and it pri-
marily encompassed petty traders and individual 
entrepreneurs from China.

After the breakup of the USSR in December 1991, 
former Soviet republics gained sovereignty and 
became independent entities in international rela-
tions. They also embarked on a transition from a  
socialist to a market-based economy.  This turned 
out to be a challenging period accompanied by 
the destruction of economic links between former 
republics, national political transformations, and 
massive migration movements. To mitigate the 



25

impact of the disintegration, former Soviet repub-
lics (excluding the three Baltic states)  established 
the new intergovernmental union, the Common-
wealth of Independent States. (Note 1)

China was quick to officially recognize the sover-
eignty of Kazakhstan and established diplomatic 
relations with it. From 1992 to 2014, China and Ka-
zakhstan signed about 200 bilateral agreements in 
the areas of economy and trade, visa regimes and 
citizenship, humanitarian cooperation and others. 
These led to the intensification of trade migra-
tion from China to Kazakhstan, primarily involving 
cross-border trade and shopping tourism, with the 
peak registered during the years 1989–1993. 

The resumption of business, family, ethno-cultur-
al, and religious contacts led to the revival of his-
torical interactions and the creation of new forms 
of communication between citizens of   Xinjiang 
and Kazakhstan. The flow of traders from China 
was supplemented with a counterflow of Kazakh 
shuttle traders. This activity was typically informal 
as they were not registered with the authorities as 
individual entrepreneurs. 

The difference in the economic situation between 
Xinjiang/China and Kazakhstan in the 1990s was a 
major factor influencing bilateral trade and migra-
tions. When in 2000 Kazakhstan  started to emerge 
from the crisis and the incomes and consumer de-
mands in the country grew, the import of goods 
from China significantly increased; however, now 
the goods were supplied not from artisan work-
shops and small enterprises as was the situation 
10 to 15 before, but from major manufacturing en-
terprises in China’s east coast.  

The beginning of the 21st century saw the emer-
gence of new types of Chinese immigration, such 
as labor migration and business migration, with 
these movements intensifying as economic coop-
eration between the two countries strengthened. 
Before discussing their typology in order to ex-
plore changes in the frequency, structure and sig-
nificance of migrations from China to Kazakhstan, 
we will look at a no less important issue, that of 
regionalization of trade and economic relations 

and migration exchange with the Xinjiang Uygur 
Autonomous Region. It is an important feature 
to note that “Chinese” migration to Kazakhstan 
is mainly migration from/to neighboring Xinjiang, 
and not China ias a whole. The reasons behind this 
are explored in the next sections of the report. 

Notes 

Note 1. Economic indicators for China are cited from the 
following sources: http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/
NY.GDP.MKTP.CD; Ministry оf Commerce of the PRC. 
Source: http://english.mofcom.gov.cn/ 23.01.2013; Brief 
Statistics on China’s Import & Export in December 2012. 
http://english.mofcom.gov.cn/article/statistic/BriefStatisti
cs/201301/20130100017291.shtml; (Schwab, 2014: 166).

Note 2. Historical, political, trade and economic, ethno-
demographic and ethno-cultural processes in Xinjiang are 
widely studied abroad. As an example, listed below are the 
most well-known papers by American sinologists: Lattimore, 
1950; Rudelson, 1997; Benson and Svanberg 1998; Roberts, 
1998; Starr, 2004; Toops, 2004; Gladney, 2004; Perdue, 2005; 
Millward, 2007; Mackerras and Clarke, 2009, and others. 
Among Kazakhstani renowned sinologists are K. Khafizova 
and K. Syroezhkin.

Note 3. Currently, the Commonwealth of Independent States 
comprises the following countries: The Republic of Azerbaijan, 
The Republic of Armenia, The Republic of Belarus, The Republic 
of Kazakhstan, The Kyrgyz Republic, The Republic of Moldova, 
The Russian Federation, The Republic of Tajikistan, and The 
Republic of Uzbekistan. After the Russia-Georgia military conflict 
on August 8th 14th, 2008, the Republic of Georgia, by a decision 
of its parliament, as of August 14, 2008 adopted a resolution 
on the withdrawal from the CIS and in August 2009 officially 
quitted the organization.  Ukraine had not ratified the CIS 
Charter and thus de jure it was not a CIS member state, but had 
the status of a founding state and a participating state of the CIS. 
On March 19th, 2014, Ukraine’s Council for National Security 
and Defense adopted a decision on Ukraine to withdraw from 
the CIS (effective May 29th, 2014) (Wikipedia, 2015). According 
to the Ukraine’s MFA, the country will continue taking part in 
the CIS, but on a selective basis. (BelTA, 2015). The terms “CIS 
countries” and “former Soviet Union countries” (fSU) are used 
in the report as synonyms.   

http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD
http://english.mofcom.gov.cn/
http://english.mofcom.gov.cn/article/statistic/BriefStatistics/201301/20130100017291.shtml
http://english.mofcom.gov.cn/article/statistic/BriefStatistics/201301/20130100017291.shtml
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2. Regionalization of trade, economic relations and migration between  
 Kazakhstan and Xinjiang
 

With its 1.66 mln sq. km area, Xinjiang is the 
largest administrative region of China occupy-
ing 1/6 of its territory in its western part. The 
joint border between China and Kazakhstan is 
1782 km.  

The regionalization of trade, economic relations 
and migration between Kazakhstan and XUAR is 
driven by a web of geopolitical, historical, eco-
nomic, social, ethno-demographic and ethno-
cultural factors, some of which were discussed 

in previous sections. The research on Xinjiang 
therefore remains limited (Syroezhkin, 1995, 
2003, 2015; Khafizova, 2000, 2007; Nadyrov, 
2006); however, the growing cooperation be-
tween Kazakhstan and XUAR requires research 
not only into trade, economic, financial and se-
curity aspects, but also on labor market, SMEs, 
environment, tourism, education, culture, sci-
ence, etc., to be pursued in a comparative per-
spective and in view of the potential for further 
cooperation. 

2.1. Trade and economic relations with XUAR

Given the long joint border and the two countries’ 
economic needs, Xinjiang has a special role for Ka-
zakhstan; it is not surprising that XUAR accounts 
for the main share of China’s foreign trade with 
Kazakhstan. 

The rise of cross border trade goes back to the So-
viet period: according to the statistics of the au-
thorities of XUAR, in 1985-1990 its foreign trade 
turnover grew from $291.97 mln and non-existent 
borderland trade, to $410.25 mln, including $69.8 
mln in borderland trade. In less than 15 years, by  
2003, the respective figures were $4.772 bln and 
$3.039 bln (XUAR Statistical Yearbook, 1999: 591; 
XUAR Statistical Yearbook, 2004: 523), with bor-
derland trade accounting for 63.7 percent of total 
foreign trade operations of Xinjiang. Throughout 
that period, Chinese entrepreneurs and Kazakh-
stani traders who purchased everyday goods in 
XUAR for resale  were actors in borderland (non-
organized) trade.

Central Asian republics are the main XUAR trade 
partners, with Kazakhstan leading by the volume 
of foreign trade.  Foreign trade operations, includ-
ing borderland trade, began to grow exponentially 
from 2006-2007. In 2009, trade contracted amid 
the economic crisis and export reduction, and 

then was on the rise again until 2013. According to 
Chinese Customs authorities, in 2011 the value of 
foreign trade between China and five CA countries 
reached a record high of $16.98 bln. Notably, Xin-
jiang’s export to CA amounted to $12.49 bln, and 
CA import to Xinjiang stood at $4.49 bln (Xinhua, 
2012b). Foreign trade turnover of all five CA coun-
tries totaled $39.642 bln in 2011, hence the share 
of Xinjiang was 42.8%. At the same time, the share 
of Xinjiang’s trade with Central Asia ($16.98 bln) 
was 78.2% of  its total external trade ($21.7 bln). 
Kazakhstan accounts for the main share in XUAR’s 
trade with Central Asia owing to oil supplies to 
China. Turkmenistan’s share is on the rise after the 
commissioning of the gas pipeline in December 
2009 (Graph 2.1). 

According to Customs statistics from XUAR, in 2013 
the amount of Xinjiang’s foreign trade reached an-
other record of $27.56 bln, having increased 9.5% 
year-on-year (XUAR exports made up $22.27 bln, 
and imports almost $5.3 bln. XUAR’s trade with 
five CA countries exceeded $19 bln (increase by 
8%), comprising 70% of the region’s total foreign 
trade (Xinhua, 2014c).

In 2014 Kazakhstan’s foreign trade contracted 
both with XUAR and China overall due to  the 
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impact of the crisis: Kazakhstan’s trade with 
China dropped 24.4% compared to 2013, 
with exports falling by 31.7% and imports by 
12% (LS, 2015). In the first quarter of 2015, 
Xinjiang’s foreign trade continued to fall, 
plummeting by 38.2% year-on-year amid the 
global economic decline, sluggish external de-
mand, contraction of export orders, and the 
increased cost of export goods. Kazakhstan 
continues to be XUAR’s key trade partner, ac-
counting for about 25% of its total import and 
export.  According to Chen Guoliang, customs 
officer at Urumqi Customs, despite the over-
all trend toward contraction of foreign trade, 

export markets remain relatively buoyant; 
for example, XUAR substantially increased its 
trade with Russia and Iran, which suggests a 
gradual return of geopolitical advantages of 
Xinjiang’s location (Xinhua, 2015).  

Private enterprises accounted for more than 
70% of Xinjiang’s total foreign trade, with over 
50% of foreign trade activities pursued through 
petty cross-border trade. This means that the 
forms of borderland trade established over the 
past two decades are still relevant in Xinjiang, 
with its trade centering on five Central Asian re-
publics and Russia.   

Graph 2.1. PRC Xinjiang Uyghyr Autonomous Region foreign trade and Kazakhstan’s share in it 
between 2000–2012 (million US dollars)

2.2. Western China’s development strategy between 2000–2014

Rapid development of trade and economic rela-
tions between XUAR and Kazakhstan is an  indirect 
result of the focused policy of China’s central gov-
ernment. In 2000, a comprehensive development 
plan was adopted for western regions of China (in-

cluding XUAR), which the government started to 
devise as early as in the 1990s because the region 
seriously underperformed on average national 
indicators. The strategy involved infrastructure 
development, attracting foreign investments, en-
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vironmental protection actions, and improvement 
of living standards. 

The first decade of the 21st century demonstrat-
ed that China was successfully implementing 
this strategy. Governmental and foreign invest-
ments in many sectors of Xinjiang’s economy 
increased, and the industrial, transport and 
communication infrastructures in XUAR are im-
proving. A strategically important International 
Center for Boundary Cooperation (ICBC) “Khor-
gos” on the Chinese-Kazakhstani border is be-
ing constructed. Construction of such transport 
corridors is key to the development of this land-
locked region’s economy and improvement of 
living standards.   

A network of highways was built around Urumqi, 
and there are already more than 60 direct roads 
connecting Xinjiang with CA countries. Kazakh-
stan is the  leader regarding  the number of roads 
built with the participation of China. The last 10-
20 years have also seen  the rapid development 
of air transport, which nowadays is often called 
an air “silk road”. In the early 2000s, 11 airports 
were built or expanded in Urumqi and other 

XUAR cities, with international flights to Almaty, 
Tashkent, Moscow, and Islamabad. The plan was 
to increase the number of airports in Xinjiang to 
22 by the end of 2015 (Xinhua, 2012).

Having access to the international market and 
gradual development of a regional trade mar-
ket are of great importance for XUAR. In docu-
ments and resolutions concerning XUAR, Chi-
na’s State Council repeatedly emphasizes the 
region’s role as a pillar for further economic 
growth in China’s West, a strategic base of 
China’s energy resources, an important out-
post for the outside world, and a strategic 
protection of the northwestern part of the 
country  (China.org.cn, 2006) 

Considering XUAR’s border with CA countries, 
China focuses on creating in XUAR a “new Eur-
asian continental corridor” for access to inter-
national markets, and on making it a regional 
and international trade hub a globally significant 
economic zone (Li, Yuxin et al., 2008: 131-136). 
This corridor originates in continental China and 
reaches out to Central, South, and Western Asia, 
as well as Europe.  

2.3. The role of border checkpoints at the China-Kazakhstan border

Regional cooperation has been further facili-
tated by the creation of a legal framework, joint 
production projects, simplification of the visa 
regime, establishment of free economic zones, 
the increase in the number of trade sites in bor-
der areas and at border checkpoints and other 
factors. This subsection focuses on the role of 
border checkpoints, which control access to the 
two countries and oversee the bilateral trade 
process.   

China has about 30 checkpoints at the XUAR 
border, the majority of which are with Kazakh-
stan. The largest checkpoints are Khorgos-Kor-
gos, Dostyk-Alashankou, Bakhty-Baktu, Maikap-
chagay-Zimunai and Kolzhat. (China-Unitrade, 
2011). (Annex. Scheme (map) 4: Сheckpoints at 
the China-Kazakhstan border). 

Kazakhstan’s government closely monitors the 
status of these border checkpoints. It was not 
by   accident  that upon his appointment as 
Prime Minister, Karim Massimov made one of 
his first visits to the Khorgos checkpoint, leading 
a delegation that included ministers of finance, 
industry and trade, and energy, the head of the 
Almaty region, and other officials.  

The Khorgos checkpoint is the largest of all 
the new border crossings. It is located in the 
Huocheng (Korgas) County of the Ili Kazakh 
Autonomous Prefecture of XUAR at the bor-
der with Panfilovskii district of Kazakhstan’s 
Almaty region. After the Khorgos checkpoint 
was opened for other countries in November 
1992, it became an important transit point 
for international traffic. Currently it is open 
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all year round and has a handling capacity of 
about 1 mln tons of cargo and 500 thou pas-
sengers per year (China-Unitrade, 2011; XUAR 
BBC, 2012). Departing from Khorgos are in-
ternational bus routes Yining–Panfilov and 

Urumqi–Almaty. The Khorgos checkpoint is 
also known for the construction on its terri-
tory of the eponymous International Center 
for Boundary Cooperation.  (Box 2.1.) (Annex, 
Figure 1, photo by the author)

Box 2.1. The Khorgos International Center for Boundary Cooperation 

The Khorgos International Center for Boundary Cooperation is a significant project designed to play a 
major role in developing cooperation between Kazakhstan and China and in creating new frameworks 
for external access in the west of China. The Center consists of two parts: Kazakhstan’s area (1.85 sq. 
km) and China’s area (3.43 sq. km). There are also plans to create a free economic zone around Khorgos, 
and the cargo flow through Khorgos is expected to increase to 50 mln tons by 2020. 

Free movement of Kazakhstani and Chinese citizens within the area of the ICBC is an important principle of 
its operation. This is done through a special pedestrian and transport  point  which was opened in December 
2011. A multifunctional passenger terminal at the checkpoint-1 complex was completed in 2012, which 
hosts the registration of Center’s visitors. The terminal has a capacity of 10,400 people per day.  

Citizens of Kazakhstan, China and other countries who are legally staying in countries of their residence, 
can visit the Center’s area without a visa for up to 30 days. Goods valued at less than 1,500 euros and 
weighing less than 50 kg are exempted from Customs payments. Unimpeded movement of people 
within the Center through special corridors makes it possible for them to make deals on the in the open   
(premises). Entrepreneurs can use the Center not only to purchase goods but also to conduct business 
meetings, get familiar with industrial products manufactured in Kazakhstan, China and CIS countries, 
sign deals, and entertain themselves. In 2013, the number of tourists and businesspeople crossing the 
border via the Khorgos checkpoint reached 2,500 per day, and continues to grow.  Thus, according to data 
from the Chinese Khorgos checkpoint almost 580,000 passengers and 39,000 transport vehicles crossed 
the checkpoint in the first quarter of 2014, representing an increase of 86% and 181% respectively, 
year-on-year.  

The bulk of ICBC logistic and trade spaces are in the Chinese part, including a zone of cargo handling 
terminals (16.6 ha), a trade and exhibition zone (38.4 ha), and a regional cooperation center (10 ha). 
Some facilities are already functioning. On Kazakhstan’s side, many of the infrastructure facilities are yet 
to be constructed, with their completion planned for 2018. Kazakhstan’s government finances only 20% 
of the project cost, including construction of key infrastructure elements and organization of pedestrian 
border crossings. The total project cost is $2.5 bln, and private businesses are expected to actively 
invest in the construction.
Source: China Internet Information Center, 2011; Tianshannet, 2011; China.org.cn, 2011; ICBC, 2013)

The Khorgos border checkpoint also faces some 
serious challenges. It is notorious for criminal and 
corruption practices which cast a shadow on the 
International Trade Center currently under con-
struction. Examination of official foreign trade sta-
tistics of China and Kazakhstan, provided by China’s 
Ministry of Commerce and Kazakhstan’s Customs 
respectively, reveals a stark data discrepancy. Over 
more than 10 years, the difference in foreign trade 
data sometimes reached $4-5 bln or 40-50%. Ka-

zakhstan’s Customs argue that they do not cover 
the data on “non-organized” trade (“neorgani-
zovannaya torgovlya” as it is called in Kazakhstan) 
or “folk”  trade (as it is called in China), while the 
Ministry of Commerce of China does include such 
data. For example, in 2005 foreign trade between 
the two countries amounted to $3.7 bln according 
to the data from Kazakhstan’s Customs, and $6.8 
bln according to China’s Ministry of Commerce (a 
difference of $3.1 bln), while in 2010 the figures 
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were $14.1 bln and $20.4 bln respectively (a differ-
ence of $6.3 bln) (MFA RK, 2011).

What is behind this discrepancy? Partially it is an 
accumulated result of the activities of thousands 
of small entrepreneurs and individual traders who 
can move 50 kg of goods for noncommercial use 
across the border. Some petty merchants have 
become “professionals” in moving small amounts 
of everyday goods for resale in Kazakhstan. Cumu-
latively, petty cross-border trade makes up about 
50% of total foreign trade of XUAR. 

Another reason for differences in foreign trade 
statistics is the all-pervasive corruption in Kazakh-
stan’s customs offices at checkpoints. (Sadovska-
ya and Block, 2015)  One of such illegal practices 
is border officials reporting only a fraction of the 
actual value of imported goods, charge duty on 
the undervalued cargo, then impose a number of 
other fees, which would not be reported. (Kuchu-
kov, 2008) 

Border officials are well aware of their powerful 
position in relation to entrepreneurs who trade 
with China. A government investigation into one 
instance of corruption revealed that officials  used 
their position to intimidate entrepreneurs and 
force them to participate in criminal activity, pres-
suring businessmen through “illegal and unjusti-
fied inspection of their goods”. (Kenzheev, 2010) 
Some officials reportedly offered $500 thou bribe 
to be appointed as head of the Khorgos Border 
check point. (Dzhaldinov, 2007). Over recent years, 
several organized crime groups  have been  uncov-
ered at Khorgos and anticorruption investigations 
have been launched; however, any improvements  

have  only been temporary. (Benditskii, 2011; 
Ovchinnikov, 2011; et al.)  

Kazakhstan has an anticorruption policy and a host 
of relevant laws, decrees and government pro-
grams. However, according to Transparency Inter-
national, in 2014 it was 126th in the global corrup-
tion perception rating, and in recent years its po-
sition has stagnated. (Transparency International, 
2014) The fact that these issues have gone unre-
solved for years leads to deep disappointment and 
lack of trust in government institutions in Kazakh-
stan. According to one sociological survey, Kazakh-
stanis are increasingly concerned about corrup-
tion, with 45% of respondents being not satisfied 
with their government’s anticorruption efforts. In 
the rating of corrupt government agencies, the 
Road police comes first, while Customs and Uni-
versities occupy second and third places, respec-
tively. (International Republican Institute, 2010)

Some experts are very skeptical about the 
prospects of successfully eliminating corruption 
at Khorgos, believing that it is a virtually incurable 
disease.  D. Ashimbaev, a Kazakhstani political 
scientist, writes: “One should not see everything 
that occurs [at Khorgos] as a battle between Good 
and Evil. Today there is no black or white there.  
There are many shades of gray and we have to sort 
them out”. (Hen, 2011) The public has good reasons 
to share this skepticism: after a narrowing of the 
gap in foreign trade statistics in 2011 in the wake 
of fresh cases of the uncovering of corruption, it 
widened again in 2013 to $6 bln. (Sadovskaya and 
Block, 2015) Much of cross-border trade between 
the two countries occurs in the informal sector, 
ultimately creating a threat to national security. 

 2.4. New processes at the border: urbanization and transformation of visa regimes

Visa-free regimes at trade sites 

Trade and economic relations between XUAR/
China and Kazakhstan/CA develop both at the 
intergovernmental level and between SMEs and 
businesspeople. With some reservations, it can 
be argued that the underdeveloped northwest-

ern region of China experienced an economic 
rise between the 1990s and 2000s owing to 
three types of investment: funding by the cen-
tral government, external aid of foreign donors, 
and “investments” by individual entrepreneurs 
from Kazakhstan and the CIS who purchased 
goods worth hundreds of millions dollars there. 
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Kazakhstani shuttle traders served as real trade 
ambassadors and commercial intermediaries 
between the two countries. 

Understanding the importance of this, from 
March 1 2006 the XUAR authorities agreed on  
an easing of the visa regime, offering Kazakh-
stani citizens a one-day visa-free entry to China. 
This decision was initially applicable to the Mai-
kapchagai-Zimunai border trade center in East 
Kazakhstan (Kazakhstanskaya Pravda, 2006), 
and from late 2009 this regime was extended 
to the Alashankou checkpoint (bordering the Al-
maty region). The flow of visitors from Kazakh-
stan noticeably increased, while the value of 
transactions with individuals reached $280,000, 
which contributed to the rapid development 
of Alashankou. In December 2012, a plan was 
approved for creating a county-level town in 
Alashankou. (Zonakz, 2012)

In July 2014, a decision was made to estab-
lish the town of Khorgos on the basis of the 
Khorgos border checkpoint and the Khorgos 
economic development zone in Ili Kazakh au-
tonomous prefecture of XUAR. (China Internet 
Information Center, 2014c) Its administrative 
area is expected to be about 1899.9 sq. km, 

and population to reach 85,000 people. Ac-
cording to an economic development zone of-
ficial, “Khorgos already functions as a power-
ful railway, motor road, and air transport hub. 
Besides, the Central Asian gas pipeline passes 
through it. The functioning of the town will 
help to efficiently integrate various resources 
of the region, bring together workers, logistics 
and capital flows, ensure reliable services and 
support the construction of a national base 
that would be open to the West”. (ibid) Along 
with the conducive regime at the Khorgos 
Center for Boundary Cooperation, functioning 
of the town’s infrastructure will also facilitate 
financial flows, movement of goods and ser-
vices, expansion of communications, and free 
access to Kazakhstan, especially its bordering 
regions – Almaty and Eastern Kazakhstan. This 
could serve as a good example of the rapidly 
developing mutually beneficial bilateral rela-
tions at the regional level. (Box 2.2.)

However, some Kazakhstani experts tend to 
interpret Сhina’s activities on its western bor-
ders (such as establishing towns and expanding 
transportation links) as building a platform for 
its further “soft” economic expansion to Kazakh-
stan and Central Asia. 

Box 2.2.  Case study: China-Kazakhstan cross-border cooperation in the Eastern Kazakhstan region 

The Eastern Kazakhstan region (EKR) is increasingly playing an important role in relationships with 
China, especially Xinjiang, which is manifested through a range of ongoing and planned joint projects. 
As mentioned by Saparbaev, former head of EKR, one of the first large joint operations in EKR was the 
Tarbagatay Munai Gas project in the border town Zaisan. The Tarbagatay Munai Gas company extracts 
natural gas, and thanks to that the “blue fuel” appeared in this remote part of the EKR for the first 
time. The Chinese side financed and constructed a 93 km gas pipeline and a gas distribution station. 
Currently gas is supplied to one school and several apartment blocks in Zaisan. The Chinese side plans 
to undertake similar branch projects in all inhabited areas along this pipeline. In the future gas would be 
supplied to Tarbagataiskii, Kurchumskii, and Zharminskii districts, and potentially to Ust-Kamenogorsk 
city. 

In addition, the EKR administration is working on construction of a joint factory to assemble agricultural 
mini-vehicles, as well as spare parts and equipment. The factory is planned to be built in Maikapchagai 
(Zaisan district). The idea of this project emerged amid the growing household demand for small 
affordable agricultural machinery such as mini-tractors.  Such mobile machines are cheaper for the 
farmers and cost-effective for all participants in the region’s agricultural market. Kazakhstani workers are 
expected to work on the construction; however, while they are undergoing training, Chinese specialists 
and Chinese equipment will be initially brought in. 
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As Mr Saparbaev remarks in his interview to the Expert Journal in 2014,  “… there is no shortage of 
land in the Eastern Kazakhstan region… but its owners do not have money. The way out is to involve 
those who have it. It does not matter whether they will be Chinese, Russians or Mongols. The only 
requirement is to invest. Land ... should be leased out for 5 or 10 years… Terms of cooperation … should 
be clearly defined, and inhabitants of the district where the [enterprise] is located should be hired for 
work. I mean not specialists but ordinary workers.”

Another project involves the construction of a railroad. There are two possible routes and both have 
received a technical assessment. The first option is the Maikapchagai–Zyryanovsk railway line. The 
choice of the destination station is explained by the fact that there are rich deposits of mineral resources 
in the Zyryanovsk, Kurchum, and Katon-Karagai districts, but they remain undeveloped because of the 
absence of transport lines and roads. The Zaisan district also has shale reserves estimated at about 4 
bln tons, and even though shale is a good energy source, it has not yet been assimilated by the Republic 
because of its high cost. The railway would provide access to these reserves and resources. The second 
option involves construction of the Bakhty–Ayagoz railway line. Kazakhstan now conducts negotiations 
to agree for each country to build a railroad from its side of the border. The railroad would provide a 
strong impetus for the development of these districts because of the ease of access to Maikapchagai.  

Yet another profitable area is the development of tourism between the two countries. The Urumqi–Ust-
Kamenogorsk–Taldykorgan air route which is being discussed, would use large airplanes. There are also 
discussions on introducing visa-free regimes a for one-day stay for residents in borderland areas of EKR 
and XUAR.   

The leadership of the region is set to have constructive cooperation with China.  “The People’s Republic 
of China is our closest neighbor. We often meet and talk a lot. In general, we have good rapport, 
especially with China’s XUAR. …Our contacts with the Chinese side concerning the identification of 
mutually beneficial relations involve regular and fruitful communication”, said Saparbaev.

These examples demonstrate that constructive and pragmatic cooperation with Chinese partners 
unimpeded by myths and misgivings, can bring mutual benefits and potentially play an important role 
in social and economic development at both local and national level. 
(Sources: Mal’ko, 2013; Pereversev, 2014: 38-42; Inform.kz, 2014) 

2.5.  Ethnic settlement of Kazakhs in XUAR and the current policy on nomadic  
 peoples: implications for Kazakhstan 

In addition to trade and economic relations 
which link Kazakhstan and China (primar-
ily XUAR), there are also region-specific social 
processes, such as communication between 
diasporas with a century-long history. Today we 
observe the restoration of links between the Ka-
zakh diaspora in Xinjiang and their Kazakhstani 
relatives, as well as wider society. More than 
90,000 Kazakhs have emigrated to Kazakhstan 
since the adoption of its repatriation policy (for 
more details see the section on Migration from 
China for permanent residence in Kazakhstan), 

and these ties have intensified. Processes such 
as this and the sedentarization of nomadic pop-
ulations have not been studied closely, however 
their impact on both countries merit a more de-
tailed look.  

The Kazakhs of Xinjiang live a nomadic lifestyle, 
settle mostly in rural areas and the foothills of 
the Tien Shan mountains, and spend the  spring 
and summer seasons raising livestock in the re-
mote mountainous pastures. The position of the 
Kazakh diaspora in Xinjiang has been changing 
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over the last 10-15 years amid rapid economic 
growth and improvement of living standards 
achieved through the Chinese government’s 
strategic development program for Western 
China. Even more fundamental transformations 
in the social structure of the nomadic Kazakh 
population are expected in XUAR in the coming 
years, as the government plans to encourage 
sedentarization of the region’s nomads (Kazakhs 
and Mongols). 

According to available data, in 2010 alone 
12,600 families of cattle raisers in Xinjiang 
shifted from a nomadic to a sedentary life-
style; as a result, by 2011 the number of 
settled families reached 118,500 or 41.3% of 
the total number of nomadic cattle raisers.  
In the next 5 years, another 110,500 of herd-
ers’ families in Xinjiang are expected to shift 
to a sedentary way of life.  Thus, by 2020 the 
number of the settled population in Xinjiang 
is expected to increase by 169,300 families, 
consisting of more than 760,000 people. Up 
to 50% of the Kazakh (nomadic) population 
will give up the nomadic way of life and settle 
down. CNY3.315 bln has been allocated from 
the central budget for this project over the 
next five years. (Xinhua, 2011)

This process is complicated by the fact that in 
XUAR as elsewhere in China the land policy has 
undergone substantial changes, primarily be-
cause of the shortage of arable land. On the 
one hand, the law says that each peasant is 
entitled to receive a small plot of land, and on 
the other, there are difficulties with its territo-
rial and geographical allocation. This increases 
the likelihood that the government would send 
the settled nomads to towns and urban-type 
settlements to take up jobs in industry. As a 
consequence, central and local governments 
would gain experience in orchestrating a shift 
from nomadic lifestyle to collective enterprises 
and urbanization, similar to what Kazakhstan 
underwent in the Soviet times.  

As ethnic Kazakhs start to move to cities on a 
mass scale, the urbanization process in XUAR 
would accelerate. According to the China’s 

2010 census, 76.9% Kazakhs lived in rural areas 
and 23.1% in urban areas, and in Xinjiang these 
figures were 77.9% and 22.1% respectively. 
The correspondence in figures in not surpris-
ing, considering that 97% of Chinese Kazakhs 
live in XUAR (the census data from: Baltabaeva, 
2014; Baltabaeva, 2015) Most likely, urbaniza-
tion among the Kazakh population would be 
gradual and phased, with nomads first settling 
down in small towns and urban-type commu-
nities and later moving to larger cities. This is 
supported by the dynamics of the increase of 
China’s Kazakh population in urban areas over 
the last decade: in 2000, 84.8% China’s Kazakhs 
lived in villages; 8.8% in urban-type commu-
nities; and 6.4% in large cities. In 2010 these 
figures changed to 76.9%, 14.5%, and 8.6% re-
spectively. Thus, the average annual rate of in-
crease in the number of Kazakhs during 2000-
2010 was 1.69%, with the highest rate seen for 
urban-type settlements (9.23%), while in cities 
and villages the rates were 5.62% and 0.61% 
respectively.  

This has substantial implications for Kazakh-
stan. Former herders will be searching for jobs 
in the service sector, or will start up new busi-
nesses – in retail trade or arts and crafts, etc. 
This will lead to a gradual transformation of the 
occupational, professional, social structure of 
the Kazakh population in XUAR and will con-
tribute to further strengthening of trade and 
business relationships with Kazakhstani coun-
terparts that were established over the last de-
cade. 

Another important factor is that there are sig-
nificant differences in the demographic poten-
tial between XUAR and bordering regions of 
Kazakhstan (Table 2.1). XUAR’s total population 
is larger than Kazakhstan’s, with the prevailing 
share of rural population and high unemploy-
ment rate. At the same time, Kazakhstan faces 
slow demographic recovery caused by the high 
rate of emigration and depopulation of Slavic 
ethnicities, as well as labor imbalances in the 
eastern region. As a result, demographic pres-
sure from XUAR is likely to increase on scarcely 
populated borderland regions of Kazakhstan. 
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Amid vibrant economic development in Xinji-
ang, migration processes would intensify, in-
cluding trade, labor, educational, and business 
migrations and medical tourism. If accompa-
nied by further liberalization of visa and eco-
nomic regimes, migration would further re-
gionalize relationships and ties at all levels. 

In conclusion, China leverages its favorable 
geographic position for economic “expansion” 
to Kazakhstan, with ethno-demographic com-
position in XUAR being another contributing 
factor. This is manifested in regionalization of 
trade and economic relations, business coop-
eration, and diaspora ties between Kazakhstan 
and China’s western part. This process will con-
tinue to intensify as all areas of current eco-
nomic cooperation between Kazakhstan/Cen-
tral Asia and XUAR/China will remain priorities 
in the future. These include: supply of energy 
resources (laying of oil and gas pipelines and 
construction of infrastructure); transport and 
communications; and foreign trade. Xinjiang 
has already established itself as a trade and 

Table 2.1. Comparative indicators of socioeconomic and demographic development of Kazakhstan, 
China, and PRC Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region in 2014 (unless otherwise stated)*

Category Kazakhstan  XUAR, PRC China

Area 2,725,000 sq. km 1,660,000 sq. km 9,598,089 sq. km

Population

Population, million people 17.46 (March 2015) 21.8 mln (2010) 136.7 bln (December 2014)

Density of population, people/
sq. km

6 people per sq. km 
(2013) 12 people per sq. km 145 people per sq. km (2013)

Share in total population, 
percent: 
– urban
– rural

55.2/ 44.8 
(1.10.2014) 39.6/60.4 

(2008)
54.8/45.2

(2014)

The rate of natural increase, 
per 1000 people (pro mille)

Rate  of increase 
15.6 ‰  (pro mille) 

(2014)

11.17‰ (pro mille)
(2008)

5.1‰  (pro mille) 
(2008)

Human development indicators

Rank in the global rating by the 
Human Development Index 
(HDI)

70 (2013)

XUAR ranks 21st in China  
in the group of regions 

with middle level of 
development (2011)

91 (2013)

Human Development Index 
(HDI)

0.757
(2013)  0.667

0.719
(2013)

logistics hub in the region, and the emerging 
transport infrastructure and communications 
will further strengthen the Silk Road Economic 
Belt and deepen integration with Kazakhstan 
and other Eurasian countries. 

Cooperation between Kazakhstan and XUAR is 
impeded not only by a large share of shadow 
market in its trade exchanges, but also by lack 
of transparency, poorly developed educational 
and academic ties, and absence of joint re-
search projects. Social problems in the areas of 
education, health and environmental protec-
tion moved to the top of Kazakhstan’s agenda 
in the first decade of the 21st century, and are 
coming to the forefront in XUAR too. Delays in 
addressing professional education, vocational 
training and retraining in line with the labor 
market demand in Xinjiang would impede the 
labor market and create a complicated tangle 
of problems similar to those in Kazakhstan. 
That is why multilateral and multilevel coop-
eration along the Silk Road is key at this point 
in history. 
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Category Kazakhstan  XUAR, PRC China

Area 2,725,000 sq. km 1,660,000 sq. km 9,598,089 sq. km

Life expectancy at birth (LEB), 
years

All population – 70.5
Male – 65.8

Female – 75.1
 (2013)

All population – 72.4
Male – 70.3

Female – 74.9
 (2010)

All population – 75.5
Male – 74.1

Female – 76.7
 (2013)

Average duration of education, 
years 

Female – 10.2
Male – 10.5

 8.1 (2010) Female – 6.9
Male – 8.2

Expected duration of education, 
years 

Female – 15.4
Male – 14.7 12.1 (2010) Female – 13.0

Male – 12,8

Social and economic development indicators

Gross domestic product, $ bln 
(unless otherwise stated)

$212.2 
(2014)  $101.7 (2011) $10.4 tln (2014)

GDP variation  y-o-y, %  
104.3 (2014)

•	 110.6
•	 (2009)

107.4 (2014)

Per capita yearly income ($) and  
position  in the countries’ rating 
in per capita GNI (World Bank, 
2014)

78th place 
$13,506
(2012)

GNI $3,672 
(19th place among 
China’s regions)

(2010)

107th place
$10,771 
(2012)

Labor market and living standards

Number of the employed in the 
economy, million people

8.571mln (2013) 8.137 mln (2008) 772.53
(2014)

Ratio of  age cohorts:
– under working age, 
–  working age,  
– above working age

0-14 years – 26%,
15-64 years – 68%,
65 years and above 

– 7% (2013)

0-14 years – 18,0%,
15-64 years – 77.1%,
65 years and above – 

7,9%
(urban population)

(2010)

0-14 years – 18%,
15-64 years – 73%,

65 years and above – 9%
(2013)

0-16 years – 17.5%, 
17-60 years – 67%, 
above 60 – 15.5%
(December 2014)

Average monthly nominal wage 
of workers in the economy, KZT 
and CNY**

Average monthly 
nominal wage 

118,884 KZT (as of 
October 1, 2014)

Annual income in 
cities and urban-type 

communities – 
15,422 CNY 
(2010)*** 

Annual income in rural 
areas 

– 8,807 CNY (2010) **** 

Average monthly nominal wage 

4,066 CNY (2012)

* Sources: MNE RK, 2015; UNDP, 2014; UNDP, 2013; UNDP, 2010: 131-132, 135-136; Inform.kz, 2015;  The 
World Bank: World Development Indicators, 2014. Gross National Income per Capita; http://www.thechinap-
erspective.com/topics/province/xinjiang-province/ (Accessed on April 11, 2013), etc. 
**  1 US dollar = 185.9 KZT; 1 US dollar– 6.18 CNY (June 2, 2015). 
***  Source: http://www.xjtj.gov.cn/stats_data/tjnj/2011nj/i1/i1-5.htm (in Chinese).
****  Source: http://www.xjtj.gov.cn/stats_data/tjnj/2011nj/i1/i1-13.htm (in Chinese.). Wage income is 
556.3 CNY, and primary income (from “family business”) is 7,795 CNY. Source: Household Business Opera-
tion. http://baike.baidu.com/view/5010475.htm (in Chinese), 
http://statinfo.biz/HTML/M231F7621A5823L1.aspx

http://www.xjtj.gov.cn/stats_data/tjnj/2011nj/i1/i1-5.htm (in Chinese
http://www.xjtj.gov.cn/stats_data/tjnj/2011nj/i1/i1-13.htm (in
http://baike.baidu.com/view/5010475.htm (in Chinese
http://statinfo.biz/HTML/M231F7621A5823L1.aspx
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3. Contemporary migration between China and Kazakhstan

3.1. Main types of migration

As noted above, Central Asian countries (and 
CIS in general) and China belong to different 
migration systems that were formed in the 20th 
century and, until recently, had no intensive mi-
gration exchange between them.  Former Soviet 
countries comprise a common migration space, 
with its main vector oriented at Russia. (Tishkov, 
et al. 2005; Sadovskaya, 2005) In the 2000s, a 
regional migration subsystem emerged in Cen-
tral Asia, where Kazakhstan became a key des-
tination country. However, over the last 10-15 
years the contours of the post-Soviet migration 
system became blurred, with migration to other 
countries of the world increasing and eastward 
migrant flows from Kazakhstan, particularly to 
China, expanding. 

These migration flows opened a new phase in 
the history of Chinese migrations to Central Asia 
which is taking place in a new political and eco-
nomic environment. On the one hand, contem-
porary migrations retain some of the features 
and in some sense replicate migration flows of 
previous centuries, specifically in relation to 
traders, emigrants and refugees. On the other 
hand, globalization has transformed these flows 
making mobility universal.     

Currently, all main types of migrations can be 
observed between China and Kazakhstan and 
the other Central Asian republics, including legal 
and illegal, permanent and temporary, voluntary 
and forced, etc. Each type of migration, in fact, 
often falls under several categories. Yet, such 
classifications are useful for further systematiza-
tion, analysis and development of policy recom-
mendations. 

The main type of migration between China and 
Kazakhstan is economically motivated, which in-
cludes labor, trade, and business migration. Le-
gal labor migration is based on the quota system 

adopted by the relevant government agency, 
whereby individual labor migrants are expected 
to find a job themselves. Additionally, foreign 
workers are employed in key national priority 
projects, such as in the space sector, while some 
categories work under contracts without a per-
mit from the authorized agency. In Kazakhstan’s 
law, business immigrants are defined as immi-
grants arriving in Kazakhstan to pursue business 
activities. (Law of the RK “On Migration of the 
Population”, 2011) Business migration to Ka-
zakhstan is very popular among Chinese. 

Illegal labor migration occurs when people who 
lawfully arrive in Kazakhstan then get employed 
in other companies or enterprises or in other re-
gions than those for which they have permits, 
do not get registered in a prescribed manner, or 
do get registered but then do not renew their 
permits, or do not leave the country upon ex-
piration of their visas, or otherwise infringe the 
national laws of Kazakhstan. Illegal labor mi-
gration (illegal employment) should be distin-
guished from illegal crossing of the border. In-
deed, there are some Chinese immigrants who 
breach the law when attempting to cross the 
border, but border services make sure there are 
no crossings outside checkpoints, and foreign 
citizens with fake passports or expired visas do 
not enter the country. 

Transit migration is also insignificant because the 
main destination country for Chinese migrant 
workers and entrepreneurs is Russia where they 
go either directly or through Kazakhstan. The 
most recent case was registered in May 2015, 
when more than 40 Chinese citizens illegally 
crossed Kyrgyzstan to enter and find jobs in Ka-
zakhstan. (Inform.kz, 2015)

The second type of migration between Kazakh-
stan and China is driven by social and cultural 
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factors, including migration for permanent resi-
dence, represented mainly by ethnic Kazakhs 
repatriating from China to Kazakhstan; and ed-
ucational migration from/to China, which rap-
idly increased in the 2000s.  Forced migration 
(refugees), predominantly of Uyghurs from the 
neighboring Xinjiang, is politically motivated. 

All these migration patterns have different histo-
ries and dynamics. Trade migration and business 
migration became bilateral in early-mid 1990s; 
educational migration – in the 2000s. Emigra-
tion from Kazakhstan for permanent residence 
in China is a newly emerging trend since mid-
2000s. In Russia, this trend could be observed 
already in the early 2000s, while in Kazakhstan it 

is represented mainly by return migration of Ka-
zakh repatriates to China and to a small extent, 
by emigration of Kazakhstanis to China.    

In the second decade of the 21st century migra-
tion is characterized by relatively rapid increase 
in volume; diversification of types; persistence 
of such fSU-specific type as trade or shuttle 
migration, in both directions; multiethnic com-
position of flows; greater role of diasporas and 
migrant networks; a rise in labor and business 
emigration to China, etc. An important charac-
teristic of migration from China is that it is sur-
rounded by many myths and can potentially 
generate tensions and conflicts. This makes it a 
particularly important subject for further study.

3.2. Number of Chinese migrants in Kazakhstan

3.2.1. Migration flows between China and Kazakhstan

Kazakhstan does not yet have accurate and 
comparable statistics on Chinese citizens arriv-
ing and staying in the country, while the data 
from various agencies, such as the Ministry of 
Internal Affairs, the Ministry of Health and So-
cial Development (former Ministry of Labor and 
Social Protection), and the Committee on Sta-
tistics under the Ministry of National Economy 
(former Statistical Agency of the Republic of Ka-
zakhstan) sometimes reveal substantial dispar-
ity. (President of Kazakhstan, 2014; Government 
of Kazakhstan, 2014) (Note 1). Nevertheless, the 
existing data on border crossings from the Bor-
der Service of the National Security Committee 
(BS NSC), and on registration of Chinese citizens 
with local MIA offices make it possible to quan-
tify Chinese citizens’ stay in Kazakhstan. 

According to the NSC Border Service, over the 
last 10 years the volume of crossings of the Chi-
na-Kazakhstan border increased substantially. 
(Statistical Agency of the RK, 2014; MNE RK, 
2015c) Before 2004, there were more Chinese 
citizens coming to Kazakhstan than Kazakhstanis 
going to China. In 2004 this trend reversed for 
the first time and in subsequent years surpassed 

it 1.5-2.5 fold (calculated from the data by Ka-
zakhstan’s Border Service (Diagram 3.1). 

Presently, the number of people exiting Kazakh-
stan for China substantially exceeds the number of 
those moving in the opposite direction. There are 
two reasons for that. First, these numbers include 
a  large group of ethnic Kazakhs (oralmans) from 
China who arrived as part of the state repatriation 
policy: according to Kazakhstan’s MIA, by January 
1, 2015 about 91,400 Kazakh repatriates arrived 
from China. (MIA RK, 2015) Oralmans maintain 
close contacts with their relatives in Xinjiang and 
comprise a substantial share of those crossing 
Kazakhstan’s border in both directions. It is this 
category of citizens that accounts for the main dif-
ference in migration between China and Kazakh-
stan: in the migration structure between China 
and other foreign countries the largest portion of 
those coming to China are citizens of those coun-
tries, while those leaving China are ethnic (Han) 
Chinese.     
 
Second, the Chinese government has been pursu-
ing the openness policy which encourages the es-
tablishment of trade zones at border checkpoints 
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with a one-day visa-free regime (more information 
on this is in the Section on Xinjiang).  At these check-
points, Kazakhstani traders cross the Chinese border 
for shopping for a half or whole day. These visa-free 
short-term shopping “raids” are also captured by the 
border service statistics and increase the total num-
ber of crossings.  

Below are official statistics of two agencies: NSC 
Border Service on border crossings from/to Ka-
zakhstan and from/to China (Tables 3.1 and 3.2 
and Diagrams 3.2 and 3.3); and Kazakhstan’s 
Ministry of Interior on the registration of citi-
zens (Table 3.3), with the breakdown by purpose 
of arrival. It’s important to note, that in accor-
dance with the national legislation, all foreign 
citizens staying in Kazakhstan on a temporary 
basis have to register with migration police of-
fices at MIA local departments within five days 
of arrival.  

The data from both the above agencies (the NSC 
Border Service on border crossings and data 
from the MIA on registration of citizens) are not, 

strictly speaking, on migrants, because some 
categories of visitors (diplomatic and consul-
ate personnel, artists, journalists, etc.) do not 
fall under the definition of immigrants; those 
arriving for private or business purposes could 
stay only for a short time and thus should not 
considered migrants. Neither are service per-
sonnel of transport vehicles (SPTV) – railway, air 
transport, etc., even though they were included 
in the statistics of border crossings before 2013. 
Nevertheless, these statistics are useful to as-
sess the dynamics of border crossings over the 
last 15 years and make it possible to perform a 
structured analysis and assessment of the flows, 
in particular of legal migration, unregulated la-
bor migration, and trade migration. 

Many trade and labor migrants when cross-
ing the border indicate that they arrive with a 
“private” or “tourism” purpose. Determination 
of the exact numbers of entrants and leavers 
would require a comparison of agency statistics 
and establishment of interagency cooperation 
between the Kazakhstani and Chinese border 

Diagram 3.1. Crossings of the Chinese-Kazakhstani border by citizens of Kazakhstan and   China 
between 2000–2014 (people)
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Table 3.1. Citizens of Kazakhstan leaving the country for China through checkpoints of the Kazakh-
stan Border Service between 2000–2014, by purpose of visit (people)

Year
Exit from Kazakhstan, of which:

Official/Business Tourism Private Perm. 
residence SPTV Transit Total  

2000 15 347 486 8 489  12 022 7 444 43 788
2001 6 520 26 149 10 247 0 32 221 227 75 364
2002 4 472 11 987 6 040 59 14 268 10 36 836
2003 19 881 3 389 11257 54 27 927 253 62 761
2004 23 531 18 979 27857 23 14 581 15 84 986
2005 35 239 70 546 31 029 0 48 765 26 185 605
2006 38 524 62 538 94 035 3 57 736 24 252 860
2007 43 636 98 353 204 835 3 67 850 22 414 699
2008 22 692 69 621 132 260 3 60 288 13 284 877
2009 16 744 33 979 156 422 2 56 539 6 263 692
2010 15 179 40 466 245 842 1 64 490 13 365 991
2011 11 686 61 238 375 044 0 55 700 26 503 694
2012 8 773 42 136 386 225 0 58 224 8 495 366
2013 82 411* 97 539 205 588 1 24** 46 385 584
2014 79 159* 97 744 159 763 0 65** 70 336 736

Note:
*In the BS NSC statistics for 2013-2014, the column Official/Business includes service personnel of trans-
port vehicles (SPTV) (from the column SPTV).
** The BS NSC statistics for 2013-2014 indicate “Job” instead of the SPTV (service personnel of transport 
vehicles) column.

Diagram 3.2. Citizens of Kazakhstan leaving the country for China through checkpoints 
of the Kazakhstan Border Service  between  2000–2014, by purpose of visit (people)  
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Table 3.2. Foreign citizens entering Kazakhstan from China through checkpoints of the Kazakhstan 
Border Service  between  2000–2014, by purpose of visit (people)

Year
Entry into Kazakhstan, of which:

Official/Business Tourism Private Perm. 
residence SPTV Transit Total  

2000 14 834 229 9 087 586 12 096 9 174 46 006
2001 11 289 1 143 15 930 252 12 331 523 41 368
2002 27 668 2 349 8 407 1 174 9 226 656 49 480
2003 21 052 1 681 18 130 1 633 8 861 225 51 582
2004 42 057 2 922 19 759 2 788 11 013 1 055 79 594
2005 37 707 2 923 29 567 5 798 15 166 333 91 494
2006 36 305 2 903 54 661 9 553 23 107 303 126 832
2007 38 351 2 826 95 528 4 173 34 807 241 175 926
2008 39 627 1 368 113 059 978 36 025 166 191 223
2009 32 608 1 174 100 329 114 35 615 140 169 980
2010 28 939 4 203 75 371 1 062 25 231 117 134 923
2011 33 786 3 271 90 037 3 229 29 591 1 218 161 132
2012 34 181 2 806 117 171 1 871 34 536 68 190 633
2013 65 950* 3 835 135 120 2 160 6166** 161 213 392
2014 58 606* 5 071 164 774 447 10 563** 166 239 627

Note:
*In the BS NSC statistics for 2013-2014, the column Official/Business includes service personnel of trans-
port vehicles (SPTV) (from the column SPTV).
** The BS NSC statistics for 2013-2014 indicate “Job” instead of the SPTV (service personnel of transport 
vehicles) column.

Diagram 3.3. Foreign citizens from China entering Kazakhstan through checkpoints of the Kazakh-
stan Border Service between 2000–2014, by purpose of visit (people)
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services; moreover, it is very probable that in 
the future the parties will concur on the need to 
unify recording units. Thus, China uses “person/

times” as a statistical unit, which appears to be 
more justified, as one and the same person can 
cross the border many times in a year. 

Table 3.3. Registration of Chinese citizens with Kazakhstan’s Ministry of Internal Affaires between 
2000–2014 (Jan-Sept.), by purpose of visit (people)

Year Registered 

Of which:
Administrative 

offences

Expelled 
from the 
country 

For official 
purposes

For the 
purpose of 

employment

For a 
private 

purpose
Tourism 

2000 13 328 11 233 131 1 305 659 5 221 430
2001 13 415 9 064 1 224 2 476 651 1 198 203
2002 20 243 13 945 984 4 344 970 661 159
2003 16 974 9 772 916 6 016 270 363 151
2004 28 558 16 179 890 10 860 629 1 429 191
2005 34 108 12 755 2 604 17 108 1 641 3 881 531
2006 29 183 7 056 2 513 19 168 446 3 587 866
2007 45 570 11 249 4 720 29 246 355 4 715 553
2008 46 307 14 005 5 593 26 235 474 5 998 666
2009 48 285 12 444 5 027 30 226 588 3 836* 151*
2010 41 092 14 036 6 408 18 666 1 982 8 905 578
2011 48 306 16 935 6 934 22 524 1 913 5 485 258
2012 65 284 16 733 5 841 41 111 1 599 3 097 49
2013** 70 500 16 000 7 400 44 600 2 400 3 400 71
2014**

Jan.-Sept. 73 800 12 500 9 600 48 800 2 700 2 774 96

* Data for January-June 2009.
**Data on registration of PRC citizens for 2013-2014 (Jan-Sept) are rounded off.

3.2.2.  Chinese citizens in Kazakhstan: sensitivities around registration of migrants (case study  
 of the 2008 year migration statistics) 

The number of ethnic (Han) Chinese in Kazakh-
stan is a very sensitive issue that remains at the 
forefront of public discourse. To determine how 
many Chinese citizens stay in the country, we 
can compare the statistics for one year, such as 
2008 when the official recruitment of Chinese 
workers to Kazakhstan reached a record high of 
10,104 people. As seen from the data of Kazakh-
stan’s NSC Border Service, the number of foreign 
citizens who entered Kazakhstan from China in 
2008 was 191,223 people, while the number of 
Chinese who registered with local MIA offices 
was only 46,307. The differences between these 
numbers were, by purpose: among those who 

arrived with a private purpose, 4.3 times less; 
with a business purpose, 2 times less; and for 
tourism purpose, 2.9 times less (Diagram 3.4). 

There are four possible explanations for this dis-
parity. The first is the length of stay, as those who 
arrived for less than 5 calendar days do not have 
to register. The second is the declared purpose 
of visit. Those who arrive to trade often stay in 
the country for a short time to deliver goods or 
to monitor the supply and sale processes. While 
many entrepreneurs indicate they have arrived 
with a private or tourism purpose, when in real-
ity they head off to wholesale markets or busi-
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ness enterprises, and leave the country within 
five days. This explains why, for example, in 
2008 out of 1368 Chinese citizens who indicated 
tourism as the purpose of their visit, only 474 
actually registered as tourists. 

Third, the disparity has to do with a large pro-
portion of ethnic Kazakhs, citizens of PRC, in the 
migrant flow who cite private purposes when 
crossing the border, but as they have the status 
of permanent residents in Kazakhstan, they do 
not need to get registered with the migration 
police. In 2008, 113,000 people entered Kazakh-
stan from China with a private purpose (59.1% 
of all entrants), while only 26,000 individuals 
registered with local MIA offices. According to 
the 2009 census in Kazakhstan, the number of 
ethnic Kazakhs who actually lived in Kazakhstan 
while retaining Chinese citizenship was 38,600 
people. (Smailov, 2010:  90) Among those who 
cited “private purpose,” there were indeed peo-
ple of various ethnicities who arrive for family or 
other reasons; however, ethnic Kazakh repatri-
ates comprise a majority.  

Finally, some of these discrepancies are due to 
breaches of regulations of stay (for example, Chi-
nese citizens do not leave the country upon ex-

piration of their visas or cite the purpose of stay 
that is not consistent with one earlier declared 
in the visa). In 2008 6,000 Chinese citizens were 
sanctioned for administrative offences, while 
another 666 were expelled  from Kazakhstan.   

The number of labor migrants from China re-
quires further investigation. For example, the 
data from the Ministry of Labor show that 
10,104 Chinese citizens were officially recruited 
in Kazakhstan in 2008, while only 5,600 migrant 
workers registered with the migration police. 
Another 14,000 visitors from China indicated 
that they arrived for business purposes, yet this 
figure does not match with the agency statistics 
either.  

From the statistics available, we can conclude 
that between 2007-2011 an average of 46,000 
Chinese citizens visited  and stayed in Kazakh-
stan annually, the majority  – on a temporary ba-
sis. After that the numbers steadily increased: 
in 2012, 65,300 Chinese stayed in the country; 
in 2013 – 70,500; and in 2014 – 93,300 people, 
mainly for “private purposes”. Taking into ac-
count such factors as the multiethnic  compo-
sition of migration flows, the ethnic differen-
tiation of each type of migration, the predomi-

Diagram 3.4.  Crossings of Kazakhstan’s border by China’s citizens according to the NSC Border 
Service, and registration of Chinese citizens according to Kazakhstan’s MIA in 2008, by purpose of 
visit (people)
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nance of ethnic Kazakh returnees among those 
crossing the border in both directions, and the 
prevalence of short-term trade visits, Chinese 
migration to Kazakhstan appears to be quite a 

common migration flow of a globalized world in-
tensified by the geographical proximity and his-
torical ties, and as such it should not generate 
ungrounded fears and speculations. 

3.3. Labor migration: the human dimension of Chinа’s presence in Kazakhstan

3.3.1. Recruitment of foreign specialists and workers in Kazakhstan’s labor market 

Chinese specialists and workers are recruited in 
line with Kazakhstan’s policy on recruitment of 
foreign labor force (FLF). This process dates back 
to the 1990s when the transition from a social-
ist to a market economy required highly quali-
fied managers and specialists for new sectors of 
economy and governance, unavailable in the lo-
cal labor market. The recruitment of foreign la-
bor intensified in the 2000s, driven by objectives 
such as managing the recovery in a situation of 
uncertainty and transition risks; implementing 
innovative or technologically challenging ini-
tiatives; filling in jobs at newly created foreign 
and/or joint enterprises; and re/training local 
specialists to replace foreign labor in the future.    

Foreign specialists and workers are in perma-
nent demand in Kazakhstan’s labor market. In 
the 1990s the country witnessed a large-scale 
emigration, whereby about 3 mln people left the 
country over  a  period of 10 years (out of a total 
population of 16.5 mln), of who 1.971 mln left 
irreversibly. Working-age emigrants accounted 
for 63-65%, and about 45% had higher univer-
sity and secondary vocational education (among 
those aged 15 years or above). As a result of this 
emigration and brain drain, Kazakhstan faced a 
shortage of qualified staff in education, science, 
healthcare, industry, agriculture and other sec-
tors.   

Another challenging issue for Kazakhstan’s la-
bor market (and throughout Central Asia) is the 
decreasing quality of higher (university) techni-
cal education and the collapse of the system of 
secondary vocational education, resulting in a 
severe shortage of engineers and skilled work-

ers. This shortage of skills at the graduate level 
necessitates the recruitment of foreign and in 
particular Chinese specialists and workers to 
implement joint China-Kazakhstan projects. For 
these reasons the recruiting of the labor force 
from China and other foreign countries is ex-
pected to continue. 

The recruitment and high earnings of foreign la-
bour regularly generate hot public debates and 
serve as an aggravating factor in the labor mar-
ket, which is characterized by significant imbal-
ances that  have  built up over the last 20 years. 
(Note 1) These imbalances include a large share 
of the self-employed (2.4 mln, or 28.2% of total 
employment in 2014) (Note 3); inefficient use of 
the country’s labor and human capital  because 
of a high share (50.7%) of those with higher and 
secondary vocational education among self-
employed; the relatively low level of employ-
ment of the economically active population; the 
expansion of the informal labor market (about 
25% of total employed); structural unemploy-
ment (surplus of graduates in humanities and 
shortage of workers with technical education); 
and low occupational mobility and low competi-
tiveness of local labor force. (MNE RK, 2015b, 
2015d).

To protect the domestic labor market, the gov-
ernment has developed a mechanism of annual 
quotas for foreign workers. During the 1990s 
and in the early 2000s, the quota was set at 
0.15% of the economically active population in 
the country, i.e. about 10,000-11,000 people. 
Between 2004 and 2008 this quota increased 
every year, reaching a maximum of 1.6% of the 
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economically active population in 2008; how-
ever, following the 2008-2009 crisis the gov-
ernment decided to cut the quota, and in the 
years to follow the number of recruited work-
ers steadily decreased, including of those from 
China. At the same time, the list of in-demand 
specialists entitled to work outside the quota in 
Kazakhstan (including Kazakh repatriates) was 

expanding. Besides this, in order to assess the 
total number of FLF it is worth taking  into ac-
count that from 2012 citizens of member states 
of the Customs Union (Belarus and Russia) and 
from 2015 – of the Eurasian Economic Union 
(Armenia and Kyrgyzstan), are entitled to work 
in Kazakhstan without formerly obligatory per-
mission procedures. 

3.3.2.  Evolution of Chinese labor migration to Kazakhstan: from shuttle traders to workforce  
 employees

The key patterns and general characteristics of 
labor migration from China correlate to China’s 
rising economic presence in Kazakhstan. Initially 
it was dominated by petty traders, while from 
the late 1990s onwards, and especially after 
2004, immigration started to accelerate as co-
operation strengthened. 

In the 2000s, a new stage began in official re-
cruitment of labor force from China, involving 
the hiring of CEOs and mid-level managers to 
lead Chinese companies and joint ventures (JV), 
as well as engineers and workers for the con-
struction or running of production facilities. As 
the     scale of the  Chinese work force in Kazakh-
stan increased, the country witnessed a rapid 
development of the services sector, particularly 
restaurants, healthcare, tourism and banking. 

Thus, over the last 25-30 years several economic 
sectors have witnessed growing employment, 
be that gradual or in waves: 
– trade (from late 1980s up to now); 
– small businesses (Chinese and joint Chinese-
Kazakhstani), including in the services sector 
and  production (throughout the 1990s  to date);
– the energy sector (from the late 1990s – to the 
early 2000s up to now);
– construction (from 2004–2005 up to now);
– transport (from the  mid-2000s, with good 
prospects for further increase);
– catering and medical services (from the mid-
2000s, set to develop in both directions);
– communications; tourism; banking and other 
service sectors, with the latest trends having 
emerged or intensified in the 2000s and with 
good prospects for further development. 

Numbers of Chinese workers

When recruitment of foreign labor started in 
1993, about 2,100 specialists and workers arrived 
in Kazakhstan, including 559 citizens of China. In 
the 1990s, the inflow of workers was moderate, 
and although citizens from non-CIS countries 
accounted for about 90%  of  the total foreign 
labor force, the share of Chinese workers was 
insignificant. From 2004-2005 onwards, both 
the total number of foreign workers and the 
share of Chinese workers, began to grow rapidly. 
According to official data, in 2007 the number of 
the recruited foreign labor force reached 58,810 
people, in which the share of Chinese workers 
was 8,095 people or 13%. In 2008, despite the 
global economic crisis, the number of quota-
based specialists and workers from China 
increased by 20% to 10,104 people, making up 
22% of the total and reaching a record high annual 
number of recruited Chinese workers.  Between 
2009-2013, the country saw a decrease both 
in the total number of foreign workers and the 
number of Chinese migrant workers (Graph 3.1). 

Over the 16 years surveyed, Turkish citizens 
dominated among foreign workers, with their 
share ranging from a third to nearly half. In 2010, 
despite the overall decrease, China moved to the 
first place with 23.6%, due to the involvement 
in construction of production facilities. Over the 
following years the share of Chinese workers made 
up 20% or more, reaching 38% in 2014 (Diagram 
3.5). These numbers do not include those entitled 
to enter the country and get employment outside 
the quota in highly demanded specialties or under 
the government’s priority projects.
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Graph 3.1. Recruitment of Chinese labor force in Kazakhstan between 1999–2014 (people)*  
 

Source: MLSP RK, 2014; MHSD RK, 2015. (Note 4)
* For 2012-2014, the graph shows the number of permits issued by the Ministry of National 
Economy of the RK.

Diagram 3.5. Share of foreign labor force in Kazakhstan in 2014, by country of origin (percent)
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Even in view of this increase, the number of 
Chinese work force in Kazakhstan is minuscule 
within the total labor force: in most regions 
foreign workers comprise a tenth or even a 
hundredth share of the percent of the locally 
employed and does not have any significant 

Box 3.1. Case study: Chinese medicine in Kazakhstan 

Chinese traditional medicine is increasingly popular in Kazakhstan, with a growing number of medical 
and health rehabilitation centers practicing the ancient Chinese and Tibetan methods of treatment. 
The spread of Chinese medical centers can be linked to the emigration of local doctors and other 
health specialists in the 1990s, which lowered the quality of healthcare and undermined trust in the 
national health system, creating preconditions for the emergence of new operators in the market such 
as foreign, particularly, Chinese, doctors, acupuncturists, massage therapists and beauticians (working 
independently or hosted by clinics and  spa resorts). 

Kazakhstani people also travel to China for medical services. This “shift to the East” can partially be 
attributed to the surging interest in traditional Chinese medicine seen worldwide, whereby exotic and 
prestigious seashore spas in China win over local clinics and health resorts in attracting patients. In 
late 2009, a visa-free regime was introduced for Kazakhstani tourists travelling to Sanya resorts  on the 
Hainan island in southern China (this regime was restored in September 2013, after some interruption).  

Xinjiang is set to become a new regional destination for medical tourism. Its favorable geographic 
position, state-of-the-art equipment, convenient accommodation and ancient traditions of Chinese 
medicine attract tourists from Russia and Central Asia. There are currently 9 tourist agencies in 
Urumqi who process up to 80,000 people per year, of whom 1-5% arrive for medical treatment, 
including many elderly people and children. Even though 1,000-4,000 patients per year is a modest 
figure, this newly emerging trend has all the prerequisites for further development. According to the 
Xinhua news agency, revenues from medical tourism in XUAR have already reached CNY400-500 mln 
(about $70-80 mln) per year. 
Source: (KazTAG, 2013; Xinhua, 2014, 2014b).

impact on the labor market, either sectorally or 
regionally. (Annex: Scheme (map) 3). Chinese 
workers and specialists occupy those niches 
in the labor market where there is a shortage 
of labor, and are engaged mainly in Chinese or 
joint ventures (Box 3.1.).

Regional structure of employment 

The regional structure of the Chinese workforce 
in Kazakhstan is constantly transforming. Where-
as in the 1990s Chinese workers were primarily 
employed in the city of Almaty and in the Almaty 
and Aktubinsk regions, in the 2000s this list was 
expanded to include northern and western parts 
of the country: the Atyrau and Mangystau regions 
as well as the capital Astana. (Diagram 3.6; Annex: 
Scheme (map) 5: Regional distribution of Chinese 
labor force in Kazakhstan) In 2013-2014, Astana 
became the leader in attracting foreign labor, host-
ing almost 28% of all the foreign labor force and 
24.6% of Chinese labor. 

In addition to oil pipelines and related infra-
structure, Chinese specialists and workers have 
contributed to the construction of industrial fa-
cilities including the second section of the Bei-
nei–Bozoi–Shymkent gas pipeline; Atyrau and 
Shymkent oil refineries; the Zhanazhol gas pro-
cessing plant in Aktubinsk region; the Pavlodar 
electrolysis plant; the Aktau plastics plant; the 
Moinaksk hydropower station;  amongst others.  
(Annex: Scheme (map) 1)

Kazakhstan’s former  capital Almaty, along 
with the new capital Astana, remain one of 
the most attractive destinations for Chinese 
entrepreneurs, specialists and workers, given 
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their higher salaries and living standards, well-
developed transport, social and recreational 
infrastructures, high level of services, and com-
munication opportunities. (Note 5) Despite 
deep social inequalities, the growing middle 
class sustains a demand for goods and servic-
es, which opens up opportunities for Chinese 
businessmen. Almaty displays the widest range 

of sectors that employ Chinese citizens, includ-
ing construction and management in oil and 
gas production; the services sector, including 
the hotel and restaurant business; trade and 
others. Employment in Almaty makes up about 
20% of the total Chinese labor in Kazakhstan 
(Annex: Figure 2, a selection of pictures of Chi-
nese businesses in Almaty).

Diagram 3.6. Regional distribution of Chinese labor force in Kazakhstan between 2013–2014
(people)

3.3.3. Unregulated labor migration from China

As with other foreign labor, unregulated flow 
of Chinese workers gradually increased in the 
2000s, greatly exceeding the legal (quota-based) 
flow of the 2000s. Informal employment can 
take place in many ways. For example, a firm in 
Kazakhstan would invite Chinese specialists for 
business purposes, such as participation in ne-

gotiations, signing contracts, consultations or 
trainings. Upon arrival, Chinese citizens register 
with the migration police which entitles them to 
stay in Kazakhstan for 30 days with the possibil-
ity of extending it for up to 90 days. They would 
then work at Chinese companies or joint ven-
tures in the oil, construction, and other sectors, 
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and when their visa expires, instead of going 
back to China, they would go to renew it in Bish-
kek, the capital of neighboring Kyrgyzstan which 
is only 3-4 hours drive from Almaty. (Note 5) In 
other cases, groups of Chinese workers go to Ka-
zakhstan to work on rotation, ensuring a year-
long supply of labor. Furthermore, there are also 
cases where people work in other specialties 
than those indicated in their work permits. 

According to Kazakhstan’s Border Service, in 
2013 and 2014,  213,400 and 239,600 Chinese 
individuals arrived from China to Kazakhstan 
respectively, while there were only 6,202 and 
11,860 permits issued for hiring specialists 
and manual workers from China. In addition to 
other categories of Chinese citizens who legally 
enter Kazakhstan for private, tourism, or other 
purposes (see Section 3.2 for details), there is 
a certain share of unregulated migrant workers. 
It is precisely unregulated migrant workers who, 
through violating immigration laws, introduce  
the perception of a lack of control in the migra-
tion process and potentially create a threat to 
national security in Kazakhstan.  

Kazakhstani sinologists believe that labor migra-
tion to Kazakhstan is likely to continue, given the 
surplus of labor and skill mismatch in XUAR. (Sy-
roezhkin, 2003) As early as in the 1990s, Chinese 
experts suggested that the problem of labor sur-
plus in Xinjiang could be resolved by “replac-
ing Russian-speaking workers leaving the region 
[Central Asia] with workers from Xinjiang”. (Zhong 
Yangzui, 1994) This issue needs a more thorough 
study to explore its implications for Kazakhstan.    

In the 2000s, a new tendency of labor emigra-
tion from Kazakhstan to China emerged. A 2005 
representative sociological survey found that  
the  majority of those travelling and/or working 
abroad after 1991 were petty (shuttle) traders: 
their share was 32.6% of which 9.7% purchased 
their goods in China. (Note 7) There were also 
respondents who traveled to China for work in 
construction, manufacturing and agriculture. 
Some reported going to China for employment 
and an increasing number  for business. This 
newly emerged eastern shift in labor mobility 
remains largely unstudied and urgently requires 
attention from a range of social sciences.   

3.3.4. Remittances between Kazakhstan and China: financial mirror of migration?

For International Organization for Migration 
(IOM) purposes, migrant remittances were de-
fined broadly as monetary transfers that a migrant 
makes to the country of origin. Remittances are 
mostly personal, cash transfers from a migrant 
worker or immigrant to a relative in the country 
of origin. They can also be funds invested, depo-
sited or donated by the migrant to the country of 
origin, i.e., they encompass all financial flows re-
lated to migration. (IOM, 2005) This definition has 
been evolved by the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF), but in terms of migrants’ remittances, it is 
still personal transfers that consist of all current 
transfers in cash or in kind made or received by 
resident households to or from other non-resident 
households. (IMF, 2006) 

Migrants’ remittances can be transferred 
through formal and informal channels. Interna-
tional transfer systems (Western Union, Mon-
eyGram, etc.) and national banking and postal 

systems are widely used as formal channels. In 
Kazakhstan, about 30 second-tier (commercial) 
banks provided bank transfer services  as early 
as the 2000s. These banks either set up their 
own money transfer systems or signed contracts 
with international providers. There are currently 
two Chinese banks operating in Kazakhstan: the 
Bank of China Kazakhstan and the Industrial and 
Commercial Bank of China in Almaty. 

According to the National Bank of Kazakhstan 
(NBK)  between  2000–2014, the amount of re-
mittances to Kazakhstan was relatively small, 
and has started to grow marginally only in re-
cent years. (Akishev, 2011: 68; Akishev, 2012: 
58;  Akishev, 2013: 62; NBK, 2015: 78; NBK of-
ficial, 2011) The overall volume was $63.9 mln 
in 2000 reaching $203.4 mln in 2013. In contrast 
to that, remittances from Kazakhstan amounted 
to $74.3 mln in 2000 and continued to increase  
1.5-2 (fold) times each year for the following 
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8 years, reaching a record high of $2.998 bln 
in 2007. Following the 2008 crisis, remittances 
slightly decreased, but then started to grow 
again from 2010 onwards. (Graph 3.2.) 

About 60% of remittances by individuals go to 
China, Russia and Germany. The National Bank’s 
experts believe that a proportion of these re-
mittances might in fact be payments for goods 
imported to Kazakhstan through non-organized 
trade channels, although this is prohibited by 
Kazakhstan’s regulations on foreign currency 
operations. (NBK official, 2011) Remittances to 
China reached a high of $523.2 mln in 2008 and 
then started to decline between 2009-2014. Re-
mittances to Germany also dropped after 2008, 
whereas remittances to Russia continued to 
grow, reaching a record high of $671.6 mln in 
2013. (Diagram 3.7)

Remittances from Kazakhstan to China have al-
ways been much higher than in the opposite 
direction, which is related to the above men-

tioned “specificity” of bilateral trade, notably, 
a considerable share of entrepreneurs’ money 
transfers. (Diagram 3.8.)

Improved methods for estimating remittances 
used by the National Bank helped clarify the 
structure of remittances, in particular by types 
of transfer. The prevailing share of legal remit-
tances from Kazakhstan to China is transferred 
by individuals through banks and only a mod-
est share is done through international money 
transfer systems. For example, the proportion 
was  85.2% and 14.8% in 2013, and  89.4% and 
10.6% in 2014,  respectively. (NBK, 2015: 78)

In addition to formal channels, informal money 
transfer channels include bringing cash by mi-
grants themselves, sending it through friends 
and relatives, drivers and conductors, as well as 
by the hawala alternative remittance system, 
which is currently the largest money transfer 
system in the world. (Interpol, 2000) Its main 
characteristics are trust and a wide use of family 

Graph 3.2. Remittances by individuals, residents and non-residents, to and from Kazakhstan  
between  2000–2014 (million US dollars)
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Diagram 3.7. Remittances by individuals, residents and non-residents, from Kazakhstan to Ger-
many, China and Russia between 2004–2014 (million US dollars)*

* Key: the  first figure from the top shows Germany, second – China, and third – Russia.

Diagram 3.8.  Remittances by individuals, residents and non-residents, from/to Kazakhstan to/
from China between 2009–2014 (million US dollars)
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and regional connections. Money is transferred 
through links and communications between net-
work members, or hawala dealers. The system is 
widely used in some countries of East Asia (in-
cluding China) and South and Central Asia, in-
cluding Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Tajikistan.

In 2011, a World Bank study on remittances in Ka-
zakhstan found that informal payment systems are 
indeed used for trade operations, however money 
transfers are made in a “controlled environment”, 
i.e. not everyone can become a client of the ha-
wala network, and the system relies heavily on 
references from the existing network participants. 
Money transfer commission is about 1%, which is 

smaller than the cost of formal remittances, espe-
cially to non-CIS countries, and there is a limit on 
the transfer amount (up to $10,000). Many small 
and medium-sized firms engaged in foreign trade 
are aware of informal money transfer systems. 
(The World Bank Report, 2011: 12-13) 

Other informal channels include sending money 
with a courier, which is often used by individu-
al entrepreneurs and small businesses trading 
with Chinese partners. (Kazakstani entrepre-
neur, 2011; Kyrgyzstani entrepreneur, 2011) In 
such an informal scheme, local business people 
send money and in exchange receive goods on 
the ground. (Figure 3.1)

Fig. 3.1. The common scheme of payments used in informal trade between Kazakhstan
and China*

A Kazakhstani citizen (А) travels to China. He plans to purchase goods for resale and needs money to 
pay for the goods. A Chinese seller in China (В) has a “connection” in Kazakhstan (С), for example, a 
Chinese businessman. The Chinese seller in China В advices А to make a payment to С. Then А makes 
a phone call to his friend or relative (D) in Kazakhstan and asks him/her to pay money to С. С gets 
money in Kazakhstan, and В hands over the goods to А in China. В and/or С charges some commis-
sion for his service. A settlement between B and C is done through physical transportation of cash or 
netting transactions of opposite directions, or they ay use bank account for this. In this scheme, the 
Chinese businessman serves as an informal payment service, helping Kazakhstani entrepreneur to 
buy goods without any official records.  *(The World Bank Report, 2011: 13).



52

To ensure that trade and labor migration are 
not used for money laundering, formal money 
transfer systems need to be further evolved, 
and intergovernmental cooperation between 
Kazakhstan and China strengthened. To this 

end, Kazakhstan, China and other countries of 
the region signed an agreement and became 
members of the Eurasian Group on Combating 
Money Laundering and Financing of Terrorism 
(EAG, 2014).  

3.4. Migration from China for permanent residence in Kazakhstan

3.4.1. Repatriation of Kazakhs from China in the context of Kazakhstan’s migration policy

Contrary to public perception that Han Chi-
nese obtain Kazakhstani citizenship and settle 
in Kazakhstan on a massive scale, immigration 
for permanent residence is represented main-
ly by ethnic Kazakhs (oralmans). Since 1991, 
repatriation of oralmans served as key direc-
tion of Kazakhstan’s state migration policy. 

There are two other countries in the world 
that pursue policies for ethnically selective 
immigration (repatriation): Germany and Is-
rael. Similar to Germany, initially Kazakhstan 
formulated its policy as “elimination of histor-
ical injustice”, encouraging immigration of Ka-
zakhs who had suffered from repressions and 
forced collectivization during 1930s-1940s, 
and their descendants. Over the last decade, 
Kazakhstan’s migration policy has changed, 
and this criterion was omitted. The current re-
patriation policy aims to facilitate the return 
of ethnic Kazakhs irrespective of their educa-
tion, skills, country of origin, etc., with the key 
criterion being ethnicity. In this respect, Ka-
zakhstan’s repatriation policy became similar 
to that of Israel.

The national law On Migration of the Popu-
lation of  July 22, 2011 defines oralmans as 
“ethnic Kazakhs permanently residing outside 
Kazakhstan at the time when the republic ac-
quired sovereignty, as well as their children 
of Kazakh ethnicity born and permanently re-
siding outside Kazakhstan at the time when 
it acquired sovereignty, who have arrived in 
Kazakhstan for permanent residence in their 

historical homeland and have received the 
relevant status in the manner established by 
the Law, and are to settle in areas defined by 
the government of Kazakhstan”. (The Law of 
the RK оn Migration of the Population, 2011)  

The repatriation policy is intended to increase 
the share of Kazakhs in general population. 
The repatriation process is underpinned by a 
solid legal regulatory and institutional frame-
work,  supported financially and administra-
tively, and includes a range of benefits and 
compensations.      

Over the last 20 years, the flow of immigrants 
from China gradually became less diverse with 
Kazakh repatriates prevailing. In the 1990s-
2000s those immigrating for permanent resi-
dence included Uyghurs, Han Chinese, Kore-
ans, Dungans, Tatars, and Russians, with the 
share of Kazakhs among immigrants making 
up on average 89.8%, in 2007-2012 this figure 
rose to 99%. (Diagram 3.9)

According to the Ministry of Interior, in 1995-
2014, Kazakhstani citizenship was granted in 
total to 73,800 individuals from China, of who 
73,713 were Kazakh repatriates; 13 – Han Chi-
nese, and 73 – other ethnicities (as of January 
1, 2015). About 18,200 individuals retained Chi-
nese citizenship and reside in Kazakhstan under 
a permit of residence. Among them: 17,700 eth-
nic Kazakhs, 393 – Han Chinese, 42 – Uyghurs, 
and the rest are individuals of other ethnicities 
(MIA RK, 2015). (Note 8)
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Kazakh repatriates settled mainly in rural areas 
(79.2%).  Their level of education is lower than 
that of the receiving population: only 12.9% had 
higher and incomplete higher education, 9.3% 
had secondary vocational education (among 
population groups older than 15 years) (Smailov, 
2010: 90) (Annex: Infographics 6: Social and de-
mographic profile of people who arrived for per-
manent residence from China to Kazakhstan). 

Diagram 3.9. Ethnic composition of immigrants from China to Kazakhstan between 1995–2014  
(people)

About 90% of oralmans settled in Almaty and 
Eastern Kazakhstan oblasts, and in the city of 
Almaty, while the remainder reside in the Kara-
ganda and Akmolinsk regions and in Astana in 
northern and central parts of the country. The 
predominant settlement in Almaty and Eastern 
Kazakhstan regions is primarily explained by 
their proximity to Xinjiang, the place of compact 
residence of the Kazakh diaspora in China. 

3.4.2. Contradictions in the repatriation policy: the case of oralmans from China 

The national law stipulates numerous benefits 
and preferencial treatment to oralmans, includ-
ing free services at oralmans’ adaptation and in-
tegration centers; medical aid; places at schools 
and preschools on an equal basis with Kazakh-
stani citizens; opportunities for receiving profes-
sional education in accordance with governmen-
tal quotas; social protection, etc. In addition, oral-
mans are provided plots of land under temporary 
free use arrangements for subsistence farming or 
commercial agriculture (The Law of the RK оn Mi-
gration of the Population, 2011).

These legal provisions contradict Article 14 of Ka-
zakhstan’s Constitution which stipulates equal-
ity under the law and the principle of nondis-
crimination by origin, gender, race, nationality, 
language, social status, and other differences. 
Oralmans enjoyed numerous preferential rights 
over many years; moreover, ethnically selec-
tive immigration constitutes violation of human 
rights and is discriminatory towards other immi-
grants and Kazakhstani citizens, including native 
Kazakhs who are not entitled to similar benefits 
and preferences.
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While oralmans can receive citizenship under a 
simplified procedure and then gain access to vari-
ous benefits, these privileges do not necessarily 
convince repatriates from China to become Ka-
zakhstani citizens. (Note 9) According to the 2009 
census, there were 101,640 citizens of other coun-
tries and 57,278 persons without citizenship liv-
ing in Kazakhstan, totaling 1% of the population. 
Among individuals with non-CIS citizenship, Chi-
na predominates with 38,609 citizens. Of these, 
about a half (46.3%) were concentrated in three 
areas: Karaganda, 27.5% (10,606 people); Astana, 
10.3% (3,966 people); and Eastern Kazakhstan re-
gion, 8.5% (3,282 people) (Smailov, 2010: 90). In 
the five years since the census (2010-2014), more 
than 20,000 oralmans from China became Kazakh-
stani citizens, while 18,300 ethnic Kazakhs retained 
Chinese citizenship (as of January 1, 2015, includ-
ing new arrivals).

Oralmans use their Chinese passports to move 
easily across the border and visit their relatives 
or do business in both countries.  As noted by 
Kabylsayat Abishev, former head of the Migra-
tion Committee at the Kazakhstan Ministry of 
Labor and Social Protection, “…they believe that 
Chinese citizenship is more practical to them for 
doing business or retaining their pensions, and 
thus they are not in a hurry to become Kazakh-
stani citizens” (Kapkyz, 2009).

In April 2012, a temporary moratorium was 
imposed on the repatriation policy, following a 
labor conflict in Zhanaozen town in the west of 
Kazakhstan in December 2011, which involved 
oralmans from Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. 
This led to a decrease of the number of oral-
mans resettling from China, comprising only 486 
persons in 2014. 

3.4.3.  Adaptation of oralmans from China: resettlement strategies, challenges and plans  
 for the future

A sociological survey conducted in 2009 found that 
adaptation strategies used by ethnic Kazakhs from 
China are somewhat different from those used by 
repatriates from other countries (Note 10). Thus, 
66.6% of repatriates from China indicated that for 
successful adaptation they need to get a job and 
acquire necessary skills (37.5% and 29.1% respec-
tively), against 41.6% on average, which reveals 
their active and up-and-coming position. In terms 
of social integration, 20.7 % of them make acquain-
tances with local people; 16.7% would like to  have 
good relations with local residents; 12.5% would 
like to marry a local resident; 16.7% are learning 
the Kazakh language; and only 12.5% of respon-
dents do not do anything (Ministry of Culture of 
the RK, 2009: 212-214).

Furthermore, repatriates from China more often 
rely on themselves without expecting support 
from the government: the share of such responses 
is 50%. Such attitude is shared only by repatriates 
from Mongolia (48.8%); for other countries, this 
figure ranges from 8.4% to 29.1 %, with an aver-
age of 16.5%. At the same time, 20.8% of oralmans 
from China expect help from their relatives and 
acquaintances upon arrival to Kazakhstan (ibid: 

205-206); 25% expect assistance from the central 
government and only 4.3% – from local authori-
ties. This is confirmed by a renowned Kazakhstani 
sinologist K. Khafizova, who wrote that “… a clear 
tendency is observed towards restoration of not 
only kinship links, but also ancestral ties between 
Chinese and our [Kazakhstani]  Kazakhs” (Khafizo-
va, 2000). 

After arriving in Kazakhstan, oralmans from China 
settle in a relatively compact way, mainly in rural 
areas, and hence remain weakly integrated into 
the receiving communities. There is social distance 
and tensions between oralmans from China and 
residents of local villages. Several cases were reg-
istered when rural residents in the Eastern Kazakh-
stan region flatly refused to accept  repatriates into 
their communities. (Note 11) 

In places of their compact settlement, oralmans 
earn their livelihood by raising cattle, tilling and 
seeding unused plots of land, purchasing small ag-
ricultural machinery and transporting vehicles   be-
tween Kazakhstan and Xinjiang, in order to expand 
the crop areas, constructing house extensions us-
ing bricks from abandoned or destroyed houses in 
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local villages, etc. (Fig. 3.2, 3.3) Even with their 
small farmsteads, due to their hard work Chi-
nese oralmans turn out to be more successful 
than repatriates from other countries and even 
local residents (Sadovskaya, 2010, 2011). 

Some oralmans from China have already succeed-
ed in business and started hiring local Kazakhs. As 
they mainly arrive from the bordering Ili Kazakh 
autonomous prefecture in Xinjiang, their business 
is developing amid the rapidly growing foreign 
trade cooperation between XUAR and Kazakhstan, 
which includes small scale cross-border trade or 
‘folk trade’. Only few oralmans are registered as 
individual entrepreneurs, and thus such trade is 
often not captured in official statistics. Over the 
last decade the official employment rate among 
Kazakh repatriates had been low. It was partly 
due to their generally lower level of education 
and professional skills, as the majority (87.5%) re-
sided in rural localities in XUAR and were engaged 
in distant-pasture cattle breeding (Orman, 2006: 
209-210).  However, given the shortage of quali-
fied labor in Kazakhstan, the employment rate 
among oralmans with higher education is rising: 
some of them work as managers, university pro-
fessors, teachers, and specialists. Others seek jobs 
in Chinese companies or joint ventures in Almaty, 
Astana or in oil and gas companies in the western 
part of the country where knowledge of the Chi-
nese language is an advantage. 

Because of the high unemployment rate and 
employment in the casual sector, oralmans 
from China cite “finding a job” as the key prob-
lem they encounter in Kazakhstan (Ministry 
of Culture of the RK, 2009: 201). The survey 
shows, that integration into the receiving com-
munity, especially among adults, may take a 
long time. However, despite these challenges 
the majority of oralmans from China see their 
future in Kazakhstan: the survey found that 
70.8% “do not plan to return to China” and 
66.6% “are confident of their happy future”. 
(ibid: 207, 239).

China’s Central government and XUAR local 
administration are currently implementing a 
policy to encourage a shift from nomadic to a 
sedentary way of life (Xinhua, 2011). As a re-
sult of urbanization, the employment structure 
of “Chinese” Kazakhs in XUAR is expected to 
change; through involvement in production 
operations, the services sector, and small and 
medium business, their living standards are 
likely improve, and their children are likely to 
access higher education. These changes would 
help strengthen business relations and create 
new joint ventures between Kazakhs from Xin-
jiang and those in the Eastern Kazakhstan and 
Almaty regions of Kazakhstan. This would re-
sult in the increase in trans-border migration, 
intensification of trade and economic relations 

Fig. 3.2. Oralmans raise cattle and till parcels of wasteland in the Targyn village, the Eastern Ka-
zakhstan region (2011). (Pictures taken by the author)
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that emerged in the 2000s, and the regional-
ization of such relations. As an  important new 
role in the labor market, both business and pol-
itics can be played by young Kazakh oralmans 
who are currently studying in Kazakhstan and  
young people  from Kazakhstan who receive 
education in XUAR.

As for immigration of ethnic (Han) Chinese to Ka-
zakhstan the total number of immigrants between 
1993-2014 reached 1,002 people. However, be-
cause 704 of them later left the country, the migra-
tion balance turned out to be a very modest 298 
people in 2014,  according to Kazakhstan’s Com-
mittee on Statistics. (MNE RK, 2015e).

Fig. 3.3. Oralmans take bricks from a site of house demolition in the Asu-Bulak village, Eastern Ka-
zakhstan region (2011). (Picture taken by the author)

3.5. Refugees and asylum seekers from China in Kazakhstan: policies and challenges 

First refugees appeared in Kazakhstan in mid-1990s 
as a result of civil wars in Tajikistan and Chechnya 
(Russia). In 1990-2000s Kazakhstan hosted thou-
sands of refugees and asylum seekers from several 
countries, including Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Russia, 
Somalia, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. By June 2015, 
there were 662 refugees, 149 asylum seekers, and 
7 038 stateless persons, thus the total number of 
people of concern to United Nations High Com-
missioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in Kazakhstan 
was 7 849. (UNHCR, 2015) On October 1, 2014 five 
PRC citizens of Uyghur ethnicity (one woman with 
four children) were assisted by UNHCR and given 
the “refugee status under UNHCR mandate”. (MIA 
RK, 2014)

The refugee flow of the 1990s was new for Ka-
zakhstan, and there was neither legislation nor in-
stitutions to provide protection for refugees. Due 

to the active consultative support of the newly es-
tablished UNHCR office in Kazakhstan, in Decem-
ber 1998 the country ratified the UN Convention 
on Refugees and its 1967 Protocol, and developed 
a draft Law on Refugees soon after.  

The Law on Protection of Refugees was adopted 
Kazakhstan in December 2009 and came into 
force in January 1, 2010. Despite overall com-
pliance with international standards in terms of 
how it defines a refugee and outlines regulative 
norms of the law, it remains limited in its appli-
cation (as did all the previous legal acts), leav-
ing scope for an ad hoc and discriminatory ap-
proach to refugee protection. (UNHCR in the RK, 
2007: 2; Dzhivaga, 2010) 

A key issue with the law is that it does not distin-
guish between a foreigner and asylum seeker/
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refugee. In contrast to foreigners permanently 
residing in Kazakhstan, those who reside tem-
porarily do not have the right to work, social 
protection or education. Thus, the hosting state 
does not provide temporary accommodation, 
material or medical assistance (though the situ-
ation is changing with regard to medical assis-
tance today) for refugees, because they have a 
status of foreign citizens temporarily staying in 
Kazakhstan. Some of them are assisted by UN-
HCR and given the “mandate refugee status”, 
which is different from the “conventional refu-
gee status” given through Refugee status deter-
mination (RSD) procedures. (ibid.)

Thus, Kazakhstan does not fulfill its international 
obligations with regard to refugee protection. 
First of all, Kazakhstani authorities do not apply 
asylum procedure to CIS citizens who in fact rep-
resent the majority of refugees or asylum-seek-
ers in the country. The government argues that 
due to CIS conventions and agreements which 
established a visa-free regime, the CIS citizens, 
including Tajiks, Uzbeks and Chechens from Rus-
sia, enter the country freely and thus do not 
need refugee status.

Additionally, Kazakhstan violated a basic stan-
dard of non-refoulement on a number of oc-
casions, starting with the deportation of two 
asylum seekers from China’s western Xingjian 
in February 1999 shortly after its ratification of 
the UN Convention on Refugees. (IIA, 1999; UN-
HCR in the RK, 2007: 5). This was not the only 
case: Uyghur refugees in Kazakhstan often face 
a threat of extradition to China (RFE/RL’s Kazakh 
Service, 2011).  

In case of Uyghurs from China, bilateral agree-
ments and security concerns about the situation 
in XUAR tend to prevail over Kazakhstan’s obliga-
tion towards refugees. Next to none of Chinese 
Uyghurs had access to the RSD procedure so far 
or enjoyed protection of Kazakhstan state. 

No Chinese citizens are granted any legal status 
Kazakhstan, and that especially concerns those 
from Xinjiang, refugees and asylum seekers. 
Only citizens of Afghanistan and a few other 

countries have received refugee status so far. In 
addition, the legislation poorly reflects the rights 
that refugees are entitled to in accordance with 
international instruments, and the violation of 
refugees’ rights makes it difficult to integrate 
them into society.

This position is underpinned by a number of 
bilateral intergovernmental agreements with 
China. China drove the signing of several joint 
documents in the field of regional security; is-
sues of “combatting terrorism, separatism and 
extremism” are addressed at every bilateral and 
multilateral level. Behind these initiatives is Chi-
na’s concern about the situation in Xinjiang and 
threats of terrorism and separatism.

Notes

Note 1. Names of some ministries and agencies were 
changed as a result of the administrative reform in August 
2014.  More details are in: (President of Kazakhstan, 2014; 
Government of Kazakhstan, 2014)  

Note 2. In 2014, the total employment in Kazakhstan’s 
economy comprised 8.510 mln people, or 67.1% of 
population aged 15 years and above. The number of 
unemployed was 451,900 people, or 5% (in Q1/2015, 
455,600 people were unemployed, of which men 
accounted for 46.2% and women for 53.8%) (MNE RK, 
2015d). The proportion  of self-employment in Kazakhstan 
is one of the largest in the world: over the last 20 years it 
has averaged a third of total employment.

Note 3. According to the definition, officially used by 
statistical bodies, self-employed workers are people who 
work independently, or with one or several partners, are 
engaged in activities on the basis of self-employment 
and do not hire permanent workers.  Remuneration of 
self-employed depends on the income from production 
and sale of goods and services, while their consumption 
is seen as part of the income. The majority of self 
employed in agriculture work on their front or back yards, 
household plots, and in peddling. They may be unpaid 
family workers who, as a rule, work without remuneration 
at the enterprise farm which is managed by one of their 
relatives. (Smailov, 2014: 55) In the summer most of them 
are engaged in seasonal agricultural work. In urban areas, 
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the self-employed are often “shuttle traders,” or engaged 
in the service sector, small business and trade.

Note 4. The analysis is based on archived and current data 
on the recruitment of foreign labor to Kazakhstan in 1993-
2014, from Kazakhstan’s Ministry of Labor and Social 
Protection; and Data on Permits Issued for Recruitment of 
Foreign Labor to the Republic of Kazakhstan in 2013-2014, 
from the Ministry of Health and Social Development. 
(MLSP RK, 2014; MHSD RK, 2015)

Note 5. Almaty and Astana are leaders by the level 
of wages; for example, in Q4/2014 they comprised 
KZT123,179 ($678) and KZT121,759 ($670), respectively, 
which exceeded the national average 2.1-1.8 times. The 
highest average monthly nominal wage was in the Atyrau 
region in the oil-rich part of the country, with KZT140,266 
($772). The lowest incomes are found in the Southern 
Kazakhstan, Zhambyl, and Almaty regions, which were 25-
40% lower than the national average (KZT66,659 or $367). 
(MNE RK, 2015f) [$1=181.8 Kazakh Tenge in December 
2014 (KAZFIN Informer, 2014)].

Note 6.  As reported by an expert from Kazakhstan’s 
authorized government agency, Chinese citizens entering 
Kazakhstan with a work visa cite such purposes of visit as 
consultations, occupational safety checks, and assembly 
of equipment. However, the subsequent inspections 
show that many work in entirely different areas, mainly 
in construction. There have been cases where Ministry 
of Interior Affairs officials receive telephone calls from 
higher-level authorities, instructing them to stop the 
inspection of a foreign labour-employing entreprise. Thus, 
corruption stands in the way of  effectively combating 
violations of laws on the use of foreign labor (MIA RK 
(Almaty regional department) official, 2007).

Note 7. Telephone interviews by an Omnibus method 
with a sample of 2000 respondents. The sample 
was  multistage, stratified with random selection of 
respondents at the final stage; and representative with 
respect to gender, age, place of residence, size and type of 
population center.  The survey covered all 27 Kazakhstan 
cities and towns with more than 50,000 residents. Error 
margin not more than 5%. The field work was conducted 
by GfK Kazakhstan in February 2005, under the author’s 
grant from the MacArthur Foundation, 2004-2006.

Note 8. According to the Ministry of Health and Social 
Development of the RK, 259,159 families or 952,882 ethnic 
Kazakhs resettled to Kazakhstan and received the oralman 
status from 1991 to January 1, 2015. This comprises 5.5% 
of the population of Kazakhstan. The majority (61.5 %) 
arrived from Uzbekistan; 14.3% – from China; 9.3% 
 – Mongolia; 6.8% – Turkmenistan; 4.6% – Russia; and 
3.5% –from other countries. Oralmans settled mostly 
in  Southern Kazakhstan, Almaty, Mangistau, Zhambyl 
regions. (MHSD, 2015b; CIS Executive Committee, 2014). 
Thus, according to the official MHSD statistics, the total 
number of oralmans from China, who had arrived  between  
1991-2014, is 136,3 thousand people, however, according 
to MIA statistics there are 92.4 thousand individuals from 
China who  arrived  between  1995-2014. The number of 
those who arrived from PRC between  1991-1994 is very 
low, and the difference may be attributed to the resettlers, 
who arrived in the middle of the 2000s, but they still have 
not obtained their citizenship or a permanent residence 
permit. The governmental bodies of RK do not  comment 
on the reasons  for the discrepancies.

Note 9. The amendments to the law On Citizenship 
of 2002 (on obtaining citizenship of the Republic of 
Kazakhstan under a simplified procedure) stipulate 
that ethnic Kazakhs and their family members, unlike 
any other foreign citizens, are not required to prove 
their solvency or to give up their previous citizenship 
upon arrival in Kazakhstan. Furthermore, they do not 
have to undergo a 5-year naturalization period, and the 
Government helps those repatriated under the quota 
to obtain housing.  

Note 10. An interview-based sociological survey of 1200 
respondents which included ethnic Kazakh oralmans 
from China, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, Uzbekistan, Afghanistan, 
Iran, Mongolia, Turkey, and other countries. The survey 
was conducted in 2009 in eight locations of highest 
concentration of oralmans: the Akmolinsk, Almaty, Atyrau, 
Eastern Kazakhstan, Zhambyl, Kyzylorda, and Southern 
Kazakhstan regions, and the city of Almaty.  (Ministry of 
Culture of the RK, 2009: 124-266).

Note 11. Only two or three families of repatriates settled 
in the villages of Nizhniye Tainty and Algabas in EKR.  
Author’s direct observation and interviews with residents 
of the villages, May 2011. (Sadovskaya, 2011)
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4. Chinese Business in Kazakhstan

4.1. Chinese business in Kazakhstan: statistics, evolution and social impact 

The development of Chinese business in Kazakh-
stan largely follows the pattern observed in post-
Soviet and other countries. With growing trans-
national economic ties, migration with the aim to 
start and develop businesses is a sign of a country’s 
integration into the global economy. Labor migra-
tion and expanding small businesses run by the 
Huaqiao (overseas Chinese) help address unem-
ployment in China, as a result, Chinese business 
communities and diasporas are gradually emerg-
ing in destination countries. (Note 1)

Data on Chinese and joint small and medium-
sized enterprises (SME) in Kazakhstan have been 
controversial for many years. By 1998, there were 
about 300 Chinese-Kazakh joint ventures (JVs) and 
18 registered Chinese companies, some of which 
were branches of Chinese companies such as the 
Xinjiang Company for International Economic Co-
operation, Xinjiang Airline Company, Railway Ad-
ministration, XUAR Association of Consumers So-
cieties etc. (Khafizova, 2000)

For many years, the statistics on the exact num-
ber of operating businesses had been inconsis-
tent, because many enterprises close shortly 

after opening, others fail to file tax reports; yet 
others do not operate from their registered legal 
addresses. In recent years, Chinese businesses 
have become more sustainable: as of 1 March 
2013, there were 1,250 operating firms in Ka-
zakhstan established by Chinese individuals and 
legal entities. Together with branches (47) and 
representative offices (86), the total number of 
active Chinese SMEs and large companies in Ka-
zakhstan stood at 1,383. (table 4.1) (The Minis-
try of Justice of the RK, 2013)

The best known among big companies are:
•	 Joint Stock Company (JSC) CNPC-

Aktobemunaygaz – a Chinese-Kazakh 
JV developing hydrocarbons in the 
Aktyubinsk region in the West of 
Kazakhstan. The CNPC (China National 
Petroleum Corporation) owns 85.4% of 
its shares. (CNPC-Aktobemunaigaz. 2012)

•	 PetroKazakhstan – a vertically integrated 
oil and gas group involved in prospecting, 
development, oil and gas production, 
refining and selling oil in the Kyzyl-
Orda and South Kazakhstan regions. 
(PetroKazakhstan, 2011: 99)

Table 4.1. Number of active Chinese SMEs and large firms in Kazakhstan as of March 1st, 2013 
(units)

Year Founders - Chinese 
legal entities

Founders – 
individuals in China

Chinese branches and rep. 
offices in the RK Total

2010 8 17 9 34
2011 10 16 6 32
2012 12 15 11 38

TOTAL
For three years: 30 48 26 104

Total as of March 2013:
186 1,064

133 
of which: branches – 47, 

representative offices – 86
1,383
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•	 JSC Turgai Petroleum and LLC JC 
Kazgermunai perform prospecting, 
develop, produce and sell hydrocarbon 
crude on the fields of the South 
Turgai petroleum basin and others. 
Shareholders of PetroKazakhstan are JSC 
National Company KazMunaiGaz and 
indirectly – CNPC. (ibid)

In terms of regional distribution, the majority 
of firms are registered in Almaty, the Almaty re-
gion, Astana and the Aktyubinsk region. Accord-
ing to official statistics, in 2013 in Almaty alone 
there were 36 large and 80 medium-sized busi-
nesses established by both individuals and legal 
entities from China, and out of the 36 large en-
terprises, 23 were established by legal entities 
and 13 – by individuals. (Ministry of Justice of 
the RK, 2013)

According to official Chinese sources, up to 
3,000 Chinese businesses are registered in Ka-
zakhstan; this figure was quoted by Yan Xium-
in advisor on trade and economic issues of the 
PRC Embassy in Kazakhstan, in his interview 
during the Astana Economic Forum in May 
2013. (China.org.cn, 2013) This number does 
not necessarily contradict the above official 
Kazakh data, since not all registered business-
es are active.    

Though not always sustainable, Chinese SMEs 
are numerous and active in a range of sectors, 
including manufacturing and assembling home 
appliances, metal and plastic products and 

building constructions; they also thrive in trade. 
The increasing number of Chinese businesses 
stimulated the development of service sector 
that includes Chinese food restaurants, banks 
and travel agencies. 

There are examples of successful medium-sized 
businesses whose entrepreneurs invest in social 
programs. Thus, the Chinese company XinKaz 
was set up in 1998 and in 2008 was named “the 
best business of the decade” in the tinned to-
mato products industry in Kazakhstan. The com-
pany sold almost 40,000 tons of tinned tomato 
products and paid almost $7 mln in tax. The 
CEO, Gin Yang Qyu, is a Chinese national; the 
company employs 140 staff, of whom 130 (93%) 
are local residents. The company actively par-
ticipates in public events and supports schools, 
war veterans and people with disabilities. (Ken-
zhaly, 2010)

Another successful example of long-term busi-
ness in multi-level marketing in Kazakhstan and 
Central Asia is presented by the “Tianshi” cor-
poration that specializes in medical equipment,  
biologically active additives (BAA) and cosmet-
ics. Thousands of Kazakh citizens are involved in 
the distribution of the “Tianshi” products; tens 
of thousands use them. (Тiensmed.kz, 2014; 
Тienshi Central Asia, 2014)  Putting aside the 
pyramid-like structure of Tianshi’s operations, it 
demonstrates that the Chinese presence is not 
limited to shuttle trade and oil assets; with time, 
formal business relations gradually acquire a 
“human touch”.

4.2. Corporate social responsibility of Chinese business 

The emergence of big Chinese businesses and 
increased presence of Chinese (and other for-
eign) labor in Kazakhstan have multiple and of-
ten controversial implications. On the one hand, 
Chinese companies and JVs face unresolved is-
sues such as working conditions, labor safety, 
salaries and environmental conservation. On the 
other hand, foreign companies create new jobs, 
retrain local labor, and invest in social programs 
and community-based projects. 

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is 
interpreted by big companies in Kazakhstan 
as having internal and external components. 
Internal CSR is about safe working conditions, 
stability, living wages, health and social insurance 
for employees, capacity building through 
training, retraining and career development and 
assisting employees with hardships. External 
CSR involves sponsorship and corporate charity, 
environmental conservation, interaction with 

http://rus.azattyq.org/author/20638.html
http://rus.azattyq.org/author/20638.html
http://tiensmed.kz/about_company.php
http://tiensmed.kz/about_company.php
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local governments and communities, readiness 
to provide emergency response, and accountability 
to the users of the company’s products and 
services. (PetroKazakhstan, 2011: 55)

CSR principles are adopted by a majority of big Chi-
nese companies and JVs operating in Kazakhstan, 
including CNPC-Aktobemunaigaz, PetroKazakh-
stan, JSC Turgai Petroleum, and LLC JV Kazgermu-
nai. Thus, CNPC set up a $1 mln Special Educa-
tion Fund that sponsors students sent by CNPC to 
study at universities in China, Russia, Kazakhstan 
and some European countries. As of early 2010 
there were 119 students, including 77 at the Chi-
nese Petroleum University (Beijing), and 41 at 
Kazakh universities. This is an ongoing project: in 
2012 CNPC-Aktobemunaigaz financed education 
of 86 students at Kazakh and Chinese universities. 
(CNPC-Aktobemunaigaz, 2012a)

As a result, in 2008 the company received the Pa-
ryz Silver Award in the nomination “The Best So-
cial Project of the Year” (Paryz.kz, 2012), and in 
2010 – Grand Prix. (Paryz.kz, 2013) Paryz Award 
was established by Kazakhstan’s Ministry of Labor 
and Social Protection to encourage and recognize 
CSR achievements. 

PetroKazakhstan is also a prominent sponsor of so-
cial and charity projects in Kazakhstan. It finances 
gas infrastructure development, installation of 

telephone services, water and power supply in 
the Kyzyl-Orda and South Kazakhstan regions, and 
helps to promote local culture and sports. Improv-
ing social infrastructure and raising living standards 
are its key objectives in the social sector and part 
of its CSR commitments. (PetroKazakhstan, 2011: 
80-81) In addition, in 2009 the company received 
the “The Gold Prometheus” award for construc-
tion of facilities used for comprehensive utilization 
of natural gas along with other achievements in 
environmental conservation. (ibid: 63)

Leaders of both Kazakhstan and China attach 
significant importance to business cooperation: 
it  was  during the first visit of the Chinese leader 
Xi Jinping to Astana in September 2013 that the 
Chinese-Kazakh Council of Entrepreneurs was 
established, setting up an institutional frame-
work for such cooperation, with its founding 
meeting attended by Xi Jinping and Nursultan 
Nazarbaev. Socially-oriented activities sup-
ported by big business are often implemented 
after joint documents are signed and financing 
is provided to local governments; however, lo-
cal communities often find lack of information 
and influence frustrating. Sponsorship and cor-
porate charity should become more inclusive, 
involving not only authorities but also commu-
nity-based organizations and local people, and 
ensure transparency and accountability of both 
the government and business community.

4.3. Chinese trade business: big expectations, controversial impact 

Trade has been the most prominent sphere of eco-
nomic interaction between Kazakhstan and China, 
dominated by Chinese (migrant) traders, Kazakh-
stani shuttle traders and individual entrepreneurs. 
This self-employment is typical of post-Soviet and 
some Eastern European countries as well as Tur-
key and China, and emerged as a response to the 
economic crisis of the 1990s when mass-scale un-
employment pushed people to earn their living 
by buying basic goods abroad and selling them at 
home at higher price.   

The presence of a huge number of small traders 
(normally not registered as entrepreneurs) shaped 

the trade infrastructure: spontaneous bazaars, 
small markets, wholesale and retail markets. The 
importance of wholesale and retail markets can-
not be overestimated because since the 1990s 
trade helped thousands of households, – and thus 
–   millions of Kazakhstanis  – to survive. Many en-
trepreneurs and small traders called the bazaars 
their “breadwinners” although trade to a certain 
extent was casual. (Тrubacheva, 2014)

The following numbers give an idea of the so-
cial and economic significance of wholesale and 
retail markets. In 2012 there were 818 markets 
operating in Kazakhstan which provided 968,000 

http://forbes.kz/authors/authorsid_317
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trade places. (ibid.) According to Zhibek Azhibae-
va, the Vice-President of Association of trading 
enterprises, such markets constantly generate 
new jobs, and each trade place employs five 
people: a lessee, two salespersons and two por-
ters, i.e. each entrepreneur provided four jobs; 
76% of people holding trade places are women 
and 14% of those employed in the trading busi-
ness are under 30. Markets account for 46% in 
the overall retail trade volume: “…when we hear 
that the entire country lives well and everybody 
wants to buy only at shopping centers – this is 
not quite true”. (ibid)

Large wholesale and retail markets (called region-
al “logistics hubs”) such as the one in Urumqi, the 
administrative center of the neighboring XUAR, 
Bolashak, or Barakholka in Almaty (Kazakhstan), 
Dordoi  in Bishkek and Karasuu in Osh (Kyrgyzstan) 
emerged throughout Central Asia. Goods from 
China come to Kazakhstan directly or through 
neighboring Kyrgyzstan, which is a member of 
WTO and guarantees free movement of goods, 
capital and services. Goods from these markets 
are then resold by large wholesale traders across 
the entire region of Central Asia and Russia. Trade 
and cross-border migration are extremely active 
in XUAR and the regions of Kazakhstan that bor-
der with China.

The Bolashak wholesale and retail market near Al-
maty is a key hub for trading Chinese goods in Ka-
zakhstan. It is in fact a conglomeration of dozens of 
wholesale and retail markets, tens of thousands of 
containers and trade places. Goods arrive in truck 
trains and cargo-passenger buses, but none of the 
transactions (ordering, delivery, unloading, distri-
bution, sale, storage etc.) involve proper process 
documentation, modern software or automated 
storage compounds. 

According to both business owners and salesper-
sons, this highly sophisticated logistics system was 
mainly controlled by citizens of China and Kyrgyz-
stan in 1990s and 2000s. It is estimated that at all 
such markets Kyrgyz businessmen controlled at least 
25% of trade containers, and Chinese businessmen 
– up to 50%. (Ikonnikov, 2007) Some estimates sug-
gest that Kyrgyzstan earns $1bln annually from tran-
sit of Chinese goods.  (Zhen’min’ Zhibao, 2009) The 
largest wholesale and retail markets of Central Asia 
generate substantial earnings, e.g. “Bishkek-based 
“Dordoi” – $2.8 bln and Almaty-based “Bolashak” – 
$1.7 bln. (Kaminski and Mitra, 2012) 

Chinese goods flowing to Kazakhstan mainly in-
volve clothes, footwear, household goods and 
home appliances. In recent years Chinese foot-
wear conquered all regional wholesale markets: 
in 2006 the volume of footwear exports through 
XUAR border checkpoints was about 150 mln pairs 
of shoes for the total value of $730 mln (MofCOM 
PRC, 2006), but by 2012 this figure doubled to  280 
mln pairs of shoes worth $2.2 bln with an average 
price of $10.6 per pair. (Xinhua, 2013) Kazakhstan 
is the main importer: in 2012 it imported 150 mln 
pairs, which is more than a 10% increase over the 
previous year. Other key export markets for Chi-
nese-made shoes are Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and 
Russia. 

Chinese goods are popular because of their variety 
and low price. Chinese manufacturers take into ac-
count the regional demand and constantly change 
designs, models and colors. Thus, size 44-45 shoes 
are rarely found in the domestic Chinese market 
but feature in exported goods. Of note is the fact 
that shoes that are currently exported to Kazakh-
stan are manufactured at factories in Beijing and 
other cities on the East Coast of China, having dis-
placed goods produced at craft shops. 

4.3.1. Small traders and carriers as key actors in cross-border trade 

Trade often involves individuals making short trips 
to markets near the border with China, and the 
Khorgos market near the Khorgos check point is 
particularly popular. The key actors in cross-border 
trade with China are shuttle traders, individual 
entrepreneurs and locals residing near Khorgos.  

They are called “carriers” and normally deal with 
small loads. The law allows individuals to bring 
across the border 50 kilograms of cargo with the 
value of no more than 1,500 euros    for non-profit 
and personal use without paying customs duties, 
and the carriers exploit this loophole.
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At Khorgos, about 1,500 such carriers cross the 
border every day. When a carrier brings 50 ki-
lograms of socks and other basic goods in boxes 
or bags (Fig. 4.1.) it is obvious that the cargo is 
not intended for personal use but is commercial.  
However, when customs officers attempt to put a 
stop to such “transactions”, the carriers, many of 
who have become professionals in delivering and 
reselling small batches of goods, claim that they 
“have a large family” or “change socks five times a 
day”. (Thenews.kz, 2011)

In a conservative estimate, a carrier makes 
around 10,000 tenge ($67) per day as only one 
visa-free visit per day is allowed. Thus, experts 
estimate that the national budget loses some 
12-15 mln tenge ($100,000) in tax revenue an-
nually (ibid.).    

It would be erroneous to assume that these daily 
transactions do not inflict  serious damage on the 
national economy.  Some estimates suggest that 
they account for more than half of all the cargo 
crossing the border. Thus, the XUAR customs 
administration indicates that in 2012 small cross-
border trading accounted for 51.7% of all Xinjiang 

foreign trade. (South China Service Group, 2014) 
This figure is confirmed by data for 2013, when 
these small daily transactions accounted for 
52.1% of all cross-border trade (China Internet 
Information Center, 2014) worth billions of dollars; 
this explains the discrepancy in the statistics of 
trade turnover between the two countries.    

The situation with small traders is controversial: 
on the one hand, they deprive the state of tax rev-
enue; on the other, a crackdown on their activity is 
fraught with negative social implications. Currently 
10,000 people (suppliers of goods and salesper-
sons) carry goods across the border at several cus-
toms stations (Thenews.kz, 2011); they are mostly 
residents of border areas who do not have any 
other income, and suppression of this activity may 
stir major social tensions. 

The activity of small traders in border areas of Ka-
zakhstan also brings about benefits: all interme-
diary stages (large and medium-sized wholesale 
traders who increase the price) on the way from 
the producer to the consumers get simplified. This 
explains the appeal of cross-border trade, shop-
tours, bazaars and wholesale markets: in Kazakh 
villages and cities small traders and individual 
entrepreneurs offer goods of varying quality and 
price, which enables people to purchase what 
they can afford. Thus, this small-scale trade helps 
many social groups and strata make ends meet as 
well as improve their financial situation.   

The Customs Control Committee proposed to 
amend the Customs Union legislation in order to 
clarify the definition of commercial cargo. There 
must be a provision in the legislation that would 
prevent individuals from crossing the border with 
heavy cargo several times a month. (ibid.)    How-
ever, this issue cannot be resolved by a one-off leg-
islative amendment and needs a systemic transfor-
mation of the national labor market which would 
generate jobs for those who currently earn their 
living by reselling Chinese goods. 

Fig. 4.1. A carrier at the Khorgos checkpoint 
at the Kazakhstani-Chinese border  (picture by 
D.Dubovitsky)   

4.3.2. Ethnic profile of the Chinese business and its adaptation in the receiving society 

One key facilitating factor of cross-border shuttle 
trade and cross-border migration is the similar 
ethnic composition of the population along the 

border between XUAR and Kazakhstan. Shuttle 
traders on the Kazakh side include Russians, Ka-
zakhs, Uyghurs, Ukrainians, Tartars, Koreans and 
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Dungans (Sadovskaya, 2001), and on the Chinese 
side they include Kazakhs, Uyghurs, ethnic Chi-
nese (Han) and Dungans. This mixed composition 
results in migration patterns whereby communi-
ties in destination countries interact with “their” 
migrants through social and migrant networks, 
which further promotes cross-border trade and 
small business development.

Over 25 years of Chinese business development in 
Kazakhstan, ethnic-specific practices emerged of 
starting and running a business, as well as mecha-
nisms that help to adapt to the receiving commu-
nity. Thus, Uyghur trade migration initially mostly 
leaned on the local Uyghur community who pro-
vided migrant reception areas through organiza-
tions promoting trade and small business develop-
ment. Uyghurs mostly reside in the border Almaty 
region and the city of Almaty and Chinese Uyghur 
traders and entrepreneurs anchored in areas and 
districts of traditional Ughur settlement in Almaty, 
such as Aksai, Zhetisu, Ainabulak, “Druzhba” and 
“Zarya Vostoka”. 

Uyghur entrepreneurs from China have excelled 
in services, trade and restaurant business in Al-
maty and Bishkek. One reason for a relatively 
easy adaptation of Uyghurs is that they are a 
Turkic people close to the Kazakhs and Kyrgyz 
from an ethnic and religious standpoint. They 
normally speak Uyghur and Chinese, but they 
also quickly learned Russian which is widely 
used in Central Asia. Thus, they can easily find a 
common language both with the locals and oth-
er migrants from China – Kazakhs and Dungans 
who are also Muslims. 

American sinologist D. Millward calls Russian 
the lingua franca of Central Asia (Millward, 
2007: 291). He and other scholars indicate that 
in the 1990s the Uyghurs in Kuldja and Xinjiang 
who learned Russian served as interpreters and 
intermediaries between Russian-speaking trad-
ers and the Han who sold wholesale goods. 
Uyghurs from Kazakhstan are multilingual as 
well: they are among the few ethnic groups in 
Kazakhstan who possess equal mastery of their 
native tongue (81.3%), Kazakh (80.5%) and Rus-
sian (76.1%).  (Smailov, 2000: 10) 

Unlike the Uyghurs, there were too few ethnic Han 
who were citizens of Kazakhstan and permanently 
residing in the country (3,500 people as of 1999) 
to become a receiving community and build net-
works for supporting and developing migration 
of their kin from China. However, the first links 
were set up at that time, and in recent years, Ka-
zakhstani ethnic Chinese become more active in 
business activities with China. (Chinese (Han) en-
trepreneur, 2015) Thus, Han Chinese migration ini-
tially developed as temporary trade- or business-
related migration 

Since foreign citizens are not allowed to trade in 
Kazakhstan themselves, they hire locals, such as 
Dungans from the Zhambyl region, ethnic Kazakhs 
repatriating from China who  speak  Chinese, or 
students learning Chinese. The Chinese traders 
were not keen on learning Russian, and even less 
so – Kazakh; they got by with a basic vocabulary 
needed to trade in the market. The “calculator 
language” is very popular: buyers and sellers take 
turns to show each other the asking price, thus 
haggling for discounts.

Many of the traders live in containers arranged as 
trade places at markets or rent apartments near 
the “Bolashak” wholesale market. As a rule, a 
single Chinese citizen with a visa and official work 
permit would be registered in such an apartment, 
but several undocumented individuals would be 
living there as well.

To purchase a shipment of goods, entrepreneurs 
either transfer money via a Chinese bank or send 
a messenger with cash. Many Han Chinese do 
not register their businesses officially but just pay 
“contributions” to local market administration; this 
pushes trade further into the gray sector. By using 
such semi-legal business practices, small traders 
have built up leverage over substantial financial 
and commodity flows.

Poor adaptation and integration of entrepreneurs 
and traders from China is exacerbated by the fact 
that officially, Kazakhstan brings in foreign labor 
temporarily for up to one year. However, many 
(undocumented) traders have been staying in Ka-
zakhstan for years, having a semi-legal status and 
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deprived of many rights. Trade migrants have not 
formed their communities in Kazakhstan yet, but 
fluid trade minorities have started adapting to 
controversial legislation through distorted social 
practices. In such context, migrants and receiving 
communities tend to live in parallel worlds with-
out much communication or integration. 

In April 2009, a monthly Chinese-language news-
paper was launched in Kazakhstan; it advertises 
goods and provides information on accommoda-
tion for rent, health centers, and cultural events 
both in Kazakhstan and China. To counter-bal-
ance exclusion from the receiving community, 
this newspaper serves as a means of intra-ethnic 
consolidation of the Han. This means a lot for the 
overseas Chinese – Huaqiao: the paper quotes of-
ficial Chinese estimates as 300,000 people in Ka-
zakhstan. (Xinhua, 2009b)

Early on, Han entrepreneurs hired mostly ethnic 
Chinese, and with the expansion of Chinese and 
joint businesses more Chinese labor was brought 
in. However, their entrepreneurial activity did not 
mean that they wanted to settle in Kazakhstan 
permanently and obtain Kazakh citizenship; hav-
ing accumulated initial capital, many entrepre-
neurs moved back to China where they expanded 
their business; some moved to Western coun-
tries. Not only Chinese and Uyghurs, but also 
other ethnic minorities of Xinjiang, Kazakhstan 
and Kyrgyzstan, e.g., Dungans, became both fa-
cilitators in establishing business links and direct 
participants in trade and other business. (Laruelle 
and Peyrouse, 2009)

Trade sector has undergone changes in the recent 
years. When Han Chinese could not conduct legal 

trade independently, they started to employ eth-
nic repatriate Kazakhs born in China, with their 
numbers in this business constantly increasing. 
Entrenched corruption and the expansion of the 
shadow economy also pushed the Han from trade 
to other fields of entrepreneurship. They were re-
placed by Kazakh returnees from China who either 
had obtained Kazakh citizenship or, having status 
of resident aliens and good command of Chinese, 
managed to become facilitators between business 
owners in China and market owners in Kazakhstan. 
An indirect proof of such replacement comes with 
the data from Kazakhstan’s Ministry of Internal Af-
fairs: inspections between late 2013 and April 1, 
2014 failed to identify any undocumented labor 
migrants of Han ethnicity at Kazakh bazaars. (MIA 
RK, 2014).

Kazakh returnees fluent in Chinese and Kazakh 
(and some of them studying Russian) soon had    
an excellent chance to themselves become own-
ers of trading business and even shopping malls 
that replace markets and informal bazaars. Un-
folding against the background of thriving shadow 
practices, these processes could trigger ethnic and 
social tensions, partly because these issues are 
not discussed in Kazakhstan openly. The veil of si-
lence over ethnic relations tends to lock them in, 
which can cause potential outbreaks of discontent 
and conflicts. Thus, Chinese migration remains a 
risk factor in Kazakhstan: despite almost 25 years 
of modern migration history, there have been no 
in-depth studies of Chinese labor migration and 
Chinese business. Representative applied surveys 
of Chinese workers could be used to understand 
such pertinent issues as their motivation and goals 
for coming to Kazakhstan, as well as their adapta-
tion practices.

4.4. The impact of Chinese business on local business and the local labor market  

Unlike big business that tends to be acknowl-
edged for its contribution to the Kazakh econ-
omy and social sector, the impact of SMEs on 
certain domestic industrial sectors is seen as 
controversial and challenging. On the one hand, 
Chinese SME and JVs supply the market with 

goods and services; on the other, due to a va-
riety of external and internal factors, domestic 
enterprises lose in competition with Chinese 
businesses. The most prominent negative im-
pact of the Chinese business activity is the de-
cline of footwear and textile sectors.  
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As mentioned previously, the market of Kazakhstan 
and Central Asia has been saturated with footwear 
and other goods made in China. (Annexes. Fig. 2) 
In addition to undeclared merchandise carried by 
small traders, there are huge quantities of smug-
gled and uncertified goods coming primarily from 
China, but also from Turkey and Kyrgyzstan, where 
they arrive from China and acquire a «Made in Kyr-
gyzstan» label. 

Some other internal reasons behind the decline 
include many years of underinvestment which 
resulted  in the reduction of fixed assets; and 
lack of skilled labor caused by emigration of 
professionals and workers from Kazakhstan, a 
collapse of the system of secondary vocational 
education as well as low pay.  

Low competitiveness reduced the share of con-
sumer goods industry in the overall output and 
resulted in local producers being squeezed out 
from the domestic market. (Government of Ka-
zakhstan, 2010b) At present, SMEs comprise 
over 80% of the industry; around 60% of the 
enterprises use obsolete equipment and oper-
ate at 30-40% capacity. Since the 1980s, the em-
ployment figures  have declined from hundreds 
of thousands to 13,700 as of January 1, 2010, 
which generates social tensions, a situation de-
scribed by experts as “catastrophic”.  (ibid.)  

The above data demonstrates that the decline 
in some sectors of Kazakhstan’s economy is 
not so much caused by the “influx” of Chinese 
goods (as many people believe) but by its own 
domestic economic policy which does not ad-
equately prioritize the support to SMEs. One 
common problem faced by entrepreneurs is the 
lack of a conducive regulatory environment for 
local and joint businesses (Kovaleva, 2014). The 
existing taxation system and administrative bar-
riers (such as strict rules that breed bribery by 
bureaucrats and “creative accounting” by entre-
preneurs) serve as major obstacles to business 
development.  (Almaty Association of Entrepre-
neurs, 2003)

In contrast, the policy pursued by the Chinese 
government is well-known for its preferences 

and tax benefits. It assists domestic business-
es in a variety of ways: direct financial sup-
port through soft loans, credits and earmarked 
grants; preferential tax treatment; export focus 
and foreign trade promotion; information sup-
port to SMEs, including provision of comprehen-
sive information, etc.   

Against the backdrop of internal weaknesses, 
the saturation of the consumer market with 
inexpensive Chinese footwear accelerated the 
demise of the footwear industry and caused a 
drastic labor displacement. As a result, there are 
currently only 42 active enterprises in Kazakh-
stan’s leather and footwear sector (only one of  
which  is  of significant size), which employ a to-
tal of about 900 workers and have a combined 
annual output of 1.5 mln pairs of footwear. In 
Soviet times, the domestic industry covered 
60% of local demand; nowadays the figure has 
dwindled down to 1%, with 75%  covered by 
China, 20% by Turkey and Russia, and the re-
maining 4% – by products manufactured in Eu-
rope. (Khudova, 2014) The only sizeable niche 
still occupied by local manufacturers is mass 
production of footwear and clothing for mili-
tary, security bodies, railroad and construction 
workers, medical facilities etc. However, as the 
Chinese Goods Fair held in Almaty in May 2014 
demonstrated, Chinese firms and companies 
have started to penetrate even this niche with 
school and office uniforms, working clothes and 
protective garments.   

The expansion of Chinese goods affects not only 
individual sectors, but the local labor market as 
well. The import of Chinese footwear and clothes 
creates a range of jobs, from business owners to 
intermediaries, truck drivers, salespersons, cash 
register operators, security personnel etc., who 
are fully dependent on Chinese imports; quan-
tity and stability of supply and sales determine 
their financial well-being.   

Even though the Chinese goods market is un-
dergoing greater institutionalization, it still pre-
dominantly consists of trade and individual busi-
ness, which affects the perspectives for local 
SMEs. According to governmental data, 68.4% 
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of all SMEs in Kazakhstan are individual entre-
preneurs, 8.3%  – small businesses, 1%  – medi-
um-sized businesses, and 22.3% – farms. (SME, 
2013) SMEs account for 93% of the total number 
of economic agents and are responsible for 20% 
of GDP, which is much lower than in developed 
countries, where SMEs produce 50–60% of GDP. 
(Capital, 2012; SME, 2013). (Note 2) In fact, indi-
vidual entrepreneurs in Kazakhstan find them-
selves unable to move from trade to industrial, 
technology-based or innovative manufacturing 
since they do not possess either the financial 
or technological resources required. Therefore, 
small businesses are likely to remain individual, 
trade-related and non-competitive, and contin-
ue to lose in open competition to their Chinese 
counterparts. It is still too early to judge if gov-
ernment initiatives such as the “Business Road 
Map-2020” would be able to alter this.

Chinese companies and JVs in Kazakhstan and 
other countries of Central Asia are not keen 
on sharing their know-how. Over the years of 
operating in Kazakhstan, no understanding of 
national labor practices and cultural traditions 
has been achieved, and no single joint project 
has been launched. Kazakh workers in Almaty 
complain that managers and engineers of 
Chinese JVs do not even translate technical 
manuals from Chinese, leaving  the local labor 
with only routine or manual operations to 
perform. (MIA RK Official, 2007) Throughout 
Central Asia, one would be hard-pressed to 
name a big or even a medium-sized Chinese-
backed company that would produce high-tech 
and export-oriented products. (Khodzhaev, 
2009: 25)

Another negative consequence of Chinese busi-
ness expansion is the quality of goods and pro-
duce. The media regularly feature stories of toxic 
toys and children’s footwear, and  even  rail cars 
where substandard interior lining started to af-
fect passengers’ health within hours. (Kenzheev, 
2007; Maleev, 2006). 

Despite the controversies around the expan-
sion of Chinese business in Kazakhstan, its 
benefits  with regards to goods supply cannot 
be disputed. Big companies, too, help develop 
specific sectors and support overall economic 
development, and assist in addressing social 
issues at the enterprise level. The trade pat-
terns remain imbalanced, but this primarily 
depends on governmental action, specifically, 
on how effectively it can support local SMEs 
and negotiate with the Chinese side on pro-
moting not only trade but also manufacturing 
companies. Some of the positive recent de-
velopments include an agreement to use Chi-
nese credits and investments to support the 
non-commodity sectors, such as construction 
of power stations, tapping non-conventional 
energy sources, construction of cement and 
glass plants, etc. (Dknews, 2014). 

Notes

Note 1. The “Huaqiao” are Chinese citizens, normally 
Han Chinese, permanently residing in different countries. 
(Larin, 2009: 343) 

Note 2. The share of big business (7%, mainly in oil, mining 
and metallurgical sectors) and its contribution to the GDP 
of Kazakhstan is 70%. (Kapital, 2012) 
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5. Agriculture as a sector most sensitive to the Chinese presence 

5.1. Agriculture and its labor demand in Kazakhstan

In 2008, when the national Industrial and Innova-
tive Development Strategy for 2003-2015 was in 
the  half-way  stage  of implementation, almost a 
third (31.5%) of the country’s labor force was con-
centrated in agriculture; yet the sector produced 
only 5.8% of GDP, dropping to 5% in 2011 and 
4.3% in 2014. Labor productivity in agriculture in 
2008 was $3,000 per worker (overall – $22,600 
per worker according to the purchasing power 
parity). In contrast, in Russia it was $33,400, in Ja-
pan – $68,200, in USA – $98,100) (Government of 
Kazakhstan, 2003). The self-employed constituted 
a third of the total number of employed, and two 
thirds of the self-employed resided in rural areas; 
the rural self-employed population was predomi-
nantly Kazakh.   

With qualified labor in short supply in many ag-
ricultural sectors, one solution would be to bring 
in foreign labor, however it is unlikely to be pro-
vided by Kazakhstan’s post-Soviet neighbors who 
experience similar demographic and economic 
challenges. Since 1992, Russia has experienced 
depopulation due to deaths exceeding births, and 
since 2006 its working age population has been 
declining. Therefore, Russia itself faces growing la-
bor shortages, and the share of those employed 
in agriculture there is only 7.8% (2009). Neighbors 
from Central Asia can hardly supply labor for the 
Kazakhstan agriculture either. (Note 2) Workers 
from Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan have already filled 
the niches in the Kazakhstan market where labor 
was in demand, specifically production of cotton, 
tobacco,  vegetable and water-melon. Since Ka-
zakhstan is the main grain producer in Central Asia, 
professionals and workers from its neighbors are 
unlikely to eliminate the existing labor shortages.

Economic development in Kazakhstan has been 
uneven, and the county clearly needs skilled work-
ers. Russia and Kazakhstan now compete for for-
eign labor, and Chinese migration should be care-

Kazakhstan and China cooperate not only in en-
ergy and trade, but also in the transport, finance 
and communications sectors, and increasingly – in 
agriculture and tourism. Agriculture in particular 
merits a closer look, because it is the most recent 
but also a very promising area of cooperation; it 
is also a very sensitive area, with each announce-
ment triggering public debate on its prospects in 
Kazakhstan. 

Prior to the breakup of the Soviet Union, Kazakh-
stan was nicknamed a “bread basket” of the USSR: 
it was the third largest producer of grain and flour, 
behind Russia and Ukraine. The situation has 
changed dramatically since then: the cultivated 
area shrank, and employment dropped. Neverthe-
less, Kazakhstan remains the number one exporter 
of grain and flour in Central Asia. 

Like many other sectors of Kazakhstan’s econ-
omy, agriculture suffered a shortage of skilled 
workers, and its labor demand remains unmet. 
In particular, grain production in three northern 
regions (Kostanai, Akmola and Northern Kazakh-
stan, which produce 80% of grain output) was se-
verely affected by emigration of professionals in 
the 1990s, specifically ethnic Russians, Ukraini-
ans, Belorussians and Germans. Between  1996 
and   2004, years of relatively modest emigration, 
the country lost 184,600 professionals with uni-
versity degrees, of who almost 10,000 had a de-
gree in agriculture. These were not only skilled 
workers but also potential farmers – agents of 
a market transformation in agriculture. Grain-
growing has been further weakened by the de-
cline in secondary vocational education, which 
has disrupted continuity in the sector. The short-
age of labor caused by emigration could not be 
completely offset by the Kazakh population, for-
mer nomads, who traditionally engage in live-
stock breeding in rural areas. (Note 1)
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fully considered by both countries in a pragmatic 
manner. China’s participation in land lease, con-
cessions and bringing Chinese agricultural work-
ers to Kazakhstan have so far been marginal, but 
it could be a promising avenue, since efforts to at-
tract foreign investors and labor meet the needs of 
Kazakhstan’s economy.   

Food security acquires a special importance given 
the fluctuations in world oil prices and vulnerabil-
ity of Kazakhstan’s commodity-based economy to 
such fluctuations. Kazakhstan’s Industrial and In-
novative Development Strategy for 2002-2015 
aimed to increase the share of processing in agri-
culture from 38.1 to 45-46%, but this is made dif-
ficult due to a lack of  highly qualified professionals 
and skilled workers.

Bringing in labor from Xinjiang opens a window of 
opportunity for achieving food security. This is in 
line with China’s own policy for ensuring food secu-
rity since levels of consumption among its 1.3-bln 
population is constantly on the rise. China largely 
managed to implement its food policy and is self-
sufficient in food (except for soy beans, which are 
imported). However, urbanization in China con-
tinues at a rapid pace which  has reduced arable 
land, and land degradation, air and water pollu-
tion prevent higher yields. The central government 
pursues a variety of measures to ensure food sup-

ply, including grain imports and incentives for lo-
cal Chinese companies to lease or buy agricultural 
land abroad. In fact, the term “food security” is 
rendered in Chinese as “grain security”.  

When Chinese counterparts start land lease proj-
ects, they normally sign contracts with a private 
company or set up joint ventures to till land and 
produce grain or other crops. Chinese international 
company «Suntime» is already active in the agricul-
tural sector of Kazakhstan, investing in soy beans 
production both in Kazakhstan and in other coun-
tries of Central Asia and in Russia.  (GRAIN, 2008) 

Growth can be ensured by technology upgrades, 
higher productivity, labor quality improvements 
(education, skills); alternatively, it can be supported 
by bringing in additional (foreign) labor. In the lat-
ter case China can objectively meet the growing 
demand for labor, especially since XUAR continues 
to demonstrate relatively high population growth 
rates: according to official projections, “by 2030 
XUAR population could reach up to 33.4 million 
people”. (Quoted from  Syroezhkin, 2003: 265). The 
idea appears provocative, but only at first glance. In 
fact, this is an opportunity for Kazakhstan to imple-
ment its agriculture development plans in the com-
ing decades, because China provides opportunities 
for investments, transfer of technologies and equip-
ment, as well as qualified specialists and workers.

5.2. Official cooperation in agriculture

Cooperation in agriculture has been a recurrent 
topic in bilateral meetings at different levels, albeit 
sparsely covered by media. Thus, during the state 
visit of the Chairman of the PRC Hu Jintao to Kazakh-
stan in August 2007, agriculture was mentioned 
among key areas for sectoral cooperation. In April 
2008, during the official visit of Kazakhstan’s Prime 
Minister Karim  Massimov to China the parties 
signed the Action Plan for the Program of Intergov-
ernmental Cooperation between Kazakhstan and 
China in Non-Commodity Sectors for 2008-2012, 
which included eight agricultural projects. To imple-
ment the projects, JSC “KazAgro” and the China 
National Cereals, Oils and Foodstuffs Corporation 
(COFCO) signed a cooperation agreement on sup-
plying Kazakhstan’s wheat to China. (Kapital, 2014)  

The cooperation received a further impetus in April 
2009, when the President of Kazakhstan, Nursul-
tan Nazarbayev, paid a state visit to the PRC. As a 
follow-up to the visit, 11 bilateral intergovernmen-
tal documents were signed, including a MoU be-
tween Ministries of Agriculture of Kazakhstan and 
China. During an official visit of the Premier of the 
State Council of the PRC, Wen Jiabao, to  Astana  in 
October 2009, the  joint communiqué expressed 
commitment to further strengthen cooperation in 
agriculture along with other non-commodity sec-
tors. The Trade Mission of Kazakhstan in Beijing 
in December 2009 showcased its farming (wheat, 
oils, animal products, wool, and leather) and food 
production (flour and pasta). (Syroezhkin, 2010: 
139, 143-150) 
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Agriculture was discussed during the visit of the 
Chairman of the PRC Xi Jinping to Kazakhstan in 
September 2013, and although it was not cov-
ered by the media in much detail, there is no 
doubt that such discussions will be increasingly 
specific. Thus, the 7th session of the Subcom-
mittee on Trade and Economic Cooperation be-
tween the two countries held in Beijing in Feb-
ruary 2014, included a discussion of construc-
tion of a grain terminal at the border between 
China and Kazakhstan, as well as supply of Ka-
zakhstan’s wheat. (MEBP RK, 2014)

Fig. 5.1. Public protest against land lease to China in Almaty, January 30, 2010. (Pictures by Timur 
Batyrshin)

In January 2014, President Nazarbayev in his Ad-
dress to the Nation supported the lease of Kazakh-
stan’s land to foreign companies: “The land should 
be worked first of all by those who introduce new 
technologies, continuously improve productivity, 
use highest international standards. ...Leasing agri-
cultural land – only with investments, introduction 
of state-of-the-art technologies, increased com-
petition. We should not be afraid to do this, even 
if foreign companies lease [the land] and demon-
strate the best examples of using [the land] and 
producing agricultural products”. (Kursiv.kz, 2014)

5.2.1. The first Chinese projects in the agrarian sector of Kazakhstan

The first land lease agreement was signed 
by the two countries in 2003:  7,000 ha were 
leased for 10 years in the Alakol district of the 
East Kazakhstan region. Chinese-Kazakh JV was 
set up to support project implementation, and 
around 3,000 Chinese workers were brought in. 
All land leases by foreign companies generate 
active protests in Kazakhstan, and this case was 
no exception. Kazakhstan’s officials denied the 
existence of such an agreement, but it may well 
be that similar negotiations had already taken  
place  in early the 2000s, and some preliminary 
agreements were reached. Even local sinologists 
are not familiar with the details of this first proj-
ect. (KISI, 2005: 66) 

The next project was announced by President 
Nazarbayev in December 2009. The Media re-
ported the lease of 1 mln ha in the Zhambyl and 

Southern Kazakhstan regions, to be used for soy 
beans production. Annually, China imports 40 
mln tons of soy beans and demand keeps grow-
ing. According to the spokesperson for the RK 
Ministry of Agriculture Arman Evniev, a pilot 
soy bean production  was planned back in 2010 
on 10,000- 15,000 ha of steppe. Evniev stressed 
that this was not land lease but joint cultivation 
and Chinese investment in production process-
es. (Pannier, 2009)  

The potential land lease to Chinese entrepre-
neurs stirred a wave of alarmism and public 
resentment in Kazakhstan, which manifested it-
self by a growing number of publications on the 
threat of Sino-isation, as well as public protests 
with anti-Chinese slogans and petitions to the 
Chairman of PRC.  (Figure 5.1.) (Nurtazina K., 
Dyusenbek D., 2010)
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Soon after the Chairman’s Xi Jinping visit to Ka-
zakhstan in 2013, land lease  to Chinese citizens  
started. According to the KazTAG, in early 2014 
citizens of China (along with nationals of Russia 
and other countries) received land leases for 
agricultural use in the Akmola and Eastern Ka-
zakhstan regions. (KazTAG, 2014b)  According to 
the First Vice Prime-Minister Bakhytzhan Sagin-
taev, “the government possessed accurate data 
on who received how much land, for how many 
years, and on what conditions”. (Total.kz, 2014) 
Media reports suggested that Chinese compa-
nies leased 1,012.23 ha of agricultural land, all 
of which was in the Eastern Kazakhstan region. 
(Note 3)  

According to the Land Management Commit-
tee of the Ministry for Regional Development, 
as of May 2014, Kazakhstan leased 4,749.8 ha 

of agricultural land to 32 land users from China, 
and 4,011.2 ha – to 22 land users from Russia.  
In total, foreign citizens leased 94 plots of land 
with the total area of 19,200 ha for temporary 
agricultural use. (Akhmetbekov,  2014)  

In May 2014, the Land Management Committee 
announced a draft law on extending the term  
of agricultural land lease (which was previously 
capped at 10 years) to foreign citizens, stateless 
persons and foreign legal entities. The December 
2014 amendments to the Land Code stipulated 
the right to provide agricultural land in Kazakhstan 
for a fee for up to 25 years. In total, foreigners have 
access to 302,614.7 ha of agricultural land. (ibid.) 
Although the share of Chinese land users is only at 
1.6%, it is bound to increase exponentially, given 
the economic and socio-demographic dynamic in 
Kazakhstan and China. 

5.2.2. Cooperation in agriculture: challenges and prospects

The above mentioned joint projects with Chinese 
partners are initial ones, and cooperation in agri-
culture is  expected  to continue into  the future. 
Moreover, due to the labor market situation Ka-
zakhstan needs to lease land to foreign compa-
nies. For the leases to be mutually beneficial, 
three issues need to be considered. First, in terms 
of the legal structure of agricultural entities, ac-
cording to K.Syroezhkin, “they should not be es-
tablished as holdings that allow parent companies 
to dominate their affiliates, prevent transparency 
and create loopholes for corruption”. (Syroezhkin, 
2014b) Instead, he recommends the establish-
ment of share farms which could ensure equal 
contribution by participants and then sell some of 
their output to China. 

Second, given high sensitivity of land-related is-
sues, cooperation in agriculture should receive 
special information support, including influenc-
ing of public opinion, public disclosure, monitor-
ing and control that would enable openness and 
transparency of the process and prevent social 
tensions in Kazakhstan.

Third, cooperation between Kazakhstan and China 
should not be limited to agricultural land lease, but 

should include investments, production, processing, 
trade and other spheres. For example, the Xinjiang 
region has already become a leading vegetables and 
fruits supplier to Kazakhstan. In 2010, export of fruits 
and vegetables through the Khorgos-Xinjiang border 
crossing exceeded 80,000 tons. Over 11 months of 
2013, China exported to Kazakhstan 310,000 tons of 
agricultural produce (Xinhua, 2014f). With a volume 
that is constantly rising in over 5 months of 2015 
alone, China exported to Kazakhstan agricultural pro-
duction worth $56.1 mln, including: tomatoes for 
$30 mln, apples – $5.5 mln, tangerines – $3.6 mln, 
and other fruits, vegetables and  nuts. (LS, 2015b) 

In 2013, the Pokitu and Bakhty checkpoints in 
the Eastern Kazakhstan region started to operate 
green corridors to accelerate handling of agricul-
tural freight. This had an immediate impact on 
the quantities of imported fruit and vegetables. 
As seen from Fig 5.1, most of the imported fruit 
comes from China and via the East Kazakhstan 
region.

Kazakhstan’s customs authorities stress that ac-
celerated procedures do not mean uncontrolled 
movement across the border. A joint Kazakh-
Chinese venture is planned in the settlement of 
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Bakhty, which would transport, sort and distribute 
fruit and vegetables across Kazakhstan. Тhis would 
significantly reduce the prices because the pro-
duce would go directly to markets and stores. Such 
intensive trade leads to increased mutual depen-
dence of the XUAR and Kazakhstan economies. 

There is yet another aspect related to a greater 
presence of China in the agrarian sector of Ka-
zakhstan. The issue of land lease or land purchase 
by foreigners is among the most sensitive for the 
general public, which will be addressed below in 
the section dealing with “myths” around Chinese 
migration.

Notes

Note 1.  Looking back to early 1990s, it can be claimed that 
such a unique  and challenging project for the post-Soviet 
countries such  as moving the capital from Almaty to Astana 
(at that time – Tzelinograd, a regional center) between  1994-
1997 was caused not only by geopolitical considerations 
(further away from the border with China, closer to the 
geographic center of  the country and to the border with 
Russia), but also to a large extent by internal economic, 
social and ethno-demographic factors, such as division of the 

country into the  agrarian ”Kazakh” South and the industrial 
“Russian” North. As noted by the author in 2000, “the key 
reason for moving the capital was the desire to overcome 
regional ethnic and population disproportion, stimulate 
migration out of southern regions with excessive labor to 
industrial northern cities, to engage the Kazakh population 
in industrial and agricultural production of  Central and 
Northern Kazakhstan” . (Sadovskaya, 2001: 43)

Note 2. Asian countries that can provide labor for Kazakhstan 
include India which  intends to participate in agricultural 
projects in Tajikistan; however, there are specific issues with 
attracting Indian labor, e.g. language differences.  

Note 3. According to the Deputy Chair of the Land 
Management Committee of the RK Ministry for Regional 
Development Kazbek Chikanaev, as of January 1, 2014 
foreign citizens and legal entities, together with their 
Kazakhstani partners received 23,588.9 ha of land for 
temporary agricultural use for a fee. Out of this, 1,012.2 ha 
are leased by legal entities from PRC. (However, the official 
did not provide any statistics as to the number of lease 
requests from foreign citizens and legal persons, stating that 
the data was unavailable at the Ministry, since according to 
Article 16 of the RK Land Code the provision of land is the 
responsibility of local executive bodies. (Total.kz, 2014)

Chart  5.1. Import of fruit from China via border crossings in the Eastern Kazakhstan region in 2014 
(percent of the total)
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6. China’s “soft power” policy in Kazakhstan and cooperation in education

6.1. China’s “soft power” policy and international education 

land, Vietnam, Russia and India. (Xinhua, 2011) 
According to the Ministry’s statistics, in 2014 
377,054 international students from 203 coun-
tries and regions have been studying at the uni-
versities, colleges and other educational and re-
search institutions of China; out of them 62,923 
– from South Korea, 24,203 – the USA, 21,296 
– Thailand, 17,202 – Russia, 15,057  – Japan, as 
well as from India, Indonesia, Kazakhstan, Paki-
stan, and other countries. (MoE  PRC, 2015)  

Educational migration from Kazakhstan shifts 
eastward

Intensive humanitarian cooperation between 
Kazakhstan and China started in the 2000s, af-
ter signing bilateral agreements  on education; 
initially dozens, and then hundreds of students 
went to China—at first to obtain university edu-
cation, and later to avail of academic mobility. By 
educational migration, we mean studying at a 
higher or secondary vocational educational insti-
tution abroad to obtain  professional knowledge 
and specialization. Here, we include the Chinese 
language courses that normally precede study-
ing at a university or college. Academic mobil-
ity is students’ training, secondments of faculty 
members, research during a specified academic 
period, normally for a semester or academic 
year, at a different educational establishment 
within their own country or abroad.

Exchange of students and interns started in 
2003, when 20 students from Kazakhstan went 
to China for one year to study Chinese. (Minis-
try of Education and Science of the RK, 2007) In 
2005 a two-year training program for students 
from Kazakhstan and other countries of Central 
Asia was launched at the North-Western Univer-
sity located in Xian, the ancient capital of China 
(SCO Secretariat, 2009). According to the media, 

In addition to its economic involvement in Ka-
zakhstan and Central Asia, China has been re-
cently increasing its cultural influence by in-
vesting in education, research, TV and radio 
broadcasting, cultural events and exhibitions. 
This is a part of the so called soft power policy 
(zhuang shili). The concept of soft power was 
coined by the U.S. professor Joseph Nye and it 
means using the intangible resources of culture 
and ideology to influence other countries and 
their population without resorting to military 
action or using force (“persuasion instead of co-
ercion”). (Nye, 2004)

The concept of  soft power resonates well with 
the values reflected in the Chinese culture, and 
Nye’s ideas were embraced and adjusted by the 
Chinese political scientists as a result of discus-
sions around the meaning behind the concept: 
should it refer to culture (enhancing cultural po-
tential within China and projecting it outside the 
country) or politics (building up the overall might 
of the nation, creating a harmonious society in-
side the country and a harmonious world in the 
international arena, strengthening the strategic 
reputation that would increase China’s credibility 
with other countries). As a result, both interpre-
tations tend to be reflected in  Beijing’s thrust for  
constant enhancement of the “overall might of 
the state”, with culture serving as its component.  
(Borokh and Lomanov, 2008: 10) 

One key area of the soft power used by China is 
education.  A  growing number of Chinese stu-
dents are  studying abroad, and reciprocally, the 
number of international students in China has 
been increasing over the past 15 years. Accord-
ing to the Ministry of Education (MoE) of the 
PRC, the number of foreign students in China 
has reached 265,000 from 194 countries in 2010 
including South Korea, the USA, Japan, Thai-
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in 2006 already some 1,200 Kazakhstani under-
graduate students studied in China, including 
500 – at Beijing universities, 206 – in Shanghai, 
108 –  Urumqi, 130 – Guangzhou etc.  (Kazin-
form, 2006). According to Chinese sources, in 
the 2010/11 academic year there were 7,874 
Kazakhstani students studying in China (and 
1,500 Chinese students – in Kazakhstan), and in 
2011/12 – already 8,287 students.  (China.org.
cn, 2012) 

Based on the latest media reports, in the 
2014/15 academic year almost 11,200 students 
from Kazakhstan were studying  in China, with 
4,000 of them in Beijing, 1,250 – in Urumqi, 800 
– in Shanghai, 700 – in Xian, 500 – in Guangzhou, 
400 – in Wuhan, 150 – in Nanking, Lanzhou and  
Harbin, etc. In this respect China is second only 
to Russia where 28,000 students study, and alto-
gether more than 50,000 Kazakhstani students 
study abroad. (Kazinform, 2014) This number 
includes students in all types of programs – gov-
ernment-sponsored, corporate and private.

A regional breakdown reveals, that the univer-
sities of Beijing, Shanghai, Xian, Guangzhou, 
Urumqi, i.e., big cities in the east and north-west 
of China located close to Kazakhstan tend to pre-
dominate. According to the Embassy of the Re-
public of Kazakhstan in the People’s Republic of 
China, 1,360 students were studying at universi-
ties of the Xinjiang-Uyghur Autonomous Region 
in 2011. (Tulindinova, 2012) Over 70 students 
from Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and other coun-
tries of Central Asia study traditional Chinese 
medicine at the Xinjiang Medical University. As 
one of the students from Kazakhstan said, she 
became interested in traditional medicine after 
numerous health facilities that used traditional 
practices – acupuncture, Chinese massage and 
medicinal herbs – had appeared in the country. 
(China daily, 2012)

The unprecedented growth in the number of 
students in China, a country with which only 25 
years ago Kazakhstan did not have diplomatic 
relations, can be explained by the extensively 
developing economic and socio-cultural ties 
defined by the needs of bilateral economic co-

operation and political rapprochement.  China 
is currently implementing a series of big infra-
structural projects in Kazakhstan and in the 
region, and they require various professionals 
absent or not sufficient enough in Kazakhstan.

The needs of Kazakhstan are caused by the cur-
rent state of its education and science. The key 
problems stem from long-term underfinancing, 
predominance of degrees in liberal arts and hu-
manities instead of technology and engineering, 
poor quality of instruction and consequently 
– knowledge received, mismatch between pro-
fessions that are taught at the universities and 
highly demanded in the labor markets, the high 
cost of education and living in cities, and all per-
vasive corruption. 

On the other hand, young people are attracted 
by relatively inexpensive education in China, the 
growing reputation of Chinese universities, the 
opportunity to learn Chinese, and perspectives 
to obtain a more relevant profession/specializa-
tion and job at Chinese or joint enterprises with 
sufficiently high wages. The geopolitical and 
global economic rise of China definitely plays a 
role and makes studying in a neighboring coun-
try attractive and prestigious. Besides, China in 
recent years has been an active participant in the 
global competition for students, and has been 
promoting its universities in the global market 
of educational services, including in Kazakhstan.   

An important role in establishing cooperation 
belonged to the international regulatory frame-
work in this area. During the visit of the Chair-
man of the People’s Republic of China Hu Jintao 
to Kazakhstan in June 2003, two documents re-
lated to education were signed: an agreement 
between the Ministry of Education and Science 
of Kazakhstan and the Ministry of Education 
of China on cooperation in education, and an 
agreement on the provision of free assistance 
to Kazakhstan in the amount of RMB 20 mln 
to support the implementation of educational 
projects. (The Kazakhstanskaya pravda, 2003)

Other important documents were signed by the 
President of Kazakhstan, Nursultan Nazarbayev, 

http://cbbs.chinadaily.com.cn�
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during the state visit to China in December 
2006, including a strategy for cooperation be-
tween the countries in the 21st century, agree-
ment on mutual recognition and equivalence 
of education documents, academic (scientific) 
degrees and academic titles, agreement to open 

the Confucius Institute in Kazakhstan amongst 
others.  In the following years the parties signed 
a series of important documents related to edu-
cation and science that facilitate mutual student 
and faculty exchanges and promotion of aca-
demic mobility. 

6.2. Educational programs and academic mobility 

Language courses, vocational and university 
education

The first year of studying in China normally is de-
voted to learning Chinese. In order to speed up 
the learning process, language training centers 
appeared in Kazakhstan, e.g. starting from 2007 
the International Kazakh-Chinese Language 
Academy and college have been active in Al-
maty, which offers in-depth Chinese and English 
training (International Kazakh-Chinese Language 
Academy, 2014). Such language courses help 
students to pass the HSK exam (Hanyu Shuiping 
Kaoshi) to certify their level of command of Chi-
nese and future training in the tertiary educa-
tion system; this is a state exam in the PRC to 
certify the level of language command for non-
native Chinese speakers including foreigners, 
overseas Chinese (Huaqiao) and ethnic minori-
ties. (Wikipedia, 2012)

Academic and research programs in China are 
offered both officially (through universities, aca-
demic and sectoral institutes and centers) and 
outside official channels.  Different categories 
of students study in China: those who arrived 
under government agreements, participants 
of the “Bolashak” program; those who pay tu-
ition for attending language courses, colleges 
or universities; as well as those who were sent 
for training and professional development and 
their expenses are covered by their employers 
– private and public-private companies such as 
Aktobemunaigaz.  Students obtain diplomas in 
the technology (oil prospecting and production, 
power and metallurgy, construction and trans-
port) and humanities (regional studies, interna-
tional relations, translation) fields.

A feature of educational migration from Kazakh-
stan is its multi-ethnic composition:  students 
studying at Chinese colleges and universities in-
clude Kazakhs, Russians, Ukrainians, Dungans, 
Chinese (Kazakhstani nationals), plus other eth-
nicities. The Kazakhs predominate because they 
constitute the majority of participants in govern-
ment-sponsored educational programs and in the 
overall ethnic composition of  Kazakhstan’s youth.  

Centers and associations of ethnic communities 
assist in designing the arrangements for train-
ing of ethnic minorities abroad. Thus, since 2002 
the Assembly of the Peoples of Kazakhstan and 
Association of the Dungans of Kazakhstan (ADK) 
have been facilitating studies in China for the 
Dungan students. Today the ADK partner with 
five universities in Xian: North-Western Univer-
sity, University of Foreign Languages, Shaanxi 
Pedagogical University, University of Petroleum 
and Gas, University of Transport and Communi-
cations as well as universities in Shanghai. The 
Chinese Language Center set up by the ADK en-
ters into agreements with these universities an-
nually, and students enjoy discounts provided to 
the ADK. (ADK, 2014)

Cooperation with China in education and culture 
helps to develop professionals that are sorely  
needed to support the development of the Dun-
gan villages of Masanchi and Sortobe (Shortube) 
in the Korday district of the Zhambyl region where 
the Dungans mostly reside. The young people go 
to study to China annually, and over the past 10 
years at least 300 Dungan students received lan-
guage training. Some successful graduates are 
employed by joint ventures in Kazakhstan, Russia, 
China. (Kharsanov, 2014) Also the graduates are 
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potential participants of joint business projects 
with partners from Shaanxi and Gansu provinces 
where they studied.  This is another important 
area for strengthening regional business, social 
and cultural ties between Kazakhstan and north-
western provinces of China.

These achievements contrast with the chanc-
es for the Dungans to obtain higher education 
abroad while participating in government-spon-
sored programs of Kazakhstan. Thus, only two 
Dungans (in 2005) and one ethnic Chinese (in 
2011) have managed to participate in the presti-
gious “Bolashak” program since it’s start in 1994 
(data as of the beginning of 2012). Thus, one 
important outcome of cooperation with China 
is new educational opportunities, professional 
and career perspectives for the Dungans, and 
overall – prospects for horizontal and upward 
social mobility for the community, – something 
they have been deprived of for many years.   

Academic mobility 

Masters and post-graduate students study in 
China under the “Bolashak” government-spon-
sored program. Over the 20 years of its existence 
10,902 scholarships have been awarded, and 
majority of students study in the UK, the USA 
and Russia. In 2005 the first big group of 112 
students went to universities of South-East Asia. 
During 2005-2014 190 program participants re-
ceived training in China; if other countries are 
considered (Japan, Malaysia, Singapore, South 
Korea etc.), the share of those studying in South-
East Asia would be 7.8%, or 850 students. (The 
“Bolashak” Government Program, 2014)  

As of December 2014, 116 graduates have com-
pleted their training at Chinese universities, of 
which 76 participated in Bachelors’ programs, 

24 – in Masters’ programs, 1 – post-graduate 
studies, 12 – internships, 3 – clinical residencies. 
Currently 13 “Bolashak” scholarship holders 
receive academic education at Chinese univer-
sities; the majority of them study engineering 
professions: IT, machine-building, geology and 
mining, construction and architecture, etc. (ibid) 

The Shanghai Cooperation Organization plays 
an increasingly important role in promoting 
educational migration and academic mobility 
between China and Kazakhstan and other SCO 
member countries. A new initiative here would 
be the Shanghai Cooperation Organization Uni-
versity (SCOU) launched in 2009. (China.org.cn, 
2009) The SCO Network University comprises 53 
leading universities from the SCO member coun-
tries: 16 – from Russia, 11 – from Tajikistan, 10 – 
China and Kazakhstan each, 6 – Kyrgyzstan. The 
SCOU is an interactive system for these universi-
ties that occupy core positions in specific areas.  
It is expected that students of a leading univer-
sity participating in the SCOU would be able to 
continue their education at any other university 
of the network starting from any semester.

Educating top-level professionals at the SCOU is 
expected to be done in priority areas of econom-
ic and technology and scientific cooperation be-
tween member countries.  These areas include 
power, ecology, machine-building, metallurgy, 
materials science, transport, IT, nanotechnolo-
gies and humanities – history, political science 
(under regional studies) and language studies. 
Chinese and language studies continue to be a 
priority education area for students from post-
Soviet countries. Since SCOU requires consider-
able financial and technological investment, the 
process has been slowed down by recent crises 
and is not functioning at its full capacity.

6.3.  The role of Confucius Institutes in studying the Chinese language and promoting  
 Chinese culture  

The soft power approach pursued by China in 
Kazakhstan was marked with the launching of 
Confucius Institutes – non-profit humanitarian 

institutions intended to promote the Chinese 
language and Chinese culture globally. The first 
such institution outside China appeared in 2009 
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in Seoul. As of the end of 2010, there were 322 
Confucius Institutes and 369 Confucius classes 
in 96 countries and regions of the world; it is 
expected that by 2020 their number will reach 
1,000. (Wikipedia, 2014) The Ministry of Educa-
tion of China estimates that today more than 
100 mln people learn Chinese. Not only the Chi-
nese language, but also Chinese philosophy and 
culture are taught at the Confucius Institutes. 

The first Confucius Institutes in Kazakhstan were 
opened in Astana – under the Gumilev Eurasian 
National University in December 2007 – and in 
Almaty – under the Al-Farabi Kazakh National 
University (KazNU) in February 2009. The Con-
fucius Institute at the Eurasian University trains  
sinologists; the Confucius Institute at the KazNU, 
developed on the basis of the Chinese Language 
Center was set up in 2002 as a result of multi-
year cooperation with the Lanzhou University 
that helped to design curricula and sent in Chi-
nese teachers. (Vesti.kz, 2009) Every year the 
Institute sends its faculty members for develop-
mental assignments and to improve their pro-
ficiency in the Chinese language.  By 2012, the 

Confucius Institute sent more than 500 students 
and university staff to China. (Kazakh National 
University, 2014) 

In 2011, two more Confucius Institutes opened in 
Kazakhstan – in Aktobe and Karaganda; they ap-
peared on the premises of local universities and 
partnered with the Xinjiang University of Econom-
ics and Finance in Urumqi. (Vesti.kz, 2011) These 
projects in education and culture promote a closer 
humanitarian cooperation and are strengthening 
regional ties between Kazakhstan and the XUAR. 

The growing number of those wishing to learn 
Chinese and obtain education in China is a re-
flection of the global trend that substantiates 
the transcontinental spread of Chinese busi-
nesses; good command of Chinese is essential in 
order to successfully cooperate with them. (Xi-
nhua, 2009) Furthermore, fluent Chinese make 
Kazakhstani professionals more competitive not 
only on the domestic, but also on the global la-
bor market: some high-performing Kazakh stu-
dents studying at Chinese universities start re-
ceiving job offers even prior to graduation.     

6.4.  Prospects for the development of educational migration between China  
 and Kazakhstan (based on sociological survey results)

The sociological survey conducted in 2012 con-
firmed the impressive changes in the educa-
tional preferences of Kazakhstani citizens with 
regard to studying in China. According to the 
survey, 16% of respondents had acquaintances, 
friends or relatives who were either studying at 
that moment or had previously studied in China 
(Note 1). The share may seem modest, but it’s 
worth remembering that Kazakhstan (in the So-
viet times) and China had experienced two de-
cades of tension in their interstate relations, and 
there were virtually no cultural and educational 
contacts during that period.  The rapidly grow-
ing students’ migration has been observed only 
over the last 5-10 years. 

Additionally, the survey discovered a growing 
interest on the part of Kazakhstani residents to 

obtain either education in China or gain some 
sinological specialization in Kazakhstan.  Thus, 
12% of respondents wanted to obtain education 
in China, and 18% wanted their children to do 
so; 13% wanted to obtain a sinology specializa-
tion in Kazakhstan, 16% wanted their children to 
do so. (Diagram 6.1)

Among various regions, the focus on obtaining an 
education in China is most highly  pronounced in 
Almaty. Here 17% of respondents have acquain-
tances, friends or relatives who either study or 
have studied in China. Some 17% of residents of 
the Southern capital would like to obtain an educa-
tion in China themselves, and 23% want their chil-
dren to do so.  27% of Almaty residents indicated 
that they wanted to specialize in sinology in Ka-
zakhstan, and 39% wanted their children to do so.
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Predictably, the share of those wishing to study 
in China or specialize in sinology is the highest 
among respondents aged between 15 and 29 
and having higher and vocational professional 
education as well as incomplete higher and sec-
ondary educations. Among the various ethnici-
ties the growing interest in studying in China or 
specializing in sinology was demonstrated most 
noticeably by Kazakhs – compared to Russians 
and other ethnic groups, they provided almost 
twice as many positive responses to these ques-
tions.

Such educational preferences  among Kazakh-
stanis coincide  with the plans of China to in-
crease the intake of foreign students. In June 
2012 during the SCO Summit in Beijing China an-
nounced its decision to train 1,500 professionals 
from SCO member countries at Chinese universi-
ties over the next three years. In addition, China 
will provide 30,000 government grants and will 
take 10,000 students and teachers from Confu-
cius Institutes for training and professional devel-
opment over the next 10 years. (Kazinform, 2012)

Thus, taking into account the changes in stu-
dents migration (via all channels – governmen-
tal and private) to the East, the growing interest 
of Kazakhstani residents to obtain an education 
in China, and China’s plans to increase the intake 
of foreign students, further increase of educa-
tional migration and academic mobility from Ka-
zakhstan to China can be confidently predicted.  

Since we are looking at Chinese migration in a 
broader social context, the issues for further re-
search are the following. Firstly, the role of  edu-
cational migration and academic mobility in in-
dividual personal and professional development 
and enhancing the human capital of the origin 
and destination countries. Secondly, its role as a 
channel for academic, labor and upward social 
mobility (Note 1); thirdly, its role in supplying the 
labor markets of the two countries with  quali-
fied workforces. And also students’ migration as 
a factor of “transnationalization” of the social and 
academic space between Kazakhstan and China, 
and a factor contributing to the development of 
bilateral academic, cultural and humanitarian re-

Diagram 6.1. Kazakhstani citizens on the actual situation and prospects of obtaining education in 
China in 2012 (percent). N=544.



79

lations and thus – strengthening international co-
operation in general, and many others. 

Educational migration and academic mobility 
between China and Kazakhstan and SCO mem-
ber states in general hold a lot of promise and 
outstanding prospects for development. It is 
important, however, to prevent negative con-
sequences of studying and working abroad that 
may result in a “brain drain”. Furthermore, edu-
cational migration may transform into a chan-
nel for “bridal migration” because students are 
young people who may marry  and stay in the 
country where they study.  The global trend to-

day is one of students’ migration emerging as a 
channel of transforming temporary migration 
(normally students stay in a country on tem-
porary student visas) into permanent migra-
tion.  Such risks of a “brain drain” always have 
mid-and long-term negative implications for the 
economy and human capital of the countries 
of origin.  Thus, further researching of educa-
tional migration and its implications is needed. 
In fact, almost all aspects of this process lend 
themselves to study by sociologists, political sci-
entists, economists, international relations and 
culture studies scholars, social psychologists, 
educators, etc.   

6.5.  The emerging transnational social space between Kazakhstan and China  
 and other implications of China’s “soft power”

The shift in students’ flow to the east is accom-
panied by the “transnationalization” of the so-
cial space between Kazakhstan and China. Once 
you visit websites on studies in China you see, 
that young Kazakhstanis studying in the PRC are 
willing to share information on universities, col-
leges, specializations, Chinese language courses, 
grants, and other issues.  Friends and classmates 
who stayed in Kazakhstan use Skype, telephone, 
social media for transborder networking and 
discussing a variety of topics ranging from re-
search to politics, from culture to  leisure. These 
new communication channels also help parents 
keep contact with their children, send them 
money and visit them from time to time. Also, 
relatives living in different parts of Kazakhstan 
want to learn about China “first-hand” from the 
students studying in Chin and so on. This interac-
tion happens not only among students, it’s not 
limited to education-related topics, and provide 
emotional, informational, organisational and fi-
nancial transborder support.

The variety of topics and interactions take place 
among young people virtually connected  in the 
Zhaskyranclub  – Kazakhstan Students’ Associa-
tion  in China. They don’t have any official web-
site so far and communicate mostly via LinkedIn 

and Instagram. (The Kazakhstan Students’ Asso-
ciation in China, 2014).  At the moment this vir-
tual (and real as well) communication of young 
Kazakhstanis in China is at the initial spontane-
ous stage, and its communicative, informative, 
adaptative and integrative role as well as emerg-
ing “transnationalization” of the academic and 
social space are yet to be studied.     

China’s “soft power” (Confucius institutes and 
language courses, tourist agencies, cultural 
and educational exchange programs, exhibi-
tion activities, facilitating business interac-
tions, etc.) has indirect impact on ethno- and 
sociocultural dynamics in Kazakhstan as well. 
Particularly, a recent phenomenon observed 
among the Chinese (Han) diaspora (citizens 
of Kazakhstan) is that of renewed interest 
towards their ethnic and cultural identity. It 
has been spurred by more freedom to express 
their identity, as well as their perception of 
China’s rise and growing global power. This re-
vival manifests in increased enrollment among 
young people in Chinese language courses 
or graduate studies in China, tourist visits to 
China, and active trade and joint enterprises 
with Chinese partners. However, there is still 
little public debate about Chinese national 
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identity-building. Kazakhstani Chinese remain 
relatively passive participants of such discus-
sions, preferring to focus on consolidating at 
the kinship level, and/or establishing their 
ethnic communities.  This is an issue empiri-
cally unstudied, to say nothing about the con-
ceptualization of national and cultural identi-
ty-building among Han Chinese in Kazakhstan. 

Notes

Note 1. The survey used a representative sample of 
face-to-face interviews. The sample included 544 urban 
residents, aged 15 and above (2012). Respondent 
selection was based on stratified random probability 
sampling. The strata included Kazakhstan’s 14 oblasts 
grouped into five regions: Northern, Eastern, Southern, 

Western and Central; the city of Almaty was considered 
as a separate stratum. The fieldwork was conducted 
between May 17 and June 8, 2012. Sample error did 
not exceed 4.1%. The field work was conducted by the 
Social and Marketing Research Agency ‘BRiF Central Asia’ 
(Almaty) under the author’s project “Modern Chinese 
Migration in Kazakhstan” with the support of the World 
Bank (Washington DC). 

Note 2. This is exactly how higher education in Kazakhstan 
is perceived by Kazakh students from China and their 
parents. During interviews the returnees stressed that 
some of their children were studying in Almaty, and the 
parents wanted them to stay and work in Almaty and 
Astana – “south” and “north” capitals of the country. The 
Kazakh returnee students confirm the desire to obtain 
higher education and to work in Kazakhstan. (Sadovskaya, 
2010)
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The current international migration of Chi-
nese citizens and the transnational character 
of Chinese business is a global phenomenon 
observed in many countries, albeit not well 
researched in some, including Kazakhstan. 
Stronger economic presence and migration 
from China to Kazakhstan has generated con-
cerns among the population about the “in-
flux” of ethnic Chinese (Han). The number of 
publications about a “threat of Chinese inva-
sion” in the media increased as well.

There are two factors behind the concerns 
and fears about Chinese migration and its 
“mythologization”. The first one is historical, 
i.e. a collective memory of the Kazakh people 
deeply rooted in a dramatic history of conflicts 
between Kazakh tribes and the Dzungar Khan-
ate as well as confrontations of Kazakh no-
mads with the Qing government. The second 
factor is the current low levels of awareness 
of culture, traditions, economics and politics 
of China, which is confirmed by sociological 
surveys summarized below. 

Political scientists in Kazakhstan made an at-
tempt to analyze and classify myths about 
China and the Chinese presence in Kazakh-
stan. One such classification was proposed by 
an eminent sinologist K. Syroezhkin:

1. Threat of Chinese expansion across Kazakh-
stan due to China’s interest in mineral resourc-
es of Central Asia and its expansionist policy. 
2. Fear of Kazakhstan being taken over by Chi-
na and Russia and fears of partial annexation 
of Kazakhstan’s territory.
3. Fears about migration of the Han Chinese 
to the western part of China, particularly, Xin-
jiang, subsequent elimination of the Turkic ar-
eas and settlement on the Kazakh lands.

4. Threat of Chinese economic monopoly.
5. Conversion of Kazakhstan into a supplier of 
raw materials to China in the oil and gas sec-
tor (as well as others).
6. Danger of leasing out agricultural lands to 
China. 
7. Threat of environmental disasters due to 
China’s irrigation activities, particularly on the 
Irtysh River in Xinjiang. (Syroezhkin, 2014: 21-
24; Syroezhkin, 2009: 29–46).

Obviously, “mythologization” is an obstacle 
in understanding real challenges in regulating 
Chinese migration; it also has a negative im-
pact on bilateral relations. Each of such myths 
can be examined for substance. 

Myth #1. China’s territorial claims

The most challenging are myths about Chi-
na’s “territorial claims” and “expansionist 
plans”, while the most common concern is 
its economic domination of Kazakhstan. As 
K. Syroezhkin notes, territorial claims and ac-
quisition of Kazakhstan’s territory by China is 
a myth (Syroezhkin, 2014: 26). China is not 
planning to attack anyone because Kazakh-
stan is important for China predominantly as 
a resource base, a market for its goods and a 
transit territory. China already has begun us-
ing Kazakhstan’s territory through “peaceful 
means”, by leasing land and setting up joint 
agricultural enterprises in Eastern Kazakh-
stan and other regions. This is in fact a mutu-
ally beneficial process and requires stable and 
predictable relations, not aggression.

As for China’s economic expansion, Kazakh-
stan is indeed strongly dependent on China, 
especially for its daily consumer goods such as 

7. Chinese migration and presence in Kazakhstan: attitudes, myths and risks

7.1. Mythologization of Chinese migration and presence in Kazakhstan 
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clothes, footwear, textiles and household ap-
pliances. If one can envisage a situation when 
the supply of goods stops, Kazakhstan will 
face severe shortages as well as unemploy-
ment since hundreds of thousands people are 
employed in the trade sector, selling predomi-
nantly “Made in China” goods. Hence, stability 
is important for both countries. Their bilateral 
relations today are an example of the increas-
ing dependence of Kazakhstan on China and 
their strengthening trade, financial, economic 
cooperation.

China’s official position on the issue of “terri-
torial claims” is consistently good-neighborly 
and constructive, and fits well into China’s 
overall policy of building friendly relations, 
especially with neighboring countries. (Zhou 
Xiao Pei, 2013) 

Myth #2. Large-scale migration of the Chi-
nese to Kazakhstan

Another widespread myth is about the “in-
flux” of the Han Chinese. The main argument 
against it is the multi-ethnic composition of 
migration from China to Kazakhstan that in-
cludes ethnic Kazakhs-repatriates, Hans, Uy-
ghurs, Dungans, Koreans, Uzbeks and even 
Russians, with ethnic Kazakhs dominating mi-
gration flows, both for temporary and perma-
nent residence.

There are also other objective phenomena 
and processes in place. First, Kazakhstan is 
not the most attractive country for migrants 
from China as most migrants head off to the 
more developed eastern regions of China 
or western countries. Second, due to the 
vibrant development of China’s western re-
gion, some residents of eastern provinces 
indeed move to Xinjiang and other western 
provinces of China in search of new life op-
portunities but this direction “to the West” 
does not include Kazakhstan. Addition-
ally, the last decade has witnessed a global 
change in migratory trends, with many coun-
tries of the South, including China, becom-
ing more attractive for migrants from all over 

the world, not only from neighboring South-
Eastern Asian countries. 

China’s demographic domination should not 
be viewed as an inevitable “demographic 
threat”. Presently, pressure on China’s labor 
market is indeed creating incentives for emi-
gration, but only in a short-term or a medium-
term perspective. With regard to long-term 
demographic projections, the trends are ex-
pected to change. China’s birth control policy 
and the increase of living standards has re-
sulted in a serious demographic imbalance 
(a small cohort of young people, a predomi-
nance of males, an increasing cohort of peo-
ple over 65), which will have an impact on the 
labor market. Rapid population ageing affects 
the labor market and is likely to lead to labor 
shortages in the near future. Most likely, it 
will create incentives for immigration to China 
rather than emigration from the country. The 
October 2015 announcement of the cancel-
lation of the PRC’s one-child policy serves as 
recognition of these trends. 

Myth #3. Chinese diaspora and Chinatowns 
changing the ethnic composition of Kazakh-
stan

According to a 2012 recent survey, 11% of  Ka-
zakhstan’s population (including 15% in Alma-
ty and 14% in the Northern region)  are con-
cerned about Han Chinese receiving citizen-
ship on a mass scale. (Note 1) These concerns 
are not supported by facts: only 80 ethnic Chi-
nese have received citizenship of Kazakhstan 
since 1995; only 393 ethnic Chinese live per-
manently in Kazakhstan and have a residence 
permit, while the vast majority of migrants  
stay and work in Kazakhstan on a temporary 
basis. (MIA RK, 2015) Kazakhstan’s Ministry of 
Interior continuously monitors the legality of 
Chinese citizens staying in Kazakhstan.

Similarly ungrounded are concerns (shared by 
11% of respondents, including 14% in the cit-
ies of South Kazakhstan and 12% respondents 
in Almaty) that Chinese citizens come to Ka-
zakhstan to get married and stay in the coun-
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try permanently. Between 1991-2006 only 74 
cases of marriage of Kazakhstan’s citizens to 
Chinese immigrants were recorded, accord-
ing to the Ministry of Interior. Besides, Ka-
zakhs tend to marry Kazakhs or Uyghurs with 
citizenship of Kazakhstan, or those who have 
resettled from China. Uyghurs tend to marry 
Uyghurs, Kazakhs or representatives of other 
ethnicities. Cases of Han Chinese marrying Ka-
zakhs are very rare. 

So far Chinese migrants in Kazakhstan have 
not formed diasporas and there are no serious 
issues around their adaptation, mostly be-
cause of the temporary nature of their stay in 
Kazakhstan. A number of small “trade minori-
ties” have emerged in Kazakhstan since the 
early 1990s, but their composition remains 
fluid and they do not have any profound im-
pact on the ethnic structure. There are Chi-
nese traders who visit the republic regularly 
for temporary stays, rent accommodation, 
travel to various regions and hire locals to sell 
their goods. Their short absences from the 
country (usually to neighboring Bishkek to ex-
tend their visas) allow them to extend their 

stay in the country repeatedly without going 
back to China. There are some who have been 
staying in Kazakhstan for years in this manner, 
and this makes migration control challenging.

In the southern capital of Almaty there are 
pockets of business, trading and recreation 
concentration of the Han Chinese such as ho-
tels and restaurants, however these areas are 
too small to be called Chinatowns. (Note 2)

Business and cultural mega-centers that are 
being planned for construction or have been 
constructed in the capitals of Russia and Ka-
zakhstan, including Moscow, St. Petersburg 
and Astana, can be called a new form of Chi-
natowns. They do not emerge “bottom up” 
through a gradual settlement of migrants in 
a neighborhood, with subsequent expansion, 
development of the infrastructure, etc. Rath-
er, these are trade centers whose main func-
tion is to serve as a bridge between business-
es, creating a platform for cultural exchange, 
learning about best technologies of partner 
countries, and the development of trade and 
economic relations.

7.2.  Lack of information about China causing mythologization of Chinese  
 migration 

Lack of awareness of the culture and mod-
ern life of China
 
The 2007 and 2012 sociological surveys 
(Note 1) revealed poor levels of awareness of 
social, economic, political reality in modern-
day China, as well as its culture, customs, at-
titudes and behaviors. (Diagram 7.1) 

Overall, familiarity with various aspects of 
life in China and Chinese culture is not very 
high (mean value of 21% in 2007 and 23% – 
in 2012). The most striking difference in the 
outcomes of the 2007 and 2012 surveys is 
that familiarity with modern life of China 
– its foreign policy, economic and athletic 
achievements, demographic situation – 

increased significantly (mean value of 39% in 
2007 and 49% in 2012), while the knowledge 
of culture, history, customs and traditions 
remained the same or even deteriorated 
(mean value of 11% in 2007 and 9% in 2012). 
When people lack real knowledge of China, 
they replace it with “myths” – subjective 
perceptions that are often stoked artificially. 
They undermine trust and sour relations, and 
they also go against the traditions of openness 
and hospitality, common among many ethnic 
groups in Kazakhstan. Respondents speak 
about “distancing”, “detachment”, “alienation” 
of Chinese citizens living in Kazakhstan, stating 
that they “interact only among themselves” 
and live “in a parallel universe”. (Kazakhstani 
entrepreneur, 2010)
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According to the 2012 survey, Chinese citizens 
are believed to  mainly come to Kazakhstan 
to work (62%) and trade (47%), and these 
figures have changed little since 2007 (57% 
and 49%, respectively). The share of those 
who believe that Chinese come to buy 
property in Kazakhstan has increased from 4 
to 11%. This indicates a trend where Chinese 
are increasingly perceived as potential 
candidates for permanent residence rather 
than temporary migrants.    

When asked about the impact of Chinese 
migration on the labor market in Kazakhstan, 
respondents revealed significant levels of 
concern related to tough market competition: 
the indicator increased from 24 to 31%. At the 
same time, the share of those who believed 
that the Chinese occupied only specific niches 

Diagram 7.1. Familiarity of Kazakhstani citizens with culture, traditions, modern economic and 
social life of China in 2007 and 2012 (percent). N=588 in 2007, N=544 in 2012.

Are you familiar with…  (share of those who responded “Yes”)

on the labor market, dropped from 22 to 16%. 
In other words, the Chinese are perceived as 
stronger competitors, which probably reflects 
an overall tension on the labor market in 
Kazakhstan 

Attitudes in Kazakhstan towards migrants 
from China

Respondents were asked to assess their 
attitudes towards Chinese migrants on a five-
point scale from 1 (“very good”) to 5 (“very 
poor”). The survey demonstrated that the 
overall attitude is that of indifference (44%, 
with 3.1 points on average). (Diagram 7.2) 
It should be noted, however, that the share 
of those with indifferent attitudes shrunk 
compared to 2007 (55%), and the share 
of those with “poor” attitude increased 

 – a meaningful decrease compared to 2007.
– a meaningful increase compared to 2007.
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dramatically (from 15 to 28%). In total, 
respondents with negative attitudes (“poor” 
and “very poor”) accounted for 33% (18% 
in 2007), while those with positive attitude 
(“good’ and “very good”) – 23% (26% in 2007).   

Although indifferent attitudes to Chinese 
migrants persist (mean value 2.9 out of 5 in 
2007 and 3.1 in 2012), they vary by region. 
The Northern and Western regions, as well 
as Almaty saw the greatest increase in the 
share of those with negative attitudes, with 
mean scores of 3.5, 3.3 and 3.0 respectively, 
indicating lower tolerance to Chinese migrants 
compared to other regions. 

At the same time, there are two regions where 
the share of those with positive attitudes 
towards the Chinese increased: Eastern (36% 
in 2012 compared to 12% in 2007) and Central 

region (50% in 2012 compared to 25% in 
2007), with mean scores respectively 2.7 and 
2.5.  (Diagram 7.3) 

Predominance (93%) of positive and indifferent 
attitudes in the Eastern region could be 
explained by the emerging regionalization 
of trade and economic relations with the 
neighboring Xinjiang which has brought about 
greater business and personal interaction 
between entrepreneurs of XUAR and Eastern 
Kazakhstan. 

Attitudes towards Chinese migrants can also 
be broken down by respondents’ ethnicity. The 
share of those with positive attitude increased 
only among Russians, albeit marginally, from 
25 to 28%. (Table 7.1) Attitudes towards the 
Chinese in 2012 deteriorated across all ethnic 
groups, but most starkly among Kazakhs: 

Diagram 7.2. What are your attitudes towards migrants from China? (percent), N=588 in 2007, 
N=544 in 2012.

 – a meaningful decrease compared to 2007.
 – a meaningful increase compared to 2007.
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Diagram 7.3.  Attitudes of Kazakhstani citizens towards migrants from China in 2007 and 2012  (by 
region, percent) N=588 in 2007, N=544 in 2012.

the share of those with negative attitudes 
increased from 21 to 36% (from 15 to 31% 
among Russians, from 19 to 28% among other 
ethnic groups).
Therefore, the mean score on a five-point scale for 
Russians and other ethnicities  is 3.1 (more toler-
ant) and 3.2 for Kazakhs (less tolerant). This indica-

tor has deteriorated across all respondent groups 
compared to 2007 when it was 2.8, 2.9 and 3.0 re-
spectively.  According to the 2012 survey, higher 
tolerance to Chinese migrants is observed among 
ethnic minorities and Russians, those aged 18-29 
and 30-39, and respondents with higher educa-
tional levels.

Indicator
Total Kazakhs Russians Other ethnicities

2007 2012 2007 2012 2007 2012 2007 2012
Absolute number 
(people) 588 544 284 315 226 169 78 60

Very good 1 2 1 2 1 2 1 3*
Good 25 21 23 18 24 26 35 22
Indifferent 55 44 54 45 59 41 45 47
Poor 15 28 17 31 13 27 16 18
Very poor 3 5 4 5 2 4 3 10
Mean score
(out of five) 2.9 3.1 3.0 3.2 2.9 3.1 2.8 3.1

Table 7.1. Attitudes of Kazakhstani citizens towards migrants from China in 2007 and 2012,  
by ethnic group (percent, unless otherwise stated) N=588 in 2007, N=544 in 2012.
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There are various hypotheses as to what socio-
psychological processes accompany the “mytholo-
gization” of Chinese migration, such as stronger 
prejudices or even xenophobia. In-depth studies 
are needed to develop more profound picture, 
using both quantitative and qualitative methods. 
This is also important for the monitoring of inter-
ethnic relations for the early warning signs of eth-
nic conflicts in Kazakhstan.

In addition to the historical and contemporary fac-
tors feeding the fears around Chinese migration, 
there is the  legacy of the Iron curtain policy – the 
decades of tension in inter-state relations between 
the USSR and the People’s Republic of China un-
der Mao Zedong. China’s territorial claims and the 
1969 border conflict in the Soviet Far East which 
resulted in loss of lives on both sides left marks 
in the memory of an entire generation of Soviet 
people, including those residing in Kazakhstan, 
and planted seeds of distrust to China’s policy. The 
media’s manipulative approach to the topic over 
many years has also played a negative role.  

Other interpretations of the reasons be-
hind the ongoing deterioration of attitudes 
include, according to Syroezhkin, “mental 
fears” (historic reasons), propaganda  regard-
ing the “Chinese threat” by the West and Rus-
sia, as well as “subconscious negativism” to-
wards a more successful neighbor. (Syroezhkin,  
2014: 19)

Political impact of Sinophobic attitudes is pre-
dictable: further misunderstanding and tensions 
might turn migrants into scapegoats, especially in 
the time of global economic crisis and increased 
unemployment. Kazakhstan’s government, ex-
perts and civil society need to address this sensi-
tive issue in order to prevent ethno-social tensions 
and conflicts.

Kazakhstan and China have now entered a new 
stage of inter-state relations and are developing a 
“strategic partnership”; this is necessarily accom-
panied by close political and economic coopera-
tion, joint cultural and humanitarian initiatives, and 
promotion of contacts in areas such as education, 
science, sports, cultural information and tourism. 

Better knowledge of China and an understanding 
of its economic reforms would be perhaps most 
helpful in overcoming myths and phobias. Socio-
logical studies reveal a correlation between the re-
spondents’ level of education and greater aware-
ness of culture, traditions and contemporary life 
in China, which helps develop tolerant attitudes 
towards the Chinese. Hence, learning about China 
and its peoples, and more importantly, the expan-
sion of human contacts are a way to better aware-
ness, greater tolerance and mutual respect.

Notes

Note 1. The survey used a representative sample of face-to-
face interviews. The sample included 588 urban residents 
aged 18 and above (2007) and 544 urban residents, aged 
15 and above (2012). Respondent selection was based 
on stratified random probability sampling. The strata 
included Kazakhstan’s 14 oblasts grouped into five regions: 
Northern, Eastern, Southern, Western and Central; the 
city of Almaty was considered as a separate stratum. 
Fieldwork was conducted in May 2007 and in May-June 
2012. Data was processed with the SPSS software; sample 
error did not exceed 4.1%. Field work was conducted by 
Social and Marketing Research Agency ‘BRiF Central Asia’ 
(Almaty). Research was implemented by the author with the 
financial support of the Norwegian Institute of International 
Affairs under MFA of Norway in 2007 and the World Bank 
(Washington DC) in 2012.

Note 2. In the southern capital of Almaty there are pockets 
of business, trade and recreational activities of the Chinese, 
including the “Golden Dragon” hotel on Seifullin avenue; 
“Soluxе Hotel Almaty” at the intersection of Furmanova 
street and Tole bi street; the ICBC bank and “Princess Tu-
randot” restaurant on Abai avenue; the  “Yalan” shopping 
center at Almaty’s biggest Bolashak wholesale market in the 
north-western part of the city. The “Golden Dragon” houses 
a hotel, restaurant, night club, offices of various companies, 
as well as editorial offices of the “Huaqiao” newspaper and 
“Kontimost” magazine. The “Soluxе Hotel Almaty” hosts Chi-
nese managers and specialists who arrive to visit enterprises 
throughout Kazakhstan. To make it more comfortable for the 
clients of the hotel, the clock at the reception shows the time 
in four capitals – Kazakhstan’s (Astana), Russia’s (Moscow), 
China’s (Beijing) and Kazakhstani “oil capital” Aktobe.    
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Conclusion

China’s rise in Kazakhstan and migration: 
 challenge or new opportunity?

The analysis of China’s rise and migration to 
Kazakhstan demonstrates that these migra-
tion flows are typical for a globalizing world 
and promotion of Chinese business and trade, 
in this case – westward. A specific feature is 
the ethnic diversity of migration flows that 
developed historically in the two countries 
due to their geographical proximity and eth-
nic composition. In fact, “Chinese migration” 
is not Chinese per se, as ethnic (Han) Chinese 
do not constitute a majority in these flows. 
It includes Kazakhs, Uyghurs, Dungans, Kore-
ans, Uzbeks and other ethnic groups, and thus 
would be more correct to be labelled as “mi-
gration from China”. 

China’s economic engagement and the grow-
ing presence of Chinese SMEs in Kazakhstan 
and Central Asia have produced a both posi-
tive and negative impact. First, government 
credits and investment from large private and 
governmental companies contribute to the 
development of the Kazakhstan economy and 
especially their recipient sectors: energy (oil 
and gas extracting and processing) and trans-
port (road and rail). The investments develop 
not only their production infrastructure but 
also social infrastructure and indirectly, human 
capital (through education, retraining, pro-
fessional development, social protection and 
charitable activities). However, issues such as 
working conditions, occupational safety, labor 
compensation and environmental conserva-
tion require more attention regarding Chinese 
enterprises and joint ventures. 

Second, over recent years China has grown to 
be a major global donor that provides finan-
cial aid to the developing countries in Africa, 
Latin America and Asia, including post-Soviet 
Central Asia. The Chinese “Go global” eco-
nomic policy stimulates investment not only 

in the energy industry but in a wider range of 
sectors and infrastructure projects. Such proj-
ects are badly needed in developing countries, 
and this makes such financing attractive for 
them. One feature attractive to authoritarian 
regimes of Central Asia is that the economic 
policy of China abroad – including its interna-
tional development aid – comes without polit-
ical conditionality such as demands to uphold 
human rights. 

Third, for Kazakhstan and for the entire region 
it is important that China adds diversity to the 
current list of investors that includes USA, UK, 
Canada, and Russia,  both in the oil and gas 
industry and in the transport sector. Regional 
leaders believe that motorways and railroads 
built by China lessen Central Asia’s depen-
dence on Russia (even though increasing their 
dependence on China). Oil and gas pipelines 
that bring oil from Central Asia to the eastern 
ports of China significantly expand access to 
international markets. 

On the other hand, China quickly builds up its 
oil assets and, – according to different sources 
–already controls up to 25-40% of oil assets in 
Kazakhstan. Chinese transnational companies 
have significantly increased their presence in 
oil and gas production, transportation, refin-
ing and retail trade in petroleum products. 
The fact that China invests predominantly in 
the energy sector significantly increases the 
risk of “single specialization” in oil production 
for Kazakhstan which may result in the region 
turning into a raw material appendage, not 
only of developed Western countries but also 
of China. 

Another issue is that negotiations and agree-
ments between China and the government 
of Kazakhstan are not transparent, and thus 
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entail a risk of corruption. Bilateral trade is 
especially prone, since, considering the de-
terring effect of customs clearance, up to 25-
30% (and in some years up to 50%) of trade 
between China and Kazakhstan is in the “grey 
zone”.
The period of 2013-2015 marked a new stage 
in the Chinese economic engagement into Ka-
zakhstan and Central Asia and a new level of 
cooperation. In September 2013 China’s con-
tracts on investments in the region reached 
almost $50 bln, with more than $20 bln going 
to Kazakhstan alone. In December 2014 Ka-
zakhstan and China signed contracts totaling 
another $14 bln, and in March 2015 – $23 bln, 
totaling in $59 bln in just 1.5 years.

This is an outcome of the new geopolitical 
“Great Game” where, just as decades and cen-
turies ago, the players are China, Russia, Eu-
rope and the USA. The transit potential of Ka-
zakhstan has become very important for China 
in implementing its “Silk Road Economic Belt” 
project, and the even more ambitious trans-
continental “One Belt, One Road” Initiative. 
For China, this is not just about the construc-
tion of a transport corridor with its accompa-
nying infrastructure, and Kazakhstan is more 
than a neighbor but an important partner. 

Chinese leadership proclaims that the “One 
Belt, One Road” Initiative builds upon com-
mon values of the Great Silk Road: peace and 
cooperation, openness and tolerance, and ex-
change of knowledge for mutual benefit. Chi-
na is investing in a unified transportation net-
work in Central Asia extending even further 
to Europe, which would help strengthen eco-
nomic ties and deepen cooperation, promote 
bilateral and multilateral trade, establish in-
dustrial and technology clusters along the Silk 
Road, create jobs and bring people together 
in Eurasia.  It is also important for Kazakhstan 
that its participation in the project will con-
tribute to a balanced economic development, 
give it and other land-locked Asian countries 
access to the sea in the east and south of the 
continent and provide new opportunities for 
the development of national economies.

China’s presence in Kazakhstan and other CA 
countries is multidimensional: it is active as 
an international donor, infrastructure inves-
tor, important economic and trade partner 
and supplier of convenience goods, contribu-
tor to the development of the SMEs (despite 
controversies surrounding the process), and 
supplier of labor – professionals and workers.  

At the same time, China’s economic engage-
ment is characterized by such macro-level is-
sues as imbalanced bilateral trade. China im-
ports mostly natural resources while exports 
primarily consumer goods. Being Kazakhstan’s 
main trade partner, it supplies almost the 
entire range of everyday goods and increas-
ingly – food (as well as vehicles and process-
ing equipment in the nearest future). Chinese 
trading business wins the competition against 
local small businesses over cost and variety 
of goods. One negative impact is that market 
saturation with certain Chinese goods caused 
– along with some internal reasons, – a de-
cline of sectors such as clothing, textile and 
footwear manufacture.   

There are segments in Kazakhstan’s labor 
market that specialize in trading in Chinese 
goods and provide hundreds of thousands 
of jobs, such as entrepreneurs, salespersons, 
drivers, security personnel and porters. This 
imbalances the labor market even more by 
sustaining high levels of self-employment and  
casual  employment. Great volumes of every-
day goods supplied from China have created a 
dependence on its eastern neighbor. If trade 
volume with China was to decline, Kazakh-
stan would suffer not only from a shortage of 
goods, but also from unemployment.  

Thus, China’s economic influence on Kazakh-
stan also translates into social influence, in-
cluding on the labor market. Another poten-
tial social impact of migration from China is on 
the ethnic structure of the destination coun-
try. It’s too early to speak about such impact 
in Kazakhstan, though Kazakh repatriates have 
already influenced demographic processes at 
the regional and local level, specifically in the 
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bordering regions where they predominantly 
settle and reside.

Chinese SMEs also offer services in sectors 
such as catering, medicine and tourism, which 
diversify local consumer market and intro-
duce new ethnic products. However, during 
20 years of Chinese SMEs in Kazakhstan and 
Central Asia, not a single successful joint ven-
ture was established; China never transferred 
any state-of-the-art technologies to the re-
gion. Up to now, no jointly produced com-
petitive product of national or regional sig-
nificance has appeared in the market (despite 
the fact that a program and agreement on co-
operation between Kazakhstan and China in 
non-commodity sectors including science and 
technology were signed in 2008). Kazakhstan 
still lacks technologically advanced enterpris-
es, to say nothing of sectors, which could de-
velop independently. 

The 2014-15 direct investments and credits 
from China to Kazakhstan could be directed to 
projects in non-commodity sectors. However, 
promising initiatives (e.g. industrial estates) 
in addition to hi-tech ones comprise “dirty” 
projects, e.g. cement and glass plants, or ag-
ricultural processing facilities. The promotion 
of such industries, especially in areas suffer-
ing from poor environmental conditions poses 
the question whether China’s projects take 
into account the national interests of Kazakh-
stan. Furthermore, China finances projects on 
condition of using Chinese equipment which 
would obviously be serviced by Chinese labor, 
limiting employment opportunities for local 
labor. 

At the micro-level, there are more obvious 
benefits of cross-border trade and business 
relations between entrepreneurs from Ka-
zakhstan and Xinjiang. Such relations contrib-
ute to business and economic cooperation as 
well as to regional and international stabil-
ity. Cooperation between China/Xinjiang and 
Kazakhstan in social and humanitarian fields, 
such as education and science, is on the rise. 
This process can be viewed as largely positive 

and successful although some experts believe 
that China uses its “soft power” in Kazakhstan 
and Central Asia in order to increase its over-
all influence in the region.  

Through steady development of trade rela-
tions and cross-border migration with Cen-
tral Asia in the past two decades, Xinjiang  
has become  integrated into an intra-regional 
Central Asian migration subsystem. Transport 
infrastructure, where China already invests 
heavily under the Silk Road Economic Belt 
project, would also be conducive in the pro-
cess.   This trend has economic, political and 
geopolitical implications –– at all levels from 
local to global. 

These potential scenarios of regional devel-
opment and integration provide opportuni-
ties for expanding and strengthening China’s 
impact on Kazakhstan and Central Asia, while 
weakening the presence and influence of oth-
er global powers. For China this is also a means 
to secure its western borders, a key objective 
for the government in Beijing. It would still be 
premature to speak about China’s political in-
fluence in the region, although it is reflected 
in its participation in the Shanghai Coopera-
tion Organization. The political influence will 
inevitably grow as a result of its greater eco-
nomic presence in the region.  

The establishment of the Eurasian Economic 
Union could oppose – to some extent – re-
gional integration with Xinjiang as some mi-
gration flows (such as educational migration, 
labor mobility and humanitarian exchanges) 
would shift to the north. However, the eastern 
direction would remain increasingly attractive 
due to the multi-level economic, social eth-
nic and demographic processes in the region, 
with financial integration and a rising role of 
the Chinese currency  being some of key  at-
tractive  factors.

In order to make migration more orderly and 
eliminate its unregulated components, China 
and Kazakhstan need to jointly address some 
of the existing practical obstacles; in particu-
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lar, the 2013 bilateral agreement on labor mi-
gration regulation should be made more spe-
cific. A special Working Group on migration 
regulation in member-states was set up under 
the SCO to coordinate efforts of China, Central 
Asian republics and Russia; several important 
documents are to be designed and approved, 
including the SCO Convention on Combating 
Illegal Migration. 

In the context of mounting geopolitical ten-
sions in 2014-2015 and a protracted economic 
crisis, the SCO and its member states need to 
actively cooperate in areas including regional 
security, economic, technological and innova-
tions cooperation, food security, combating il-
legal migration, prevention and resolution of 
regional conflicts, etc.  Research and analyti-
cal support to decision-making will always be 
in demand. 

China’s rise and its impact on Central Asian 
countries need to be considered in the global 
context as well. This presence has a lot in com-
mon with China’s presence in South-East Asia, 
Africa and Eastern Europe, even though each 
case has some unique features. Comparisons 
can be drawn with China’s growing influence 
in Africa where it seeks out mineral resources 
and functions as a financial donor, infrastruc-
ture investor and source of migration. On the 
other hand, while almost every country in 
South-East Asia has a historically rooted Chi-
nese community (Huaqiao, overseas Chinese), 
such communities in Central Asian countries 
are relatively small; still, fluid Chinese “trad-
ing minorities” may serve as founders of more 
permanent Chinese migrant communities in 
the future.  

This analysis highlights China’s economic 
penetration in the “South-South” economic, 
social, cultural and migration relations. This 
is no longer the traditional “North-South” in-
teraction between developed and developing 
countries. Many countries in South-East Asia, 
South America and Africa can already be de-
scribed as globally integrated as they have 
increased output and trade volume, and de-

veloped closer links among themselves and 
with the rest of the world. The development 
of transport and telecommunications have 
“blurred” the borders and made such coun-
tries more open. The same process can be 
currently observed in Central Asia, and it is 
intrinsically linked with China. Moreover, in 
a positive scenario of mutually beneficial co-
operation, China could become an engine of 
technological and economic development for 
the region.

Special attention should be given to estab-
lishing and implementing legal and regulated 
migration flows and transparent business ar-
rangements for Chinese nationals, as well as 
adaptation and integration of returnees from 
China and other categories of temporary and 
permanent migrants such as Chinese students 
in Kazakhstan. These migration movements 
and demographic processes need to be moni-
tored and analyzed, in order to design tar-
geted adaptation programs, especially in the 
regions bordering with China.

Migration experience from other countries 
highlights the importance of cooperation be-
tween migrants and local communities, as 
well as society at large, in order to prevent 
intolerance and ethnic tensions. Considering 
the deeply-rooted and widely spread phobias 
towards Han Chinese, the value of such work 
can hardly be overestimated.   

Regulation of migration flows and prevention 
of irregular migration require cooperation of 
all stakeholders: governments, experts, inter-
national organizations and NGOs, and the me-
dia. This is a new challenge for China and Cen-
tral Asia alike, which can only be addressed 
through bilateral and multilateral collabora-
tion.  

The economic, social, ethnic and cultural im-
pact of the growing Chinese presence and 
Chinese migration still require in-depth mul-
tidisciplinary studies. A major problem here is 
the lack of a  sinological research school in Ka-
zakhstan which is myopic and inexcusable for 
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a country neighboring this regional and global 
power. 

For the academic community of Kazakhstan, 
Central Asia and the CIS, this is a whole new 
area of research related to the historic “shift” 
in the global Chinese expansion (including mi-
gration) to the west. International research 
groups and projects would be crucial in study-
ing these complex processes and developing 
better policy recommendations. 

One such policy recommendation has al-
ready been put forward by Russian sinolo-
gists. They believe that, despite the internal 
and external risks that accompany China’s 
development, its future prospects are un-
deniable. Therefore, a new methodological 
approach should acknowledge its growing 
power and influence as well as its responsi-
bilities in the global development processes 
(Mikheev, 2005: 638).

“What happens now in China, to China and 
“because of” China is that many challenges of 
global importance faced by the country, as well 
as global challenges caused by the rise of the 
China’s strategic power and population, under 
persisting global problems of limited natural re-
sources and growing environmental vulnerabil-
ity, can only be addressed if a global vision is ap-
plied. That is, using a joint – Chinese and global 
approach. Therefore, a rational response of the 
global community to these challenges could 
only be through interaction with China: from de-
terrence to engagement, from engagement to 
integration, from integration to co-development 
and co-responsibility for global development” 
(ibid).

Such a new approach must be embraced, espe-
cially by China’s neighbors – Russia, Kazakhstan 
and other Central Asian countries. Cooperation 
and coalition with China will be key in shaping 
their development in the coming decades.
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Схема (карта) 2.  
Автомагистраль  Западная Европа – Западный Китай 

Ист.: http://www.europe-china.kz/links 

Схема (карта) 2.  
Автомагистраль  Западная Европа – Западный Китай 

Ист.: http://www.europe-china.kz/links 

Scheme (map) 2. 
Western Europe – Western China  transnational highway 

Source: http://www.europe-china.kz

Scheme (map) 2. 
Western Europe – Western China  transnational highway 

Source: http://www.europe-china.kz
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Scheme (map) 3.  Checkpoints on the China–Kazakhstan border, 2014 
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Scheme (map) 5. 
Regional distribution of the labor force from China in Kazakhstan in 2012–2014,  

with regional breakdown (people) 
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Infographics 6. Social and demographic profile of immigrants who arrived from China 
for permanent residence in Kazakhstan in 1999–2009 (people and percent) 
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116 Annexes

Fig 1. International Center of Boundary Cooperation "Khorgos" on the Kazakh-Chinese 
border, August 2014: selection of photos. ((author's photo)

General view of the customs area
of ICBC "Khorgos" from Kazakhstani side

Shopping centers, banks and a hotel on the
Chinese side of ICBC "Khorgos"

The Kazakh side of ICBC “Khorgos” currently only has yurts and food stalls
Chinese sellers of headscarves in the ICBC shopping centre are welcoming and friendly

Each seller is keen to help with the choice of goods.
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Buyers are lured by the variety, attractive wholesale prices and possible discounts for 
bulk buys. This abundance of goods is on its way to stores and boutiques all over 
Kazakhstan.

There are many ethnic groups among ICBC traders on the Chinese side, including Han 
Chinese, Uyghurs, Kazakhs, Hui (Dungans) and even Russians. The picture shows a 
couple who own a shop specializing in honey and medicinal herbs; wife is Han and 
husband is descendant of Russian immigrants to China in the 1920s.



118 Goods are purchased and packed, and the entrepreneurs are waiting to get on buses and small trucks 
that would take them to the checkpoint for customs inspection 

An entrepreneur is packing goods that she just purchased at the ICBC shopping center

Goods purchased at the ICBC free trade zone need to pass customs inspection.

On the Kazakh side of the ICBC, only one out of nine scanners for customs inspection is actually 
working. 
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Annexes

Fig. 2. Chinese and joint businesses in Kazakhstan (author's photo)

Shoe section of wholesale and retail                     Chinese entrepreneurs at the “Sary-Arka”     
Shymkent, 2005                                shopping center, Astana, 2013

“Mei Li” Chinese cosmetics salon Chinese Medical Center on Mynbayev str.,                        
Timiryazev str., Almaty, 2014 Almaty, 2013

The Chinese “Soluxe hotel and “Han” restaurant, Almaty, Furmanov str. 2015
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Figure 3. Exhibition of Chinese goods in Kazakhstan, Almaty, May 2014
(author's photo)


