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Abstract: Central Asian countries attract investment in transport infrastructure to rebuild the Silk Road
paths and enjoy economic benefits from the participation in international trade. The Kazakhstani
government approached the Russian and Chinese governments intending to join the Western
Europe–Western China (WE–WC) initiative to boost the country’s regional development. The paper
aims to assess how the WE–WC transport corridor affected the economic potential of linking cities
and regions starting from the quality of transport infrastructure and leading to their export potential.
The study’s findings showed that the Kazakhstan section of the WE–WC corridor was at an early
stage of transformation from a transport into an economic corridor. While the Russia-Uzbekistan
section continues to serve mainly a transit function and operate at the level of transport infrastructure,
the China-Kyrgyzstan section has started evolving from the level of multimode transport corridor
to the level of logistics corridor. The economic sustainability of the WE–WC linking mining and
agricultural regions of Kazakhstan still comes into question and depends on the government’s further
region-specific policy actions.

Keywords: The Silk Road in Central Asia; Western Europe-Western China (WE–WC); international
trade; transport corridor; economic corridor; sustainable regional development; economic complexity;
regional capability

1. Introduction

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, landlocked independent Central Asian countries have
been trying to attract investment through the development of transport corridors and propose new
versions of the modern Silk Road routes to reconnect Europe and Asia. Since 2001, 11 countries
including Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan have been collaborating
in the framework of the Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation (CAREC) partnership program.
The program allowed them to mobilize more than US $37 billion in investments by 2019, mainly aimed
at the development of railway infrastructure [1]. Among the Central Asian countries, Kazakhstan was
the first country that proposed a new Silk Road initiative in 2007 to Russia and China under the
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umbrella of the Western Europe–Western China project (WE–WC) [2]. The WE–WC transport corridor
aimed to decrease the shipping time for the delivery of goods from China to Europe and back from
30–50 days by sea and 12–15 days by railway to 7–10 days along the highway [3].

For participating countries such as Kazakhstan, Russia, and China, the implementation of the
WC–WE project was expected to bring additional economic benefits such as (i) increased quality of road
infrastructure; (ii) a reduced number of road accidents; (iii) higher volumes of trade; and (iv) better
regional development resulting from the participation of linking cities and regions in international
goods exchanges. In the case of Kazakhstan, in addition to the strengthening of the country’s transit
potential, the WE–WC transport corridor aimed to boost regional development and benefit at least
30% of the country’s population, including 5.5 million people living in 200 settlements located along
the corridor [2]. The WE–WC project, initiated by the government of Kazakhstan before the Chinese
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), serves as an insightful case to study the impact of foreign investment
in the Silk Road transport corridor on the sustainability of regional development in Central Asia.
The Chinese government’s announcement, in 2013, of its new vision of the Silk Road, named the Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI), was, to a certain extent, stimulated by the established institutional setting of
the Eurasian Economic Union [4] and the benefits expected from the implementation of the WE–WC
project [5]. While the WE–WC project was financed by many international banks, BRI had a single
investor. The Chinese government allocated US $1 trillion to the development of infrastructure with a
special focus on Central Asian countries, whose territories can serve as land bridges for connecting
China with Europe [6].

The growing investment interests of China and other development institutions gave a certain
impetus to the academic discussion about the importance of scientific evidence to understand the impact
of the investments in the construction of transport infrastructure on the future economic development
of the respective countries [5,7]. Particularly, scholars raise awareness about the danger of the political
dependence of Central Asian countries on China, if they cannot pay back the received loans [8–11].
Most scholars focus on the political [12,13], social [14], and environmental impacts [15–17], whereas only
few scholars analyze the economic impact of the BRI-associated transport projects on the sustainability
of regional development [2,18]. In many transport studies, sustainability is often associated with a
negative environmental impact, while other studies focus on the improvement of the environmental
standards [19,20]. Unlike the dominating sector-specific views on transport sustainability, the authors
propose to assess sustainability by applying an integrated approach. The proposed integrated approach
aims to achieve an adequate synergy between the social, environmental, and economic dimensions
that lie at the core of the sustainability concept [21].

The authors suggest assessing the impact of the investment on the sustainability of transport and
sustainable regional development by considering the existing interdependence between transport,
trade, economic development, and environment. To achieve conceptual clarity, the authors interpret
sustainable transport as a catalyst for a sustainable economy. The sustainable transport corridor aims
to improve the efficiency of trade flow and serves as a key impetus for the development of new
logistics chains. Sustainable transport results in sustainable trade that stimulates local companies
to explore global markets and increase the competitiveness of locally produced goods. Together,
sustainable transport and trade pave the way for sustainable logistics and economic development
by boosting an innovative business environment. Sustainable transport, trade, and logistics
enable and motivate local companies to produce globally demanded environmentally friendly
products, ultimately decreasing the dependence of the regional economy on mining and export
of commodity goods.

In the case of Central Asian countries, there is a high interdependence between environmental and
economic sustainability. For example, sustainable development in Kazakhstan directly depends on the
country’s efforts to switch from a natural resource-based economy to a more diversified service-based
economy. There is a great hope that transport infrastructure will play the role of the main catalyst
for this transition to sustainable economic development. However, to the authors’ best knowledge,
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there is a shortage of studies analyzing how in-country economic development is affected by transport
corridors in Central Asia. It is still unclear how the received external investment in the large-scale
transport infrastructure projects will affect the economic sustainability of Central Asian cities and
regions. Central Asian governments constantly aim to rebuild the Silk Road transport infrastructure
by designing new transport routes, such as the WE–WC project, or by joining Chinese BRI-related
initiatives. However, the Central Asian governments’ actions are taking place in the absence of evidence
about the real impact of the attracted investment in the construction of transport infrastructure on
regional development in the Central Asian context [22].

The paper aims to fill this gap and assess the impact of the externally funded WE–WC project on
the development of the linking regions and cities of Kazakhstan. The study findings showed that the
WE–WC corridor was more beneficial to agricultural regions located close to large cities neighboring
China and Kyrgyzstan rather than to mining regions neighboring Russia and Uzbekistan. However,
the economic sustainability of the WE–WC linking regions still comes into question due to the poor
quality of the road and the lack of regional support. If Central Asian governments want to benefit
from Silk Road projects in the long run, the investment in the construction or rehabilitation of roads
should be complemented by additional funding on the regional level to assure a high level of road
maintenance and adequate development of the road safety equipment. It is crucial to engage regional
governments and key economic players in the discussion on how they can benefit from the use of the
WE–WC corridor.

2. Research Methodology

Well-developed transport corridors are recognized as one of the key prerequisites for the sustainable
development of trade and economic diversification because they facilitate interregional human and
goods mobility [23,24]. Not surprisingly, overtime transport corridors became a policy tool aiming
to enable regional development [25], particularly in so-called developing countries and countries
in transition [5]. International development banks and aid organizations actively promote the idea
that transport corridors can boost regional development by attracting foreign investment and a
better transport of goods from regions of production to target local and international markets [5].
Investors like China provide aid and loans to Central Asian countries including Kazakhstan for the
development of transport infrastructure, driven not only by the interest in connecting to Europe,
but also by prospects of tapping into the energy resources of these countries to feed their growing
economies [11,26]. At the same time, as practical cases show, the countries receiving investment for
the construction of transport infrastructure can only obtain economic benefits if there are adequate
conditions for the evolution of the transport corridor. More specifically, the transport corridor should
develop from a physical infrastructure to an economic corridor [27,28] with multimodal transport links
and logistic services [29].

In this paper, the authors applied the theory of change [30] that had been adopted by international
banks to conduct a comprehensive evaluation of the impact of investment on development. Based on
the analysis of the role of transport corridors in regional development [31,32] and applying the
theory of change, we developed a methodological framework for an integrated assessment of the
WE–WC corridor’s impact on regional development (see Figure 1). International literature suggests
that transport corridors play an important role in the facilitation of regional development. However,
scholars recommend distinguishing between differing impacts of transport corridors on regional
development depending on the stage of development [33]. The methodological framework (see Figure 1)
allowed us to make a step-by-step comprehensive assessment of the evolution of the transport corridor.
The impact of the transport corridor on regional development directly depends on the stage of
corridor development.

There are four main stages of corridor development to be considered while developing impact
pathways and related assumptions. During the first stage of corridor development, called “transport
infrastructure” (see Figure 1), the impact can be only assessed with regard to transport infrastructure.
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The construction or rehabilitation of the road leads to an improved physical connection between
regions. Better road connections and high-quality roads result in increase in the volume of transported
goods [18]. During the second stage of corridor development, named “multimode transport corridor”,
the improved connection creates better conditions for trading. When the transport corridor transforms
into a multimode transport corridor, creating an adequate level of integration of different forms of
transport, it starts to stimulate trade and allows regions to benefit from improved access to international
markets [29]. During the third stage of corridor development, named “logistics corridor”, the regions
start to receive greater benefits in the form of new goods and services. The regional economy diversifies
because the transport corridor, together with a favorable business climate, stimulates the development
of processing industries, logistics, and other services [18]. During the last stage, when a transport
corridor develops into “an economic corridor”, the corridor starts promoting the sustainable economic
development of linking regions by impacting economic diversification and stimulating the production
of innovative goods and services that increase regional competitive advantage [34].
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China (WE–WC) transport corridor on regional development (developed by the authors based on [18,31]).

One of the WE–WC road project’s objectives was to improve the quality of transport connections to
increase road safety and decrease maintenance costs. Therefore, the study starts with the analysis of the
change in transport connection by focusing on road quality and safety. The better transport connection
along the WE–WC transport corridor was assumed to increase the volume of goods transported
through the country and positively influence the export potential of the linking regions. Therefore,
the assessment of road quality is followed by the analysis of the change in cargo turnover and export
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structure. Lastly, the analysis of trade structure is further complemented by the assessment of the
regional capabilities to produce non-commodity goods with high export value.

The data sources include regional statistics retrieved from the official website of the State Revenue
Committee of the Ministry of Finance of the Republic of Kazakhstan [35], the State Committee on
Statistics of the Ministry of National Economy [36], and data on trade from the World Bank [37].
While collecting data on Kazakhstan’s regions, the authors faced considerable obstacles. It was
challenging to find regional transport data from different historical periods that were statistically
developed using the same methodology and could be compared. Due to the lack of reliable data,
the authors could not use the initially planned variables and could not determine all feasible empirical
correlations that had been planned. As a result, the authors adopted a limited number of indicators.
The authors selected only historically stable indicators (created using the same methodology) that
allowed to track the progress or compare the change before and after the WE–WC project. In addition
to annually collected regional statistics, the authors used the findings of the field study of the Transport
and Communications Research Institute (NIITK) [38], the road safety results of the Center for Strategic
and International Studies (CSIS) [39], and the findings of the study by Whiteshield Partners on the
economic complexity of regions in Kazakhstan [40].

The capability-based approach used by Whiteshield Partners allowed the authors to assess the
development potential of the WE–WC linking regions (2003–2014) [40]. The Whiteshield Partners
adopted the Economic Complexity concept developed by Hausmann and Hidalgo to assess the
change of regional capabilities in Kazakhstan for ten years (2003–2014) [40]. The concept of Economic
Complexity was proposed to measure the level of accumulated productive knowledge [41]. It assumes
that if a country produces a certain type of products, it has all the required capabilities for supporting
the production process of these products [42]. The country’s capabilities include the availability of
favorable economic and regulatory conditions, adequate development of the business environment,
as well as physical and human capital. With the growth of countries’ capabilities, they produce more
complex products, and their economy becomes more diversified.

The Country Capability Index was adjusted by Whiteshield Partners to identify the regional
capabilities of Kazakhstani regions by measuring the Regional Capability Index (RCI). The RCI
represents a combination of four key indicators: Revealed Comparative Advantage (RCA),
Regional Economic Complexity Index (RECI), Contribution to Services Sector Index (CS), and Processing
Sector Index (PC). The RCA measures the level of economic diversification of a region, by reflecting
the diversity of export products from that region. The RECI reflects the export potential of a region,
showing the multiplicity of the available productive knowledge. The CS represents the complexity
for services accompanying the production of exported products, calculated as a ratio of the share of
services in the gross regional product (GRP) of a region to an average share of services in national
GRP. The PC represents the level of processing sector development and is calculated as a ratio of the
share of processing industries in the GRP of a region to an average share of processing industries in the
national GRP.

3. Impact of the WE–WC Transport Corridor

3.1. WE–WC Project

This section aims to provide background information about the WE–WC project. The first
President of Kazakhstan, Nursultan Nazarbayev, officially announced the WE–WC project in 2008,
during his annual address to the people of Kazakhstan [43]. In 2008 and 2009, the government of
Kazakhstan signed a memorandum on the WE–WC corridor development with Russia and China [44].
By initiating the WE–WC project, Kazakhstan wanted to facilitate the Eurasian integration by linking
the major players: China and Russia. Historically, Kazakhstan has already been connected to Russia,
and these two countries, together with Belarus, established the foundations of the Eurasian Economic
Union [4], whereas the successful cooperation between Kazakhstan, Russia, and China started to
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develop after the creation of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization [45]. In 2016, the governments
of Kazakhstan and China signed a cooperation plan aimed to link the two countries’ infrastructure
projects, namely Nurly Jol and Silk Road Economic Belt [46].

The WE–WC transport corridor is a continental alternative of the Trans-Siberian Railway and
the maritime traffic through the Suez Canal. The WE–WC route was assumed to decrease the time of
transport from 45 days required for sea freight shipping and 14 days for freight transport along the
Trans-Siberian Railway to 10 days (see Figure 2). The total length of the WE–WC transport corridor
is 8445 km: 2233 km of which run through the territory of Russia, 2787 km through Kazakhstan,
and 3425 km through China [3].
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based on [3]).

The Chinese government was the first one to announce the completion of its section (3425 km) of
the WE–WC transport corridor in 2017, at the opening ceremony of the high-speed motorway G218
starting in Khorgas city, the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region. In the case of the Chinese section
of the WE–WE corridor, the Chinese government covered all project-related expenses using the state
budget [47]. The Chinese section of the WE–WC corridor passes through the Chinese cities of Khorgas,
Urumchi, Lanzhou, Zhengzhou, and Lianyungang.

The Russian section is under construction, and the Russian government has included the
implementation of the WE–WC in the national infrastructure plans to be completed by 2024 [48,49].
The Russian government covered only 60% of the WE–WC project cost (or US $6 billion out of
US $10 billion) using the state budget [47,49]. The Russian section of the WE–WC corridor links the
Russian cities of Saint Petersburg, Moscow, Nizhny Novgorod, Kazan, and Orenburg. As suggested by
scholars, there is a shorter alternative route that goes from Moscow to Berlin via Minsk and Warsaw [4].
However, the Russian government proposed the route passing through Saint Petersburg to allow the
northwestern regions to benefit from the WE–WC corridor.
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The Kazakhstan section of the WE–WC transport corridor, from Khorgos (East Kazakhstani–Chinese
border) to the border point of Zhaisan (Russian–North West Kazakhstani border), entailed the rehabilitation
of 2452 km of the road [50]. According to the project, the Kazakhstani section of the WE–WC corridor passes
through the territory of the Aktobe (590.64 km), Kyzylorda (810 km), Turkestan (294 km), Jambyl (427 km),
and Almaty regions (460 km) of Kazakhstan, and the cities of Almaty and Shymkent, that are regionally
important [51]. The mining industry is the main economic sector of the Aktobe, Kyzylorda, and Turkestan
regions and Shymkent city. However, as in the case of the Aktobe region, most of the commodity goods
(oil, chromium, copper, zinc, and ferrous metals) are exported by railways [52–56]. The minerals exported
from Kyzylorda include oil, zinc, lead, uranium, gold, and silver. The key export goods of Turkestan and
Shymkent are aluminum, copper, and black metals [52,53]. The Jambyl and Almaty regions are agricultural.
The government selected Almaty, Aktobe, and Shymkent as key destinations for the public investment in
logistics infrastructure, so as to become multimode transport hubs supporting the further development of
the WE–WC corridor [57]. In 2008, the Damu Logistics Center, with the capacity to serve a freight turnover
of 10 million tons per year, was commissioned in Almaty [58]. In 2016, the Logistics Center, with the
capacity to serve a freight turnover of 1 million tons per year, was established in Aktobe [57]. In 2019,
the Continental Logistics, with the capacity to serve a freight turnover of up to 600,000 tons of cargo per
year, started to operate in Shymkent [57].

The government of Kazakhstan covered 21% of the total project cost of the WC–WE project,
that equaled to US $3.4 billion, using the state budget, while the rest of the money was borrowed for
25 years from several international development banks (see Table 1). The World Bank, experiencing the
increasing financial and administrative pressure from China, contributed the largest share of loans by
investing US $2.1 billion. The Kazakhstani government plans to complete the implementation of the
WE–WC road rehabilitation by the end of 2020 [59]. The government of Kazakhstan expected that
the commissioning of the WE–WC would lead to the growth of the road freight turnover and that
the average annual savings associated with the reduction of travel time within the country would
amount to US $280.2 million [2]. The road freight transport plays an important role in goods exchange.
In 2017, the road freight transport of Kazakhstan served 82.4% of the total volume of non-commodity
goods [52,53]. Moreover, by implementing the WE–WC project, the government of Kazakhstan aimed
to save US $75 million from improved road safety [3]. According to the CSIS estimates, road crashes
cost on average 4% of the Kazakhstan GDP, or US $9 billion [39].

Table 1. Investments in the WE–WC section of Kazakhstan (developed by the authors based on [3]).

Investing Institution Volume of Investment

The government of the Republic of Kazakhstan US $0.9 billion
Loans from several international development banks, including: US $3.4 billion
International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (World Bank) US $2.1 billion
Asian Development Bank US $0.7 billion
Islamic Development Bank US $0.4 billion
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development US $0.2 billion

In addition to the implementation of the WE–WC project, since 2003, the government of Kazakhstan
has adopted several policy documents to improve the business environment, to diversify the national
economy, and to increase the non-commodity value of the export potential of the country. In 2013,
the government introduced the national program for the Development and Support of Small Business
2004–2006 [60]. In 2010, the government started to run the national program the Road Map of Business
2020 [61]. In 2003, the government adopted the Strategy of Industrial and Innovative Development 2015,
and in 2010 the national program of Fast Industrial and Innovative Development 2010–2014, to push the
local industries to produce more non-commodity, value-added products [62]. The country Transport
Strategy 2015 was introduced in 2006 to increase the share of non-commodity goods exported from
Kazakhstan [63]. Finally, in 2017, the government enacted the National Export Strategy of Kazakhstan
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2018–2022, that aimed to double the volume of non-commodity exports [64]. However, there is poor
implementation of enacted policies on the regional level [65]. The regional governments lack the
capacity to allow local producers to benefit from the nationally established institutional conditions.

3.2. The Change of Quality of Transport Infrastructure

This section aims to assess the change in road quality and safety along the WE–WC transport
corridor. The study’s findings showed that the quality of the road along the WE–WC corridor had
already been impacted at the investment and construction stages. Investing banks divided the WE–WC
road into several sections with different lengths (see Table 2). Every bank selected a road section they
wanted to finance and supervised the road rehabilitation from the design to the implementation stage
according to their internal policies [3]. Different construction companies, selected by the public tender,
built the WE–WC road sections during different periods (see Table 2), and this patchwork approach to
the construction of the WE–WC road negatively impacted the road quality.

Table 2. The WE–WC project implementation periods, length, and road surface by sections (developed by
the authors based on [3,66]).

Regions Route Section Name Period of Time Length, km Road Quality Reported by Users

Aktobe region

Aktobe–Karabutak–Irgiz 2003–2006 273 III

Karabutak–border of
Kyzylorda region 2009–2012 215 I

Martuk–Aktobe 2012–2015 102 I

Northern bypass of the
Aktobe city 2013 39.4 II

Kyzylorda region

border of Aktobe–Zhalagash

2012–2015

555 II

Zhalagash–Enbek 22 III

Enbek–Kyzylorda 72 II

Kyzylorda–Shymkent 456 II

Turkestan region
and Shymkent city

Tashkent-Shymkent–border
of Zhambyl region 2012–2015 203 I

Jambyl region

border of Turkestan region
Taraz–Khorday 2009–2012 480 II

Almaty–Tashkent–Termes
bypass Khorday 2018 40 I

Almaty region and
Almaty city

Almaty–Bishkek 2015–2018
51 I

154 II

Almaty region Almaty–Khorgos 2012–2016 301 I

The assessment of the road quality along the WE–WC corridor showed that the road rehabilitation
and construction works did not help to obtain the planned high-quality road, satisfying the
internationally accepted technical category I for highways. Moreover, the road quality is not the
same, differing from section to section (see Table 2). According to the 2016 survey on the users’
perceptions, only 30% of the road along the WE–WC corridor met the requirements of the technical
category I (high-speed motorways with a dividing strip, speed 120 km/h), 60% of roads fell under
the technical category II (excellent asphalt/concrete for 5 points, speed 100 km/h); and 10% were
roads corresponding to the technical category III (medium asphalt by 3 points with patches, waves,
small rut, speed 60–80 km/h) (see Table 2). According to the NIITK field study, in 2018, even recently
commissioned road sections required additional repair and renovation because of road distresses such
as cracks and potholes [38]. The unsatisfactory quality of even newly commissioned road sections
along the WE–WC corridor could be explained by the poorly managed maintenance of roads and the
underdevelopment of road safety infrastructure. The road maintenance in Kazakhstan is managed by
the regions, and the capacity of regional representatives to maintain the roads differs from region to
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region [65]. The road maintenance at the regional level directly impacts road quality, as well as the
traffic safety [50].

The assessment of the road quality along the WE–WC by regions showed that the poor quality of
roads resulted in a different volume of traffic flow in different regions (see Figure 3). The comparison
of the NIITK data on traffic flow [38] with the CSIS data on the road quality [39] by regions revealed
how road quality was related to traffic flow by regions. In the Aktobe region, only 61.6% of roads were
in good condition, and there was the lowest traffic flow, of 2000 cars per day. In the Kyzylorda region,
73.6% of roads were in good condition, and the traffic flow was 5000 cars per day. In the Jambyl region,
69% of roads were in good condition, and the traffic flow was 6000 cars per day. The highest share of
roads in good condition (more than 80%) was observed in the Turkestan and the Almaty regions, as well
as the highest traffic flow, of over 7000 cars per day (see Figure 3). However, it is worth mentioning
that the highest traffic flow in the Turkestan and the Almaty regions could be caused not only by the
high quality of the road, but also by these regions’ locational advantage, neighboring the large cities of
Almaty and Shymkent. Almaty and Shymkent also serve as the country’s major multitransport hubs,
bordering with China and Uzbekistan.
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The evaluation of the WE–WC corridor impact allowed for the identification of the evolved
interdependence between road quality, transport speed, and safety. The road users changed their
behavior on the roads with poor pavement as they wanted to avoid possible financial and safety risks.
The NIITK study showed that the low quality of roads and the lack of adequately installed road safety
equipment resulted in a decrease in the transport speed in some road sections [38]. The allowed speed
for the highways in Kazakhstan is up to 120 km/h. However, drivers using the WE–WC route prefer
not to exceed the speed of 80 km/h to avoid possible vehicle damage or road accidents. The poor
pavement impacted safety because a poor road surface started to lead to a higher variation of speed,
increasing the likelihood of road accidents [39]. In 2018, from 60% to 80% of accidents in the WE–WC
transport corridor linking regions were associated with low-quality roads [50,67].
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Despite the poor quality of roads identified earlier, there was the growth of the road freight
turnover in the WE–WC regions. The road freight turnover in the WE–WC regions increased 2.4 times
from 29,477 million ton-kilometers in 2009 to 71,579 million ton-kilometers in 2018 [68]. The financial
value of the goods turnover in the WE–WC regions increased 1.6 times from US $17,405 million in
2010 to US $27,149 million in 2018 [68]. The total income of Kazakhstani companies serving the
road transport of goods increased 3.3 times from KZT 36 billion (US $299 million) in 2008 to KZT
120 billion (US $368 million) in 2017 [68]. The observed positive change allows us to assume that
the country can gain even a higher increase in the road freight turnover if the road quality and
safety are improved. For example, better-quality roads can attract more foreign companies to the
Kazakhstani market. Nowadays, there is a low share of foreign companies serving the road freight
turnover in Kazakhstan [68]. For the foreign transport companies, the use of the poor-quality road is
an unacceptably risky business.

The transport corridor develops into the multimode corridor when the road is of acceptable
quality and safe. The quality of road infrastructure directly affects the transport speed, traffic flow,
as well as road freight turnover. In the trade logistics, safety plays a key role in the selection of the best
route for transport companies [69]. For example, only some types of cargo that generally do not require
special transport conditions can be transported along the roads with a poor quality of road surface.
For the transport of special cargo (valuable, heavy, dangerous, etc.) it is critical to have a high-quality
road surface. The use of roads with poor quality leads to the rapid deterioration of vehicles that
transport goods and increases the chances of road accidents. The government of Kazakhstan expected
that the annual maintenance expenses would decrease by US $72.5 million after the rehabilitation of
the highway [2]. This assumption related to the maintenance savings was initially mistaken. If the
government wants the WE–WC corridor to be selected by road users for the transport of goods, there is
an urgent need to complement the construction of new roads with adequate investment. Regions of
Kazakhstan need additional funding for better management of road maintenance and the development
of road safety equipment.

The analysis of the road quality and safety revealed that the WE–WC project did not bring the
expected improved physical connection between regions. The Kazakhstani section of the WE–WC
failed to create decent transport conditions for road users and provide the assumed shorter route to
save the traveling time. The roads’ poor quality and unsafe conditions call into question the future role
of the Kazakhstani section of the WE–WC road in the stimulation of international trade. There is a
hope that the recent government’s actions, such as the introduction of road quality control compliance
with the European standards started in 2020 [70], may help to guarantee sustainable mobility along the
Kazakhstani section of the WE–WC corridor. However, the success of the new road quality control may
continue to be dependent on the level of engagement of regional players in the implementation process.

3.3. The Change of Trade, Export Value, and Trade Serving Infrastructure

This section aims to assess the change in trade and export potential of regions along the WE–WC
transport corridor. Before sharing the evaluation results, it is worth mentioning that the government of
Kazakhstan started to implement the WE–WC project close to 2008, when international trade, affected by
the global financial and economic crisis, began experiencing a considerable decline. The great recession
highly affected the participation of Kazakhstan in international trade because commodities remained
the main trading goods exported from Kazakhstan to Europe and China. For example, in 2019,
Kazakhstan exported 69.4% of all exported gas to China and 29.4% of the exported oil to Italy [53,54].
After the great recession in 2009, the international trade growth slowed down, as well as the economic
development of many countries and regions. Compared with the pre-crisis average of 7.1% (1987–2007),
in 2012 and 2013 international trade’s growth rate did not exceed 3% [55]. Considering the negative
impact of the global crisis on trade, the further analysis of the change of trade starts with the analysis of
the trade between countries that are potential users of the Kazakhstani section of the WE–WC corridor.
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The analysis of the trade between countries linked by the WE–WC corridor showed that there
was a higher growth of trade between China, Russia, and Central Asian countries. During 2009–2018,
the value of exports from China to Europe, as well as the value of imports from Europe to China,
increased only 1.8 times [54,55]. A similar low increase of export and import values was observed
between Russia, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan [55]. Compared to the trade development between China
and Europe, the trade development between China and Russia showed better results. During 2009–2018,
the value of export from China to Russia increased 3.1 times, and the export from Russia to China
2.8 times [71]. Moreover, the trade between China and Central Asian countries has also grown.
The value of goods imported from Kyrgyzstan to China increased 6 times from US $0.4 million in 2009
to US $2.3 million in 2018 [71]. The value of exports from China to Kyrgyzstan increased 2.1 times from
US $183 million in 2009 to US $282 million in 2018 [71]. The value of exports from China to Uzbekistan
increased 3 times from US $621 million in 2009 to US $1899 million in 2018 [71]. The value of exports
from China to Kazakhstan increased 2.4 times from US $1327 million in 2009 to US $3169 million in
2018 [71]. The positive trade trends between China and Russia, as well as the Central Asian countries,
are a good prerequisite for the future success of the WE–WC corridor and its linking regions.

The analysis of the export potential of the WE–WC linking regions allows us to conclude that the
mining regions located at the Russia–Uzbekistan section of the WE–WC corridor could not overcome the
dependence on the export of commodity goods. Aktobe, Kyzylorda, Turkestan, and Shymkent continue
to experience the highest dependence on the export of natural resources. Consequently, their economy
remains unsustainable and vulnerable to a financial crisis on the global market. Compared to 2010,
the highest decrease in the goods turnover among the WE–WC regions in 2018 was observed in the
Kyzylorda region (4.7 times), followed by the Aktobe region (1.9 times) (see Table 3). During 2010–2018,
the financial value of exports in the WE–WC regions decreased 2 times from US $17,346 million in
2010 to US $8371 million in 2018, while the highest decrease in exports was observed in the Kyzylorda
region (5.7 times), followed by the Aktobe region (2.1 times) (see Table 3).

Table 3. Goods turnover and export value by WE–WC regions in 2010 and 2018 in US $ million (based on [53]).

WE–WC Regions
2010 2018

Goods Turnover Export Goods Turnover Export

Almaty region 1410.1 192.5 1962.9 385.5
Jambyl region 572.5 274.2 636.3 294.9
Almaty city 17,320.8 4935.3 16,295.1 3347.4

Turkestan region and Shymkent city 3121.1 1192.9 3136.8 1506.9
Aktobe region 8063.5 6199.6 4208.8 2957.2

Kyzylorda region 4237.6 3816.1 909.2 666.8
Total: WE–WC regions 17,404.8 17,345.9 27,149.1 8370.5

Agricultural regions located along the WE–WC corridor, forming the China–Kyrgyzstan section,
showed better performance when it comes to the increase of the share of exported non-commodity
goods. However, some of these regions still have a low number of companies serving the road
freight transport. Compared to 2010, in 2018, among the WE–WC regions, the highest increase in
goods turnover was in the Almaty region (1.4 times) and the Jambyl region (1.1 times), located at
the China–Kyrgyzstan section of the WE–WC corridor (see Table 3). The highest increase in export
took place in the Almaty region (2 times) and the Jambyl region (1.1 times) (see Table 3). The Jambyl
and Almaty regions were also leading in the share of exported non-commodity goods. In 2018,
non-commodity goods constituted 93% of the export goods from the Jambyl region and 88% of the
export goods from the Almaty region (see Figure 4). At the same time, the Jambyl and Almaty regions
remain underdeveloped in terms of service infrastructure. In 2018, the total number of companies
serving the road freight transport of the Jambyl region comprised only 1% of all registered companies
serving the road freight transport of Kazakhstan [68]. Consequently, the Jambyl region companies
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serving the road freight transport accounted for the smallest amount of income, equal to KZT 1.1 billion
(US $3361 million) in 2018 [68]. In the case of the Almaty region, transport companies preferred to be
registered and operate from Almaty city [68].
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Figure 4. The share of exported non-commodity goods in total exports by regions in 2018 (based on statistics [35,54]).

Compared to Aktobe and Shymkent cities, Almaty city has the greatest potential to serve as a
multimodal transport node for linking the WE–WC road with international air and railway corridors.
Almaty city is a leader in the number of enterprises engaged in road freight transport and volume of
revenue received from road freight transport. Compared to 2009, in 2019, among the WE–WC regions,
the highest increase of the road freight turnover was recorded in Almaty city (4.4 times) [68]. In 2018,
20% of the country’s companies engaged in road freight transport (1072 companies) were registered
in Almaty city. Almaty city companies contributed 20.5% (KZT 22 billion US $67,230 million) of the
total country revenue coming from the road freight transport-related services in 2018. Almaty city is
home to 15% of the country’s population, contributing more than 20% of the country’s gross regional
product (GRP) [54]. According to experts, the leadership of the city of Almaty in freight transport is
associated with its distributional role as an international transport hub, where air and rail transport
have developed equally [58]. Almaty city accounts for more than 50% of the country’s air passenger
and cargo traffic [57]. In 2018, 40,560 tons of cargo and 4380.2 thousand passengers were transported
by Almaty’s air transport [68]. The growth of export goods in Almaty’s regions can also be explained
by the other regions’ ability to leverage their proximity to Almaty city. To the same extent, the Jambyl
region could use its locational advantage, close to Bishkek, the largest city in neighboring Kyrgyzstan.

The transport corridor develops into the logistics corridor when there is a sustainable growth of
road freight turnover. The evaluation showed that the government’s expectations about the positive
impact of the WE–WC corridor on the growth of trade volume and the export potential of regions were
partially fulfilled. The timely completion of the Chinese section of the WE–WC corridor stimulated
trade between China, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan. The Almaty and Jambyl regions, located close
to Almaty city and Bishkek city, forming the China–Kyrgyzstan section of the WE–WC corridor,
could increase the number of non-commodity export products. The Russian government could not
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complete its section of the WE–WC corridor in time. There was a low increase in trade between
Russia and Uzbekistan. The mining regions of Aktobe, Kyzylorda, Turkestan, and Shymkent city,
linking the Russia–Uzbekistan section of the WE–WC corridor, continued to be dependent on the
export of commodity goods. As a result, this dependence undermines the sustainability of their
economic future.

3.4. The Change of Non-Commodity Export Products and the Diversification of the Regional Economy

This section aims to assess the change in the development of regional capabilities to produce
globally demanded non-commodity goods with high export value in regions along the WE–WC
transport corridor. The assessment of regional capabilities showed that the regions bordering with
China and Central Asian countries could increase the number of globally competitive products.
During 2003–2014, the mining regions of Aktobe and Kyzylorda impacted by the global crisis
experienced a decline in the processing sector. In 2014, the competitive advantage of the Aktobe and
Kyzylorda regions was the lowest among the WE–WC regions (see Figure 5). In 2014, the mining sector
accounted for 92.2% of the exports of the Kyzylorda region [40]. In 2014, the manufacturing sector of the
Aktobe region contributed only 3% of the country’s total, and regional companies produced 19 types
of globally competitive goods, including fuels, ferrous metals, chemicals, minerals, and food [40].Sustainability 2019, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 14 of 20 
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Among the WE–WC regions, the agricultural Jambyl and Almaty regions showed the highest
increase in the number of globally competitive products. For example, during 2003–2014, the Jambyl
region, neighboring Bishkek—the largest city of Kyrgyzstan, showed significant progress in capability
development and a high level of economic diversification [40]. In 2014, the Jambyl region took the 3rd
place among the WE–WC regions (see Figure 5). The average complexity of the products exported
from the Jambyl region with RCA increased by 18%, and the number of RCA rose from 62 to 106,
whereas new goods included leather and textile products as well as power-generating, industrial,
and household machinery [40]. In 2014, only 3% of the country’s manufacturing sector was located
in the Jambyl region, but these manufacturing companies produced 31 types of globally competitive
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goods in agriculture and food, 24 in leather, textile and apparel, 12 in stone glass and metal products,
11 in machinery products, and 5 in chemical products [40].

In 2012, the government of Kazakhstan introduced a regional development policy to develop the
Almaty and Shymkent urban agglomerations via the stimulation of economic cooperation between
four regions located along the WE–WC corridor: Almaty city, the Almaty region, Shymkent city,
and the Turkestan region [72]. However, Almaty city and the Almaty region, compared to Shymkent
city and the Turkestan region, showed a better engagement in a mutually beneficial exchange of
goods and services and enjoyed benefits from the agglomeration effect. In 2014, Almaty city and the
Almaty region, having the highest level of regional economic complexity and comparative advantage,
were considered regions with high economic capability (see Figure 4). In 2014, Almaty city produced
276 types of globally competitive goods (RCA > 1), eight of which led the world ranking [40]. In 2014,
the Almaty region was more diversified, with 165 RCAs, whereas the Turkestan region and Shymkent
city had only 75 RCAs, including low-complexity products like fish, meat, and other agricultural
goods [40]. The Turkestan region outperformed the Almaty region in terms of the size of processing
sectors. However, the Almaty region produced more value-added goods, including 40% of exports
coming from machinery and metals and 50% of the export agricultural and food products [40]. In the
case of the Turkestan region and Shymkent city, fuels and chemicals accounted for 65% and 15% of the
exported goods [40].

The transport corridor develops into the economic corridor when it starts to stimulate territorial
clustering of companies. In the case of the Almaty region, companies have started to create territorial
clusters around Almaty city. The Almaty region has more opportunities to develop new products
in the future and benefit from the operation of the WE–WC corridor. The Turkestan region and
Shymkent city lost their comparative advantages in most sectors, with the highest decline in machinery,
transport, stone, glass, and metal producing sectors. A minor positive change was observed in
the Turkestan region and Shymkent city in chemical production, with new RCA products such as
antibiotics, mineral or chemical fertilizers, and radioactive chemical elements. Also, the Turkestan
region and Shymkent city slightly enhanced the production of the non-crude oil from petrol and
bitumen minerals. However, the growing technological distance between the main producing sectors
may not allow the Turkestan region and Shymkent city to benefit from the operation of the WE–WC
corridor. The long-term economic sustainability of the WE–WC linking regions depends on local
conditions created for companies to produce non-commodity products with high export value. There is
an urgent need to develop capacities of regional governments to enhance the development and
maintenance of transport infrastructure, as well as to create better institutional conditions to increase
the competitive advantages of the locally produced goods and services [65].

4. Conclusions

This study fills the gap in the literature on the impact of the Silk Road transport corridors on
regional development in Central Asia. The authors proposed an original methodological framework
for assessing the impact of the transport corridor, considering its evolution from a transport into an
economic corridor. The proposed methodological framework was based on the integrated approach.
It tracked the change by illustrating how the transport sustainability was related to sustainable logistics
and sustainable regional economic development in Central Asia.

The study’s findings allowed us to divide the WE–WC transport corridor into two main
sections, according to the evolution level and followed-up impact: (i) the road section linking
Russia and Uzbekistan via Kazakhstan, passing through the Aktobe, Kyzylorda, and Turkestan regions
and Shymkent city (the Russia–Uzbekistan section); and (ii) the road section linking China and
Kyrgyzstan via Kazakhstan, passing through Almaty city, the Almaty region and the Jambyl region
(the China–Kyrgyzstan section). The WE–WC Russia–Uzbekistan section continues to serve mainly a
transit function and operate at the level of transport infrastructure. The WE–WC China–Kyrgyzstan
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section has started to evolve from the level of the multimode transport corridor to the level of the
logistics corridor.

Unfortunately, as the evidence has shown, the rehabilitation of the WE–WC road did not lead to
the expected improvement of roads in all regions. The number of road accidents decreased in regions
located along the Russia–Uzbekistan section of the WE–WC corridor, but this was linked with the
decrease in the traffic flow due to the low quality of the road surface. If the government of Kazakhstan
wants to help road users to save on traveling time and the repairment of vehicles, it is important to
increase the quality of roads by improving road construction and maintenance. Mining regions forming
the Russia–Uzbekistan section of the WE–WC corridor showed higher sensitivity to the negative impact
of the global crisis. This means that the sustainability of the Aktobe, Kyzylorda, and Turkestan regions
and Shymkent city depends on their economic diversification. If the government of Kazakhstan wants
to raise the WE–WC Russia–Uzbekistan section to the level of a multimode transport corridor, it is
vital to support regional governments by effective public investments in the improvement of regional
transport systems.

Despite the negative impact of the global economic recession on international trade including the
exchange of goods between China and Europe, there was the highest increase in trade volume between
China and Kyrgyzstan. The increase stimulated the economic diversification of the WE–WC linking the
Almaty and Jambyl regions. The Almaty and Jambyl regions, located close to Almaty city and Bishkek,
showed good performance by increasing a variety of value-added export products and the geographic
clustering of producers along to the WE–WC road. Almaty city and the Almaty region became closely
interconnected by the existing transport and storage infrastructure. The large number of transport
companies located in the periphery of Almaty city, as well as the warehouse of the Almaty region,
have started to concentrate around Almaty city. If the government of Kazakhstan aims to raise the
WE–WC China–Kyrgyzstan section to the level of an economic corridor, it must develop the capacity
of regional managers to create an enabling business environment that stimulates the development of
regional capabilities and the related logistics infrastructure.

The Kazakhstan section of the WE–WC corridor is at an early stage of the transformation from
a transport into a logistics corridor. Therefore, the impact of the WE–WC corridor requires more
attention and further research funded by the government. The analysis of assumed impacts should
not be limited to the assessment of savings, overall change of the freight turnover, or received profit
from the trade. It is important to measure the change in economic complexity of regions driven
by the development of transport infrastructure. The economic sustainability of the WE–WC route
linking cities and regions depends on what would be done for the successful evolution of the transport
corridor into the logistics corridor. To make future BRI-related investments beneficial to sustainable
economic development, Central Asian governments should accompany the infrastructure development
investment with region-specific actions enabling economic diversification.

There are several limitations of the study worth mentioning. This paper presents only findings of
the regional-level analysis. The study of behavioral aspects of key actors engaged in the development
of logistics chains in cities and regions of Kazakhstan, based on the mathematical models suggested by
leading scholars [20], will be completed in 2021 and published in a different paper. The study was
funded by a governmental grant. Therefore, the research design was constrained by the grant-suggested
research scope and objectives and required the authors to focus on cities and regions of Kazakhstan.
Constrained by the study objective and the shortage of data, the authors did not assess the impact of
WE–WC on Russian and Chinese regions, nor did they compare the officially approved WE–WC route
with other possible alternative routes. However, there is a plan to continue research on the impact
of the Silk Road corridors on Central Asian countries as well as Russia, China, Belarus, and Eastern
European countries such as Poland. The research makes a modest step toward the development of
an evidence-based decision-making culture in the policymaking of Kazakhstan. The paper paves
the way for further in-depth research on the role of transport and logistics for sustainable economic
development in regions of Central Asia.
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