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THE ROLE OF UZBEKISTAN IN THE BELT AND ROAD INITIATIVE: A STRATEGIC NEXUS IN 3 

CENTRAL ASIA. 4 

  5 

Abstract 6 
 7 

Uzbekistan occupies a distinctive position in Central Asia. It borders all four other Central Asian countries and 8 

Afghanistan, yet it is doubly landlocked and remains dependent on cross-border transit to reach international 9 

maritime markets. This combination of centrality and constraint makes Uzbekistan a particularly useful case for 10 

examining whether the Belt and Road Initiative can transform geographical position into regional economic 11 

influence. This article examines Uzbekistan’s BRI participation from a regional rather than a bilateral perspective. It 12 

asks how BRI-related connectivity interacts with Uzbekistan’s domestic economic reforms and its renewed 13 

engagement with neighboring Central Asian countries, and under what conditions infrastructure connectivity can 14 

contribute to regional integration. The study combines regional integration theory, connectivity theory, and new 15 

economic geography and uses qualitative content analysis of academic literature, official policy documents, and 16 

reports from international organizations. The analysis finds that Uzbekistan is moving from a landlocked transit 17 

country toward a strategic regional nexus, but that this transformation is conditional. Transport corridors, logistics 18 

infrastructure, digital systems, energy cooperation, and tourism networks can reduce transaction costs and enlarge 19 

market access; however, the gains depend on customs coordination, regulatory interoperability, private-sector 20 

competitiveness, institutional reform, and corridor diversification.  21 

 22 

Key words:- 23 
Uzbekistan, Central Asia, Belt and Road Initiative, regional integration, connectivity. transport corridors, economic 24 

geography, geoeconomics 25 

 26 

 27 

 28 

Introduction:- 29 

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has become one of the most consequential connectivity 30 

initiatives in contemporary Eurasia. While much of the early literature interpreted the BRI 31 

through China’s foreign economic strategy, infrastructure investment, or bilateral relations, its 32 

regional consequences increasingly require a broader analytical perspective. Central Asia is an 33 

especially important setting because the region combines strategic location with weak intra-34 

regional connectivity, fragmented transport systems, and high trade costs. In this environment, 35 

the question is not simply whether the BRI brings infrastructure to individual countries, but 36 

whether infrastructure can alter the regional geography of production, trade, and political 37 

cooperation. 38 

Uzbekistan occupies an exceptional position in this regional geography. It borders Kazakhstan, 39 

Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Afghanistan and has one of the largest populations 40 

and domestic markets in Central Asia. Yet Uzbekistan is doubly landlocked: reaching a seaport 41 

requires transit through at least two other countries. The Asian Development Bank describes this 42 

combination as a structural constraint on trade and emphasizes the importance of improving 43 
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Uzbekistan’s surface transport links with neighboring seaports through regional corridors (ADB, 44 

2025a). The World Bank likewise identifies high trade costs, infrastructure gaps, and border 45 

procedures as central constraints on Uzbekistan’s external integration (World Bank, 2024). 46 

The paradox is therefore clear. Uzbekistan is geographically central but commercially 47 

constrained. The BRI provides an opportunity to reduce this contradiction by supporting rail, 48 

road, logistics, digital, and energy connectivity. Yet connectivity itself does not guarantee 49 

integration. Infrastructure can reduce travel time and transaction costs, but the distribution of 50 

gains depends on customs procedures, regulatory harmonization, domestic market institutions, 51 

private-sector competitiveness, and the political willingness of neighboring countries to 52 

cooperate. 53 

This article argues that Uzbekistan should increasingly be conceptualized as a potential strategic 54 

regional nexus rather than simply a recipient of BRI projects or a transit country. A strategic 55 

nexus is understood here as a country that does more than provide physical passage: it connects 56 

multiple corridors, generates economic activity, facilitates institutional coordination, and links 57 

different regional markets. This approach places Uzbekistan at the intersection of three 58 

processes: the construction of physical and digital connectivity, domestic economic 59 

transformation, and the gradual thickening of intra-Central Asian regional cooperation. 60 

The study addresses three questions. First, how has connectivity altered the strategic significance 61 

of Uzbekistan’s geographical position? Second, under what conditions can BRI-related 62 

connectivity support intra-Central Asian regional integration? Third, what domestic and 63 

institutional conditions are required for Uzbekistan to move from geographical centrality toward 64 

functional regional centrality? The article contributes to the literature by bringing these questions 65 

together in a single analytical framework and by emphasizing Uzbekistan’s agency in shaping 66 

the regional geography of connectivity. 67 

I. THEORETICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL FOUNDATION:- 68 

A. Regional integration and regionness:- 69 

Regional integration is not limited to the creation of supranational institutions. Balassa’s classic 70 

framework treats integration as a process in which countries progressively reduce barriers to 71 

exchange, while later regionalism scholarship stresses functional cooperation, interdependence, 72 

and the construction of regional institutions (Balassa, 1961; Hettne & Söderbaum, 2000). In 73 

Central Asia, integration has remained uneven, but transport, energy, water, tourism, and trade 74 

cooperation can generate practical forms of regionness even without a highly institutionalized 75 

common market. 76 

From this perspective, Uzbekistan matters because regional integration in Central Asia 77 

increasingly requires a country capable of connecting otherwise fragmented national systems. 78 

Uzbekistan can potentially perform this function because its borders, population, transport 79 

geography, and economic scale place it within almost every major regional direction. The 80 
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relevant issue is therefore not whether Uzbekistan is geographically central, but whether that 81 

centrality can be institutionalized through cross-border cooperation. 82 

B. Connectivity as a multidimensional concept:- 83 

Connectivity should be treated as a system rather than as physical infrastructure alone. Physical 84 

connectivity includes railways, roads, ports, logistics centers, pipelines, and power networks. 85 

Institutional connectivity includes customs procedures, border management, standards, transport 86 

regulations, and trade agreements. Digital connectivity increasingly includes electronic customs, 87 

cargo tracking, digital payments, and interoperable information systems. Social connectivity 88 

includes tourism, education, and professional mobility. 89 

The distinction is important because a new railway may remain underutilized if border 90 

procedures are slow, freight services are fragmented, or regulations differ across jurisdictions. 91 

Conversely, institutional reforms can generate gains even before major infrastructure projects are 92 

completed. Connectivity is therefore most effective when physical and institutional 93 

improvements reinforce each other. 94 

C. New economic geography and the strategic nexus proposition:- 95 

New economic geography emphasizes the relationship among transportation costs, market size, 96 

agglomeration, and the location of economic activity (Krugman, 1991; Fujita, Krugman, & 97 

Venables, 1999). Lower transport costs can enlarge market access and attract investment, but 98 

they can also concentrate activity in already-advantaged urban centers. For Uzbekistan, 99 

connectivity can therefore support diversification only if improved corridors are linked to 100 

productive capacity, secondary cities, and border regions. 101 

Combining these approaches, the article defines a strategic regional nexus as a country whose 102 

location, infrastructure, economic scale, institutional capacity, and external relations enable it to 103 

connect multiple regional markets and influence the direction of economic flows. The analytical 104 

sequence proposed here is: connectivity reduces trade and transaction costs; lower costs expand 105 

market access; expanded access stimulates trade and investment; investment supports industrial 106 

and service development; and deeper economic interaction creates incentives for institutional 107 

cooperation. The process is conditional rather than automatic. 108 

D. Research method:- 109 

The study employs a qualitative case-study methodology with a regional analytical scope. 110 

Uzbekistan is selected because it combines exceptional geographic centrality with unusually high 111 

structural trade costs and a visible shift toward regional engagement. The evidence base consists 112 

of academic literature, government statements and policy documents, and reports from the Asian 113 

Development Bank, World Bank, and International Monetary Fund, supplemented by analysis of 114 

major connectivity projects. The period of analysis focuses on 2013–2025, with particular 115 

attention to the post-2016 period, when Uzbekistan’s domestic reforms and regional diplomacy 116 

changed significantly. 117 
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The objective is explanatory rather than econometric. The article does not attempt to estimate the 118 

causal impact of a single BRI project. Instead, it examines the mechanisms through which 119 

multiple forms of connectivity can interact with institutional reform and regional cooperation. 120 

II. UZBEKISTAN’S GEOGRAPHICAL CENTRALITY AND CONNECTIVITY CONSTRAINT:- 121 

Uzbekistan’s geography produces a strategic paradox. It is located at the center of the Central 122 

Asian transport system, yet it lacks direct access to the sea and must cross at least two sovereign 123 

territories to reach a seaport. Its potential regional role is strengthened by the fact that all other 124 

Central Asian countries can be reached directly from its territory. In practical terms, this makes 125 

Uzbekistan both a destination market and a possible transit platform. 126 

The country’s transport geography can be understood through four broad directions. The 127 

northern axis links Uzbekistan to Kazakhstan and onward to Russia and the wider Eurasian 128 

transport system. The eastern axis links Uzbekistan through Kyrgyzstan toward China. The 129 

western axis connects Uzbekistan through Turkmenistan toward the Caspian Sea and potentially 130 

the South Caucasus and Europe. The southern axis points toward Afghanistan and the markets of 131 

South Asia and the Middle East. Each direction offers diversification, but each also depends on 132 

different infrastructure and institutional conditions. 133 

The challenge is that the existence of multiple corridors does not automatically create a 134 

functioning network. Trade routes become strategically valuable when they are reliable, 135 

commercially competitive, and interoperable. A corridor that crosses several borders can lose its 136 

cost advantage when customs clearance, transshipment, technical standards, or road and rail 137 

regulations are poorly coordinated. Uzbekistan’s centrality must therefore be transformed from a 138 

cartographic fact into a functional economic advantage. 139 

III. THE BRI AND UZBEKISTAN’S EMERGING REGIONAL CONNECTIVITY:- 140 

A. From bilateral infrastructure to regional networks:- 141 

The BRI has contributed to the evolution of Uzbekistan’s connectivity landscape by supporting 142 

transport and economic infrastructure. An important lesson, however, is that the strategic value 143 

of a project should be assessed by its network effects rather than by its bilateral character. The 144 

Angren–Pop railway and Kamchik Tunnel, for example, reduced an internal geographical barrier 145 

by linking the Fergana Valley more effectively with the rest of Uzbekistan. The significance of 146 

such infrastructure extends beyond the project itself because domestic connectivity is a 147 

precondition for participation in transnational corridors. 148 

Recent research similarly emphasizes that Uzbekistan’s BRI participation has strengthened 149 

transport connectivity and economic integration, while also highlighting the country’s potential 150 

to function as a logistics hub (Tekir, 2026; Simpson, 2024). The analytical step taken in this 151 

article is to connect this corridor function to intra-Central Asian integration rather than viewing it 152 

only as a China-linked infrastructure story. 153 
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B. The China–Kyrgyzstan–Uzbekistan direction:- 154 

The China–Kyrgyzstan–Uzbekistan railway is particularly significant because it can reinforce the 155 

eastern connectivity axis and connect Uzbekistan more directly to wider Eurasian networks. Its 156 

regional importance lies less in replacing other routes than in adding another option to 157 

Uzbekistan’s corridor portfolio. Corridor diversification can reduce dependence on any single 158 

transit route and improve resilience against geopolitical or logistical disruptions. 159 

At the same time, the benefits of the railway will depend on border coordination, freight demand, 160 

tariff structures, and connections to domestic logistics and industrial centers. A railway corridor 161 

should therefore be understood as a regional system requiring interoperable institutions on both 162 

sides of the border. 163 

C. The Caspian and westward direction:- 164 

The Caspian direction has gained importance as Central Asian states seek diversified access to 165 

European and global markets. Uzbekistan’s links through Turkmenistan toward the Caspian 166 

complement northern and eastern corridors and reduce the strategic risk associated with 167 

excessive dependence on a single external system. The development of the Trans-Caspian 168 

transport environment further increases the relevance of Uzbekistan’s westward orientation. 169 

The Asian Development Bank’s work on CAREC Corridor 2 illustrates the practical dimension 170 

of this strategy. In 2025, the ADB approved a USD 233.1 million loan to modernize 171 

approximately 87 kilometers of the Guzar–Bukhara–Nukus–Beyneu (A380) highway in 172 

Karakalpakstan, explicitly linking the project to regional trade and improved access to 173 

neighboring seaports (ADB, 2025a; ADB, 2025b). The project demonstrates that regional 174 

connectivity is also an issue of road quality, climate resilience, traffic management, and logistics 175 

efficiency rather than only of headline infrastructure construction. 176 

D. The South Asian direction:- 177 

The southern corridor offers Uzbekistan a long-term option for reaching Afghanistan, Pakistan, 178 

Iran, and the Indian Ocean. Its strategic value is partly contingent because security, infrastructure 179 

quality, and political developments in Afghanistan remain uncertain. Nevertheless, maintaining a 180 

southern connectivity option strengthens Uzbekistan’s diversification strategy and can give the 181 

country greater flexibility in choosing external markets and transit partners. 182 

E. Corridor governance and the economics of borders:- 183 

The economic performance of a transport corridor is shaped at least as much by border 184 

governance as by the road or railway itself. For Uzbekistan, this issue is particularly important 185 

because almost every external route requires the crossing of multiple borders. A delay at one 186 

checkpoint can offset time savings created elsewhere in the network. Consequently, the regional 187 

nexus concept places border governance at the center of connectivity analysis. 188 
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Border modernization involves more than additional customs facilities. It includes risk-based 189 

inspection, coordinated operating hours, advance electronic documentation, interoperable 190 

information systems, and mutual recognition of selected standards. Such measures reduce 191 

uncertainty for logistics firms and allow them to plan routes around predictable clearance times. 192 

In this sense, institutional connectivity can create an economic effect similar to physical 193 

infrastructure because both reduce the effective cost of distance. 194 

Uzbekistan’s strategic opportunity is to connect domestic customs modernization with regional 195 

agreements. Improvements on the Uzbek side create stronger returns when neighboring countries 196 

implement compatible systems. The implication is that regional connectivity should be treated as 197 

a co-produced public good. No single country can maximize the value of a corridor through 198 

unilateral investment alone. 199 

F. Corridor diversification as geoeconomic resilience:- 200 

Diversification has both an economic and a geoeconomic dimension. For a landlocked country, 201 

dependence on a narrow set of transit routes creates vulnerability to changes in tariffs, political 202 

relations, sanctions, border closures, and infrastructure disruptions. Uzbekistan’s strategy of 203 

developing northern, eastern, western, and southern directions can therefore be interpreted as a 204 

form of geoeconomic resilience. 205 

The objective is not to maximize the number of corridors at any cost. Multiple routes are 206 

valuable when they provide commercially credible alternatives. This requires comparing transit 207 

time, reliability, tariffs, border procedures, capacity, security, and access to major markets. In 208 

such a framework, connectivity diversification becomes a portfolio strategy: the country seeks 209 

several viable channels rather than one supposedly optimal route. 210 

This approach is consistent with the changing regional environment. Central Asian economies 211 

increasingly seek balanced relations with multiple external partners while strengthening intra-212 

regional ties. Uzbekistan’s connectivity strategy therefore fits within a wider pattern of strategic 213 

diversification in which infrastructure is used to enlarge policy autonomy and reduce excessive 214 

dependence on any single external actor. 215 

G. Uzbekistan–Kazakhstan: a northern regional axis:- 216 

Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan together represent the most important potential economic axis in 217 

Central Asia. Their geographical complementarity is significant: Kazakhstan provides extensive 218 

territory, access to the Caspian and northern Eurasian routes, while Uzbekistan provides a large 219 

consumer market and direct links to the other Central Asian countries and Afghanistan. Stronger 220 

connectivity between the two economies can therefore generate network effects extending 221 

beyond bilateral trade. 222 

A functional northern axis would support the movement of agricultural products, manufactured 223 

goods, energy, and services. It could also strengthen logistics cooperation around border regions 224 

and create incentives for standardized customs and transport procedures. The value of this 225 
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relationship is thus regional: an efficient Kazakhstan–Uzbekistan connection can serve as a 226 

backbone for links between northern and southern parts of Central Asia. 227 

H. Uzbekistan–Kyrgyzstan: the eastern interface:- 228 

The Uzbek–Kyrgyz relationship is central to the eastern side of the regional nexus because the 229 

Fergana Valley contains densely interconnected populations and economic activities divided by 230 

country borders. Improved border relations and transport links can reduce the friction generated 231 

by these administrative boundaries. The China–Kyrgyzstan–Uzbekistan railway would add a 232 

transnational dimension by linking the two Central Asian economies to a major external market. 233 

The strategic issue is again interoperability. The railway’s regional effect will depend on whether 234 

customs, freight handling, tariffs, and domestic feeder networks are coordinated. If these systems 235 

are integrated, the corridor can strengthen not only China–Uzbekistan trade but also intra-Central 236 

Asian trade by making the eastern side of the region more accessible. 237 

I. Uzbekistan–Tajikistan: normalization as connectivity capital:- 238 

The Uzbek–Tajik relationship demonstrates that political normalization itself can function as 239 

connectivity capital. When border crossings become more predictable and transportation links 240 

are restored, businesses can recover trading relationships that had previously been constrained. 241 

This suggests that regional connectivity is partly political: diplomatic trust lowers the perceived 242 

risk of cross-border investment and enables infrastructure to operate more effectively. 243 

For the strategic nexus concept, the key point is that Uzbekistan does not need to control 244 

neighboring routes in order to benefit from them. It needs stable relations that allow networks to 245 

pass through and connect different markets. Regional influence therefore emerges through 246 

coordination and interdependence rather than territorial control. 247 

J. Uzbekistan–Turkmenistan: the Caspian gateway:- 248 

Turkmenistan offers Uzbekistan a strategically important westward direction. Access through 249 

Turkmenistan can connect Uzbek producers to the Caspian Sea and, through multimodal routes, 250 

to the South Caucasus and European markets. The route is also relevant to energy cooperation, 251 

particularly as regional electricity and renewable-energy systems develop. 252 

The significance of the Turkmen route is therefore not limited to one trade corridor. It 253 

contributes to Uzbekistan’s broader strategy of maintaining multiple external options and 254 

illustrates why the strategic nexus must be evaluated as a network of complementary directions. 255 

IV. UZBEKISTAN AND INTRA-CENTRAL ASIAN REGIONAL INTEGRATION:- 256 

The most important implication of Uzbekistan’s connectivity strategy may not be access to 257 

distant markets but the strengthening of trade and transport within Central Asia itself. For much 258 

of the post-Soviet period, regional borders disrupted economic links that had previously operated 259 

within an integrated Soviet space. Differences in customs practice, border regimes, transport 260 

rules, and political relations contributed to high transaction costs. 261 
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The regional environment has changed since 2016. Uzbekistan has adopted a more active 262 

regional diplomatic posture, improved relations with neighboring states, and increasingly treated 263 

Central Asia as a priority area. This does not create an integrated regional market by itself, but it 264 

reduces political barriers to practical cooperation. Regionalism can advance through functional 265 

projects before it reaches more ambitious institutional forms. 266 

Uzbekistan’s relationships with Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan therefore 267 

have to be considered as components of a single connectivity strategy. Kazakhstan provides a 268 

northern complement through its larger territory, Caspian access, and connections to Russia and 269 

Europe. Kyrgyzstan is crucial to the eastern corridor toward China. Tajikistan is important for 270 

eastern and southern regional linkages and for the normalization of cross-border economic 271 

relations. Turkmenistan provides a westward and southwestern route toward the Caspian and 272 

Iran. 273 

This geography makes Uzbekistan potentially central to an emerging regional network. Yet a hub 274 

function requires institutional interoperability. Customs documents, border procedures, vehicle 275 

regulations, railway systems, digital platforms, and logistics standards must work across borders. 276 

Regional integration therefore depends on the gradual reduction of institutional friction, not only 277 

on the construction of physical links. 278 

V. INFRASTRUCTURE, TRADE AND ECONOMIC TRANSFORMATION:- 279 

Infrastructure can influence development through a chain of mechanisms. Better roads and 280 

railways reduce transport time; lower logistics costs enlarge market access; larger markets 281 

increase the incentive to invest; investment can support industrial clustering; and productive 282 

clustering can stimulate employment, exports, and diversification. This logic is consistent with 283 

new economic geography, but the Uzbek case also demonstrates why complementary institutions 284 

matter. 285 

The same infrastructure can produce different results depending on the domestic economy. If 286 

firms face barriers to entry, weak competition, limited access to finance, or dominant state-287 

owned enterprises, improved connectivity may increase imports without generating a 288 

proportional expansion of domestic productive capacity. Connectivity can then deepen external 289 

dependence rather than diversification. 290 

Uzbekistan’s ongoing economic reforms are therefore a central part of the connectivity story. 291 

The IMF reported in 2025 that Uzbekistan had made substantial progress toward a market-292 

oriented economy, but also emphasized the need to reduce the state’s footprint, accelerate 293 

privatization, strengthen competition, complete trade and price liberalization, and improve 294 

governance (IMF, 2025a; IMF, 2025b). These reforms directly affect the capacity of Uzbek firms 295 

to use improved transport and market access. 296 

The relationship can therefore be expressed as external connectivity plus domestic reform equals 297 

productive integration. In other words, transport infrastructure becomes economically 298 
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transformative only when domestic institutions allow firms and households to exploit the 299 

opportunities created by connectivity. This is one of the key conditions under which Uzbekistan 300 

can move from a transit function toward a regional production and logistics function. 301 

A. Logistics performance and corridor utilization:- 302 

A corridor’s economic value depends on utilization rather than physical capacity alone. If freight 303 

volumes remain low, fixed infrastructure costs can be high relative to economic returns. For 304 

Uzbekistan, this means that corridor development should be linked to export promotion, logistics 305 

services, industrial parks, customs modernization, and the emergence of competitive freight 306 

operators. The strategic objective is to increase the number of economic activities that use the 307 

corridor, not merely the number of trucks or trains that pass through it. 308 

This perspective also changes how regional projects should be evaluated. A highway 309 

modernization project should be assessed not only by reduced travel time but by whether it 310 

improves reliability, lowers vehicle operating costs, expands the effective market for local firms, 311 

and strengthens links with neighboring economies. The A380 modernization supported by the 312 

ADB illustrates this wider logic because the project combines road rehabilitation with climate 313 

resilience, intelligent transport systems, and weigh-in-motion technologies (ADB, 2025a; ADB, 314 

2025b). 315 

B. Trade diversification and productive capacity:- 316 

Trade diversification is another test of whether connectivity generates structural transformation. 317 

Greater connectivity can expand imports of machinery, intermediate goods, and consumer 318 

products, but its long-term development effect is stronger when it also supports domestic 319 

exports. Uzbekistan therefore needs to connect transport policy with industrial policy, export 320 

finance, standards development, and firm-level competitiveness. 321 

A regional nexus should ideally function in both directions: it should move goods across borders 322 

and help local firms enter regional value chains. This requires reliable customs procedures, 323 

quality standards, access to trade information, and financial services that enable small and 324 

medium-sized enterprises to participate. Without these complementary measures, large 325 

infrastructure projects may produce transit rents without creating broad-based productive 326 

upgrading. 327 

VI. EMERGING DIMENSIONS OF THE REGIONAL NEXUS:- 328 

A. Energy and green connectivity:- 329 

Regional integration increasingly extends beyond transport. Central Asia contains substantial 330 

complementarities in energy resources, electricity generation, seasonal demand, and renewable 331 

potential. Regional energy trade can improve resilience and lower the costs of balancing supply 332 

and demand. The World Bank has emphasized that deeper cooperation in water and energy could 333 

generate major economic benefits for the region (World Bank, 2023). 334 
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For Uzbekistan, energy cooperation also intersects with domestic reform. Tariff reform, 335 

renewable-energy investment, grid modernization, and greater commercial orientation can make 336 

the energy system more compatible with regional markets. In this sense, green connectivity is not 337 

a separate policy field but part of the wider transformation of the regional economic system. 338 

B. Digital connectivity:- 339 

Digital infrastructure adds a new layer to Uzbekistan’s strategic position. Electronic customs, 340 

cargo tracking, digital payments, e-commerce, and interoperable data systems can reduce 341 

transaction costs even when physical distance remains unchanged. For a doubly landlocked 342 

economy, digital connectivity is particularly valuable because it can compress administrative 343 

distance and improve the predictability of cross-border trade. 344 

This also changes the meaning of regional integration. The future regional nexus is unlikely to be 345 

defined only by railways and highways. It will increasingly include data flows, digital logistics, 346 

and integrated information systems. The Digital Silk Road literature is therefore relevant to 347 

Uzbekistan’s broader connectivity strategy, although digitalization should be evaluated through 348 

regulatory interoperability and economic use rather than infrastructure deployment alone (Tekir, 349 

2026). 350 

C. Tourism, education and human connectivity:- 351 

Regional integration also has a social dimension. Uzbekistan’s historical cities, including 352 

Samarkand, Bukhara, and Khiva, provide a base for cross-border tourism networks. Tourism 353 

corridors can increase mobility, create small-business opportunities, and strengthen societal 354 

interaction among neighboring populations. Education and professional exchange similarly help 355 

create the human capital required for logistics, trade, digital services, and regional institutions. 356 

The original Uzbek participation in Silk Road cooperation already linked infrastructure with 357 

tourism, cultural exchange, and education. The analytical significance today is that these 358 

activities can reinforce the social foundations of regional integration rather than functioning only 359 

as symbolic diplomacy. 360 

D. Regional value chains and the role of small and medium enterprises:- 361 

A key indicator of successful integration is whether connectivity allows firms to participate in 362 

regional value chains. Central Asian trade is often constrained not only by distance but by the 363 

limited scale and internationalization of domestic firms. Improved corridors can matter most 364 

when they allow smaller producers to source inputs, reach customers, and participate in 365 

subcontracting relationships across borders. 366 

For Uzbekistan, this creates an opportunity to link infrastructure policy with industrial parks, 367 

export support, standards institutions, and entrepreneurship programs. The objective should be to 368 

create a dense economic ecosystem around corridors rather than a thin stream of transit traffic. 369 

Local suppliers, warehouses, freight forwarders, financial firms, and digital service providers can 370 

all increase the value captured domestically from connectivity. 371 
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E. Human capital and institutional capacity:- 372 

A strategic regional nexus requires specialized skills. Logistics management, customs 373 

administration, trade law, data analysis, foreign-language competence, engineering, and digital 374 

security become increasingly important as cross-border networks expand. Investment in human 375 

capital can therefore be understood as infrastructure for integration in a broader sense. 376 

Universities and vocational institutions can contribute by aligning curricula with logistics, 377 

transport engineering, digital trade, and regional business needs. Professional exchanges among 378 

Central Asian institutions can also create networks of trust that lower the transaction costs of 379 

government and business cooperation. This social infrastructure is less visible than a railway but 380 

can be equally important for sustaining regional integration. 381 

F. Digital trade and administrative distance:- 382 

The concept of administrative distance is particularly useful for Uzbekistan. Physical distance 383 

cannot be eliminated, but the time and uncertainty associated with paperwork can be reduced 384 

substantially. Electronic single windows, digital certificates, interoperable customs declarations, 385 

and real-time cargo tracking can shorten this administrative distance. 386 

The result is a new form of connectivity in which data moves faster than physical goods. For a 387 

doubly landlocked state, this can improve predictability and reduce the hidden costs of trade. 388 

Digital connectivity should therefore be incorporated into regional corridor planning from the 389 

beginning rather than added after physical infrastructure has been completed. 390 

G. Green corridors and climate resilience:- 391 

Climate change is increasingly relevant to Central Asian connectivity because extreme heat, 392 

water stress, and changing weather patterns can affect roads, railways, agriculture, and energy 393 

systems. The ADB’s A380 modernization project illustrates the growing emphasis on climate-394 

resilient transport infrastructure, including drainage, pavement design, and intelligent transport 395 

systems (ADB, 2025a). 396 

Green connectivity can therefore reduce both environmental and operational risks. For 397 

Uzbekistan, a regional nexus strategy that integrates renewable energy, efficient logistics, and 398 

climate-resilient infrastructure may produce more durable benefits than a strategy focused solely 399 

on increasing transport volumes. 400 

VII. CHALLENGES AND STRUCTURAL LIMITATIONS:- 401 

A. Infrastructure-led overoptimism:- 402 

The first challenge is the assumption that infrastructure automatically creates development. 403 

Transport projects can remain underused when freight demand is weak, services are fragmented, 404 

or border procedures remain inefficient. Uzbekistan’s strategy should therefore evaluate 405 

corridors through actual trade and logistics performance rather than construction volume alone. 406 
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B. Financing and fiscal sustainability:- 407 

Large connectivity projects require long-term financing and careful risk management. 408 

International experience shows that commercially weak infrastructure can become a fiscal 409 

burden. Uzbekistan therefore needs transparent project appraisal, realistic demand forecasts, 410 

diversified financing, and greater participation by private investors. External capital should 411 

complement rather than substitute for domestic productive capacity. 412 

C. Institutional fragmentation:- 413 

Central Asia contains overlapping regional frameworks, including the Shanghai Cooperation 414 

Organisation, CAREC, the Eurasian Economic Union, and multiple bilateral and trilateral 415 

mechanisms. These institutions can be complementary, but they can also create regulatory 416 

fragmentation. Uzbekistan's regional value will rise when it can facilitate interoperability across 417 

frameworks rather than deepen institutional competition. 418 

D. Security and geopolitical uncertainty:- 419 

Southern connectivity remains exposed to Afghanistan-related security risks, while broader 420 

Eurasian transport routes are affected by geopolitical tensions and sanctions. Corridor 421 

diversification is therefore not simply an economic objective; it is also a resilience strategy. 422 

Uzbekistan benefits from having multiple transport directions, but each direction carries different 423 

political and security risks. 424 

E. Uneven development and agglomeration:- 425 

Connectivity may strengthen already dominant urban centers while leaving peripheral areas 426 

behind. The benefits of improved corridors will be more inclusive if border regions, secondary 427 

cities, and local firms are connected to logistics networks, industrial zones, skills programs, and 428 

digital services. This requires regional policy at the domestic level, not only interstate diplomacy. 429 

F. Continuing domestic reform:- 430 

The IMF’s 2026 assessment continues to identify state-owned enterprise restructuring, 431 

privatization, market competition, governance, and private-sector dynamism as central reform 432 

priorities (IMF, 2026). These issues matter for the BRI because external connectivity can 433 

generate broad welfare gains only when domestic institutions permit resources to move 434 

efficiently toward productive uses. 435 

G. Measuring the nexus: indicators for future research:- 436 

The strategic nexus proposition also creates a basis for future empirical measurement. 437 

Uzbekistan’s regional centrality could be evaluated through a combination of indicators: border-438 

crossing time, logistics costs, number and diversity of international corridors, transit reliability, 439 

intra-Central Asian trade intensity, foreign direct investment in tradable sectors, participation of 440 

domestic firms in regional value chains, and interoperability of digital customs systems. 441 
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Such indicators would allow future research to distinguish between infrastructure visibility and 442 

actual integration. A country could possess extensive infrastructure without becoming a regional 443 

nexus if trade remains concentrated, domestic firms are weak, or border systems remain 444 

fragmented. Conversely, moderate infrastructure improvements can have substantial effects 445 

when combined with strong institutions and growing regional demand. 446 

VIII. FROM TRANSIT COUNTRY TO STRATEGIC REGIONAL NEXUS:- 447 

The evidence supports a conceptual shift from treating Uzbekistan as a transit country to viewing 448 

it as a potential strategic regional nexus. A transit country primarily provides passage. A nexus, 449 

by contrast, combines passage with production, consumption, coordination, and institutional 450 

influence. 451 

Uzbekistan’s evolution can be understood in four stages. The first is geographical centrality: the 452 

country is physically located at the center of the Central Asian system. The second is 453 

infrastructure centrality: roads, railways, energy networks, and digital systems connect it to 454 

surrounding states. The third is economic centrality: lower trade costs increase investment, 455 

market access, and industrial opportunities. The fourth is institutional centrality: Uzbekistan 456 

becomes a platform through which regional standards, logistics, and economic networks are 457 

coordinated.The fourth stage is the most demanding. It requires trust among neighboring states, 458 

predictable regulation, efficient border administration, and continued domestic reforms. It also 459 

requires Uzbekistan to act not only as a beneficiary of regional connectivity but as an organizer 460 

of regional cooperation. In this sense, agency becomes more important than geography alone. 461 

This interpretation also changes the way the BRI should be understood in Central Asia. Rather 462 

than treating the BRI as an external structure imposed upon passive regional states, the BRI can 463 

be viewed as one component of a broader regional transformation in which Central Asian 464 

governments pursue their own connectivity priorities. Uzbekistan is especially important because 465 

its national strategy overlaps with almost every major regional corridor. 466 

IX. CONCLUSION:- 467 

Uzbekistan’s role in the Belt and Road Initiative is best understood through the regional 468 

geography of Central Asia rather than through a narrowly bilateral lens. The country combines 469 

exceptional geographical centrality with one of the strongest structural connectivity constraints 470 

in Eurasia: it is doubly landlocked and remains dependent on multiple cross-border systems to 471 

reach maritime markets. This paradox creates both vulnerability and strategic opportunity. 472 

The article has argued that the BRI can contribute to Uzbekistan’s transformation from a 473 

constrained inland economy into a more connected regional platform, but only when physical 474 

infrastructure is combined with institutional coordination and domestic reform. Transport 475 

corridors reduce distance; customs reform reduces administrative friction; market reforms 476 

increase firms’ capacity to use new access; and regional diplomacy creates the political 477 

conditions for cross-border networks.The most important conclusion is therefore that 478 
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Uzbekistan’s strategic significance should not be measured by the number or financial value of 479 

BRI projects located within its borders. The more meaningful indicator is whether Uzbekistan 480 

can convert those projects into network effects across Central Asia. This requires corridor 481 

diversification, intra-regional trade facilitation, digital interoperability, energy cooperation, and a 482 

competitive domestic private sector. 483 

The Uzbek case provides a broader lesson for the study of the BRI. Connectivity is not an 484 

outcome in itself; it is a mechanism whose developmental effects depend on institutions, market 485 

structures, and regional cooperation. In Central Asia, the future of the BRI will increasingly 486 

depend on whether infrastructure is embedded within locally owned strategies of regional 487 

integration. Uzbekistan is well positioned to become one of the region's principal organizing 488 

nodes, but the transition from geographic centrality to strategic regional centrality remains 489 

conditional on sustained reform and cooperation. 490 

In this sense, Uzbekistan’s emerging role can be summarized as a progression from geography to 491 

connectivity, from connectivity to integration, and from integration to regional agency. That 492 

progression is the basis on which Uzbekistan may become not simply a route across Central 493 

Asia, but a strategic nexus within it. 494 

X. KEY FINDINGS:- 495 

– Uzbekistan’s strategic importance derives from the interaction of geographic centrality, 496 

economic scale, multiple transport directions, and renewed regional diplomacy rather than 497 

from geography alone. 498 

– BRI-related infrastructure can reduce transport and transaction costs, but its developmental 499 

effect is conditional on customs efficiency, regulatory interoperability, and the ability of 500 

domestic firms to use external market access. 501 

– The strongest regional effect of Uzbekistan’s connectivity strategy may be the strengthening of 502 

intra-Central Asian integration, not simply access to Chinese or European markets. 503 

– Corridor diversification toward Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan/China, the Caspian region, and South 504 

Asia increases resilience and reduces dependence on any single transit system. 505 

– Domestic market reforms are a necessary complement to connectivity. Reducing the state 506 

footprint, strengthening competition, and expanding private-sector capacity are essential for 507 

converting infrastructure into productive diversification. 508 

– The emerging strategic nexus is multidimensional: transport, digital systems, energy, logistics, 509 

tourism, and human capital increasingly operate as interconnected components of regional 510 

integration. 511 
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– Uzbekistan’s transition from transit country to strategic regional nexus remains conditional on 512 

sustained institutional reform, regional cooperation, and effective management of financing, 513 

security, and uneven-development risks. 514 
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