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 Abstract: This article investigates the strategic evolution of Uzbekistan-China 

relations from 1995 to 2025, emphasizing the multidimensional nature of their bilateral 

cooperation. Drawing on a mixed-method approach that incorporates official statistics, 

international development reports, and policy analysis, the study explores five core areas of 

collaboration: economic integration, political alignment, cultural diplomacy, educational 

exchange, and security coordination. Special attention is given to the Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI) as a structural driver behind enhanced connectivity, foreign direct 

investment (FDI), and large-scale infrastructure development in Uzbekistan. 

 The research reveals both achievements and asymmetries in the partnership, 

notably in trade imbalances, dependency risks, and institutional capacity gaps. It highlights 

China’s dominant role in shaping Uzbekistan’s external economic orientation while 

underscoring Uzbekistan’s efforts to leverage this engagement for domestic modernization, 

regional positioning, and strategic diversification. 

  

 INTRODUCTION 

 Since attaining independence in 1991, the Republic of Uzbekistan has adopted a 

multi-vector foreign policy strategy, characterized by the pursuit of balanced diplomatic 

and economic relations with multiple global and regional powers. This approach has 

allowed Uzbekistan to maintain political sovereignty, diversify trade partnerships, and 

gradually reposition itself as a proactive regional actor in Central Asia. Within this 

framework, the People’s Republic of China has become one of Uzbekistan’s most 
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influential strategic partners, playing a pivotal role in the country's economic 

modernization, infrastructure transformation, and regional integration efforts[1]. 

 Uzbekistan’s shift toward a market-oriented economy and its engagement in 

international trade and investment regimes have coincided with China’s outward economic 

expansion under the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), formally launched in 2013. The BRI 

seeks to enhance transcontinental connectivity through large-scale infrastructure 

investments, digital corridors, and energy networks spanning Asia, Europe, and Africa[2]. 

For Uzbekistan, which is landlocked and historically dependent on northern trade routes, 

participation in the BRI has provided unprecedented access to diversified logistics chains 

and capital-intensive development mechanisms. 

 Scholars and policymakers alike have observed that the convergence between 

Uzbekistan’s strategic development goals and China’s regional ambitions is neither 

coincidental nor opportunistic. Rather, it reflects a pragmatic alignment of interests: 

Uzbekistan requires foreign capital, industrial technologies, and market access, while China 

seeks to secure resource supply chains, extend its influence across Eurasia, and build 

reliable political partnerships along its western frontier[4]. 

 This article provides an in-depth examination of the economic dimension of 

Uzbekistan-China relations over a thirty-year period (1995-2025). It explores the trajectory 

of bilateral trade, the scale and structure of foreign direct investment (FDI), the 

implementation of major infrastructure projects, and the evolution of industrial and 

technological collaboration. By focusing on these core aspects, the paper aims to evaluate 

both the benefits and constraints of strategic economic interdependence in an 

asymmetrical bilateral setting. 

 Furthermore, the study interrogates how Uzbekistan has attempted to mitigate 

potential vulnerabilities-such as trade deficits, debt exposure, and industrial dependency-

while simultaneously leveraging Chinese engagement to support its national development 

agenda. The paper argues that the success of this partnership should not be measured 

solely by economic indicators but by the degree to which it enhances Uzbekistan’s long-

term capacity for autonomous growth, regional leadership, and sustainable modernization. 

 Historical Context and Diplomatic Milestones 

 The foundations of Uzbekistan-China relations are deeply rooted in historical 

interactions that span over a millennium. As part of the ancient Silk Road, the territories of 

present-day Uzbekistan served as critical nodes in transcontinental trade networks 

connecting East Asia with the Middle East and Europe. These early cultural and commercial 

exchanges laid the groundwork for a shared civilizational memory that modern diplomatic 

relations would later build upon. 

Formal state-level engagement began shortly after Uzbekistan declared 

independence from the Soviet Union in 1991. The People’s Republic of China was among 

the first countries to recognize Uzbekistan’s sovereignty, and official diplomatic relations 

were established in January 1992[6]. A turning point came in 1995 with the official state 
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visit of President Islam Karimov to Beijing. This visit marked the launch of a pragmatic and 

forward-looking dialogue between the two nations, focused on principles of mutual 

respect, non-interference, and economic cooperation[7]. 

 Over the subsequent decades, diplomatic milestones have signaled both the 

deepening and institutionalization of the partnership: 

 2001 - Uzbekistan became a founding member of the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization (SCO), alongside China, Russia, and other Central Asian states. This 

multilateral body provided a platform for regional security coordination, economic 

dialogue, and anti-terrorism collaboration[8]. 

 2013 - Uzbekistan was formally incorporated into the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), 

aligning its infrastructure development and connectivity goals with China's broader 

Eurasian strategy. This engagement has since resulted in significant Chinese investment in 

transport corridors, logistics centers, and energy infrastructure[9]. 

 2017 - The bilateral relationship was elevated to a Comprehensive Strategic 

Partnership, reflecting the broadening scope of cooperation across trade, education, 

cultural diplomacy, and security[10]. 

 2024 - The two countries signed a declaration on an All-Weather Comprehensive 

Strategic Partnership in a New Era, underscoring the continuity, resilience, and future-

oriented nature of their alliance. This declaration highlights commitments to high-level 

political trust, coordination on regional security issues, and enhanced cooperation in high-

tech, digital governance, and environmental sustainability[11]. 

 These milestones illustrate a consistent trajectory of diplomatic expansion, 

characterized by the transformation of initial symbolic overtures into institutionalized 

mechanisms of cooperation. The bilateral relationship has moved beyond transactional 

diplomacy to a durable strategic alignment, underpinned by shared economic interests and 

regional stability imperatives. Moreover, these developments reflect not only bilateral 

intent but also the broader geopolitical reconfiguration of Central Asia as a zone of 

intensified Sino-influence. 

 Trade and Economic Relations 

 Trade has served as a central pillar of the Uzbekistan-China strategic relationship, 

gradually evolving from modest commercial exchanges in the early 1990s to a robust and 

diversified trade partnership by the mid-2020s. The scale, structure, and dynamics of 

bilateral trade have mirrored broader shifts in regional economic integration, 

infrastructural connectivity, and institutional alignment under China’s Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI). 

 In 2001, the volume of bilateral trade stood at less than USD 500 million[12]. By 

2023, this figure had grown exponentially, reaching nearly USD 14.3 billion, making China 

Uzbekistan’s largest overall trading partner[13]. This surge in trade has been driven by 

several interlocking factors: the liberalization of Uzbekistan’s trade regime, improved 
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customs and logistics frameworks, targeted tariff agreements, and participation in regional 

and bilateral economic forums. 

 The commodity structure of trade, however, remains asymmetrical. Uzbekistan’s 

primary exports to China include raw materials such as natural gas, non-ferrous metals, 

cotton fiber, and increasingly, agricultural products like dried fruits and beans. In contrast, 

China exports a wide range of value-added goods, including machinery, consumer 

electronics, textiles, and chemical products[14]. This imbalance has resulted in a persistent 

trade deficit for Uzbekistan, raising concerns about long-term dependency on low-value 

exports and limited domestic industrial upgrading. 

 Efforts to diversify exports have seen partial success. Since 2019, Uzbekistan has 

increased its presence at Chinese trade expos (e.g., the China International Import Expo in 

Shanghai) and signed memorandums to promote certified export of pharmaceuticals, 

processed food, and textiles to Chinese markets[15]. Additionally, the Uzbek government 

has prioritized the alignment of its domestic standards with China’s sanitary and 

phytosanitary (SPS) requirements, thereby enhancing the marketability of Uzbek products. 

 Importantly, both governments have moved to reduce non-tariff barriers and 

enhance logistics efficiency. The operationalization of dry ports and logistics terminals in 

Tashkent and Termez, supported by Chinese technical expertise and capital, has shortened 

customs clearance times and improved rail-road integration. Moreover, digital trade 

facilitation platforms and e-commerce gateways (e.g., partnerships with Alibaba and 

JD.com) have started to allow small and medium-sized Uzbek firms to access Chinese 

consumers directly. 

 Yet, challenges persist. Despite bilateral trade growth, Uzbekistan continues to face 

structural bottlenecks in logistics, certification, and export finance. The relatively small 

share of high-value-added exports underscores the need for industrial policy reforms 

aimed at expanding manufacturing capabilities. Furthermore, the absence of a free trade 

agreement (FTA) limits the full realization of trade potential, particularly in sectors like 

textiles and construction materials. 

 Chinese Investment and Industrial Projects 

 Foreign direct investment (FDI) from the People’s Republic of China has become a 

defining feature of Uzbekistan’s economic transformation over the past two decades. As 

Uzbekistan seeks to modernize its industrial base, reduce its dependence on commodity 

exports, and develop regional infrastructure, Chinese capital and expertise have emerged 

as critical external enablers. By 2024, China had become Uzbekistan’s largest single source 

of FDI, accounting for more than 23% of the country’s total inward investment stock*16+. 

 The initial wave of Chinese investment in the early 2000s was largely concentrated 

in the energy and extractive sectors. The China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) 

became a key stakeholder in Uzbekistan’s hydrocarbon landscape, contributing to the 

development of natural gas pipelines, exploration fields, and production-sharing 

agreements[17]. Over time, this investment expanded into midstream infrastructure, such 
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as gas processing facilities and transit corridors that serve as export routes to China via 

Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan. 

 In the 2010s and especially after the launch of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), 

Chinese investments diversified across new sectors. A number of large-scale industrial 

ventures were established, including: 

 TCL Electronics’ television production facility in Tashkent, with an annual capacity of 

over 1 million units; 

 Midea’s home appliance plant, producing up to 720,000 refrigeration units annually; 

 Gree Electric’s motor and compressor assembly lines, designed to serve both 

domestic and Central Asian export markets; 

 Joint cement and glass manufacturing plants in Jizzakh and Navoi industrial zones, 

funded through blended financing models[18]. 

 Many of these projects were implemented within special economic zones (SEZs) or 

industrial parks, where Chinese investors benefited from tax holidays, customs 

exemptions, and simplified registration procedures. These zones have become focal points 

for technology transfer, job creation, and supply chain localization-though their 

performance in terms of long-term knowledge spillover remains subject to debate. 

 Infrastructure development has been another core priority. Key projects backed by 

Chinese financial institutions such as the Export-Import Bank of China and the Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) include: 

 The construction of the Angren-Pop railway tunnel, a critical segment of the China-

Kyrgyzstan-Uzbekistan railway corridor; 

 The modernization of Samarkand and Bukhara international airports, executed 

through public-private partnerships (PPPs); 

 The development of solar and wind power plants in Qashqadaryo, Bukhara, and 

Navoiy, reflecting a growing alignment with Uzbekistan’s green energy targets*19+. 

 However, despite these visible achievements, several concerns have been raised 

regarding project transparency, debt sustainability, and the dominance of Chinese 

contractors. In many cases, engineering, procurement, and construction (EPC) contracts 

are awarded exclusively to Chinese firms, limiting opportunities for local capacity-building 

and competition. Additionally, some infrastructure investments have lacked rigorous 

environmental and social impact assessments (ESIAs), prompting criticism from civil society 

and independent analysts[20]. 

 Integration under the Belt and Road Initiative 

 Uzbekistan’s geographic position at the heart of Central Asia has made it a natural 

focal point for China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), launched in 2013 to enhance 

infrastructure connectivity and trade integration across Eurasia. As a landlocked country 

seeking to overcome logistical constraints, diversify export routes, and reduce dependency 

on legacy Soviet infrastructure, Uzbekistan has actively embraced BRI cooperation as a 

means to accelerate economic transformation and regional positioning[21]. 
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 The incorporation of Uzbekistan into the BRI has led to the development of multiple 

strategic infrastructure projects aimed at linking the country more effectively with China, 

South Asia, the Caucasus, and Europe. One of the most significant undertakings in this 

context is the proposed China-Kyrgyzstan-Uzbekistan (CKU) railway, a trilateral project 

designed to create a shorter and more direct route between western China and Central 

Asia. Once completed, this corridor is expected to reduce freight transit times by 7-10 days 

compared to current routes through Kazakhstan[22]. Negotiations over technical 

specifications and financing mechanisms are ongoing as of 2025, with initial construction 

phases already under way in Kyrgyz territory. 

 In parallel, Uzbekistan has invested in the development of multimodal logistics hubs, 

dry ports, and trade facilitation centers in key regions such as Navoi, Tashkent, and 

Termez. These hubs serve as convergence points for rail, road, and air cargo, and are 

increasingly integrated with Chinese supply chains. For example, the Navoi Free Economic 

Zone now hosts joint Uzbek-Chinese logistics companies specializing in customs clearance, 

containerization, and just-in-time delivery for Central Asian markets. 

 The BRI framework has also supported the expansion of energy connectivity, with 

new high-voltage transmission lines, cross-border gas transit agreements, and renewable 

energy infrastructure projects. These include Chinese-supported solar photovoltaic farms 

in Bukhara and Qashqadaryo, developed under public-private partnership (PPP) models 

and aimed at both domestic consumption and export to neighboring countries. The 

incorporation of green energy objectives into BRI cooperation represents a notable shift in 

the initiative’s priorities toward more sustainable and climate-sensitive development 

strategies. 

 In terms of digital integration, Uzbekistan is increasingly participating in China’s 

“Digital Silk Road” component of the BRI. Projects under this umbrella include the 

implementation of 5G test zones, AI-driven customs processing systems, and joint ventures 

in cloud computing and e-governance. Chinese firms such as Huawei and ZTE have 

partnered with Uzbek ministries and telecom providers to deliver infrastructure upgrades, 

though such involvement has also raised concerns about cybersecurity, data sovereignty, 

and the need for transparent procurement protocols. 

 While the BRI has generated tangible benefits in terms of trade facilitation and 

infrastructure access, it has also sparked debates about economic dependency, debt 

exposure, and the environmental and social costs of megaprojects. Uzbekistan, in 

response, has adopted a more selective and strategic approach to BRI participation since 

2020, increasingly prioritizing projects that offer long-term value, local employment, and 

compatibility with its national development strategies such as the “New Uzbekistan” 

reform agenda. 

 Educational and Cultural Cooperation 

 Beyond trade and infrastructure, the Uzbekistan-China strategic partnership has 

increasingly incorporated robust educational and cultural dimensions, reflecting both 
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countries’ recognition of the importance of soft power and people-to-people diplomacy in 

sustaining long-term bilateral engagement. Over the past decade, these efforts have 

evolved from symbolic exchanges into institutionalized cooperation with measurable 

outcomes in higher education, language training, joint research, and cultural dialogue. 

 As of 2024, there are more than 8,000 Uzbek students enrolled in Chinese 

universities, making China one of the top destinations for Uzbek international students. 

This figure has grown steadily since the early 2010s, facilitated by a combination of 

Chinese government scholarships, Confucius Institute outreach, and university-level 

memorandums of understanding (MoUs). Uzbek students increasingly pursue degrees in 

engineering, information technology, international trade, and public policy - fields aligned 

with Uzbekistan’s modernization goals and labor market demands. 

 Conversely, a growing number of Chinese students and researchers are engaging 

with Central Asian studies, Uzbek language courses, and regional economic development 

programs at institutions such as Peking University, Beijing International Studies University 

(BISU), and Lanzhou University, which maintain formal partnerships with Uzbek academic 

institutions. The establishment of joint degree programs, especially in the fields of energy 

policy, transport logistics, and Central Asian affairs, has contributed to mutual academic 

capacity building. 

 On the institutional level, Confucius Institutes now operate in Tashkent, Samarkand, 

and Fergana, offering Chinese language instruction, cultural courses, and teacher training. 

These institutes, jointly managed by Chinese and Uzbek universities, play a central role in 

shaping China’s soft power presence in Uzbekistan. Their programs extend beyond 

language to include Chinese calligraphy, history seminars, entrepreneurship competitions, 

and internship placements for outstanding students in China. 

 Bilateral educational cooperation also extends into science and research. Joint 

research centers have been established to address issues of shared interest, including 

desertification, water resource management, and renewable energy technologies. Funding 

for these centers often comes from both the Uzbek Ministry of Higher Education and 

China’s Ministry of Education or its Belt and Road Science, Technology and Innovation 

Cooperation Action Plan. 

 In the cultural sphere, Uzbekistan and China have regularly hosted reciprocal 

cultural weeks, film screenings, book fairs, and museum exhibitions aimed at fostering 

mutual understanding and dismantling cultural stereotypes. Several Uzbek literary works - 

including classical poetry and modern fiction - have been translated into Chinese, while 

prominent Chinese authors and philosophers have been introduced to Uzbek audiences 

through university curricula and publishing collaborations. 

 Technological innovation is also shaping cultural and educational exchanges. The 

post-pandemic period has accelerated the deployment of online academic platforms, 

allowing for hybrid learning, remote seminars, and research collaboration. Platforms such 

as China-Uzbekistan Virtual Academy, launched in 2023, allow joint lectures, student 
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conferences, and curriculum co-creation across borders, minimizing physical limitations 

and broadening the scope of cooperation. 

 Environmental and Technological Cooperation 

 In recent years, environmental sustainability and technological modernization have 

emerged as increasingly important pillars in Uzbekistan-China bilateral cooperation. These 

dimensions reflect not only national policy shifts-such as Uzbekistan’s “Green 

Development Strategy” and China’s ecological civilization framework-but also broader 

global priorities aligned with the Paris Agreement and the United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs). 

A major area of cooperation is the renewable energy sector, where Chinese 

companies have played a prominent role in supporting Uzbekistan’s transition to a low-

carbon economy. The construction of solar power plants in the Bukhara and Qashqadaryo 

regions, with a combined capacity exceeding 500 MW, was carried out with technical 

support from Chinese firms including PowerChina and LONGi Green Energy. These 

projects, financed through a mix of public-private partnerships (PPPs) and concessional 

loans from Chinese development banks, have helped reduce the country’s reliance on gas-

fired power and improved rural electrification. 

 Cooperation has also extended to wind energy development, with feasibility studies 

and pilot installations initiated in Navoi and Karakalpakstan. In 2024, the two governments 

signed a Memorandum of Understanding on Clean Energy Cooperation, outlining targets 

for joint R&D, technology transfer, and workforce development in green energy sectors. 

 In the domain of agricultural modernization, the introduction of smart farming 

technologies, such as drip irrigation systems, greenhouse climate controls, and precision 

agriculture sensors, has been supported by Chinese agritech firms. Demonstration farms in 

Surkhandarya and Samarkand serve as pilot sites for evaluating the effectiveness of these 

technologies in arid and semi-arid climates. 

 Beyond environmental initiatives, Uzbekistan and China are increasingly 

collaborating in the field of digital transformation. Under the umbrella of the Digital Silk 

Road, the two countries have launched partnerships in e-government systems, customs 

automation, digital education, and AI-driven data analytics. For instance, a joint project 

between Huawei and the Ministry of Digital Technologies of Uzbekistan led to the 

establishment of a data processing center in Tashkent, enhancing state capacity for digital 

service delivery. 

Other areas of cooperation include: 

 Urban infrastructure digitization (e.g., smart lighting and traffic systems in 

Tashkent); 

 Telemedicine and health tech collaboration initiated during the COVID-19 

pandemic; 

 Cybersecurity training programs and technical support in digital policy formulation. 
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 Nevertheless, several concerns have been raised regarding the data sovereignty and 

security implications of heavy reliance on Chinese technology. These concerns have 

prompted Uzbek policymakers to emphasize regulatory safeguards, local data hosting, and 

open-architecture systems in new digital infrastructure projects. 

 To ensure sustainability and mutual benefit, both governments have endorsed the 

2022-2025 Bilateral Roadmap for Green and Digital Development, which prioritizes 

environmentally sound investment, open technological standards, and inclusive 

innovation. As part of this roadmap, joint forums, vocational training centers, and 

technology incubators are planned to support knowledge-sharing and institutional capacity 

building. 

 CONCLUSION 

 Over the past thirty years, Uzbekistan-China relations have evolved into a 

multidimensional strategic partnership encompassing economic integration, infrastructure 

development, cultural exchange, and regional security cooperation. Anchored by large-

scale initiatives under the Belt and Road Initiative, China has become Uzbekistan’s 

foremost trade partner, investor, and development collaborator. At the same time, 

Uzbekistan has emerged as a vital logistical and political bridge in Central Asia-offering 

strategic depth to China’s westward expansion and diversifying its own global alliances. 

 Yet the asymmetrical nature of the relationship remains a defining characteristic. 

Despite substantial investment inflows and infrastructure improvements, concerns persist 

around trade imbalances, debt sustainability, and technology dependency. Uzbekistan’s 

continued efforts to diversify exports, modernize industry, and improve institutional 

transparency will be crucial for mitigating these risks and ensuring long-term economic 

sovereignty. 

 Looking ahead, the bilateral relationship must transition from transactional 

engagement to one rooted in inclusive growth, regulatory equity, and innovation-driven 

collaboration. Joint initiatives in green energy, education, and digital transformation 

represent promising frontiers. If guided by balanced governance and mutual 

accountability, the Uzbekistan-China partnership can become a model for sustainable 

cooperation among emerging economies navigating a multipolar world. 
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