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The Crimean crisis that unfolded in 2014 had a
significant impact not only on the geopolitics of
Central and Eastern Europe. This crisis also had

significant effects on the global level, especially in terms
of energy security. In this new international situation,
Kazakhstan’s role seems to be increasingly valued,
especially in the field of the country’s potential as an
energy producer. The EU had to find a solution to
overcome its energy dependency on Russia, and it seems
that Astana will have a big role in this in the future. That
is why this article reviews how Kazakhstan’s foreign policy
has changed in the last decade and what geopolitical
challenges must be overcome in order for the country to
use its energy resources as efficiently as possible in this
new geopolitical environment.

Kazakh Foreign Policy after the 
Annexation of Crimea in 2014

The annexation of Crimea by Russia in 2014 has
been a significant geopolitical event and Kazakhstan, like

many other countries, has expressed its concern and crit-
icisms of the violation of Ukraine’s territorial integrity.1

Astana’s foreign policy has generally been characterized
by a commitment to maintaining good relations with its
neighbors, including Russia, while also pursuing a multi-
vector foreign policy2 that seeks balanced relations with
major global powers such as Russia, China, the United
States, and European countries, as well as Türkiye.3 After
the annexation of Crimea, Kazakhstan, as a member of
international organizations like the United Nations
(UN) and the Organization for Security and Coopera-
tion in Europe (OSCE), expressed its support for the
principles of sovereignty, territorial integrity, and non-
interference in the affairs of other states. Kazakhstan did
not endorse or recognize Russia’s annexation of Crimea
and supported the peaceful resolution of this conflict be-
tween Kyiv and Moscow.4 That crisis raised security con-
cerns for Astana and other neighboring countries in the
wider neighborhood. Like other Central Asian states,
Kazakhstan was concerned about the potential spillover
of instability from Ukraine, as well as the precedent set
by Russia’s actions in Crimea. For this reason, we would
like to focus on two important foreign policy directions,

The annexation of Crimea by Russia in 2014 has been a significant
geopolitical event and Kazakhstan, like many other countries, has expressed
its concern and criticisms of the violation of Ukraine’s territorial integrity.  



Kazakhstan’s relations with Russia and the European
Union.

The Transformation of Kazakh-Russian 
Relations in the Last Decade

Kazakhstan expressed concern over the violation of
Ukraine’s territorial integrity while trying to maintain a
balanced and pragmatic relationship with Russia. This sit-
uation prompted Astana to reassess its foreign policy and
security posture. It highlighted the importance of diver-
sifying its international partnerships and reducing de-
pendence on any single country. Kazakhstan sought to
strengthen its relations with other global players, such as
China, the United States, and European countries.5

Russia is a major trading partner for Astana. Energy
resources, particularly oil and gas, play a significant role
in their economic relationship. Kazakhstan, as world’s
largest landlocked country, uses Russia’s infrastructure to
export its oil at a time of Western-imposed price caps and
a ban on sea-borne Russian oil purchases over its actions
in Ukraine. Moscow has been a destination for Kazakh
oil exports, and there have been discussions about ex-
panding energy infrastructure and cooperation. The two
countries have cooperated on regional security issues, in-
cluding efforts to combat terrorism and extremism in

Central Asia.6 Astana also benefits from the transit of its
goods through the Russian territory. It should also be un-
derlined that the two countries participate in joint mili-
tary exercises and security dialogues. 

Kazakhstan and Russia, in general, have maintained
positive political relations, with high-level meetings and
diplomatic engagements. However, there have been oc-
casional differences of opinion on various international
issues. The annexation of Crimea by Russia in 2014 and
the ongoing conflict in eastern Ukraine strained relations
between Astana and Moscow to some extent.7 Astana, as
a supporter of the principles of territorial integrity and
non-interference, expressed concern over these develop-
ments while also trying to maintain a balanced stance
given its close ties with Moscow.8 Kazakhstan, as an en-
ergy producer, carefully observed how the Ukrainian crisis
affected regional energy dynamics. It considered the po-
tential impact on energy transit routes and export op-
tions, particularly as it sought to expand its energy exports
to global markets.

As a non-permanent member of the United Nations
Security Council (UNSC) during the crisis, Astana sup-
ported diplomatic efforts to find a peaceful resolution to
the conflict in Ukraine.9 It participated in international
negotiations and discussions aimed at ending the conflict.
The Ukrainian crisis underscored the importance of re-
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gional security cooperation in Central Asia. Kazakhstan,
along with other Central Asian states, sought to enhance
its security measures and engage in regional dialogues to
address common security challenges.10 Astana aimed to
protect its sovereignty and security while maintaining its
strategic interests and partnerships in the region. The cri-
sis also prompted the country to play a more active role
in regional and international diplomacy to address secu-
rity challenges. Kassym-Jomart Tokayev, the second pres-
ident of Kazakhstan, has been in power since March
2019. After coming to power, the president had to deal
with numerous domestic political and ethnic crises. Rus-
sia’s invasion of Ukraine came as an additional shock for
Kazakhstan, which had already experienced serious do-
mestic unrest in January 2022.11 Astana has consistently
distanced itself from Moscow’s aggression and diversified
its relationships with various countries, while preserving
its bilateral relationship with Moscow. The EU has shown
interest in engaging more with Kazakhstan. It can help
the country to overcome this critical juncture by encour-
aging and supporting its genuine domestic transforma-
tion. In a public discussion with Vladimir Putin at the St.
Petersburg International Economic Forum in June 2022,
Tokayev made it very clear that his country remained
committed to the principle of territorial integrity and
therefore would not recognize the ‘quasi-states’ of
Donetsk and Luhansk.12

So it seems that the relationship between Moscow
and Astana is still important and strong, but it has
changed significantly since the Crimean crisis. Kaza-
khstan is striving to develop a foreign policy that is
much more independent and less dependent on Russia,
the biggest asset of which lies in the country’s energy re-
serves. That is why it is important to look at how the
country’s foreign relations with the EU developed dur-
ing this period.

The Relationship between 
Kazakhstan and the EU after 2014

Astana has maintained a significant relationship with
the European Union (EU), particularly in the context of
energy policy. There are some key points regarding the re-
lationship between Astana and the EU in terms of energy
policy after 2014, because the aim of the new EU strategy
on Central Asia is to build stronger, modern, and broad
partnerships with CA countries. In December 2015,

Kazakhstan and the EU signed the Enhanced Partnership
and Cooperation Agreement (EPCA).13 The agreement
replaced the previous Cooperation and Partnership Agree-
ment, which had regulated bilateral relations since 1999.
Kazakhstan and the EU have been building close and mu-
tually beneficial relations for decades.14 The EU and As-
tana have had a long-standing energy partnership that
includes cooperation in the areas of energy security, en-
ergy efficiency, and the promotion of sustainable energy
sources. The EU seeks to diversify its energy sources and
reduce its dependency on Russian energy, and Kaza-
khstan’s energy resources play a role in achieving these
goals.15

The European Union has been interested in securing
stable energy supplies from Kazakhstan to reduce its re-
liance on traditional suppliers like Russia. The EU has
been supportive of the idea of constructing a Trans-
Caspian Pipeline to transport natural gas from Kaza-
khstan (and potentially Turkmenistan) to Europe via the
Caspian Sea and the Southern Gas Corridor. This project
has faced various geopolitical and legal challenges, includ-
ing disputes with Russia and Iran over the Caspian Sea’s
legal status. Nevertheless, the EU has expressed its interest
in facilitating such a project to enhance its energy
security.16

The EU has supported Astana’s efforts to improve en-
ergy efficiency and promote renewable energy sources.
This includes technical assistance, investments, and col-
laboration on projects aimed at reducing energy con-
sumption and increasing the share of renewables in
Kazakhstan’s energy mix.17 Astana has undertaken legisla-
tive and regulatory reforms in the energy sector to align
its practices with EU standards. These reforms are in-
tended to enhance transparency, competitiveness, and sus-
tainability in the energy sector, making it more attractive
to European investors and partners.18

After reviewing the two defining foreign policy di-
rections, we must examine the most important factors
and changes in the Kazakh energy sector, which can be
important keys for building future relations and can de-
termine Astana’s future ideas. It will become apparent
that the Kazakh economy does not rely solely on oil and
natural gas reserves, but that important developments
are taking place in other areas of the energy sector as
well.

Kazakh Economy: The Past and the Future Goals

Every natural resource that we are discussing in the
following is going to be examined through the eyeglasses
of energy (electricity) production.

After the collapse of the Soviet Union Kazakhstan’s
economy – as the other post-soviet countries – suffered
for years. Kazakhstan was one favorable country among

The annexation of Crimea by Russia
in 2014 and the ongoing conflict in
eastern Ukraine strained relations

between Astana and Moscow to
some extent.
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foreign investors, and due to these investments, the co-
untry’s economy started to grow. In the past decades, As-
tana tried to improve itself by adopting international
standards for the production, financial, and administra-
tive sectors. Despite all of the efforts from the govern-
ment, the Kazakh economy remained highly dependent
on the coal and the oil sector.19

The Kazakh government also recognized the challen-
ges that the 21st century sets up for countries all around
the globe. In 2013 Astana drew up its plan to reach the
’green goals.’ Based on this in 2013 the “Concept for Tran-
sition to the Green Economy in Kazakhstan” was adopted.
The concept behind the document is to help the eco-
nomy move from the hydrocarbon resource-based model
to a more sustainable and environmentally friendly one.
The following are some cornerstones from the docu-
ment:

- diversification of the economy (reduce oil, coal,
and gas revenue dependence);

- improve energy efficiency and the renewable
energy sector;

- encourage and improve eco-friendly infrastructure
and sustainable transportation system;

- sustainable agriculture (better water management,
reduction of chemicals);

- green finance and investments (attracting invest-
ments in “green projects”).20

Overall this Green Economy Concept drew a picture
of the future Kazakh economy till 205021 to prepare Ka-
zakhstan to comply with the Paris Agreement and the
Kyoto Protocol. Astana aimed to achieve reduce the
GHG emission to 15% below the 1991 level by 2030 and
to make the Country carbon neutral by 2060.22

Power Generation, Green Goals, 
and Energy Flexibility

Most of the power generations are based on rotation,
which means by burning coal, gas or using nuclear power,
usually steam is generated which spins the turbines and
these turbines by spinning in an electromagnetic field will
generate electricity. Regarding hydropower plants, the
water spins the turbine, and at wind power, the wind
spins it. Solar power differs from this logic.

Kazakhstan’s total energy production in 2021 was 111
TWh.23 In the country the coal-fired power plants (2022)
gave ca. 60,1% of the electricity production, gas-fired
28,5%, and renewable sources 11,3% (mainly hydropo-
wer plants with 8,1% and the rest are solar, wind, and bi-
ogas).24

Kazakhstan’s goal is to reduce its carbon footprint and
create a sustainable and greener power generation system.
In order to reach this goal, 50% of the energy production
must come from alternative and renewable energy sour-
ces, for example from solar, wind, hydro, and nuclear
plants.25 In the short term Astana expects that regarding
power generation the renewable electricity supply will
reach 15% by 2030 and coal will decrease to 40% while
gas will increase to 38%.26

In order to reach these goals the Kazakh government
needs to take a few points into account. Renewable
energy resources such as sun, wind, and hydro do not
constanty supply power source due to the volatility of the
weather. Besides the weather, the actual season also has
an impact on energy production. In order to ensure the
stability of the power supply few main steps must be rea-
lized to create a flexible system that can adapt more or
less to the circumstances. For instance:

- Nuclear power plants are essential for commercial
power generation. These power plants with the
proper technology can ensure a clean and reliable
power source instead of coal. Nuclear plants’
GHG emissions and the caused mortality are sig-
nificantly lower than coal- or gas-fired plants.27

These power plants are mainly to supply power
for the baseload so they are very little flexible, but
much “greener” than the coal-fired power plants,
which aren’t flexible as well.

- More gas-fired power plants are needed. In gene-
ral, the coal-fired or nuclear power plants supply
power to ensure the baseload. They need several
hours or days till they can start generating electri-
city. Unlike these power plants, gas turbines are
more flexible, since the modern ones can be ready
to produce electricity within 30 minutes.28There-
fore due to the flexibility of the gas-fired plants,
they are useful for managing and balancing the
oscillation of the ratio of power production and
power consumption.

- Thirdly the Kazakh power grid system must be
developed and the interconnection within the co-

Kazakhstan’s goal is to reduce its
carbon footprint and create a

sustainable and greener power
generation system. In order to reach

this goal, 50% of the energy
production must come from

alternative and renewable energy
sources, for example from solar, wind,

hydro, and nuclear plants.  
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untry with different regions and with other count-
ries must be built out or improved. This will en-
sure that in case of power overproduction or
underproduction, the regions among each other
or Kazakhstan with other countries will be able to
import or export electricity. Not to mention the
inefficiency of the Kazakh grid system and the
huge losses in the network.29

- Fourthly the potential in hydro, solar, and wind
should be exploited properly in a bigger volume.
This topic will be introduced later on.

Kazakhstan’s Energy Potential

Coal

Kazakhstan has one of the biggest coal reserves in the
world. Based on his resources, the country generates 60%
of its electricity from coal-fired power plants. This is still
a living trend even in highly developed Western countries,
but the Kazakh power plants are more inefficient and ob-
solete. The coal-fired power plants are playing an outs-
tanding role in the country’s carbon footprint since their
CO2 and SO2 emissions are highly considerable. The go-
vernment’s goal is to improve technology and shrink the
share of the coal-burning power plants’ role in power ge-
neration to reduce GHG emissions.30

Although the Kazakh coal reserves are the 10th largest
in the world (33,7 billion tonnes, 2,4% of the world re-
serves),31 the quality is not the best; because of high ash,
sulfur, and moisture content, heating value of the Kazakh

coal is relatively low.32 Despite this, coal mining is still
ongoing in high volume, and 20% of the produced coal
is exported, mainly to Russia (86%) and the rest mostly
to the former Soviet Union States (12%) and to China
(1%).33

According to estimates, coal is going to remain the
main energy source in the country in the long run. Cur-
rently, its share in energy production is 60,1%, but this
is expected to decline to 40% by 2030. Kazakhstan is ex-
pecting to increase coal export, but this hides challenges
because other countries – as Kazakhstan does – try to re-
duce their carbon footprint by using environmental-fri-
endly technology instead of the “old type of power
plants”.34

Oil and Natural Gas

Kazakhstan’s oil reserves are globally at the 12th place
and its gas is the 20th place in the world.35 The main oil
export route for Kazakhstan is the CPC (Caspian Pipeline
Consortium), which transits to Russia, but the Kazakhs-
tan-China Pipeline and Kenkiyak-Atyrau Pipeline also
need to be mentioned, although their volume is signifi-
cantly lower than the CPC’s.36 Besides these pipelines the
Kazakh oil can reach the BTC (Baku-Tbilis-Ceyhan) pi-
peline via sea, where it can be transferred to Türkiye and
towards the EU.

The country is among the 20 countries with the most
natural gas reserves, which Kazakhstan reached ca. 3,8
trillion cubic meters.38 Although Kazakhstan’s natural gas
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production is quite big on a global scale, most of the na-
tural gas production is the byproduct of oil exploitation.
In 2020 gas production reached 55.1 bcm (billion cubic
meters), but ca. 31% of this was reinjected into the gro-
und in order to help further oil production. 14% of the
gas was used on-site by the producer companies for power
generation and the rest (51%) was sent for processing.
The government expects an increase in gas production, it
counts yearly with 87,1 bcm by 2030.39

Because of the current international energy market si-
tuation and the increasing domestic gas consumption in
Kazakhstan, it became urgent for the country to incenti-
vize commercial gas production and supply.

Uranium and Nuclear Power

Kazakhstan possesses the biggest uranium resource
(37% of the global resource) and it is also the main ura-
nium producer in the world. In 2020, its output was
19.500 tons, which gave the 2/5 of the world’s produc-
tion.40 Despite Kazakhstan’s huge uranium output and re-
serves and furthermore its experience in nuclear power
research, the country does not operate any commercial
nuclear power plant. One main background regarding
this oddity is the public sentiment towards nuclear power.
This remains from the soviet era when several nuclear we-
apons were tested in the Kazakh area of Semey. At that
time and also nowadays several million people were ex-
posed to radiation, not to mention the contaminated soil
and water.41

Kazakhstan has research reactors in operation and the
country also has its Institue of Nuclear Physics (INP).
The Kazakh institutes are in close cooperation with the
Atomic Energy Agency of Japan and with institutes from
France and Russia. Also, there are five universities in the

country where nuclear physics or nuclear power engine-
ering can be studied.42

The main step regarding a possible nuclear power
plant was when the president, Tokayew declared on
03.09.2021 that it is high time to give Kazakhstan a nuc-
lear power plant.43 The two planned nuclear reactors’ ca-
pacity is going to be between 1000-1200 MW in order
to support the baseload. According to Mr. Timur Zhan-
tikin, the CEO of KNPP, if the supplier is selected in
2023 then the feasibility study is going to be finished in
2025. After the government’s examination, the construc-
tion can be started.44

Renewable Sources

Kazakhstan’s total renewable energy was around 12,2
TWh (11%). The main source is hydropower plants. Alt-
hough the country currently has a small renewable energy
capacity it has considerable potential. 

The technically feasible wind energy potential is aro-
und 920 TWh/year. The best areas are near the Caspian
Sea and in the northern and southern parts of the co-
untry.45

The estimated hydropower capacity is around 170
TWh/year, but only 62 TWh/year is technically feasible
and only 30 TWh/year is economically feasible. The ave-

According to the Kazakh Ministry of
Energy, in 2022 there were 130
renewable energy facilities in

Kazakhstan, and their total capacity
reached 2400 MW. 
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rage age of hydropower plants is 36.5 years. Between
2020-2030 the country plans to expand its hydropower
plant capacity by 3300 MW.46

The solar energy potential is around 2,5 TWh. Ka-
zakhstan’s annual sunshine is around 2200-3000 hours.
The received sunshine differs in each region. In the nort-
hern region, the land receives around 2000 hours of suns-
hine, but in the southern areas, this number increases to
around 2900 hours yearly. The electricity which could be
generated by this would be enough to provide enough
electricity to supply the southern part of the country. Alt-
hough 50% of the country’s territory is suitable for solar
power plant installation, solar energy production is still
very little compared to other renewable energy sources.47

According to the Kazakh Ministry of Energy, in 2022
there were 130 renewable energy facilities in Kazakhstan,
and their total capacity reached 2400 MW. This potential
contains 46 wind farms, 44 solar plants 37 hydro power
plants, and 3 biomass power plants. In 2023 Kazakhstan
is going to start further 15 facilities with a capacity of 276
MW.48

For renewable energy, Astana needed to find investors.
In 2018 the auctions system was introduced. In this com-
petitive bidding system, renewable energy investors sub-
mit proposals to win contracts for supplying electricity to
the power grid. In this process each developer or investor
can bid a price for 1 kWh of green energy production and
the lowest offer will win each auction.49 With this process,
the government tries to decentralize renewable energy
production.

Kazakhstan’s Future Energy 
Relationship with the EU

Kazakhstan already has a strong relationship with the
post-soviet countries, therefore now we will concentrate
on its relations and opportunities with the European
Union. 

The EU and Kazakhstan had already established dip-
lomatic relations at the beginning of the 1990s. In 1995
the two sides had signed the “Partnership and Coopera-
tion Agreement.” This partnership was improved in 2015
when they signed the “Enhanced Partnership and Coope-
ration Agreement (EPCA)” which regulates the trading and
economic relations between them. With this agreement,
the EU became the main trading partner of the country.
In numbers, this means that 40% of the Kazakh export’s
goes to the EU but in return, the European states became
the main investors in Kazakhstan.50

Although the resources are 
given, the country suffers 
from the lack of modern 

technology and know-how. 
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Oil is the main resource that Kazakhstan exports to
the EU. Between 2000 and 2022 the main export from
the country to EU was the crude oil. Between 2011 and
2014, it hit its peak (it was ca. 28-30 billion USD), but
after the Russian invasion of Ukraine the volume of oil
trading started increasing and in 2022 it reached 25,3 bil-
lion USD.51

In May 2022 EU and Kazakhstan signed a Memo-
randum of Understanding. This document strengthtens
the strategic partnership between the two parties. On
one side this agreement tries to ensure the EU’s access
to raw and refined materials in the view of sustainability.
On the other side, the EU offers Kazakhstan further EU
investment and cooperation in geological exploration,
and research and innovation. The agreement’s goal is
also to develop renewable hydrogen production and cre-
ate battery value chains. These are essential not only for
the EU’s energy security, but also for Kazakhstan and
the EU’s green and digital transformation and decarbo-
nization. The agreement is based on the previous
EPCA.52

The raw materials are important for the EU. These
are inevitable materials in wind turbine production, bat-
tery (lithium, cobalt), and semiconductor production
(polysilicon). Batteries are crucial for energy transition,
energy storage, and green transport. Green hydrogen is
one of the main fundaments of decarbonization.53

Conclusion 

In the beginning of the 1990s, Kazakhstan had to deal
with many difficulties and challenges. But at the end of
this perriod perhaps the most important decade in the
history of Kazakhstan’s independence began. Due to the
country’s geopolitical features, it has to deal with many
difficulties and challenges. At the end, Astana can be a
huge winner in the reorganization taking place in the
world.

Kazakhstan needs to battle with huge challenges to
reach its green goals. Anyhow the country recognized in
time the difficulties and the unsustainability of its cur-
rent economic system. Kazakhstan has enormous natural
resources and with that, it could be able to speed up the
required changes. The country’s resources are conside-
rable and offer everything that is needed to base the co-
untry on new, sustainable, and environment-friendly
soil. 

Although the resources are given, the country suffers
from the lack of modern technology and know-how. The
European Union stepped up in the previous decades as
one of the main trading partners and investors, offering
the know-how and technology for the country and it asks
for raw materials and raw resources. So far, a good
example in complementarity for the two partners.
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