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Abstract 
 

The United States’ new interest in the Central Asian region has seen its 
relations with Kazakhstan, continually but incrementally, getting more 

important. The United States is having increasing ties with Kazakhstan in 

political, economic and strategic terms. These ties are reviewed here using a 
sector-oriented analytical lens, viewing in turn the origins of their diplomatic 

relations, their bilateral interactions, addressing, specifically, development 

assistance, trade, investments, business presence, energy dealings and their 

defense and security ties. This article, thereby, attempts to provide, 

simultaneously, a loose chronological, thematic and an interpretative analysis 
of the, clearly, broad-based United States and Kazakhstan relationship, noting 

there through also the changes taking place in it, over time. Geo-political 

aspects are mentioned, as and where necessary, contextually and the multi-
lateral aspects of the relationship are merely hinted at, in passing.     
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Introduction  
 

As one of the newly independent states (NIS) to emerge out of more 

than seven decades of political isolation under the Soviet Union, Kazakhstan 

is comparatively a new country to initiate and develop relations with the 

United States. Nevertheless, upon independence, Kazakhstan was quick in 

establishing a broad range of ties with the U.S., including in the political, 

economic and strategic domains. Despite the enormous distance and lack of 
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direct land access, any boundary, not to mention a border, between 

Kazakhstan and the United States, both the countries have managed to 

develop an increasing trade relationship. The United States has given 

Kazakhstan much transformational and developmental aid under its various 

politico-economic and strategic programs. The United States has made 

significant investments in various energy related projects in Kazakhstan but 

its investments are, by no means, confined to the energy sector alone but 

instead also involves investments in industrial, business and services sectors 

too, often, initially, along with Turkish partners.  

Even before Kazakhstan became independent, it had continually, if 

sparsely, figured in American media,
1
 including in the Washington Post, in 

the various contexts of: a) strategic developments within the Soviet Union, 

b) ecological and other disasters within the Soviet space, c) Gorbachev’s 

anti-corruption campaigns under glasnost and d) in the immediate past even 

in the context of Central Asian leaders’ reactions to the Gulf War 

(Washington Post, various issues). Incidentally, it was actually American 

media coverage of coup-affected Moscow that enabled Nursultan Abishuly 

Nazarbayev to save both Mikhail Gorbachev and then Boris Yeltsin too from 

falling prey to the trouble-making hardliners. Proving, thereby, that the U.S. 

even through its media had for long tuned in and been attentive to 

developments even within Soviet Kazakhstan, not to mention too, of course, 

catering to the informational imperatives of a Kazakhstan teetering at the 

verge of independence.  

Actually, continuing the momentum of glasnost and perestroika, 

Gorbachev began granting greater degree of autonomy, from 1988 on, to the 

union republics of the USSR, including to Kazakhstan. Taking this up the 

Kazakh people established their own governing structures, determined their 

own future course by choosing their own national emblems and even 

declaring their sovereignty, finally on the 25
th

 of October 1990. Though 

Western observers generally, both at Kazakh independence and immediately 

prior to it, have considered the Kazakhs as lacking in nationalistic spirit, in 

comparison to the Balts for example, and highly nomadic in their socio-

political make-up to merit national independence, American elites in 

particular have shown some interest, given their long, praise-worthy, 

commitment to anti-colonialism, in an independent Kazakhstan and in 

wanting to establish separate relations with it (Olcott 1995, pp. 290-94; 

Weller 2006; Weitz 2008, p. 122 and p. 127). Thus, it came as no surprise, 

when the U.S. became one of the first nations to recognize Kazakhstan’s 

independence and to rapidly open diplomatic relations with it, thereafter. 

                                                           
1
  For example, Washington Post. Retrieved from 

http://pqasb.pqarchiver.com/washingtonpost_historical/results.htn,  accessed on 15/05/2007. 

The search feature at New York Times’ website: <https://mobile.nytimes. com> may also be 

used between the year ranges 1951-1991for verifying the same.  

http://pqasb.pqarchiver.com/washingtonpost_historical/results.htn


97  A Concise Interpretive Analysis of U.S. – Kazakhstan Relations, 1991-2013 

Strategically and more, mutual relations have now proceeded beyond two 

decades and a half, rather amicably with only minor tensions along the way. 

Specifically, this article addresses the following questions: When and how 

politico-diplomatic relations between the U.S. and Kazakhstan took shape? 

How has these relations evolved since then? What are the various sectors of 

their economic relations? ; And how have vital energy and security issues 

fared in their strategic ties since the inception of their relationship? The 

structure of the rest of this article proceeds, henceforth, under three key 

rubrics, namely: Political Front, Economic Sphere and Strategic Realm. Each 

of these are further divided into sub-sections or sectors, i.e.: Political Front is 

divided into Political Recognition and Diplomatic Representation, Evolution 

of Relations Generally, and Bilateral Development Assistance; Economic 

Sphere consists of Bilateral Trade, Business Presence, and Investments; and 

the Strategic Realm is occupied by Energy Dealings, and Defense and 

Security Ties. This article ends with some concluding thoughts and proffers 

some integral but tentative suggestions therein. 

  

Political Front 
 

Though there had been a number of informal first encounters between 

U.S. citizens and Kazakh natives before and around Kazakhstan’s 

independence, their first formal diplomatic encounter, however, obviously 

had to wait for Kazakhstan’s, independence. When independence did come, 

alas, the United States was amongst the first countries to grant it its 

diplomatic recognition. Freed unwillingly of the yoke of Union and unsure 

of how to proceed ahead into the approaching twenty-first century without 

the protection of the Soviet umbrella, Kazakhstan earnestly embraced the 

welcome of the remaining superpower, the United States of America. 

In fact, it was this very sense of non-confidence and unpreparedness for 

independent statehood that made Kazakh leaders, including the Gorbachev-

loyal Kazakh nationalist Nazarbayev, having himself been in the chief 

executive slot only since 1989,
2
 to root, earlier and vainly, for a renewed 

Union (Olcott 1995, pp.264-265). Kazakhstan, like the rest of ex-Soviet 

Central Asia and the Caucasus, was instead, non-consultatively and 

unceremoniously booted-out, figuratively speaking that is, of the Soviet 

Union by the key Slav states, decisively so, after their Belovezh Conspiracy 

(Olcott 1995, p.270; Dave 2007, p. 8 and p.178 f. 4). Finding itself 

insecurely left out of the previously well-acclimatized Russian cold, 

Kazakhstan, for the same non-confidence, unlike the Baltic States, 

enthusiastically pushed for a looser confederal arrangement in the shape of a 

Russia-led Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), a loyal member of 

which it remains till today.  

                                                           
2
  He had, of course, been the Chairman of the Council of Ministers from 1984.  
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Political Recognition and Diplomatic Representation  
 

With the encouragement of the West, of western allies like Germany 

and Turkey and the increasing indifference of Russia itself to their fate, the 

Kazakhs declared their independence quite reluctantly on 16
th
 December 

1991, particularly, after the failure of the August coup against Gorbachev. 

Having had a paramount role in the Soviet endgame, it was somewhat 

surprising that the United States, led then by President George H.W. Bush, 

lagged behind states like Turkey and Italy in granting political recognition to 

an independence-poised Kazakhstan. According to Jonathan Aitken, Turkey 

was the first in this regard (Aitken 2009, p.125).
3
 When recognition was 

given to it finally, it came en mass, the United States recognized Kazakhstan 

along with the rest of the CIS on Christmas Day, 25
th
 December 1991. Still, 

“the United States was the first country to recognize Kazakhstan on 

December 25, 1991 and opened its Embassy in Almaty in January 1992; the 

Embassy moved to Astana in 2006,” cleverly states the official Background 
Note  of the US Department of State (DOS-BN 2009). 

Nevertheless, at independence, unlike with the other Central Asian states, 

and despite the initial euphoria, the U.S. welcome of Kazakhstan was 

somewhat restrained, given Kazakhstan’s too high an affinity to a non-Gorby-

led Russia, and was also critically underpinned demographically then (Olcott 

1995, p. 265; Tokaev 2004, p. 125). Having established diplomatic relations 

with Kazakhstan relatively quickly the U.S. went on to open its diplomatic 

mission and embassy in its then capital Alma Ata (the present Almaty) in 

January 1992. Besides having its embassy/chancery in Astana, the US also 

maintains a consulate and regional offices of the USAID and Peace Corps at 

Almaty, in view of its closeness to the Kazakh concentrations in southern 

Kazakhstan and to the heart of the rest of native Central Asia. Similarly, too 

Kazakhstan has its embassy in Washington, D.C. and it has a consulate at New 

York, to be close to not just the world of American business but also to attend 

to the United Nations and partake in the business of global affairs, thereby.  

The United States’ first resident envoy to Kazakhstan was William 

Harrison Courtney, who started his mission in Alma Ata as Charge d’ 

Affaires ad interim on 3
rd

 February 1992, later the contemporary U.S. 

ambassador then was Kenneth J. Fairfax till somewhat replaced by Michael 

S. Klecheski. In between stints as the Foreign Minister of Kazakhstan Yerlan 

Abilfayizuly Idrissov also had served as Kazakhstan’s ambassador to the 

United States from July 2007 to October 2012. Recently, Idrissov stepped 

aside as foreign minister in favor of Kairat Kudaibergenovich 

Abdrakhmanov. Since 2015 George Albert Krol, a region-savvy, well-

                                                           
3
   In this regard, the present researcher is heartened to note that the EKUSA has, rightly, 

revised its 2016 Infographics (EKUSA 2016), to reflect this fact. Cf. the 2013 Infographics, 

also by Kazakhembus. A number of versions are still available over the Internet. Retrieved 

from http://kazakhembus. com/,  accessed on 6/03/2017 
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accomplished career Foreign Service specialist, has remained as the U.S. 

ambassador to Kazakhstan in Astana. Similarly, multi-stinting Kairat 

Yermekovich Umarov has been, till recently, his counterpart for Kazakhstan 

in Washington, D.C. (The Washington Diplomat 2013). 

Trade relations began to take shape and U.S. exports to and imports 

from Kazakhstan gradually rose but only continually so. Not having 

common border has its impact on trade relations between Kazakhstan and 

the U.S. Having rather limited economically–sensible outlets to the world 

market including to those of the U.S., Kazakhstan in the initial years had 

rather limited volume of trade with the U.S. Thus, it was no surprise to find 

Russia, Belarus and Kyrgyzstan figure as greater trade partners then of 

Kazakhstan. Nevertheless, Kazakhstan’s exports to and imports from the 

U.S. has rapidly, if continually, grown since its independence (as may be 

seen elucidated further in the later sub-section on Bilateral Trade).  

Episodes of elite visits to either country usually mark upswings in 

relations. Besides periodic visits by top elites like presidents and cabinet 

members, there have been some visits and numerous authoritative statements 

by intermediate policy practitioners at the level of special envoys, deputy 

secretaries, assistant secretaries, deputy assistant secretaries of various 

relevant executive departments/ministries and security officials too, from, of 

and to Kazakhstan. Similarly, delegations of key members of the U.S. 

legislative branch have visited their counterparts in Kazakhstan and vice-

versa. As you may see later, the re-election year 2004, for example, saw 

more U.S. elites visiting Kazakhstan. Despite the 5-years visa given, 

Kazakhstan is still not a visa-waiver country, indicating it has still some 

grounds to cover before it could be deemed a U.S. friendly-country; and 

hence Kazakhs visiting the US and vice-versa do need visas for mutual 

visits. Obviously, more steps need to be taken for both to keep in step!  

Being among the more Russo-friendly Central Asian peoples and only 

recently having been freed from Soviet-imposed atheism, the Kazakhs, like 

the rest of Central Asia generally, take an evolutionary approach to inevitably 

but gradually rediscovering their Islamic faith and Muslim traditions. Having 

uneasily accommodated even the despicable atheism in their midst for so long, 

they have no trouble, unlike some of their Islamic brothers in the more 

orthodox areas of their Muslim periphery and beyond, at being tolerant of and 

accepting the presence of numerous minorities holding radically diverse faiths 

from theirs. Thus, Americans either visiting or stinting
4
 in Kazakhstan can 

easily observe the unmolested presence therein of adherents of not just the 

Russian Orthodoxy – the faith of their immediate past overlords – but also 

members of other churches of Christianity, e.g. Autocephalous Orthodox, 

Apostolic Orthodox (both of Eastern Orthodoxy), Protestant (of evangelical 

                                                           
4
  For example, see John Ordway’s interview with Dina Bukayeva of Khabar Television on 27 

Feb. 2005. Retrieved from http://kazakhstan.usembassy.gov/khabar-interview.html 

http://kazakhstan.usembassy.gov/khabar-interview.html
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and Baptist varieties including Lutheran, Jehovah’s Witness and even 

Seventh-Day Adventist) and Catholic; Judaism, Buddhism, Taoism, 

Hinduism, the rather native Tengrism (Nysanbayev 2004, p.183) and 

Shamanism, and the blooming of all their various institutions and/or 

organizations in Kazakhstan. Conversely, Kazakhs visiting the U.S. can 

similarly see Muslims in general and Turkic-Muslims on average and 

members of even the Kazakh diaspora
5
 doing reasonably well in the United 

States. If Kazakhs can survive even in communo-atheistic Soviet Union till 

Gorbachev’s openness granted them overt practice then they certainly can 

flourish in god-loving, capitalistic America where no U.S. president, neither a 

Republican nor a Democrat, would hinder them from peacefully practicing 

their religion and extolling their faith, given that, after all, America, 

conveniently for the free-spirited Kazakhs, is both the modern Mecca for 

freedom of religion and, ironically, for freedom from religion too.  

 

Evolution of U.S.- Kazakhstan Relations   
Not wanting to offend Gorbachev, his partner in the Cold War endgame, 

George H.W. Bush was overly cautious in welcoming an independent 
Kazakhstan initially. Nevertheless, with his popularity slipping by the day 
and having just over a year of his term left, he rushed his secretary of state 
James Baker to Alma Ata to register America’s keenness on Kazakhstan 
nonetheless, and to serve to the Kazakhs the appropriate pointers for 
pursuing future co-existence. Baker, of course, met, literally, naked success 
in this during his “sauna diplomacy” with Nazarbayev! Unsurprisingly, in 
the initial year of ties there was not much of a trade figure to show for, 
though, like in the security sector, important agreements on trade, 
investment protection and avoidance of double taxation were signed. Given 
America’s disdain for the Political Islam espoused by Iran, the U.S. held up 
Europe and Turkey as models for the Central Asian states to emulate, as 
pointedly noted by Gareth Winrow (Winrow 1995, p.13). Nevertheless, 
having taken the full measure of, initially Western-backed and Russia-
ignored, Turkey to help in their restructuring processes, Nazarbayev still, 
needfully, proceeded to Iran to develop a more lucrative economic relation 
with it in the wake of the Ankara Summit of October 1992. 

Given the United States’ long running obsession with non-proliferation of 

Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD), and also with an eye on Central Asian 

strategic realities, the U.S. enacted a facilitating legislation: the Nunn-Lugar 

Act. Later, in pursuance of this, the United States made a priority of effecting 

nuclear threat reduction in Central Asia particularly, though not exclusively, 

so in Kazakhstan.
6
 H.W. Bush’s administration did not extend much, in terms 

of aid, to Kazakhstan but Nazarbayev was aware of and, helped much by the 

                                                           
5
  Including so-called “defectors” like Dr. Kanatjan Alibekov and “dissidents” like Bigeldin 

Gabdullin. 
6
  For the text of an U.S. Senate bill that reflects the legislative evolution of this process, see 

Bill Text, 109th Congress (2005-2006) S. 313. Retrieved from http://thomas.loc.gov/cgi-

bin/query/z?c109:S.313:  

http://thomas.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/z?c109:S.313:
http://thomas.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/z?c109:S.313:
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Nunn-Lugar-visit, was determined to get Kazakhstan’s fair share of whatever 

was given out as CTR aid. In Kazakhstan itself their elites were quite divided 

into hawks, bargainers and doves on the nuclear issue (Tokaev 2004, p.128; 

Aitken 2012, p.79). Some, including Nazarbayev himself, well aware of the 

pre-independence Nevada-Semipalatinsk movement, were only too keen to rid 

Kazakhstan off these standing symbols of Soviet administered radioactive, 

environmental and health abuse of Kazakhstan (Nazarbayev 2001; 

Saudabayev and Nunn 2006). Others, more cognizant of Kazakhstan’s 

geopolitical vulnerability, in a growing nuclear neighborhood, and aware of 

the bargaining value of even under-maintained Soviet/Russian nukes, slated 

for destruction under START, thought otherwise. For these legitimate reasons, 

Kazakhstan took its time, first, in renouncing nukes, then, further delaying the 

total removal and/or conversion and varying destructions of its strategic 

weapons and their associated components.  

The Freedom Support Act (FSA), which largely duplicates the earlier 

language of the CTR program legislation (P.L.102-228), is a facilitating 

legislation enacted, in a timely fashion, to give substantive backings to 

pursue America’s diplomatic and politico-economic missions in the newly 

independent nations of the ex-Soviet Union, including in Kazakhstan. The 

United States took the early disinterest of Russia on Central Asia, in general, 

and in Kazakhstan, in particular, as a sort of cue and moved ahead, if 

hesitantly, to build a broad-range of ties with all the NIS of Central Asia. 

This fact, is reflected in the broad politico-economic coverage of the FSA 

(P.L.102-511) of 1992, though, Russia was still its intended primary 

beneficiary, more so by default than by design, it appears. Anyway, Russia 

was also not too much disturbed by the initial American interest in the ex-

Soviet space and especially by the facilitating structure of the FSA because, 

in the early years, this initiative, as mentioned earlier, was, as if intended to 

appease, primarily Russia-centric.  

This was not surprising given that Russia was, undeniably, the pre-

eminent state to emerge from the disintegrating Soviet Union and that all the 

other successor states were much inferior to it in their politico-economic 

weightage. Russia was also the United States’ working partner in ending the 

original Cold War episode and, along with other Slav states, the prime 

mover of the Soviet end-game. But having eased the Soviet collapse and 

helping Russia towards finding its proper nationally-independent albeit 
reduced space and place in the international community and its various 

institutions, the U.S. also felt that it should do likewise to the ex-Soviet rest, 

particularly, to key states like Ukraine and Kazakhstan. As the years passed 

and as things evolved, in that reconfigured space, the need to pay greater 

attention to these key states and the rest of the non-Russian NIS also grew 

apace. Unsurprisingly, the U.S. went on, in later years, to reinvigorate its 

diplomatic relations and further extend its presence in the NIS generally, and 

particularly so, variously, in the Central Asian states. The U.S. was overly 
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keen on Kazakhstan, along with Russia, given both their overwhelming 

territories and the obvious natural resources that these represent. In the 

context of ex-Soviet Central Asia, Kazakhstan was, somewhat inexplicably, 

also given a greater priority, by the ostensibly market-focused US, initially, 

than Uzbekistan, which clearly has a larger population and, by implication, a 

bigger market (Legvold 2004, p.1). 

In 1993, the U.S. Department of Defense, wanting to gain friendly 

access to a newly-freed region, used its National Guards SPP (1991), that 

grew out of EUCOM, to lure the former Soviet republics, including 

Kazakhstan, to participate in its program (National Guard 2011; Balaban 

2012). In doing so, it perhaps encroached on some of the much earlier 

interest there of the U.S. Dept. of State, giving rise to a latent inter-

Departmental turf war of sorts. The U.S. media, while sharing the coolness 

of the American government towards Kazakhstan, also covered the dealings 

of U.S. oil firms in Kazakhstan’s  energy sector, besides also noting, quite 

uneasily, Kazakhstan’s continued sheltering under Russian hegemony, if not 

imperialism too, as disturbingly symbolized by the on-going lease of 

Baykonur
7
 Cosmodrome to Russia. More on these, in context, would be 

dealt with, in the later section on Strategic Realm.  

The first William J. Clinton administration, not wanting to be left out of 

the loop, for its part, had Strobe Talbott and Warren Christopher making a 

beeline to Alma Ata (later Almaty) quite early too.  However, it is believed 

that Nazarbayev, seeing Christopher to be relatively a weak player in the 

U.S., sent him back to the U.S. to fetch vice-president Albert Arnold Al-

Gore, for signing any more pithy agreements like the Disarmament and 

Democratic Partnership ones, which were signed later on (Aitken 2009, 

p.143). This keenness on the U.S. Democratic side was also amply 

reciprocated by the Kazakhstanis when Nursultan Nazarbayev established a 

pattern of, mostly biennial, visits to the U.S. during Clinton’s total tenure. 

His foreign minister in those times Kassymzhomart Kemeluly Tokaev also 

engaged his counterparts in both Clinton administrations. During these visits 

they met top U.S. elite in-charge of the State, Defense, Energy and 

Commerce departments. In the security sphere, Clinton’s astute secretary of 

defense William Perry was particularly instrumental, in proposing a regional 

non-aggression pact (Kasenov 1995, p. 278) and also, in over-seeing the top-

secret Operation Sapphire (1994), involving the sale of Kazakh HEU, 

                                                           
7
  Also spelt Baikonur; American unease at this is justified, as strategic missiles and even 

other secret pyrotechnic devices continue to be launched or otherwise liquidated, 

presumably with U.S. understanding but, worryingly, without a corresponding U.S. 

verification role, from this more than mere cosmodrome. In fact, one of the recent took 

place on 27 Dec. 2011, when an RS-18 (aka SS-19 Stiletto) intercontinental ballistic missile 

(ICBM) was launched from there. Also, it is believed, about 20 space-related missile 

launches have taken place there, daily, since then. Better variants of, or alternatives to, the 

RS-18/Mod 2, like the Topol-M and RS-24 too are either tested or are in service with the 

Russian/CIS Strategic Missile Forces based thereabout.  
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roughly sufficient for making 25 atomic bombs, to the U.S. (Potter 1995).  

The U.S. was delighted, again in 1994, when Kazakhstan joined NATO’s 

PfP program, thereby displaying Kazakhstan’s relative capacity for 

independent foreign policy action (Yerzhan 2009, p.13). Though Russia was 

uneasy about this, it drew some consolation, in the initial years at least, from 

the fact that this was not the NATO of old and that it no longer appears to be 

arranged against Russia and that NATO now is more poised to tackle out-of-

area responsibilities. On Kazakhstan’s part, it too, not wanting to appear as 

moving too close to the West, tried to balance such sentiments by proposing 

a Eurasian Union and later joined a Russia-led Customs Union too in May 

1995, under the same spirit. 

With the confidence of Western, especially American, support and aid 

tucked securely under his belt Nazarbayev cancelled the scheduled election 

and went for a referendum to consolidate further his rule, instead. It was 

perhaps under this sense of confidence too that Kazakhstan oversaw 

successfully the last nuclear “blast” or rather destruction, in May 1995, in its 

territory, though some Kazakhs did have their reservations about their 

compliance to these earlier joint U.S.-Soviet strategic undertaking and 

consequent obligations. Clinton, the First Lady that is, also took U.S. –

Kazakhstan ties up, along a different dimension, when she toured 

Kazakhstan. She, in particular, can be credited with the start of a parade of 

high-powered petticoats into Kazakhstan; for her precedent was later 

competitively followed up by the likes of Condoleezza Rice and Madeleine 

Albright, with the latter curiously and particularly incensed over Kazakh sale 

of even old MIGs to North Korea. During both Clinton administrations, 

trade saw steady but continual growth with the United States registering both 

surplus and deficit balances with Kazakhstan. There were relatively 

remarkable trade volumes notched up in both 1997 and 2000 (see Table 1, 

later). In terms of aid, the U.S. extended relatively high amount of aid in 

both 1994 and 1995. It began declining after 1996 with it again picking up 

thereafter only in 2000 (Nichol 2013a, p. 65).  

Though Kazakhstan has a policy of positive cooperation with all its 

neighbors and the great powers, since its independence, its relations with the 

United States has generally been quite amicable but interspersed with brief 

periods of lukewarmity if not actually neutrality.
8
 In this context, Western 

observers have noted Kazakhstan’s cold-shouldering of even Russia on 

occasions. But more on this would be seen in the section called Strategic 

Realm, coming later.  

 

                                                           
8
  On these aspects, see The, Timely, Advertising Supplement. Washington Times 

(‘Kazakhstan emerges as a Major World Player’ 1999). 
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Table 1: U.S. – Kazakhstan Trade Value (in millions of U.S. dollars) 

 
Year Value Exports Imports Balance 

1992 35.5 14.9 20.6 -5.7 

1993 109.2 68.0 41.2 26.8 

1994 192.8 130.3 62.5 67.8 

1995 203.8 80.9 122.9 -42.0 

1996 259.4 138.3 121.1 17.2 

1997 475.1 346.2 128.9 217.3 

1998 271.8 103.1 168.7 -65.6 

1999 408.8 179.6 229.2 -49.6 

2000 553.2 124.2 429.0 -304.8 

2001 512.3 160.3 352.0 -191.7 

2002 939.4 604.8 334.6 270.2 

2003 560.7 168.2 392.5 -224.2 

2004 859.0 320.4 538.6 -218.2 

2005 1,639.4 538.3 1,101.1 -562.9 

2006 1,606.8 646.2 960.6 -314.5 

2007 2,004.3 752.8 1,251.5 -498.7 

2008 2,588.9 985.5 1,603.4 -617.9 

2009 2,147.0 603.5 1,543.5 -940.0 

2010 2,602.7 730.3 1,872.4 -1,142.1 

2011 2,506.4 827.1 1,679.3 -852.2 

2012 2,448.6 883.6 1,565.0 -681.4 

2013 2,571.6 1,150.2 1,421.4 -271.2 

 

2014* 2,418.7 1,007.9 1,410.8 -402.9 

2015 1,326.6 510.5 816.1 -305.6 

2016 1,853.4 1,111.1 742.3 368.8 

Grand 

Total 

31,095.4 12,186.2 18,909.2 -6,723 

 

Notes: * - These updated data have been made to stand differentiated from those of 

the original research period (1991-2013); the grand total, of course, includes all the 

updates. All figures for the latest 2 to 3 years are liable to be subsequently revised 

and adjusted, as per usual practice, as fresh data become available. Cf. Figures given 

by EKUSA, however, are higher for Export and lower for Import, it must be noted 

(EKUSA 2016).  

 

Sources: Adapted, calculated and presented by the researcher from the raw data-set 

given by the DOC (U.S. Dept. of Commerce) 2008, Statistical Abstract of the United 

States, NTIS, Springfield; Census Bureau 2016, U.S. International Trade Data, 

Foreign Trade Division (FTD), Available online at: 

<https://www.census.gov/foreign-trade/balance/>. 
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With the Bushes back in power in Washington, Nazarbayev, perhaps a 

little unnerved by the regional impacts and ominous implication of the Sept. 

11 attacks, rushed to Houston to pay sincere homage to one of his initial 

American friends, H.W. Bush and then onwards to Washington, to meet the 

son, President George W. Bush and his powerful team of advisers, on 

official business. The U.S. had been obviously pursuing a number of 

objectives in Afghanistan long before then. Inter alia, it apparently wanted 

to undermine the Taliban regime and put pressure on it to abandon the Al-

Qaida; the Americans also wanted to raise Pakistan’s dependence on them; 

they wanted to undermine the influence of Iran and its allies therein and 

thereabout; and obtain a reliable foothold in and secure a possible 

springboard thereby to move further into the emergent Central Asian region. 

Subsequent developments in the larger region show the pertinence of these 

objectives in themselves, if not also in their total realization.  

Pakistan or important elements within it had a pre-eminent role in the 

transformation of the Taliban religio-social movement into a menacingly 

potent force capable of seizing and projecting its power right across 

Afghanistan and, debatably, beyond. Kazakhs discovered this disturbing 

capability more than a decade later when, responsively and responsibly, the 

Kazakhstan Senate reversed its earlier decision to commit Kazakh officers to 

the ISAF in Afghanistan in uninitiated disregard of Taliban sensitivity 

(Nichol 2013b, p.24). Though Pakistan was the main conduit for weapons 

and supplies  reaching the Taliban from its rather few backers in the 

international community, yet very few would doubt that Pakistan could have 

sustained its deep involvements and backing of the Taliban that long, 

without the support in kind, if not just in cash, of America or some 

influential elements within it.   

These facts are not lost on the Central Asians in general and the Kazakhs 

in particular.  Thus, when Pakistan dramatically and painfully swung away 

from the Taliban in the aftermath of the tragedies of Sept. 11, 2001, Pakistan- 

a widely-acknowledged sponsor of the hostile, if not also retrograde, Taliban- 

could without much difficulty reconcile with and rebuild up its relations with 

Kazakhstan and the rest of the Central Asian states. As unlikely as it may 

seem, the Taliban, given their perceived political immaturity, unwittingly, 

served as the catalyst for development of closer Pakistan-Central Asia 

relations. An anxious albeit Indo-Israeli inspired U.S. showed its bewildered 

appreciation, for this clearly painful and hesitant Pakistani swing, 

nevertheless, as can readily be discerned from the American media.  

Earlier on, it must be noted that, the U.S., clearly under similar lobbistic 

pressure, had supported another antagonist in the Central Asia/Caucasus 

periphery. From even before Central Asian independences, America has had 

sympathies for the Armenians rebelling in Nagorno Karabakh and agitating 

for uniting with an Armenia that was uncertainly poised for independence. 

American feelings, if not also strong support, for the Karabakh rebels, 
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obviously served to increase Central Asian doubts on American neutrality in 

and about their region.   

Having cleared all the initial diplomatic formalities and early treaty and 

relational milestones, quite rapidly, if also cautiously, U.S. - Kazakhstan 

relations, despite having brief hiccups, have continuously galloped along 

with growing amity. However, since 2004, relations have noticeably 

changed for the better. With mutual confidence being somewhat at a higher 

level during G. W. Bush’s first administration, Nazarbayev made fewer 

personal visits to the U.S. but this period saw a higher number of other elites 

from either side making visits, to take Kazakhstan-U.S. ties to another level. 

For starters, in the said year, there was a sudden parade of security-related 

elite visits from the U.S. to Kazakhstan. Key officials like Colin Powell, 

Donald Rumsfeld and Richard Armitage and important generals like John 

Abizaid, Richard Myers and Lance Smith all went over, some repeatedly so.   

Perhaps, this activism was merely linked to the bigger number of 

treaties signed between the U.S. and Kazakhstan the previous year, loosely 

reflecting the situation a decade before, when similarly a big number of 

treaties were signed between the U.S. and Kazakhstan, but were then more 

typical of nations establishing relations and freshly putting their initial ties 

on proper, if also strategic, tracks. Anyway, it must be noted, hopes of a 

rapid and sustained improvement in relations between the U.S. and 

Kazakhstan were somewhat dashed with the outbreak of the Iraq War. 

Though this caused some tension in government circles, it did not lead to 

anything even remotely resembling an estrangement between them, but this 

is not to say that the entire Kazakh heterogeneous society took this U.S. 

aggression on its stride. At the social level, there certainly was much 

palpable unease at seeing a fellow Muslim state being attacked by the very 

superpower that was making clear introductory and sustained overtures to 

their own hardly-settled government.  

This is markedly different from their perception of the earlier American 

involvement in Afghanistan, especially so their record and behavior towards 

the Taliban regime there. U.S. intervention then and their involvements 

therein thereafter, in post-Taliban times, constitute one of America’s 

costliest involvements ever in the erstwhile Third World, albeit in yet 

another Soviet-vacated theater. This represents, presumably, a positive case 

where American sponsorship of aggression helped upset and undo a local 

balance of power and imposed a rapid and decisive result in a Third World 

setting that was disturbingly poised to slip into a horrible Fourth World. In 

the eyes of outlet-seeking Central Asians, including the Kazakhs, though the 

U.S. did not deploy much ground forces there, they were anticipatingly 

amazed at America’s projection of its phenomenal air power and special 

forces and its ability to mobilize even the largely Muslim, if not also 

necessarily socialist, masses to drive out a patently retrogressive, albeit, 

questionably religious, Islamo-capitalistic regime. For these reasons, as the 
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United States began its Afghan operation; “Kazakhstan offered the U.S. 

overflight and basing, although the latter did not prove necessary, due in 

large part to Kazakhstan’s geographic location being less than ideal for U.S. 

needs. The end of Taliban rule in Afghanistan was certainly viewed as 

beneficial in Almaty(…)” (Oliker 2007, p. 67)    

During G.W. Bush’s second administration, U.S. elites visiting 

Kazakhstan were more representatives of the politico-economic sector. With 

people like Condoleezza Rice, Dick Cheney, Samuel W. Bodman, Richard 

Boucher and even the old-hawk Henry Kissinger swooping in, just to name a 

few. The U.S. was rather cold to Kazakhstan’s proposal and spirited efforts 

for the creation of the Eurasian Union. There was nothing surprising in this 

in the sense that the U.S., despite working cooperatively with Russia in the 

region, has always been quite uneasy with all schemes aimed at keeping the 

C.A. states tied too close to the Russian bosom. What is strange, however, is 

that the U.S. is also quite averse to Kazakhstan’s growing closeness, since at 

least 2006, even to the, clearly more Western-oriented and U.S.-led, OSCE 

too! U.S. aid to Kazakhstan was already rising even before G.W. Bush took 

over the White House. It rose significantly in 2004 as Bush entered his re-

election year, but the highest aid during his entire tenure in office came 

when he went lame-duck in 2008 (Nichol 2013a, p. 65). Remarkably, 

bilateral trade during G.W. Bush’s tenure grew exponentially, and 

continually, with significant rises recorded in 2002, 2005 and in 2008. Other 

then in 2002 the U.S. trade deficit trend with Kazakhstan continued 

throughout both his administrations (again see Table 1, later).  

To continue the Democratic Party’s own past engagement with 

Kazakhstan and wanting to exceed even Clinton in this respect, president-

elect Barack Obama included Nazarbayev in his introductory calls to world 

leaders. But coming into office on a largely domestic-change agenda, he had 

to wait two years before he could receive Nazarbayev in Washington. In 

2010 Nazarbayev got the, long overdue, reception he deserved as the model 

leader of a nation that had the courage to renounce even status-enhancing 

nuclear weapons. A brave undertaking in the interest of humanity, to be sure, 

but indeed an accomplishment in which the United States itself compares 

most miserably. Still, perhaps in exchange, the U.S. got the NDN, i.e. 

Northern Distribution Network (please see, Map 1), over-flight rights and a 

consulate general in Almaty. A month earlier, Washington had, of course, 

launched the Annual Bilateral Consultations (ABC), the Democrat’s own 

initiative to take U.S. - Kazakhstan ties to a higher plane, politically.  This 

trend continued when the 3
rd

 ABC in 2012 upgraded itself significantly to a 

Strategic Partnership Commission (SPC), signaling thereby that ties are 

getting more mutually pro-active (EKUSA 2012; EKUSA 2013). With the 

conclusion of the Strategic Partnership (now a) Dialogue, later at New York 

on 20 Sept. 2016, their mutual commitments continue to deepen further. 
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Having seeded for the OSCE chairmanship in 2006 through the, 

strangely highly–reluctant, second G.W. Bush administration, Kazakhstan 

got the chairmanship later and hosted the OSCE summit in 2010, in its 

desire to not just work for regional conflict-resolution at the Central Asian 

level but to attempt to do so, at the all-European regional level too. 

Kazakhstan had mixed results in this ambitious endeavor however, but still 

the Europeans, in general, and Mrs. Hillary Clinton in particular, who, this 

time as the sixth visiting U.S. Secretary of State, leading the U.S. delegation 

to the summit, was full of praise for Kazakhstan’s achievements, 

notwithstanding the various shortcomings in its net outcome. Many leading 

Americans like Ray Mabus, Robert O. Blake, Jr. and Simon Limage besides 

others have later followed at the heels of, the rather Central Asian foot-

loose, Mrs. Clinton to Kazakhstan. 

While the trade growth achieved in G.W. Bush’s later tenure somewhat 

bled into Obama’s own first term, at the cost of, initially, a higher trade 

deficit, overall trade values maintained their rising high levels, as Obama 

settled into his term of office, but with the significant outcome of a steady 

reduction in their trade deficit with Kazakhstan, helped by gradually rising 

exports and declining imports, as Obama approached his re-election year 

(see Table 1). As far as aid is concern, Obama’s first administration, in 

keeping with its predominantly domestic priorities, oversaw a gradual 

decline in U.S. assistance to an otherwise increasingly prosperous and 

regionally, if not also nationally, stabilizing Kazakhstan (Nichol 2013b, p. 

23; Nichol 2013a, pp. 64-65).  

Kazakhs note America’s recent, more moderated, approach to the Muslim 

world and energy security issues, with a sense of relief (Shaikhutdinov 2009). 

During Nazarbayev’s 2010 visit to Washington, D.C. to attend the Nuclear 

Security Summit,
9
 he was also given an award by the East West Institute for 

“championing preventive diplomacy and promoting interfaith dialogue at the 

global level” (EKUSA 2010). But, still, Barack Obama’s keenness to 

drawdown from Afghanistan is viewed with some concern as to what this may 

actually augur for the Central Asian region generally in the future, though 

Kazakhstan, in the meanwhile, rakes in more than U.S. $125 million per 

annum officially just from the U.S., for its role in permitting the “reverse 

transit” via NDN (a logistics arrangement originally begun in Jan. 2009 which 

subsequently has been operating in reverse mode since 2012) of “sustainment 

and total cargoes” exiting from Afghanistan (Mankoff 2013, p.4). Hemmed-in 

by an unfavorable, if not totally hostile U.S. Congress, the United States under 

Obama, in his second term, and Kazakhstan too, were somewhat constrained 

mid-2014 onwards, perhaps due to depressed oil prices, and could not both 

boost their increasing mutual ties, respectively, to the desired levels. Still, both 

                                                           
9
  Perhaps eyeing, with adequate moral credentials, leadership in the global non-proliferation 

movement, Kazakhstan had participated in subsequent Nuclear Security Summits in Seoul 

(2012) and others too, beyond the present research period (1991-2013). 
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the U.S. and Kazakhstan marked their 25
th
 anniversary of establishing 

diplomatic relations by announcing reciprocal introduction of 10-year business 

and tourism visas to each other’s citizens, thereby, showcasing the robust 

nature of their on-going relationship.  

Having assured Nazarbayev of his desire to strengthen U.S.-Kazakhstan 

ties quite recently, as the president-elect, Donald Trump, a little later, as the 

45
th
 U.S. President, perplexingly, settles into an apparently anti-Muslim 

posture, as he, assiduously, pecks out his obviously conservative albeit, 

paranoidly, xenophobic, emergent Republican administration. Where exactly 

would this latest U.S. presidential bogie take U.S.- Kazakhstan relation to?; 

only time would reveal. Meanwhile, all worldly-wise cosmopolitans would 

have to join the debate and energetically surf the anxious currents leading 

towards Expo2017, not least via #USKZ and #KZUS! 

  

Bilateral Developmental Assistance (BDA)  
 

The U.S. enacted the FREEDOM Support Act (FSA) in October 1992 to 

serve as the legislative cornerstone for its efforts to help the FSU in their 

political and economic transformations, as independent successor states of the 

collapsing Soviet Union. In this context, under the FSA the U.S. was committed 

to aiding Kazakhstan’s transition to democracy and to its reconfiguration as an 

open market economy. In fact the US has assisted Kazakhstan right from its 

independence. By the end of 1992 it had extended a modest figure of 20.33 

million, in this regard. The AEECA-linked FSA had formed a significant 

percent of the United States’ total aid to Kazakhstan, over the years. 

The U.S. government has been providing various bilateral development 

assistances to Kazakhstan not just principally through its various executive 

departments such as State, Defense and Energy but also through its other 

agencies such as the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID). 

In keeping with America’s neo-liberal agenda, the Agency’s program in 

Kazakhstan emphasizes a number of themes such as: a) private sector-led 

economic growth that is sustainable, b) accountable governance that is also 

effective, c) promote market reforms including liberalization, d) establishing 

the base for an open, prosperous and democratic society in Kazakhstan, and 

e) security help. The U.S. had provided around US “$1.205 billion in 

technical assistance and investment support” to Kazakhstan between the 

years 1992 to 2005 (DOS-BN 2009).    

Since Kazakhstan’s independence the total U.S. government aid, in 

grant form mostly, including those that the USAID had extended to it till 

2012 is fully valued higher at about US $ 2.09 billion. The peak year for aid 

thus far appears to be 2009 when Kazakhstan received U.S. $ 220.28 million 

(Nichol 2013a, p.65). Aid has drastically fallen since then, but follows a 
trend which first appeared in 2002. U.S. government aid between 2013 and 

2015 add up to US$ 33,090,000. Though US$ 9.1million was appropriated 
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for Kazakhstan in 2016, only a paltry US$2.29million was actually 

disbursed. An aid of just 8,783,000 has been requested for FY2017 (DOS-

FOA 2016). Though these in themselves appear to be negative, these merely 

indicate the fact that other than on human rights issues, Kazakhstan has 

progressed, achieved economic growth, is democratically better than Russia 

itself, has an increasing security strategic value and that U.S.-Kazakhstan 

relations have stabilized more substantively to embrace numerous other 

sectors and are no longer merely confined to a developmental aid 

dependency relationship (Tarnoff 2007, pp. 4, 7-10).  

The U.S. Peace Corps, often touted worldwide as promoters of peace, 

friendship and understanding between the U.S. and other countries, also ran 

its program in Kazakhstan since 1993, as per the request of that government, 

following initial presentation by the Peace Corps staff. A bilateral agreement 

codifies and consolidates further the works of the Peace Corps in 

Kazakhstan. Since independence numerous PCV groups have successfully 

served in Kazakhstan. Kazakhstan had about 140 volunteers in 2009 

engaged in various activities including in imparting business education, 

teaching English, public health, HIV/AIDS prevention, life skills education, 

community development, developing environmental NGOs and youth 

development (DOS-BN 2009). As one of the most well developed states in 

the world to host a Peace Corps program, Kazakhstan cumulatively saw, 

depending on the source relied upon, anything between 1,120 and 1,176 

volunteers serve on its territory, before suspending their program in 2011.  

More generally, U.S. foreign assistance programs in the form of technical 

assistance and development co-operation supports democracy building and 

promotes long-term development in various sectors such as agriculture, health 

care, education and environmental protection. The U.S. is also known to 

contribute to international institutions’ multi-lateral efforts to combat TIPs and 

even to private organizations working in Kazakhstan. Again, in a multi-lateral 

context, the U.S. commits to and supports the World Bank, IMF, EBRD, ADB 

and other such institutions’ aid to Kazakhstan too. In this context, other than 

the official U.S. bi-lateral and multi-lateral agency donors of development 

assistance, there are also private donors and philanthropic foundations in the 

U.S. that are involved in the Kazakhstan development sector. Such U.S. 

foundations, constructively engaged in Kazakhstan, include the Bill and 

Melinda Gates, Eurasia, Ford, Shelby Cullom Davis, Rockefeller, Soros, John 

and Catherine MacArthur and Asia foundations. Furthermore, hundreds of 

United States-linked NGOs are involved in capacity-building, including 

through offering training, and exchanges with Kazakhstan.   

American BDA on the Political Front - The main objective of their co-

operation in the political sector is the consolidation of democracy and 

promotion of good governance via supporting sustainable economic, social 

and environmental development. USAID has long supported anti-corruption 

project and also runs leadership and professional training courses for Kazakh 
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mid-level elites. American help also goes to improving the skills of registered 

political parties and their officials. On Kazakhstan’s part, one-third, about a 

thousand, of all Bolashak scholarships, holders of which may turn out to be 

future leadership material, it offer are slated for higher studies in the U.S. 

alone. In the area of legal reform, promotion of rule of law is an overriding 

objective. USAID funding has also been used on the judiciary, to enhance 

their efficiency and effectiveness and to upgrade their skills at adjudicating 

cases, especially commercial cases and also, more generally, on reforming 

commercial law. The U.S. provides such assistances that, it believes, would 

win the judiciary, greater trust in the eyes of the Kazakh public.  

Kazakhstan civil society and media development is enabled by U.S. 

technical assistance, on legal and regulatory reforms, addressing those sectors. 

The U.S. encourages citizen participation in the Kazakh public arena through its 

support of local NGOs. Other NGOs dealing with development of “independent 

media, legal reform, woman’s rights, civic education and legislative oversight” 

are also supported by the U.S. with generous grants. Specifically, through these 

engagements, the U.S. seeks to encourage the civil society in Kazakhstan “to 

influence national-level public policy decision-making” (DOS-FOA 2013). At 

the grassroots level, the U.S. helps in addressing local disputes, securing respect 

for human rights, promoting civic activism and facilitates coalition-building 

among local NGOs. Media institutions are funded to increase the public’s access 

to objective news and information. Very broadly, American aid in the Kazakh 

politico-legal sector includes encouragement of democratic political 

development and imparting of political skills, promoting the public role of civil 

society and the mass media; and improving the functioning and independence of 

the Kazakhstan judiciary. For other American BDAs, but specifically, for those 

addressed to the Kazakh econo-environmental sector and the BDA for its 

defense and security sector, please see at the ends of the following Economic 

Sphere and Strategic Realm sections, respectively. 

 

Economic Sphere    
 

America’s relationship with Kazakhstan is not limited to just the political 

but also has a consequent economic dimension. With the Soviet collapse, the 

successor states, including, Kazakhstan were enticed to the open-market way 

by the Western world. Kazakhstan’s moves towards economic development 

also through regional cooperation quite easily harmonized with U.S. policy for 

that entire region. Economically, Kazakhstan is key to the U.S. in the region 

because of its location, its economic bravery and dynamism, its higher 

industrial capacity, its array of natural resources, including energy ones and its 

low-density territory. The post Soviet collapse’s decline in demand, that 

reached its nadir in 1994, was overcome with bold economic reforms and 
more than reversed from 2000 on with the help of the rising energy sector, aid 

inflows, foreign investments and even improving harvests.  
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Utilizing the opportunity that came its way, as a consequence, the U.S. 

rapidly forged economic links with Kazakhstan that includes seizing 

investment opportunities, establishing and building trade ties, to gradually 

induct Kazakhstan towards the open market world trading system and 

promoting private-sector led business culture in Kazakhstan, by facilitating 

the presence and legally safeguarded growth of American and U.S. – linked 

businesses in the Kazakhstan market place. It is these economic sector 

moves and resultant ties that I would now discuss in greater depth.                      

 

Bilateral Trade  
Kazakhstan and the U.S. are new but fast growing trade markets for one 

another. The trade value as represented by both the export value and import 

value of goods between them shows continual growth. As per the records of 

the U.S. Census Bureau, from the time when trade figures became available 

for Kazakhstan, i.e. from February 1992, just over a month after the US 

recognized it, US bilateral trade in goods with it had grown continually 

(FTD 2016). The export value of goods from the US to Kazakhstan grew 

continually from 68 million US dollars in 1993, the first full year of exports 

to be recorded, to US$1,150.2 million in 2013. After sliding down in 2014, 

exports again began bouncing up in 2016 with the visually-pleasing value of 

US$1,111.1 million, but well beyond the research period. The upward 

growth trend dipped only in the years 1995, 1998, 2003, 2009 and in the 

twin down years of 2014/5, in between.  

Though the US is not among the top three of Kazakhstan’s export 

markets, it did figure as the third leading import market of Kazakhstan after 

Russia and Ukraine. The import value of goods to the US from Kazakhstan 

also grew continually from about US$ 41 million in the first full year of 

trade in 1993 to some 1,421 million dollars in 2013. The import value began 

growing exponentially from 2005 on continually, reaching a remarkable 

peak of sorts at US$ 1,872.4 million in 2010. The upward trend dipped 

somewhat significantly only between the years 2001 to 2003. Thereafter it 

has again been tapering down since 2011. On average the peak months for 

US exports to Kazakhstan are Februarys, Septembers and Octobers and the 

persistent peak months for US imports from Kazakhstan is Aprils. Overall, 

in 1993 bilateral trade was valued at a meager 109 million US dollars but 

with a US surplus. Most US surpluses, however, continually ran out by 1998 

when the US began its protracted deficit run, in its bilateral trade with 

Kazakhstan, breaking the duck, alas, only in 2016, i.e. well beyond the 

research period.
10

 Earlier, in 2002, against the trend, the US had registered a 

                                                           
10

  This section is largely the author’s own interpretation and narration of raw data, as also seen 

presented in Table 1, originally furnished by the U.S. Census Bureau, which in their 

unanalyzed raw form, may readily be verified online at <https://www.census.gov/foreign-

trade/balance/>. 
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surprise surplus too, perhaps as an unanticipated positive outcome, of the 

tragic Sept. 11 episode.  

Viewed in a 5-yearly perspective, bilateral trade so far was valued at 

US$203.8 million in 1995; in 2000 it was 553.2 million; in 2005 bilateral 

trade was valued at US$1.64 billion, a 91% increase from 2004. Under the 

Cold War vintage Jackson-Vanik Amendment to Sections 402 and 409 of 

the 1974 U.S. Trade Act, Kazakhstan, by extension, was expected and has 

always more than complied with its freedom of emigration
11

 provisions and, 

accordingly, secured U.S. presidential certification to that effect, each time 

in the past. As a symbolic boost to the gradually rising U.S.-Kazakhstan 

trade relations, their 2006 agreement specifically excluded Kazakhstan 

henceforth from this amendment and its expectations, thus doing away with 

the need for a waiver to receive MFN treatment and actually graduating 

towards the WTO (EKUSA 2013). In 2010 trade was valued at more than 

2.60 billion and in 2013 it slid a little to rest at about US$2.57 billion. 

Beyond the research period, it hit a low of sorts at US$1.33billion in 2015 

before bouncing a little to be at US$1.86billion in 2016 (FTD 2016). The 

general upward trend saw relatively small, if not slight, dips in the years 

1998, 2001, 2003, 2006, 2009 and 2011.  

Though the growing trade figures are remarkable in themselves, these 

are still miniscule in comparison to the United States’ trade figures with 

older and longer well-established states like those in Eastern Europe and the 

Baltics, not to mention with heftier partners elsewhere in the world, least of 

all with the emerging economic powerhouse, neighboring China. Thus, the 

prospects for US-Kazakhstan trade in the future looks certainly bright, 

especially given broadly the United States’ keenness to diversify its various 

trades, encourage emergent economies and brace up the independences of 

the ex-Soviet states. When one looks at Kazakhstan’s trade partners, Russia 

still figures as Kazakhstan’s leading trade partner, overall. The E.U. and 

China follow Russia, in this respect, but with China fast aiming to out-strip 

both! The United States and its proxies Turkey, U.K., Germany and S. Korea 

also figure, as key import partners of Kazakhstan. 

Without using the strict and comprehensive, if not also cumbersome, 

classification of trade products employed by the Standard International 

Trade Classification (SITC), one can generally say that trade between 

                                                           
11

  With Kazakh-linked Jews like Alexander Mashkevich (representing wealth at its 

entrepreneurial best) and Sasha Baron Cohen (representing artistic liberty at its perverted 

worst) being totally free to roam the globe representing or, as in the latter’s case, 

misrepresenting Kazakhstan, it is absolutely absurd to consider the amendment as even 

remotely relevant to Kazakhstan (DOS-USRWK 2012). If it continues to be applied at all, 

then clearly it must be for some other reasons. At the last check, it still appears to hold. For 

sampling Sasha and his mischief, see his handiwork/s, a film and a book both, entitled Borat 

(Sagdiyev 2007). Kazakhs, in an American orbit, like Kazykhanov and Aisha Mukasheva 

have since, over the years, soften their reactions to the 2006 film, which is more a publicity-

greedy smearmentary than an authentic documentary! 
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western countries, including the United States, and Kazakhstan are 

dominated by oil, ferrous & non-ferrous metals including uranium, 

machinery, minerals, industrial materials, gas, chemicals, electronics and 

transport vehicles. Specifically, in the case of the United States, the 

transportation vehicles deal, of General Motors and General Electric, 

respectively, comes to mind, in this context (EKUSA 2013). Somewhat 

lower down the rank, traditional agricultural products such as grains, 

including preeminently wheat, wool, meat, cotton, general food items and 

even coal also matter, in their products trade. 

 

Business Presence  

Since independence Kazakhstan has seen a gradual growth in the 

business activities of U.S. companies in also other areas of business than just 

pure trade on its territory. However, even these varied business investments 

are only a part of a much larger U.S. investment portfolio (on which, see the 

following section on Investments) in Kazakhstan encompassing not only, 

principally, the energy sector but also involve sectors such as mining, real 

estate, business services, chemicals, transport and communication, electric, 

gas and water production and distribution and also infrastructure, at a much 

lower level (Embassy of Kazakhstan in the USA (EKUSA) 2012).  

In its more traditional sector, as hinted in the previous section, it is a 

major exporter of wheat. Kazakhstan envisions itself as a future agro-export 

power. It has boosted its productivity by adopting U.S. methods and 

machinery for harvesting and herding. In 2010, it airlifted more than 2,000 

Angus and Hereford cattle from North Dakota as breeding stock. It plans to 

create feeding complexes for livestock under U.S. joint ventures to feed 

5,000 heads of cattle (EKUSA 2013). Beyond the period of research, the 

figure has reached over 50,000 cattles per year. It wishes to adopt latest U.S. 

scientific methods for sheep and poultry breeding as well. Speaking of joint 

ventures, there were 374 U.S. joint ventures in Kazakhstan by 2009. Beyond 

the research period, this number has long moved past 400.  Other than the 

many joint ventures in the energy sector like TengizChevroil, for more of 

which see the later section on energy dealings, the U.S. firm General Electric 

has a joint venture factory right in Astana (variously known in the past as 

Akmola and Tselinograd) itself, assembling railway locomotive kits 

manufactured and exported from Pennsylvania.  

Anyway, in the newer business sectors generally, U.S. companies with 

large investments in Kazakhstan include Chevron, Kerr-McGee/Oryx, B.P., 

PFC Energy, IBM, AGCO Corporation, Boeings, Baker Hughes, Sikorsky 

Aircraft, Apache Corp., FedEx, Asia-Africa Projects Group, J.P. Morgan 

and Citibank (EKUSA 2012). For additional U.S. businesses and a brief 

sectoral representation of the same in the Kazakhstan economy, see Table 2.    
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Table 2: A selection of U.S. Corporations found to be active in various 

Kazakhstan Business Sectors 

Business Sector U.S. Corporation Business 
Sector 

U.S. Corporation 

 
 
Agro Services 

AGCO Corporation  
 
ICT 

Aurora 
CaseNewHolland, Inc. Cisco 
Deere & Comp. IBM 
Philip Morris Microsoft 
RJR Nabisco  

 
 
Law Firms 

Baker Botts, l.l.p. 
 
 
Banks 

Citibank Bracewell Giuliani 
Goldman, Sachs & Co. Coudert Bros. 
J.P. Morgan Dentons 
Simmons & Co. Haynes and Boone 

 
Business 
Services 

Deloitte Morgan Lewis 
Pricewaterhouse Coopers White and Case 
Xerox  

Logistics 

FedEx 
 
 
Construction 

Bechtel Corp. Globalink 
Fluor Corp. M&M Air Cargo 
McKinsey Travic 
Parsons Corp. UPS 

 
 
Consultative 

Asia-Africa Projects Group  
 
Oil & Gas 

B.P.* 
APCO ChevronTexaco 
Halliburton International ConocoPhillips 
J.E. Austin  Associates ExxonMobil 
McLarty Shell* 

 
 
Health 

Abbott  
 
Oil Services 

Baker Hughes 
AbbVie Kellogg Brown & 

Root (KBR) 
Baxter Noble Corp. 
Lilly Parker Drilling Co. 
Merck Schlumberger 

 
 
Hotels 

Hilton  
 
Transportati
on 

Bell Helicopter Inc. 
Inter Continental Boeing Company, 

The 
Marriot General Electric 
Radisson General Motors 
Ritz-Carlton Sikorsky Aircraft 

Corp. 

 

Note: Corporations are listed alphabetically within each sector; some of the 

corporations are actually multi-sectoral but listed here only in the sector deemed 

most appropriate; Banks, generally also dabble in consultative business. Those in 

Information Communication Technologies (ICT) may also delve into defense 

electronics. Similarly, most firms listed in the transportation and construction sectors 

are also involved in defense-related dealings, that are not directly dealt with in this 

article.* - Though these are basically Anglo-firms, they do have significant 

American interest and, therefore, are included. 

 

Sources: Embassy of Kazakhstan in U.S.A. (EKUSA 2012); U.S. – Kazakhstan 

Business Association (USKBA 2014); American Chamber of Commerce in 

Kazakhstan (AMCHAM 2016).  
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Kazakh sources state there were between 50-70 U.S. firms in Kazakhstan by 

mid-1994. In 2000 there were about 150 U.S. firms in Almaty. To deeply 

ingrain the business culture, in 2002 both state parties launched a Business 

Development Partnership, known also as the Houston Initiative. Further still, 

as if to give a fillip to these trends, the World Bank named Kazakhstan as 

the world’s most reformed business economy in 2011. This, in turn, has 

served to attract even more U.S. firms to the Kazakh steppe, ever since. The 

hundreds of U.S. firms, now present in the various sectors, hold a leading 

position in the Kazakhstan market, excepting in sectors that remain as the 

sole preserve of Samruk-Kazyna and Baiterek. 

 

Investments (FDIs)  
In keeping with the American private sectors tendency to invest in 

various new and growth economies, and to when Kazakhstan begun 

welcoming foreign investments, particularly as Russia receded away in this 

respect, U.S. investment sources then gradually begun paying more interest 

to Kazakhstan, as a destination for their investments, especially after the 

conclusion of the OPIC agreement and the bilateral investment treaty (DOS 

1992). First on the Kazakhstan investment scene were, of course, the U.S. 

energy corporations, since they already had an eye on Kazakhstan’s 

hydrocarbon riches even from pre-independence times (CIA 1993). Thus, it 

is no surprise at all to find American companies getting a head start, heavily 

invested and actively involved, particularly in Kazakhstan’s petroleum 

sector. On Kazakhstan’s part, conscious of the positive impact of 

investments on economic growth and employment, Kazakhstan has often 

encouraged foreign direct investments (FDIs). Boosting Kazakhstan’s 

reform efforts further, in this regard, were the endorsements of the “IMF, the 

World Bank, the EC and then-US secretary of state James Baker,” who even 

backed it with a supply of American economists (Rashid 1993, p. 49). 

Kazakhstan has seen over $122 billion in FDI inflow since its independence, 

with the last five years alone bringing in about $70 billion.
12

 Beyond the 

period of this research, total FDI in Kazakhstan was around $148.1billion in 

2016 (The World Factbook 2016). A significant part, usually, over a quarter 

or at times, about just under one half, of these FDIs are directly from the 

United States.  

Although Kazakhstan is not the largest recipient of the United States’ 

foreign direct investments, the U.S. is a dominant FDI source for 

Kazakhstan. In 2006 American FDI in Kazakhstan was 27% of the total 

(Weitz 2008, p. 125). United States’ FDI was 24.6 % of Kazakhstan’s total 

FDI in the first half of 2007, says one of the last Background Note: 

Kazakhstan to be available online at the U.S. State Department’s website 

                                                           
12

  Depending on the sources consulted, total FDI into Kazakhstan, during this period (1991-

2012) ranges from $122 billion to $159.3 billion (DOS-BN, CIA., World Factbook, various 

years; Kazakhembus, 2009). 
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(DOS-BN 2009). The U.S. percentages have increased further since then. By 

2009 American companies have invested some U.S. $ 14.3 billion in 

Kazakhstan since 1993. This was despite the then obtaining less than 

favorable legal conditions and the, generally, poor investment climate, 

including the arbitrary enforcement of laws. Wanting to create a better 

investment and trade climate, the U.S. and Kazakhstan have had a Bilateral 

Investment Treaty and an Avoidance of Dual Taxation Treaty in place since 

1994 and 1996 respectively, to cater to the needs of their investors and 

business peoples (DOS-BN 2009). To boost U.S. investments further, the 

first-ever Kazakhstan-U.S. Investment Forum was held in New York City in 

2009, trumpeting afresh its desire to diversify, including through 

privatization, as per the Kazakh development plan and, generally, promoting 

its investor friendly climate (‘Kazakhstan-U.S. Investment Forum 2009’). 

The legal investment framework had subsequently been improved further, as 

a result perhaps, but also by a new 2011 legislation passed by the Kazakh 

parliament.  

Presumably, the cumulative effects of these and other legal and business 

reforms saw the volume of gross inflow of American direct investments to 

Kazakhstan growing to more than U.S. $ 24.2 billion by mid 2012, i.e. 

within two decades of independence (EKUSA 2013). Still, the National 

Bank of Kazakhstan (NBK) puts it at 17.9 billion and states that the 

“Netherlands” hold top spot at $49 billion in early 2013 (Nichol 2013b, p. 

14). Generally however, FDIs have shot up dramatically since the post-2001 

period. As recently as 2011 alone Kazakhstan had raked in U.S. $ 1.039 

billion in American FDIs. Flowing beyond the research period, American 

FDI in Kazakhstan has reached and is passing the $26billion mark in the 

period 2005-2017 and has even surpassed the Netherlands of late 

(Kazakhembus). Given that oil and gas is Kazakhstan’s leading economic 

sector, the U.S. has, appropriately, made its heaviest investments in that 

sector. But as mentioned or tabulated (Table 2) elsewhere, the U.S. has also 

invested in other Kazakhstani sectors like in trade, business services, real 

estate, telecommunications, transport, mining, repair services, electrical 

energy, gas and water production and distribution sectors and in the banking 

sector too, mainly via Citibank.  

American B.D.A. in the Economic Sphere - The U.S. focus in this sector 

is on economic, fiscal, financial and trade policy, including economic 

liberalization, fiscal reform, improving economic transparency including by 

introducing auditing standards, energy sector reform including improving its 

regulatory environment and investments in energy efficiency, shaping a 

national consensus for the mining sector, addressing and reducing climate-

change related emissions, privatization of state enterprises in a number of 

business sectors. Building national consensus in the banking sector and, 

specifically, building Kazakhstan National Bank’s institutional capacity 
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(DOS-FOAA 2009). Sustainable development of natural resources, 

including oil, gas, water and others too, remains a focus.   

Besides working to improve its public sector governance and capacity, 

Kazakhstan also joined the United States’ Economic Development Program 

which includes advancing the diversification of the economy, creation of 

small business support, promotion of economic competitiveness, regional 

integration, regulatory simplification and sustainable growth across 

economic sectors. Perhaps for this reason the Kazkommertsbank (Qazkom) 

has been allowed to specialize in the diversifying non-oil sectors. In these 

contexts too, “Kazakhstan became the first country” in 2006 “to share 

directly in the cost of a U.S. Government’s foreign assistance program” 

(DOS-BN 2009; EKUSA 2013). This program was subsequently extended to 

2012, considering the mutual benefits it offers to both the U.S. and 

Kazakhstan. Specifically, in the context of the diversification of the 

Kazakhstan economy, after more than two decade of exclusion, the 4th 

Kazakhstan-American Investment Forum in New York on 7th December 

2011 addressed newly, the development of strategic industries, with a higher 

manufacturing role, in Kazakhstan (EKUSA 2013).   

Indirectly, Kazakhstan’s increasingly market-based economy and its 

capacity to trade globally has been increased by American investments in the 

development of key institutions and infra-structure that facilitate and enable 

regional integration and opened-up alternative outlets for Central Asian 

resources, in general, to reach the world market (see Maps 1 and, 

particularly 2, later). In these contexts and with an eye to push 

diversification of the Kazakhstan economy further, the U.S. had contributed 

over $100 billion, in value, to various Kazakh entities by 2011.The U.S. 

commercial service runs business internships, it also offers various business 

services and exchanges across all economic sectors, including in the energy 

sector. In addition, it runs also matchmaker programs that link Kazakh firms 

with relevant U.S. businesses.  

The U.S. has been running USAID assistance and activities in support of 

privatization, private entrepreneurs and helps in adopting commercial and 

regulatory laws; given Kazakhstan’s gradual embrace of market reforms, the 

U.S. supports the transition to market economy in Kazakhstan and, thereby, 

works to integrate it into the world trade system fully (USAID 1997). In this 

regard, the U.S. had for long supported Kazakhstan’s ultimate accession to 

the World Trade Organization (WTO), expected at end 2015.
13

 Very broadly 

then, aid in the economic sector also includes that, specifically, geared to 

maintaining an open trade and investment environment. In other social and 

environmental sectors, the U.S. via the Global Health Initiative (GHI), 

supports and helps the Kazakh government to provide effective social 

                                                           
13

 Alas, this objective was duly realized, after rather lengthy, accession negotiations, when 

Kazakhstan became a WTO member, finally, on 30 Nov. 2015. 
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services, including by combating HIV/AIDS, addressing multiple-drug-

resistant TB and offering help in basic health care and environmental 

protection. The U.S. and E.U. worked with Kazakhstan to establish in 2001 a 

Regional Environmental Center (REC) at Almaty (DOS-BN 2009). 

American aid to Kazakhstan is not all confined to politico-legal, socio-

economic and enviro-developmental sectors alone, however. Another 

important policy area of developmental assistance is the defense and security 

sector. For more on this matter, see at the end of the sub-section on Defense 

and Security Ties within the next domain, i.e. Strategic Realm. 

 

Strategic Realm  
 

In keeping with its long sustained objective of preserving its global pre-

eminence, even in a post-Cold War world of presumed lower strategic 

competition, the U.S. characteristically went for the key states/players of the 

emerging ex-Soviet Central Asian region. Along with countries like 

Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, the similarly interesting entities of Afghanistan 

and Xinjiang too figured brightly in its strategic calculations if not also on its 

politico-economic radar. This, however, does not mean that the lesser 

endowed countries of the region, escaped its entrepreneurial, if not also 

strategic, attention, especially so when they manifestly possess other energy 

and mineral assets, to get the U.S. interested.
14

  

Whether, the U.S. realizes this or not, states like Azerbaijan and 

Kazakhstan in Caucasus/Central Asia region do admire America’s post-

Shah, exemplary role in the Persian Gulf area. They are attracted to the 

business successes and developmental models of the U.S. energy companies 

and other MNCs in that region and wish the same could be adapted and 

emulated in their region too. On average, Central Asian states view 

America’s good relations with Turkey, a key Muslim-Turkic state, as a 

model to aspire to, though America’s idealistic push for an overnight 

democratic-credential down their throat is a bit difficult to ingest in the short 

term (Weitz 2008, pp. 129-130). Though America’s attitudes in the Russo-

Georgian and Ukrainian crises, before and after it, were and are not intended 

primarily as tools to impress the non-Russian NIS generally, the Central 

Asians, nevertheless, could not help but take astonished, if not also cautious, 

note of those too.  

Still, in this context, Kazakhstan, a state with enduring fraternal 

Eurasian ties to Russia, kept its equi-distance intact between the U.S. and 

Russia. Kazakhstan works hard to equitably regulate its ties with both these 

key powers and constantly aspires to balance them. This Kazakhstan foreign 

policy ambivalence was noted in America much earlier even by the Library 

                                                           
14

  For a more contextual and region-wide analysis of these, strategic and geopolitical, issues 

see my, recently submitted, Ph. D., thesis (Sahib 2016, chapters 2, 5, 6 and 7). 
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of Congress’ Country Study: Kazakhstan (FRD 1997). With Russia’s initial 

disinterest vividly in mind, it is, understandably, cautious too about Russia’s 

continued reliability and viewing contrastingly, especially America’s 

military-first approach in the greater Middle Eastern region with concern, it 

at times goes easy on U.S. overt impetus for deeper intercourse. As far as the 

Kazakhs are concern, they welcome and are happy if the U.S. confines its 

role to just “stock and hoe” and hazard not into “shock and awe” as they are 

habitually prone to, west and south of the Kazakhstan backyard. In these 

contexts, Kazakhstan also maintains its multi-vectored balance not only by 

being a member of the CSTO, ECO, OIC and SCO but also by having 

security dialogues with Asean and even initiating on its own, the Conference 

on Interaction and Confidence-building measures in Asia (CICA) to multi-

laterally and institutionally underpin the same. Beyond this research period, 

it had been bidding for a non-permanent seat in the UN Security Council 

since 2014 and won the same for 2017-18 on 28 June 2016, presumably, 

with P5, including American, support for pursuing its peace-driven 

objectives.    

However, mindful of the difficulties of its strategic neighborhood and 

the potential instabilities arising from the recent drawdowns and the then 

looming post-2014 American “exit” from Afghanistan, Kazakhstan was and 

is particularly anxious to keep all its neighboring powers and the United 

States equitably and positively engaged with it and to be relevant and 

available in its developmental immediate futures, particularly, towards the 

pursuit, in the short-term, of its visions 2030 (Nazarbayev 1998) and 2050, 

over the longer haul. As if to keep in step with these legitimate Kazakh 

anxieties, according to the DOS, the strategic aim of the United States “in 

Kazakhstan is to ensure and maintain the development of the country as a 

stable, secure, democratic, and prosperous partner that respects international 

standards and agreements, embraces free-market competition and the rule of 

law, and is a respected regional leader” (DOS-FOA 2013; Nichol 2013b, 

p.21). Anyway, the two key sectors through which those concerns and lofty 

objectives may fruitfully be realized in the future are now analyzed here. As 

you may care to notice, though energy issues are normally dealt with in the 

economic sector in most analyses, I have, however, chosen to deal with 

energy dealings within the strategic realm, in this article, because being the 

dominant economic sector and the real driver of the overall Kazakh 

economy, its impressive growth and given its strategic dimension, as it is 

constituted within the U.S.-Kazakhstan relationship, this, I feel justifiably, 

should be its appropriate slot.   

 

Energy Dealings  
Having been kept out of Kazakhstan’s territory during Soviet times, 

American energy corporations seized the opening to the region’s resources 

offered by Kazakhstan’s imminent independence. The U.S. administration of 
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the day, long plagued by the need to diversify its energy supply sources and 

well represented by the oil lobby, need not be invited to bandwagon. Thus, 

the Soviet monopolistic hold over Kazakh petroleum resources, in particular, 

came to a rapid end.  

The U.S. Department of Energy estimates Kazakhstan’s oil reserves as 

9-40 billion barrels of proven reserves and an additional 92 billion barrels of 

possible reserves, thus giving Kazakhstan an oil reserves total of anything 

between 101 to 132 billion barrels. Kazakhstan’s oil reserves have continued 

to grow gradually as relatively positive exploration results seep in, if only in 

fits. The CIA has quite regularly stuck to the 30 billion barrels of reserves 

figure (The World Factbook 2016). Over a hundred hydrocarbon fields have 

been discovered and more than 200 hydrocarbon concentrations have been 

identified. Its main offshore hydrocarbon fields are Kashagan and 

Kurmangazy and its onshore fields include Aktobe, Mangistau, Uzen, 

Tengiz and Karachaganak (Olcott 2007, pp. 62-66).  

In 2001, Kazakhstan and the U.S. established an Energy Partnership. 

Perhaps as a consequence Kazakhstan is fast emerging as a key petroleum 

producer in the Central Asian region and it has become one of the world’s 

major crude oil producers, especially after 1998. Kazakhstan’s output stood 

at about 900,000 barrels per day in 2004. This fact alone is largely 

responsible for increasing Astana’s state revenue. Kazakhstan’s oil 

production is rapidly increasing. It nears to doubling every five years since 

1995. However, it has not kept to this trend since 2005 when the output was 

1,288,000 barrels per day and it rose to only 1,525,000 barrels per day in 

2010 (U.S. Census Bureau). In 2008 the production figure was 1,345,000 

barrels per day.
15

 It was believed to be hovering at under 2,000,000 barrels 

per day in 2013 and was, beyond the research period, slated to reach 

3,000,000 barrels in 2015.
16

 Kazakhstan exported an estimated 1.466 million 

barrels per day in 2013 (The World Factbook 2016). As a non-OPEC nation 

Kazakhstan is not bound by any fixed production quotas, however, in the 

interest of maintaining a healthy price level, it maintains voluntary 

constrains under various guises.
17

  

                                                           
15

  The production figure the Census Bureau reported differed clearly from those given by the 

BP (B.P. Statistical Review of World Energy (BPSRWE) 2013), the CIA and the revised BP 

(BPSRWE 2016) figure, even for the same year (2008)! For example, BP’s original figure 

was 1,526,000barrels per day but its revised figure is only 1,483,000barrels per day; 

significantly, the differentials are well over 100,000barrels, in each case (BPSRWE 2013, 

p.8; BPSRWE 2016, p.8).  
16

  For whatever reasons, if one is to believe the publicly available data then, these production 

levels were never reached in either 2013 or 2015, for according to BP the output was only 

1,720,000 barrels and 1,669,000 barrels per day, respectively (BPSRWE 2016, p.8).  
17

  As a clear rentier state, Kazakhstan has for long been sensitive to commodity prices. For 

very recent evidence of this responsible tendency, see: (‘KBR Hired as Consultant …’ 

2017) and (Puchyk 2017). Specifically, in the oil sector, both its yearly production figures 

and associated behavior strongly point to such a propensity, official or otherwise (BPSRWE 

2016, p.8). Despite the keenness and capability to boost output (2013), the glut-driven 
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There has been a high convergence of the private sectors of both the 

U.S. and Kazakhstan in energy partnerships. Through these energy co-

operations U.S. majors hold leading positions in the Kazakh energy market. 

Unlike many countries in the Middle East, Kazakhstan exploits its oil 

resources via joint-ventures or PSA operations with international oil majors. 

Thus, it is no surprise to find many energy multi-national corporations, 

including American ones operating various energy projects in this key sector 

of the Kazakh economy. While Kazakhstan’s oil may not be relatively cheap 

to produce, it is of sufficiently high quality to attract most oil majors to 

invest. In fact, the oil industry has been willing to spend 10s of billions of 

dollars annually in this sector.           

Depending on Western, including American, oil corporations’ good 

behavior, in terms of allowing adequate Kazakh equity stakes, in their 

energy consortia, tax settlement, Kazakhization, environmental 

responsibility and good social infrastructural help, the Kazakh government 

rewards them with additional contracts if not also concessions, such as 

cancelling fines and duties. The nature of Kazakhstan’s dealings with 

Chevron and later with ExxonMobil (Schreiber and Tredinnick 2008, p.67) 

too, comes to mind in this regard. Very broadly, U.S. corporations are 

involved in both hydrocarbon field development projects and energy transit 

pipeline projects in Kazakhstan (please verify the general locations of these 

in Map 2).  

Hydrocarbon field development projects - Some of the specific 

Kazakhstan-linked large energy projects, where American corporations’ 

equities are inevitably involved, include hydrocarbon field development 

projects such as:   

                                                                                                                                  
depressed prices and strategic objectives have made Kazakhstan exercise output frugality 

(2012 onwards), perhaps till prices pick up!  
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Tengiz – At 20% of production its operator TengizChevroil has been the 

largest producer of hydrocarbons so far in Kazakhstan. Between 1993 and 

2009 about 177.9 million tons have been extracted from the Tengiz field and 

paying the Kazakh government some $43 billion in taxes and royalties 

(EKUSA 2013). Beyond the research period, these have more than doubled 

by 2015 (PKAJ 2016). American equity holders in the TengizChevroil 

consortium are: Chevron 50 %, ExxonMobil 25% with 20% held by the 

Kazakh government via KazMunaigaz and the remaining 5% by LUKArco 

(DOS-BN 2009).  
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Karachaganak – The Karachaganak Consortium known also as the KIO 

is involved in exploiting this gas condensate field. About 70 % of the 

KPOC’s oil exports exits via the CPC. The Kazakh government 

subsequently demanded a 10% stake in the consortium whose American 

equity holder was Texaco originally at 20%. Shell, Chevron and Lukoil have 

major stakes in KIO. Even with oil prices sluggish, 141.7 million barrels 

equivalent of condensate was produced from this field in 2015.  

Kashagan – This giant discovery of the Caspian region was for long 

notching up delays and cost overruns. Finally in 2013 then again in 2016 it 

began producing in commercial quantities (Graeber 2016). Now operated by 

the NCOC, its American interests are held by ExxonMobil 16.81 %, Shell 

16.81 % and, till mid-2013, ConocoPhillips at 8.4 %. In July 2013, 

Kazakhstan had ConocoPhillips’ stake (9.26 %) therein sold to CNPC 

(Nichol 2013b, p.15).  

The Shell Company represents American interests in some of the 

smaller hydrocarbon fields too in Kazakhstan, like holding 50 % in Arman 

and 55 % in Zhemchuzhiny (Olcott 2007, pp. 63-64). It holds concession 

licenses over vast exploratory areas in Kazakhstan’s sector of the northern 

Caspian, including in offshore hydrocarbon fields such as Kairan, Aktote, 

Kalamkas, Auezov and Khazar and even in onshore upstream facilities like 

Bolashak and Bautino Base (Shell Investor’s Handbook 2011-2015).  

 Given that Soviet Russia had enormous geo-political and geo-economic 

influence and control over Kazakhstan’s and, generally, over Central Asian 

energy export routes, from even pre-independence times, a primary post-

independence U.S. concern, in this context, has been to provide immediately 

non-Russian and non-Iranian and, over the longer haul, even non-Chinese 

alternative export outlets for Kazakhstan and other Central Asian 

hydrocarbons (Weitz 2008, p. 125). Central Asian independences have 

gradually led to the withering away of the Russian energy-transit monopoly, 

present earlier. Energy-hungry economies around the Central Asian 

periphery have broken into vicious competition over Kazakhstan’s oil 

resources. China, E.U., Eastern Europe, India and Turkey have taken the 

plunge into C.A. hydrocarbons. While the U.S. is really not a neighbor of 

Kazakhstan, this has not prevented its internationally active oil majors from, 

strategically reaching out and, taking, exceedingly, liberal bites at the 

Caspian energy pie, particularly via large investments in energy transit 

infrastructure.   

Energy transit pipeline projects - Some specific energy transit pipeline 

projects through which the U.S. has chosen to, concretely, manifest its 

interest in or express its reservations on Caspian hydrocarbons include: 

Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline - About 733 million barrels per 

year of Kazakh oil travels on this pipeline, having been supplied earlier via 

barges from Kazakh ports on eastern Caspian Sea (Map 2). The main 

American stake-holders in this pipeline are: Chevron, ConocoPhillips and 



125  A Concise Interpretive Analysis of U.S. – Kazakhstan Relations, 1991-2013 

ExxonMobil. Anything between 70,000 to 500,000 bpd of Kazakh oil, 

depending on a host of external and internal factors, has regularly been 

barged by Kazmortransflot to Baku to exit via this pipeline. As part of 

EAOTC, options for replacing this barge traffic with fixed pipelines has long 

existed but petered out in 2008 only to be revived around 2016. Russia 

worries over U.S. protecting the pipeline with UAVs if not also troops.  

Caspian Pipeline Consortium (CPC) - Connects major Kazakh oil 

deposits to Novorossiysk, a Russian port on the eastern Black Sea coast. 

From there it may reach world market either through the Turkish Straits or 

the NSC route by first using Sovkomflot. The CPC pipeline is owned and 

operated by a multi-national consortium that includes the U.S. private-sector 

majors Chevron (15%), Mobil (7.5%) directly and also indirectly via Oryx, 

Arco (12.5%), Shell and even Rosneft. It must be noted, that BP was evicted 

from the CPC in Dec. 2009 to benefit LUKoil.  

Uzen – Atyrau - Samara (UAS) pipeline - This pipeline connects 

Kazakh oil, presumably, after clearing the Orenburg refinery, to the 

extensive Russian Transneft distribution system up north, the Kazakhstan 

portion of which is 100% owned by KazTransOil (Olcott 2007, p. 67).  

West Kazakhstan-West China (WKWC) pipeline - It carries Kazakh oil 

from Tengiz area to China proper via Xinjiang. It is a joint venture between 

KazMunaiGas and CNPC. China is slated to absorb 65% of Kazakhstan 

production via it come 2020.  

Shymkent-Chardzhou (SC) pipeline – It is an oil pipeline from the 

Shymkent refinery to Chardzhou that transits via Uzbekistan. It is also 

believed to be linked to the Omsk-Shymkent pipeline.  

Transneft (T) pipeline network - This extensive ex-Soviet and now 

Russian oil pipeline network enters Kazakhstan at various different places 

much like the CAC mentioned below (see, Map 2) but actually, in 

Transneft’s case, both bringing oil into and out of Kazakhstan. The transport 

quota (of 44 mbd) that Russia applied in these pipelines was felt to be too 

restrictive, by both the Kazakhs and Americans (Kasenov 1995, p. 274). 

Trans-Asia Gas Pipeline (TAGP) - Carries Turkmen gas to China proper 

via Xinjiang. Kazakh gas joins in too from 2015/6, via a new branch line 

(AS) constructed from the Aral Sea area. It is not clear if the AS branch line 

mentioned (Cummings 2012, p.141) is the same one as the recently 

completed Beineu-Aralsk-Shymkent line, which, interestingly, appears to 

run along the one which used to be a part of the old CAC system.    

Bukhara-Tashkent-Bishkek-Almaty (BTBA) pipeline - This pipeline 

delivers Uzbek gas to Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. A compressor station 

completed in 2016 connects the BTBA pipeline to the TAGP thereby help 

bring Tengiz, Karachaganak, Zhanazhol and Kashagan gas onward to China.  

Central Asia-Center (CAC) system - This pipeline system carries 

Turkmen and Kazakh gas to Russia transiting both Uzbekistan and 

Kazakhstan (please see, Map 2 again). More so than on the previous six 
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pipelines, the U.S., except perhaps its energy majors, has scant positive 

interest on this system too.   

Karachaganak-Atyrau (KA) pipeline - This oil pipeline links the 

Karachaganak condensate field to Atyrau. Given that Texaco has a 

significant stake in the Karachaganak field, we may safely presume that 

America has some interest in the pipeline that leads out from there.  

Central Asia Oil Pipeline (CAOP) - Kazakh and Uzbek oil joins 

Turkmen oil in a southwardly direction towards Gwadar in Pakistan. The 

U.S. has long been keen on this project, as it tallies with its various 

objectives in the C.A. region, including in the goal of linking it to South 

Asia, as part of its Greater Central Asia project. The disinterest of I.R. Iran, 

an oil market competitor, makes this oil outlet attractive, particularly, to the 

U.S.  

Regarding Kazakhstan’s pipelines strategy its former foreign minister 

Kassymzhomart Tokaev said more than a decade ago: “in general, our 

strategy is to have as many pipelines as is possible. We have no political 

prejudices. We want to export as much oil as is possible, in order to produce 

as much oil as is possible. We have very ambitious plans to produce more 

than 100 million tonnes in the next five years. Now we produce 60 million 

tonnes.” (The Sunday Times 2005, p. 27) Over and above petroleum 

resources Kazakhstan also possesses natural gas reserves amounting to some 

45.7 (revised to 33.1) trillion cubic feet, both in its onshore and offshore gas 

and oil fields (B.P. Statistical Review of World Energy (BPSRWE) 2013, 

p.20; BPSRWE 2016, p.20). Gas production has seen continual growth in 

Kazakhstan reaching 19.7 (revised to 11.3) billion cubic meters in 2012 

(BPSRWE 2013, p.22; BPSRWE 2016, p.22). Kazakhstan exported an 

estimated 11.54 billion cubic meters of gas in 2014 (The World Factbook 

2016), presumably after producing 12.2 billion cubic meters of gas in 2014; 

it produced 12.4 billion cubic meters of gas in 2015 (BPSRWE 2016, p.22). 

There are indications from confidential sources, however, that they have 

produced more than double that amount in 2015. Anyway, the natural gas 

infrastructure is relatively less developed in comparison to those of both 

Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. For this reason, some, if gradually 

decreasing, percentage of its associated gas are either flared off or are like at 

Karachaganak re-injected back into the ground to boost pressure for oil 

extraction. The gas sector hopes to reduce flaring in the future, particularly, 

as environmental concerns loom on and integrative infrastructures like the 

Beineu-Shymkent line expands.  

In addition to the strategic mineral fuels of petroleum and natural gas, 

Kazakhstan also has abundant uranium reserves. Being aware of nuclear 

blasts and radiation fallouts in Kazakhstan that were more than 2,500 times 

worse than what Hiroshima experienced, Nazarbayev urges the world to 

adopt peaceful nuclear energy solutions. Kazakhstan owns anything between 

21-67% of the world’s natural uranium (EKUSA 2010; NAC-KazAtomProm 
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2016). Kazakhstan’s production was 4,365 tonnes in 2005 and it intends to 

produce more well into the future. In fact in 2012 Kazatomprom produced 

over 18,000 tons of uranium (Aitken 2012, p. 85). Beyond the research 

period, as privatization creeps even into strategic industries, Kazatomprom 

produced only 12,851 tons in 2015 out of a Kazakhstan total production of 

23,806 tons in the same year (NAC-KazAtomProm 2016). Curiously, despite 

producing via a drillhole in situ leaching process, Kazakhstan could not meet 

the planned 24,000 tons in 2015; could price considerations have played a 

part in this, one can only wonder?  Apparently, impressed with Kazakhstan’s 

peace-loving and non-proliferation credentials the multi-lateral IAEA has 

cooperatively established its international LEU fuel bank at Oskemen that 

could contribute to global nuclear security (Puchyk 2017). Japan, though a 

war-time victim of nuclear attacks itself, is even willing, via its Toshiba-

controlled Westinghouse outfit, to help Kazakhstan build its first peaceful 

reactor for producing green nuclear power. With an eye on future power 

needs, Kazakhstan is considering Kurchatov, Ulken and Alatau as possible 

sites for new reactors. Also towards securing a diversified product line 

Kazatomprom signed a MOU with Centrus Energy Corp. of the U.S. in 2015 

(NAC-KazAtomProm 2016).  

Strategically too, the U.S. is, of course, in Kazakhstan as much to 

diversify its energy sources as it is to prevent Kazakhstan from becoming a 

U.S. hostile safe-haven for what it, erroneously and maliciously, labels as 

“Islamic radicalism”,
18

 both of which remain, by the way, key U.S. national 

                                                           
18

  If Islam is linked, adjectivally, to radicalism, extremism or fundamentalism, then the 

resultant phrasal term and its import can never per se be bad. But as for terrorism, because 

Islam being a, and in itself meaning the, Divine religion of peace, it is innately 

humanitarian in content, and any irresponsible terrorism, wrongly or rightly, attributed to it 

that could impossibly still be unaccountable to Allah (God) in the Day of Judgment, unlike 

in some other “civilization” which believes in irresponsible, disproportionate and 

illegitimate, nay, even jolly application of overwhelming power for its own, derring-do or 

demonstrative, sake, has never had any place in Islam, period! But if those same terms are, 

more appropriately, applied instead to culpable Muslims, i.e. as Muslim radicalism, 

terrorism, extremism or fundamentalism, thereby deliberately confounded in a negative 

sense, then it is tolerated, if not also readily accepted, by Muslims. Because, given a badly 

affected Muslim’s own earlier painful sufferings, state-sponsored or associationally 

perceived otherwise, at the hands of his or her target, he or she may revengefully, perhaps 

even sinfully, become a Muslim terrorist, may be to sincerely repent later on, as is mostly 

the case of the average frustrated Palestinian. Conversely, an Islamic extremist, as per his 

extreme religious upbringing and choosing to devote his life to fanatically defend a 

Muslim or non-Muslim statesman or anyone for that matter, with his own life, extremely 

sincerely; one must admit, certainly cannot be bad despite his multiple extremeness, even 

if anyone wishes otherwise! In other words, one may justifiably be terrified of a Muslim 

terrorist, that is perfectly understandable, but to be “terrified” by Islamic extremists, that 

is purely a learned nonsense, if not also patent lunacy! Terrorism is and had been highly 

subjective: when Afghans bloodily overwhelmed by foreign invasions (via war machines), 

slipped into terrorism, out of frustration, to put up resistance or simply to drive home their 

objection to being ravaged, through similar lower scale violent means, they are 

subsequently, on that very ground, banned even from sitting in their Parliament for having 
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security priorities. In this and other contexts too, Kazakhstan has turned to 

the U.S. for military supplies to protect its energy and other assets not just in 

the Caspian.
19

 Anyway, we must note here that after the independence of 

Kazakhstan, America has been much opposed to Russian and Iranian moves 

to treat the Caspian Sea as a lake and, accordingly, gain thereby a mutual 

right to restrict free navigation thereon and/or therein, on the basis of a 

treaty-provisioned joint division of the Caspian surface-waters. Some 

Caspian littorals and Central Asian states like Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan 

too, it seem, loosely share America’s perception on this matter. But less 

controversially, the Caspian sea-bed would, as agreed, be divided on a 

sectoral basis amongst all the Caspian littorals, thus somewhat 

acknowledging de facto that the Caspian has lake as well as sea features, 

legally too. These facts seem to attest to the new reality that Iran has a 

boundary with Kazakhstan even while not sharing a border with it.    

 

Defense and Security Ties  

The US-Kazakhstani security ties including in “non-proliferation has 

been a cornerstone of the relationship” says the US State Department, which 

again stressed that “Kazakhstan showed leadership when it renounced 

nuclear weapons in 1993” (DOS-BN 2009). In this area the US has helped 

Kazakhstan, under treaties signed on 13
th
 December 1993 and multi-lateral 

ones committed to even earlier (DOS 1992, pp. 1-2), as noted below, to 

remove nuclear warheads, weapons-grade materials
20

, and their supporting 

infrastructure. The US under the Cooperative Threat Reduction (CTR) 

program spent U.S. $ 240 million in assisting Kazakhstan eliminate WMD 

and their related infrastructure (DOS-USRWK 2012). As many as 1,410 

nuclear warheads were removed from their weapons, including from about 

104 SS-18 ICBMs (many of which were targeted at the U.S.) and either 

converted or sold (EKUSA 2010). Perhaps in anticipation of this the US 

Department of Defense signed a “Memorandum of Mutual Understanding 

and Cooperation in the field of Defense and Military Relations” with the 

Kazakh Ministry of Defense on February 14
th
, 1994. Later building upon the 

successes of their post-Sept. 11 security co-operation, the same parties 

                                                                                                                                  
been warlords (perhaps U.S. blessed!) in the past; but when, even earlier in the past, the 

Israel-bent Jews turned and terrorized, or more probably “te-r-r-r-o-o-rized” (as per Jewish 

phonetics), even their British very ushers into Palestine, they not only made their way into 

their own Parliament as pioneering heroes, but sometimes got to be even Prime Minister 

(Menachem Begin) and, not to mention, bag a Nobel Prize too under full limelight with 

standing ovations to boot! This is not just double standard but, indeed, troubled standards 

that must be addressed, perhaps within the oversight-obsessed OSCE framework, despite its 

own blemishes on these scores and for want of any better institutional alternatives.     
19

  For example, to guard the western border in the Atyrau region, the U.S. committed to build 

and equip a $3.8million anti-terrorist center for a Kazakh marine battalion based there 

(Legvold 2004, p.3). 
20

  Including, 600kg of, previously, forgotten ones from the Ulba fuel fabrication plant at Ust-

Kamenogorsk (today’s Oskemen), in 1994 under Operation Sapphire. 
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consolidated their ties in this field further by signing the “Memorandum of 

Consent on Mutual Intent to Implement the Five-Year Military Cooperation 

Plan 2008-2012” on 1
st
 February 2008. As the website of the Kazakh 

Embassy in the U.S. states: “(these) plans cover the area of strengthening the 

fighting and peacekeeping capacities of Kazbat, airmobile forces, naval 

forces, as well as the development of military infrastructure in the Caspian 

region” (EKUSA 2013). This memorandum continues and improves upon 

the security cooperation tradition established under the September 2003 five 

year military cooperation accord.  

Kazakhstan’s armed forces participate not just in the American IMET, 

FMF and CT bilateral assistance programs but it also joins-in, multi-

laterally, in NATO’s Partnership for Peace program. The US Central 

Command conducts numerous bilateral events of military cooperation with 

the Kazakh Defense Ministry and its other agencies. These events range 

from mere information exchanges to full military exercises. Quantitatively, 

these events are rising in numbers, continually over the years. As a non-

NATO member Kazakhstan was yet further accommodated within Western 

security structures under NATO’s Individual Partnership Action Plan 

(IPAP), Operational Capabilities Concept (OCC) and the Euro-Atlantic 

Partnership Council (EAPC). As mentioned before, in a multi-lateral context 

Kazakhstan has already signed on and stands committed to a number of long 

pre-existing security-related agreements, that have a strategic dimension, 

even from earlier on, including the START Treaty and Conventional Armed 

Forces in Europe Treaty both of 1992, the nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty 

in 1993 and the Chemical Weapons Convention and the Comprehensive Test 

Ban Treaty in 2001(DOS-BN 2009; DOS-USRWK 2012). The on-going 

periodic launches of a range of pyrotechnics from the Baykonur 

Cosmodrome, near the Kazakh town of Tyuratam, should be seen in this 

context. Both Kazakhstan and the U.S. are concerned, nonetheless, but for 

mostly different reasons.   

American BDA in the Strategic Realm - American aid to Kazakhstan, as 

mentioned elsewhere, is not all confined to politico-legal, socio-economic 

and developmental sectors alone. An important policy area of developmental 

assistance is the defense and security sector. Principally, the U.S. urged and 

supports Kazakhstan’s adherence to all previous arms control agreements 

and treaties. Kazakhstan has benefited from various security-related 

assistances too. In the realm of defense, almost from the beginning, the U.S. 

had been involved in defense reform in Kazakhstan. The U.S. Department of 

Defense launched the CTR program in 1992 to facilitate the dismantlement 

of weapons of mass destruction across the former Soviet Union, including 

within Kazakhstan (Dec. 1993). It has helped in the conversion and 

management of at least four nuclear facilities. Being successful over the 

years, this program has been continuing also since its renewal in 2006. In 

this context, an amendment to the Nunn-Lugar program was signed on 13 
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December 2007, prolonging the same till 2014 (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

of the Republic of Kazakhstan (MFARK) 2008). This program promoted 

denuclearization and demilitarization. Specifically, Kazakhstan has co-

operated with, ironically, the National Nuclear Security Administration 

(NNSA) on matters such as nuclear materials safeguards and non-

proliferation issues. With U.S. assistance, Kazakhstan closed 221 nuclear 

test tunnels
21

 at the Semipalatinsk Test Site (STS) by Nov.2012 (DOS-

USRWK 2012). The world’s only nuclear desalinization fast breeder reactor 

at Aktau had about 300 metric tons of enriched uranium and plutonium spent 

fuel, in storage pools, to be properly secured (Nichol 2013a, p.63). The U.S. 

government’s involvement in the handling, variously, of this radioactive 

material, of reactor BN-350 in the Mangyshlak Atomic Energy Complex at 

Aktau, has continued beyond 2010 to the present.  

Kazakhstan has since 1994 been having an active partnership with the 

Arizona National Guards, including by co-exercising in the recent Steppe 

Eagle 2016. Particularly, but not exclusively, after the terroristic attacks of 

September 11, 2001 Kazakhstan had offered the U.S., intelligence sharing, 

opening of air corridors and even allowed the use of its airfields. 

Confidential sources say that a number of bases in eastern Kazakhstan were 

considered for this purpose. Specifically, the Kazakh defense ministry says 

the U.S. government requested the use of military bases at Taraz and 

Taldykorgan. The U.S. is involved in the reform of the Kazakh armed 

forces. The U.S. helped Kazakhstan’s Defense Ministry in areas of military 

reform including in creating an adequate Kazakh force structure. The U.S. 

helps increase the professionalism of the Kazakhstani military, by providing 

the required training and equipment, so that they can better protect their 

sovereignty and territorial integrity. Remarkably, Kazakhstan has the only 

Humvee center in Central Asia. To strengthen Kazakhstan’s Caspian shore 

defenses the U.S. had provided “$20 million for radar and intercept boats” 

(Legvold 2004, p. 3). Joint exercises also aim to improve inter-operability of 

Kazakhstani forces with the U.S. military. The capacities of the Kazakh 

forces to participate in counter-terrorism and peacekeeping operations 

abroad, as per NATO Partnership, United Nations and Coalition goals, were 

enhanced (DOS-FOA 2013).       

In this regard, Kazakh military personnel, including 27 (49 according to 

wikipaedia) combat engineers and sappers, participated in coalition 

operations in Iraq in 2003, under OIF (2003-2008), and helped clear about 

1.5 million mines per year there. Under the Partnership for Peace (Pfp) Trust 

Fund, Kazakhstan destroyed numerous conventional landmines/explosives, 

                                                           
21

  Given that nearly 500, of the about 1,000, Soviet nuclear tests took place in test sites across 

Kazakhstan, one may cautiously assume that, there are still hundreds of vents, if not also 

tunnels, to be properly secured out there. At least 86 of those tests were aerial, 30 on 

ground, 340, variously, underground; 498 tests were conducted and, it is said, about 616 

devices were detonated, so in short the sums, disturbingly, appear a little difficult to add up!  
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within its own territory and did similar activities in Iraq too. In fact, it 

destroyed about 4 million mines there, asserted the Kazakh Embassy 

(EKUSA 2013). Their experience there prepared them for later 

peacekeeping duties with both the United Nations and NATO. Kazbat 

(created in Jan. 2000) has involved itself, remarkably, in peacekeeping 

duties, under UN mandate, in Iraq. It had thus, multi-laterally, been 

“incorporated in UN Blue Helmets” and NATO inter-operability, a U.S. 

objective, was also gained by Kazakhstan, thereby (Centre of Foreign Policy 

and Analysis 2003, p.20). Even presently, Kazakhstan enjoys the best level 

of bilateral military and technical cooperation with the U.S., amongst all the 

CIS states. Russia’s legitimate concerns on NATO affairs, involving the 

FSU, had been moderated to an extent, through the creation of the NATO-

Russia Council, which allows Russia some inter-face ability, without giving 

it veto power over any NATO moves. It is under this background, of 

lukewarm but tacit approval, that NATO, with strong U.S. backing, helped 

and helps restructure even the Kazakh military, as hinted to earlier. In this 

context, Kazbat which, actually evolved from the earlier CENTRASBAT 

had been transitioning to KAZBRIG at least since 2008, if not earlier. It 

would be an added peacekeeping asset to the lean 32 brigades-full 

Kazakhstan Army. 

The U.S. Central Command organized various cooperative security-

related events in Kazakhstan, in its AOR and elsewhere too. It also co-

operates bilaterally and participates in bilateral military exercises. 

Kazakhstan and the United States have hosted joint exercises, including 

series named such as Balance, Cooperative Nugget, Combined Endeavor, 

Zhardem, and Regional Cooperation Exercises. The annual series called 

Steppe Eagle began in July 2003. Steppe Eagle 2011 was held from August 

9-19, 2011 at the IIiy (Ilysk) range, focusing on peace-keeping 

interoperability. The two week long Steppe Eagle 2013 started on 10 Aug. 

and the drill involved assessing the operational capability of the long 

restructuring KAZBAT. With the KAZBRIG alas represented, at stage 2 of 

the Steppe Eagle 2016 held at Stanford, U.K., by at least 270 personnel, the 

series has quite successfully continued to the present times. In direct military 

to military cooperation, Kazakhstan participated and still participates in the 

American IMET and FMF programs. Kazakh military officers attend the 

George C. Marshall Centre programs. Security assistance includes English-

language and military professionalism training, via IMET program. The U.S. 

seems to believe that military exchanges, visits and various other forms of 

engagements, with the Kazakhs, would be useful tools in exposing the 

Kazakhs to the military practices and values of the U.S. and in building 

goodwill and credibility, generally.   

When it comes specifically to security, the U.S. helps the Government 

of Kazakhstan (GOK) to draft effective legislation and improve enforcement 

of existing laws, by providing relevant training to customs and other 
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enforcement officials, to tackle all manner of trafficking in of narcotics, 

persons and WMDs. It has helped procure detection equipment for border 

guards. In the area of security assistance, the U.S. helps Kazakhstan by 

providing training and equipment to combat transnational threats such as 

WMD technology and materiel proliferation, increase border security, 

counter-terrorism co-operation, especially after the advent of the so-called 

“war on terror”,
22

 and to address other seemingly “lesser” security related 

threats such as money laundering, terrorism financing, illegal drugs and 

trafficking in persons, illegally. “Specifically, the United States is supporting 

the GOK’s plans to build a WMD interdiction training facility, and 

providing regional enforcement training for Kazakhstan and its neighbors” 

(DOS-FOA 2013).  

The U.S. supports the anti-terrorism Rapid reaction force and had 

helped in the refurbishment of security helicopters. Despite the broad range 

of its defense and security cooperation with the U.S., Kazakhstan has 

avoided having any U.S. bases on its territory and had since July 2005 

demanded the U.S., interestingly, via the SCO
23

 to set a timetable to quit 

even its existing bases elsewhere in Central Asia (NCAFP 2007, p. 6; 

Kukeyeva and Baizakova 2009, p.41). Simultaneously, however, in the 

context of the United States’ impending so-called “exit” from Afghanistan, 

Kazakhstan has earnestly extended its co-operation and support to the 

NDN,
24

 an American-led logistics arrangement (as we saw earlier in Map 1), 

at uneconomically higher costs, that was intended to reduce supplies 

transiting Pakistan, by relying more on, the apparently more reliable, routes 

and ports
25

 of northern Eurasia. In this regard, Kazakhstan advocated the 
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  In this context, Kazakh natives who have been under extra judicial detention in the U.S. 

base in Guantanamo for alleged ties to the Taliban and/or Al-Qaeda include Yaqub 

Abahanov, Ilkham Turdgyavich Batayev, Abdallah Tohtasinovich Magrupov and 

Abdulrahim Kerimbakiev. On this, see: <http://www.dod.mil/news/May2006/ 

d20060515%20List.pdf>.  All these Kazakhs have subsequently been released. Like 

America’s other new friends in Eurasia, Kazakhstan too indulged a departure-poised 

Obama, by further accepting at least 5 Guantanamo non-Kazakhs transferees, such as the 

two Tunisians and three Yemenis that Kazakhstan accepted (‘US Resettles Five 

Guantanamo…’ 2014). 
23

  For an authoritative, if not also official, American interpretation of the context of the 

Kazakh input in the request, see National Committee on American Foreign Policy (NCAFP) 

2007. See also Weitz 2008, p 125.   
24

  Beyond this research period, the NDN is headed for closure, if Dmitry Medvedev could be 

believed. Medvedev, ostensibly, adhering strictly to UNSC resolution 2120, issued his own 

resolution to close the NDN on 15 May 2015 (Daly 2015). If this were to come to pass, then 

Kazakhstan stands to lose about U.S. $ 500million per year in NDN transit fees. On the 

bright side, the U.S. wants the NDN under its New Silk Road Initiative to morph and work 

to integrate Afghanistan into not just the Central Asian region but also with China and 

Europe via Eastern Europe.  
25

  The outer and extra regional ports utilized chiefly include Poti, Tallinn, Riga, Klaipeda and 

it is believed even Vladivostok. When President Obama met President Nazarbayev on 11 

April 2010 he praised Kazakh assistance to Afghanistan and Nazarbayev, in turn, promised 
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increased use of Aktau, presumably for containers, that then brought in U.S. 

$17,500 in transit fees each, and which transshipped via Poti (Mankoff 

2013).   

 

 
 

                                                                                                                                  
to facilitate a new trans-polar flight route (see Map 1) for the transiting U.S. military 

(Nichol 2013b, p 21). An air transit agreement was signed between both parties on 12 Nov. 

2010. 
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Conclusions   
 

Eyeing the obese soft underbelly of the Soviet Union, including the 

affairs of Soviet Kazakhstan, was a favorite American Cold War pastime. 

Yet a liposuctioned off independent Kazakhstan received, at best, a 

lukewarm reception from the United States in comparison to the NIS of the 

Baltic, Caucasia and even, Kazakhstan’s step-mother, Russia itself, upon its 

independence. Despite the, paradoxically, euphoric slow start, over the past 

two decades and a half, U.S. - Kazakhstan relation shows a gradual upward 

trend, tri-lineally in strategic, economic and political terms, exactly in that 

order of relational strength. Remarkably, even the tragic September 11
th

 

episode had a positive impact on these relations too.  

Despite that initial euphoria at Kazakhstan’s independence and the early 

geo-strategic imperatives to be addressed, via the establishment of 

diplomatic and security relations with it, generally, relations between 

Kazakhstan and the United States only proceeded incrementally, between 

the years 1995 to 1999 and this pattern continued somewhat similarly 

thereafter between 2000 to 2003 but with a change of focus in policy, aimed 

later more on counter-terrorism. In this context, Central Asia, generally, and 

Kazakhstan particularly was already poised to gain positively, when the 

monstrously tragic Sept. 11, 2001 terroristic attacks took place, on iconic 

and strategic buildings in key U.S. cities. Sure enough, the U.S., instantly, 

realized the strategic importance of the Central Asian region to its national 

security, as a result. Accordingly, President Bush reoriented America’s 

attention back to the Central Asian region from Clinton’s, well-advised but 

rather premature, indulgence with India.  

In these periods too, two general trends were discernible in Kazakhstan-

U.S. interactions. Firstly, after the deflation of its initial high expectations in 

its relations with the U.S., Kazakhstan had been, understandably, quick to 

reinvigorate its lessening ties to Russia. This, in turn, served to dampen 

somewhat American keenness to deepen its relations with Kazakhstan. 

Second, as energy, particularly oil including its equities, facilities and 

discoveries expand and became available for foreign participation (as we 

saw in the section on Energy Dealings) in Kazakhstan and its environs, the 

U.S., as pushed by its well-entrenched oil lobby, began to appreciate even 

more, the need to develop greater ties with Kazakhstan (Legvold 2004, pp.1-

2). Nevertheless, a number of issues did and do bug the relations between 

these two countries. These included the U.S. occupation of Iraq, uncertainty 

about American’s real agenda for the Af-Pak hyphenation, American 

lukewarmity towards the Muslim Central Asian region, generally, and 
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America’s attitude towards Islam and Muslims and, particularly so, the 

Western bracketing of terrorism
26

 with Muslims (Nazarbayev 2003, p. 29). 

Over the recent decades and varyingly through the various 

administrations, the U.S. has broadly kept to its strategic objectives in 

Kazakhstan. As the lone superpower desperately clutching to its fleeting 

unipolar moment, it has used the same to pursue its security, political, 

economic and strategic interests, as elsewhere, in Kazakhstan too. Similarly, 

Kazakhstan in keeping with the foreign policy dictum of its, then de facto, 

Father of the Nation has pursued the same by seeking to meet its economic, 

security, political and developmental needs, through its relations with the 

U.S., which, by the way, occupies the fifth circle in Kazakhstan’s favorite 

foreign policy model.
27

 Both these countries were, and still are, trying to 

compensate somewhat for the diminishing opportunities and rising 

challenges in their traditional domains, by gradually seizing the new and 

rising opportunities in different sectors, presented by each to the other. 

Kazakhstan sees in the U.S., a hedge against a potentially imperialist, 

reverting Russia and, the U.S., in turn, sees Kazakhstan as a key Eurasian 

foreground to transplant, if haltingly, sustainable freedoms in and around 

Eurasia. In thus pursuing their strategic intercourse, Kazakhstan sought to 

refrain from relapsing into international isolation and the U.S. seeks thereby, 

to refrain from courting Eurasian irrelevance.   

On the political front, unlike Russia and China who found the status quo 

advantages, the U.S. has been, rightly and responsibly, concerned about the 

halting democratic development in Kazakhstan. It has long viewed 

corruption, clientelism, weak pluralism, lack of freedom of association and 

other human rights abuses with legitimate concern. As noted herein earlier 

and also as generally reflected in the larger literature, Americans have 

regularly raised these issues and America’s developmental assistances, in the 

politico-legal and socio-environmental sectors, have largely been addressed 

to pursue these issues. While Kazakhstan’s 1991, 1999, 2005, 2011 and 

subsequent presidential election records may not all measure up to European 

                                                           
26

  While in the West people may often confuse terms such as terrorism, extremism, separatism, 

radicalism and fundamentalism (with those italicized terms readily, but often misguidedly, 

being seen as threats), and at times irresponsibly use them loosely or interchangeably; in 

Kazakhstan, remarkably, their leaders are quite well-versed and do have a rather nuanced 

understanding of these distinct terms and the positive or negative implications they, to 

varying degrees, carry. Still, given the need to responsibly and clearly separate Muslim 

extremists, not to mention terrorists too, who, probably, operate at the behest of their 

sponsoring foreign Major Powers, from the Islamic, as distinct from the politically-focused 

Islamist, extremists, who merely function in pure devotion  and conformity to the Shari’ah 

(Islamic law) alone; the Kazakh elites have recently taken to, quite rightly, differentiating 

and qualifying the former as not merely harmful extremists but as  very dangerous violent 

extremists, if not also as clear terrorists. 
27

 See Nazarbayev, N., A Strategy for the Development of Kazakhstan as a Sovereign State. 

Kazakhstanskaia Pravda. Dated 16 May 1992, for details of Kazakhstan’s foreign policy 

model. 
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standards, the U.S. is right to acknowledge the democratic improvements, 

however haltingly, that has taken place over successive elections, including 

in the legislative ones, in Kazakhstan (EKUSA 2012). However, outside 

observers, including clear third parties, too are right in feeling that 

America’s energy interests do override its, seeming, democratic concerns in 

Kazakhstan and that there is still much more to be desired, in this regard 

(Kessler 2006; Yazdani 2007).  

Given how the year 2000 U.S. elections actually undermined American 

democracy, Kazakh leaders may be forgiven for looking up instead to 

Yeltsin’s manner of nominating his successor, as a more practical, if not also 

worthy, model to emulate, in their own succession exercise when it 

inevitably arrives in the future, at least they would then not have to judicially 

short-circuit genuine democracy, which they, despite being recent 

democratic converts, truly value, when doing so. As we saw elsewhere, 

given America’s certainly deeper democratic traditions, the U.S. was able to 

pursue its relationship institutionally, that despite changes in and of U.S. 

administrations and even internal turf wars, the U.S. did manage to 

continually build-up its ties with Kazakhstan. Whereas Kazakhstan, on the 

contrary, being new to the Western democratic philosophy, badly needed the 

comforting tutelage of its pioneering Leader (or its de jure Father since June 

2010), not only to stabilize and strengthen its statehood, including by 

invoking the Astana Spirit, but also to anchor, smoothen and hopefully, 

secure its American relationship, at least in these formative decades. 

Therefore, in the interest of the emergence of a, genuinely, democratic future 

Kazakhstan, the U.S. must allow the Kazakh “El Basy” to run his, well- 

anointed and now legislatively-safeguarded, lifetime course fully, as per the 

apparent wishes of his peoples and the U.S. should just soberly jog along to 

reap the lasting benefits of a consequent stronger relationship. Recklessly, 

doing otherwise, even simply to please an immature opposition pack, would, 

I think, only be like unsaddling a George Washington in full gallop, and that 

too at mid-stream!
28

              

In the economic sphere, despite being an economic power, the U.S. lack 

of any direct border or boundary with Kazakhstan, truly showed its effect. 

While we saw their bilateral trade and other economic ties continually 

growing, these have not been as impressive as Kazakhstan’s economic ties 

with either China or Russia, both of which amicably share borders with 

Kazakhstan and enjoy the consequent economic boon, thereby. As we saw 

too, the U.S. had invested rather heavily in the Kazakh energy sector, being 

                                                           
28

  The expectations of some, Kazakh and foreign, interlopers that the 2012 promulgation of a 

“Leaders Day” might result in a steady handover of power, remains yet unfulfilled, as 

Nursultan Nazarbayev healthily deliberates on political albeit constitutional reforms 

(Seisembayeva 2017) and contemplates on the prospective 2020 elections. Given this 

reality, rumors of a name change for the national capital Astana has to remain at just that: a 

rumor going cold! 
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acutely aware of the economic vulnerabilities of rent-seeking economies like 

Kazakhstan to the Dutch-disease, the U.S. was right in launching the 

Houston Initiative to nurture entrepreneurship and take Kazakhstan on the, 

hopefully sustainable, path to economic diversification, that may bring in 

greater socio-economic spin-offs. In these contexts and more, as we have 

seen, the U.S. had offered much technical assistance. Despite the challenges 

in the region, the U.S. – Kazakhstan relationship has been quite significant 

in strategic, investment, business presence, development assistance and trade 

terms. To be sure, the U.S. business presence in Kazakhstan has had a 

relatively positive import on the Kazakhstan economy. The increase in 

investments, except in the oil sub-sector perhaps, and business involvement 

of U.S. corporations and their joint–ventures have, inevitably, boosted 

demand for the U.S. dollars and this would depreciate the Kazakhstan tenge 

and tiyn, thereby hopefully, creating spin-offs for the Kazakh economy.  

Being from a society that had willy-nilly became heterogeneous over 

time, Kazakh leaders have been keen to interact and gain insights from other 

similar societies, where immigrants have overwhelmed the natives in most, 

if not in every sphere, often resulting in latent native bitterness. In this 

regard, not just mighty indifferent America but even affected Asian “Tigers” 

such as Singapore and Malaysia served and serve as case studies from which 

Kazakhstan can, did and do learn on how this disturbing phenomenon was 

and is variously managed and the bitterness tactfully addressed, sometimes 

still to the natives’ continuing silent dissatisfaction. Hopefully, the Kazakh 

leaders would draw the right lessons, also from the bottoms of these afflicted 

societies, so as not to repeat the follies, arising usually at their insulated tops.  

Given that the U.S. sought and seeks energy security through energy 

diversification, its strategic reach and deep involvement in the Kazakhstan 

energy sector, is totally understandable. Besides turning in tidy profits, 

especially for the U.S. and Kazakh private sectors, perhaps even indirectly 

via the Bahamas, Cayman Islands, Bermuda and their likes, this involvement 

helps Kazakhstan gradually reduce its dependence on Russia for its oil trade 

and thereby provided Kazakhstan with viable alternatives and also boosted 

its politico-economic leverage. However, the U.S. can better serve these 

objectives if it also enables Kazakhstan to export its hydrocarbons also via, 

their competitor, Iran to the world markets. Doing so may also encourage 

Iran to gradually tread a less hostile nuclear path and work with the U.S. 

towards bringing positive regional development.
29

 Furthermore, it is also 

easier, in this regard, for the U.S. to prevail on Russia to withhold nuclear 

weapons technology from states with questionable intentions, especially 

given their mutual allergy for, if nothing else, “Islamic” extremism. The oily 

                                                           
29

  Beyond the present research period, this had somewhat come to pass. I.R. Iran’s deal with 

the powers came into force in Jan. 2016; under this deal, it is believed, Iran is allowed to run 

about 5,000 “IR-1” centrifuges, test advanced models and, perfectly, legally import yellow 

cake, but all under the strict watch of the IAEA. 
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(pun intended) involvements and technical assistances the U.S. gives 

Kazakhstan in the energy sector should similarly also advance reforms that 

would, in the future, prevent any recurrences of Zhanaozen-type of violence, 

given that that incident arose in an energy production-linked region (see 

details in Nichol 2013b, pp. 4-5).      

In alluding to the occurrence of violence and its consequent sense of 

insecurity in parts of Kazakhstan, one can easily appreciate America’s 

increasing involvement in Kazakhstan’s defense and security spheres. Their 

involvement in the denuclearization issue has been appreciated even by the 

Kazakhstanis themselves, unlike in Ukraine where some bitterly view their 

case as tripartite nailing. Anyway, the U.S. has also been involved in 

Kazakhstan’s force restructuring and is providing security related 

assistances, as we have noted earlier. Some words of caution need to be 

added in these regards, though. As the U.S. drawsdown from Afghanistan 

also via Kazakhstan, it should be careful that the consequent financial 

windfall, not to mention too the deadly defense items via the EDA, it leaves 

behind enroute and the lethal trainings it imparted and imparts to the various 

Kazakhstani Special Forces, are all never abused and expanded upon 

innocent ordinary Kazakhs who may only be attempting to recover the basic 

socio-economic privileges that they have recently lost through the Soviet 

collapse, and similarly ensure that the religio-cultural rights that the Kazakhs 

have regained, thereby only recently, are not beastly trampled upon, 

therewith.  

Both the U.S. and Kazakhstan have worked hard towards integrating 

Kazakhstan with the world economy. While these efforts are indeed 

laudable, the U.S., in particular, must cobble up the necessary facilitating 

arrangements regionally, and in the outer Central Asian region too, to ease 

the integration process, so that both the U.S. and Kazakhstan can derive the 

maximum benefit from their economic intercourse. Their ongoing mutual 

involvement in Afghan affairs, in these contexts, must be welcomed too. 

Being remote, land–locked and lacking direct borders with the United States, 

Kazakhstan’s sovereignty, independence and strategic survival could not be 

easily safe-guarded and promoted, without taking a regional approach in the 

pursuance and exercise of its emergent integration with the, larger, free 

world. With this in mind, Kazakhstan and the United States have 

consistently adopted a regional approach, if not also, as yet, within a viable 

regional framework, and worked for gradual regional integration in all 

respects, save the political.  

Nevertheless, in a regional context, it was Uzbekistan that enjoyed 

primacy of American attention during these periods and preeminently so in 

the years following Sept. 11, 2001 (Legvold 2004, p.1). Despite Kazakhstan 

having more real estate and greater economic dynamics, it was and is 

Uzbekistan that boasts of a higher population in the region; it is again 

Uzbekistan that has centrality within a reconfiguring Central Asia, i.e. it 
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borders most of the countries constituting the region, as academically 

defined, and Uzbeks are found, in significant numbers, across it; and it is 

Uzbekistan yet again that, by virtue of its centrality and its logistical 

connectivity, was more relevant in America’s earlier penetrative campaigns 

and subsequent on-going missions in an instability-ridden Afghanistan. In 

these contexts, while Kazakhstan was doubtless of greater strategic 

importance, Uzbekistan has a higher immediate critical value and is, in fact, 

the logistical key to dynamically lock the region together as a coherent 

whole for ensuring future regional development, which in itself is a crucial 

U.S. objective (‘Hanging separately’ 2003).  

Politically, as we have seen, the region had and has a number of burning 

issues, especially pertaining to natural resources, to mutual tensions and 

rivalries, which all need to be benignly tackled, before any dream in this 

regard can be brought to fruition. When and if that happens, Kazakhstan, the 

region and even the facilitating U.S. may begin cutting much more ice 

globally, so to speak. Meanwhile, generally, multi-track dialog must be 

strengthened and regionally-minded, multi-faceted intercourses and 

exchanges, at every level, must be further deepened. As a parting shot, if I 

were to take the professed strategic objectives of the U.S. in Kazakhstan, as 

quoted earlier, seriously and tally America’s actual relational record, thus 

far, with Kazakhstan, in its doubtless lofty light, then I must conclude, as per 

my present scrutiny, that the U.S. had reasonably addressed those objectives, 

may be not as much as it ought to have, but still it had, as we saw 

nonetheless, taken the right steps, it had indeed walked the talk and is in step 

in the steppe, up to a point! 
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