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Building the Middle
Corridor’s Future

A Proposal for a Trans-Caspian
Development Bank

Carlos Roa, Charles Yockey, Ibrahim Mammadov

iplomacy is not alchemy.
Just as lead cannot be
magically turned into

gold, grand visions require prac-
tical tools to become reality. The
Middle Corridor—a trade and
transport route stretching from
Central Asia across the Caspian
Sea to the South Caucasus and on-
ward to Tiirkiye and the European
continent—is one such vision.
The corridor has captured the
imagination of policymakers and
strategists, who seek to reorient
global trade flows, diversify energy

routes, and diminish dependen-
cies on geopolitical chokepoints
like the Suez Canal. Yet, for all its
potential, the Middle Corridor still
remains more of an ambition than
a reality, constrained by insuffi-
cient infrastructure, fragmented
political coordination, and—per-
haps most importantly, a lack of
cohesive financial strategy.

For the Middle Corridor to
succeed as a vital artery of inter-
national commerce, it requires
more than bilateral agreements

Carlos Roa is the Director of the Keystone Initiative at the Danube Institute, where he is
also a Visiting Fellow. He is likewise an Associate Washington Fellow at the Institute for
Peace and Diplomacy. Charles Yockey is a legal policy analyst at the Manhattan Institute,
a Budapest Fellow of the Hungary Foundation, and a Visiting Researcher at the Mathias
Corvinus Collegium Center for International Law. He is also a member of the International
Institute for Security Studies, the Royal Institute of International Affairs (Chatham House),
and the Bretton Woods Committee. In August 2025, he will matriculate to Tsinghua
University in Beijing as a Schwarzman Scholar. Ibrahim Mammadov is a Researcher at
the Danube Institute. Previously, he was a Young Scholar at the Institute for Development
and Diplomacy at ADA University. The views expressed in this essay are their own.

and fragmented investments. The
project requires a dedicated in-
stitution capable of bridging its
diverse stakeholders, financing
transformative  projects,  and
aligning growth with the twen-
ty-first century’s imperatives like
digital innovation and climate
adaptation.

Trans-Caspian Development

ank (TCDB) could pro-

vide precisely the kind of focused

and flexible framework needed

to turn the Middle Corridor into

a thriving economic corridor. By

pooling resources and expertise

from member states, private in-
vestors, and inter-

also provide Tiirkiye, the Western
Balkans, and the European Union
with a more secure and sustain-
able connection to the South
Caucasus, Central Asia, and be-
yond. Yet this opportunity will
slip away unless the region can
generate the momentum, capital,
and coordination needed to make
the Middle Corridor competitive
with established corridors like the
northern land route and its mari-
time alternative.

The proposed Trans-Caspian
Development Bank thus rep-
resents a once-in-a-generation
chance to transform the Middle

Corridor from

national partners,

an aspirational

the TCDB would A Trans-Caspian Devel-  patchwork into a
fill the critical gap opment Bank (TCDB) cohesive and com-

between lofty am-

could provide precisely

petitive economic

bitions and action- the kind of focused and artery. By estab-

able progress.

flexible framework need-

lishing a mecha-
nism to finance

The rationale for ed fo turn the Middle large-scale infra-
such an institu- Corridor into a thriving  structure projects,

tion lies not only
in economics but

economic corridor. attract private

investment, and

also in geopolitics.

As major power competition in-
tensifies, the Middle Corridor has
emerged as a crucial neutral alter-
native to trade routes dominated
by major powers. Its development
would not only empower regional
keystone states like Azerbaijan,
Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan, but

foster cooperation
among its diverse stakeholders,
TCDB would provide the practical
foundation needed to make the
Middle Corridor viable. Yet the
need for such an institution cannot
be fully understood without con-
sidering the region’s geopolitical
forces.



Geopolitical Context

o understand the trans-

formative potential of the
Middle Corridor, it is crucial first
to examine the broader geopolitical
and geoeconomic landscape of the
Silk Road Region—a vast expanse
stretching from the Black Sea littoral
to the peaks of the Altai Mountains,
and from the arid sands of the
Taklamakan Desert to the Fertile
Crescent and the Persian Gulf This
region sits at the intersection of his-
torical trade routes, emerging mul-
tipolar competition, and dynamic
regional transformations.

Three key dimensions define
its geopolitical context: one, the
shifting balance of power among
great powers; two, the increasing
agency of regional states; and three,
the growing viability of the Middle
Corridor itself as a critical trade ar-
tery. A brief examination of each is
thus warranted.

he first dimension of the Silk

Road region’s geopolitical
context is shifting great power dy-
namics. This part of the world is
experiencing an intensification of
competition among major external
powers—the United States, China,
and Russia—each seeking to exert
influence over its economic and
strategic pathways. Building on a

concept put forward in 2011 by
Nouriel Roubini and Ian Bremmer
in Foreign Affairs, the U.S. Naval
War College’s Nikolas Gvosdev
identified this phenomenon as part
of the “G-Zero paradigm” in an
earlier edition of Baku Dialogues,
wherein no single power possesses
the dominance to dictate outcomes,
leading instead to fragmented
spheres of influence and transac-
tional politics. This strtagic shift is
particularly evident in Russia’s de-
clining leverage and China’s rising
footprint through its Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI).

For decades, if not centuries,
Russia has viewed the Silk Road
Region as its strategic backyard,
particularly Central Asia and the
South Caucasus. The region’s crit-
ical role as a buffer zone—and,
more recently, a transit hub for en-
ergy pipelines—cements its place in
Moscow’s foreign policy calculus.
However, as Gvosdev argued in
these pages, Russia’s capacity to
dominate what it calls “Eurasia” is
waning due to two key factors: the
resource drain of the conflict over
Ukraine and the economic impact
of Western sanctions. Once the
dominant actor, Russia now faces
challenges in maintaining its pre-
vailing influence as countries like
Kazakhstan and Azerbaijan double
their efforts to counter Moscow’s
still significant influence.

Russia’s weakening hand in the
region is evident in the shrinking
importance of the Northern
Corridor, which passes through
Russian territory. Before 2022, it
was the preferred route for land
trade between Europe and China,
carrying over 85 percent of cargo.
The war in Ukraine disrupted this
status quo. Sanctions, diplomatic
isolation, and fears of over-reli-
ance on Russia have driven the EU,
China, and Tiirkiye to diversify
their transit routes. This erosion
of the Northern Corridor’s over-
whelming transport route dom-
inance has exposed the limits of
Moscow’s leverage, incentivizing
regional states to recalibrate their
foreign policies.

In contrast, China has emerged
as a major player in the Silk
Road Region, driven by its need to
secure overland trade routes and
ensure access to critical resources.
Launched in 2013, BRI exemplifies
Beijing’s ambition to connect Asia,
the Middle East, Africa, Tirkiye,
and the European continent
through infrastructure investments
and trade agreements. The initiative
is not merely an economic project,
but also a strategic effort to circum-
vent US. maritime dominance—
and thus implicit leverage over
seabound trade—and reshape the
geopolitical landscape of the Silk
Road region and its neighborhoods.

Thus, China’s many investments
in railways, pipelines, and ports
across the core Silk Road region
reflect its desire to build resilient
trade networks. However, Beijing’s
efforts face challenges, including
concerns (usually expressed by
outsiders) over debt dependency
and a scattering of local resistance
to Chinese influence. Despite this,
the scale of Chinas involvement
dwarfs other outside actors, solid-
ifying its position as the leading
infrastructure financier in the Silk
Road Region.

hen there is the United States.

Since the dissolution of the
USSR, Washington has largely
viewed the region through the lens
of its counterterrorism and energy
security strategies, meaning that its
engagement has remained limited.
In more recent years, Washington’s
focus has shifted toward man-
aging competition with China and
Russia on a global scale, often rel-
egating the Silk Road Region to a
secondary priority. However, ini-
tiatives like the C5+1 framework
signal renewed interest in fos-
tering regional cooperation, albeit
without the scale of investment or
strategic focus demonstrated by
Beijing. Like most other important
outside actors, the U.S. also has not
yet taken any steps to institution-
alize its engagement with the entire
core of the Silk Road region—that



is to say, conceptually to bring to-
gether Central Asia and the South
Caucasus, although a recent reorga-
nization of the State Department’s
bureaucracy points to what would
be a welcome shift. Azerbaijan, in
particular, needs to be understood
as “the cork in the bottle of Central
Asia,” in the words of Zbigniew
Brzezinski.

The U.S. approach is constrained
by geography and competing prior-
ities. Unlike China and Russia, the
United States lack direct access to
the region, which limits its ability to
exert influence. Nevertheless, pro-
grams like the Blue Dot Network
and the EU’s Global Gateway ini-
tiative (supported by the United
States) highlight the West’s attempts
to counterbalance China’s BRI by
promoting transparent and sustain-
able infrastructure projects. These
efforts remain nascent, but they
indicate a recognition of the Silk
Road Region’s strategic importance
in an evolving global order.

he second dimension of the

Silk Road region’s geopolit-
ical context is the rising agency of
regional states. The fragmentation
of major power dominance has
coincided with the increasing as-
sertiveness of regional states, par-
ticularly those in Central Asia and
the South Caucasus. As Damjan
Krnjevi¢ Miskovi¢ has written in an
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earlier edition of Baku Dialogues,
the “strategic logic informing [...]
admittedly embryonic plans now
being laid [by some of the regional
actors themselves] call to mind
older arrangements in other geogra-
phies: ASEAN, the Nordic Council,
the Gulf Cooperation Council, and
the original European Economic
Community” Krnjevi¢ concluded
that the “Silk Road region stands
a chance of no longer remaining
merely an object of major power
competition—a geography to be
won and lost by others; it is, rather,
on the cusp of becoming a distinct,
autonomous, and emancipated
subject of international order.”

On the right side of the Caspian,
Central Asian stateslike Kazakhstan,
Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan
are leveraging their geographic
centrality to pursue multivector,
“independent,” or “neutral” foreign
policies, balancing relationships
with China, Russia, Tiirkiye, and
the European Union. Astana, for
instance, has invested heavily in
modernizing its rail and port in-
frastructure, positioning itself as a
critical transit hub between Europe
and Asia. Similarly, Uzbekistan’s
reforms under President Shavkat
Mirziyoyev signal a broader shift
toward economic liberalization
and regional integration. These
stratagems have allowed Central
Asian states to attract infrastructure

investment while maintaining sov-
ereignty over key economic and
security decisions.

Meanwhile, on the left side of the
Caspian, the South Caucasus has
similarly seen a reconfiguration of
its geopolitical alignments, driven
in part by Azerbaijan’s victory in
the Second Karabakh War. Buoyed
by its decisive victory, Azerbaijan
has consolidated its territorial in-
tegrity and gained greater freedom
to pursue independent foreign and
economic policies, leveraging its
strategic location and energy re-
sources to deepen ties with Tiirkiye,
the European Union, and other
global partners.

Armenia, meanwhile, has been
more deeply affected by this re-
configuration. Once a cornerstone
of Yerevan’s foreign policy, the
Russian-led Collective  Security
Treaty Organization (CSTO) did
not come to Armenias defense
during the 2020 war, on the basis
of the logic that the conflict over
Karabakh did not infringe on that
country’s sovereignty and terri-
torial integrity. This failure, com-
pounded by Armenia’s growing iso-
lation within the CSTO framework
and Russia’s preoccupation with
Ukraine, caused Yerevan to explore
alternative partnerships, including
closer ties with the United States
and the European Union, and
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enhanced economic and diplomatic
engagement with Iran and India.

For its part, Georgia has lever-
aged this reconfiguration to try to
strike a more realistic balance be-
tween its Euro-Atlantic trajectory
and the realities of its immediate
geopolitical circumstances. While
Thilisi remains cautious about an-
tagonizing Moscow—as seen in its
recent elections, in the context of
the Ukraine conflict and Georgia’s
own unresolved issues in Abkhazia
and South Ossetia—the weakening
of Russian influence in the South
Caucasus leaves the door open
for more opportunities to engage
deeper with the West along similar
terms to those laid out recently by
the Indian external affairs minister:
“We look for partners, we don't
look for preachers. Particularly,
preachers who don't practice at
home what they preach abroad.”
Georgia, like Azerbaijan, is a key
access point for the EU to Central
Asia, and this objective reality needs
to be taken seriously in Brussels, as
it has increasingly been by Chinese
concerns.

he third dimension of the

Silk Road region’s geopolit-
ical context is the Middle Corridor’s
emerging potential. Amid these
shifting dynamics, the Middle
Corridor—formally known as
the Trans-Caspian International



Transport Route—has grown sig-
nificantly in relevance since Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine, which dis-
rupted traditional trade through
the Northern Corridor (as men-
tioned previously) and heightened
concerns about the EU’s over-de-
pendence on Moscow.

The Middle Corridor offers a
strategic advantage by bypassing
Russia and Iran, providing a po-
litically neutral route for trade be-
tween Europe and Asia. Although
the corridor faces infrastructure
bottlenecks and (for now) higher
transit costs, the World Bank’s 2023
report on the corridor and its via-
bility projects substantial improve-
ments by 2030, including halved
travel times and tripled freight vol-
umes. Investments in rail and port
facilities, digitalization of customs
processes, and the development of
the Caspian maritime leg are key
priorities for unlocking its full stra-
tegic potential.

More broadly, the corridor’s
development has garnered signif-
icant international support. For
example, the EU pledged €10 bil-
lion in investments in early 2024.
According to the United Nations
Economic and Social Commission
for Asia and the Pacific, foreign
direct investment in North and
Central Asia reached $24.8 billion
in 2024—a 27 increase over the
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previous year. Such influxes of
funding underscore the corridor’s
growing appeal as a cornerstone
of connectivity, aligning eco-
nomic incentives with geopolitical
imperatives.

he Middle Corridor’s success,

however, hinges on effective
regional collaboration. Initiatives
like the Astana International
Forum, the Tashkent International
Investment Forum, and the Trans-
Caspian Forum provide platforms
for dialogue and coordination
among stakeholders. More recently,
October 2024 saw the launch of the
Trans-Caspian Transport Corridor
Coordination Platform, which is
expressly dedicated toward “pro-
mot[ing] the corridor and coordi-
nate efforts to implement priority
projects in hard and soft infrastruc-
ture in Central Asia. It will also
coordinate with investments and
activities in the South Caucasus
and Tirkiye that are relevant to
strengthening  operational  effi-
ciency and seamless connections
across the Trans-Caspian Transport
Corridor”

Yet these initiatives alone are in-
sufficient to overcome the Middle
Corridor’s significant challenges,
including infrastructure Dbottle-
necks, regulatory inefficiencies,
and fragmented investment strate-
gies across its diverse stakeholders.

A Trans-Caspian Development
Bank could serve as the critical
mechanism to address these issues,
providing targeted

limit its viability as a reliable trade
route. To move beyond its current
status as a supplementary alterna-

tive, the corridor

financing for key
projects, fostering
regional economic ~ Caspian
aligning the corri-
dor’s development
with broader trade
and sustainability

goals. The bank aspirational
into a cohesive and com-

petitive economic artery.  and

would ensure that
investments are
coordinated and

The proposed Trans-
Development
integration, and  Bank thus represents a
once-in-a-generation
chance to transform the
Middle Corridor from an

must overcome sig-
nificant efliciency,
cost-effectiveness,
and operational re-
liability challenges.
Although  some-
what outdated,
the World Bank’s
late 2023 report,
The Middle Trade
Transport
Corridor:  Policies

patchwork

strategically ~ de-

ployed to maximize the corridor’s
potential by uniting resources
under a single institution. This ne-
cessity becomes even clearer when
examining the current state of trade
and infrastructure along the Middle
Corridor, where gaps and ineffi-
ciencies hinder its viability.

The Middle Corridor at
Present

he Middle Corridor, de-

spite its strategic promise,
remains constrained by a range of
systemic inefliciencies that under-
mine its competitiveness. Efforts
to modernize infrastructure and
improve coordination have pro-
gressed markedly but still fall short
of addressing fully critical gaps that
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and Investments to
Triple Freight Volumes and Halve
Travel Time by 2030, offers illumi-
nating insights on this matter.

Start with the relative inadequacy
of its physical infrastructure, par-
ticularly its ports and railways.
Ports along the Caspian Sea, such
as Alat (Baku), Aktau, Kuryk,
and Turkmenbashi, are underuti-
lized due to poor operational effi-
ciency, limited connectivity to rail
networks, and a lack of modern
equipment. That said, there are
notable signs of progress since the
publication of the World Bank’s
report. The Port of Baku, for in-
stance handled 7.6 million tons
of cargo in 2024—a 3.2 percent
increase from the previous year—
and managed 76,775 twenty-foot
equivalent units (TEUs), reflecting



a substantial 73 percent rise in con-
tainer throughput. That said, there
still remain delays due to ineflicient
cargo handling and insufficient
first- and last-mile connectivity.
Similarly, Kazakhstan’s ports have
seen important capacity increases,
yet issues such as high wind speeds
and outdated navigation equipment
frequently disrupt operations.

eanwhile, railways, which

form the backbone of
the corridor’s land-based transit
network, are plagued by bottle-
necks at critical nodes and along
key segments. The Baku-Tbilisi-
Kars (BTK) railway, a vital link
connecting the Caspian region to
Tiirkiye and Europe, operates below
its potential due to limited rolling
stock, outdated signaling systems,
and inefficiencies at border cross-
ings. However, in May 2024, the
completion of long-anticipated re-
pairs, upgrades, and expansions to
the Georgian section of the line sig-
nificantly improved its throughput
capacity—from 1 million to 5 mil-
lion tons per year—marking signif-
icant milestone in the corridor’s de-
velopment. Though this is welcome
progress, some structural issues
persist elsewhere. For instance, the
Almaty-Shu section in Kazakhstan,
another critical segment, continues
to struggle with congestion and
infrastructure fatigue, resulting in
delays that ripple throughout the
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corridor. These sorts of deficits re-
duce the corridor’s capacity and in-
crease transit times and costs.

The corridor currently suffers
from high costs and long, unpre-
dictable transit times, which deter
many potential wusers. Transit
through the corridor presently
takes three times longer than the
Northern Route through Russia
and still offers little advantage over
maritime shipping, despite being
more expensive. According to the
World Bank, the average time to
transport goods from Khorgos,
China, to Constanta, Romania, via
the Middle Corridor was around 50
days in 2022. This is comparable
to maritime shipping, which is far
cheaper and more reliable.

So, although the situation has im-
proved compared to previous years,
there is still significant room for fur-
ther improvement. This is gradually
being tackled. For instances, in early
2024, Middle Corridor countries
jointly launched the Digital Trade
Corridor (DTC) online platform,
aimed at streamlining cargo move-
ment by enabling operators to track
shipments in real time and bypass
some of the corridor’s more bur-
densome bureaucratic procedures.
Though there is more to be done,
this represents a strong step toward
greater transparency and opera-
tional efficiency across the route.

Current  railway  operations
are fraught with inefficiencies.
Inconsistent service standards across
countries, despite interoperability
in railway systems, and delays at
transshipment points contribute to
extended transit times. The imbal-
ance in eastbound and westbound
traffic further complicates logistics,
as empty wagons often need to be
repositioned, adding to costs and
delays. Before the Ukraine war,
Russias rail network played a key
role in balancing freight flows—a
function that the Middle Corridor
is still working to replicate. The
year 2024, however, delivered signs
of improvement; including the first
direct container train from the Xian
(China) to Baku (Azerbaijan) and
its return service. The volume of
Chinese cargo traffic through the
corridor has grown around 160
percent since, prompting the Trans-
Caspian International Transport
Route International Association
(TITR-IA) to open a permanent rep-
resentative office in Xian following a
March 2025 meeting in Baku.

The sea crossing, primarily at the
Caspian leg, is also a bottleneck. A
shortage of vessels, slow ferry op-
erations, and high shipping tariffs
make this segment particularly
inefficient. For example, shipping
rates between Aktau and Baku are
disproportionately high relative to
the short distance, exacerbating
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overall costs. Delays at ports fur-
ther compound the problem, with
dwell times often exceeding global
standards due to inadequate han-
dling equipment and poor coor-
dination among stakeholders. As
with other issues, governments
are moving to address this seg-
ment. Azerbaijan’s government
authorized a $12 million invest-
ment into Baku’s port to increase
annual cargo capacity from 15 mil-
lion to 25 million tons. Similarly,
Kazakhstan’s government plans
to triple container throughput
in ports of Aktau and Kuryk and
boost their cargo capacity by 50
percent by 2028, making room for
improvements in efficiency.

ore broadly, since the

Middle Corridor spans
multiple  countries—each  with
its own regulations, operational
priorities, and investment strate-
gies—the resulting lack of cohesive
management is one of the corri-
dor’s most significant challenges.
Coordination among national
railway operators, port authori-
ties, and customs agencies remains
low, resulting in delays, inconsis-
tent service quality, and increased
costs. For instance, the absence of
a unified operator overseeing end-
to-end logistics means that shippers
must navigate multiple agencies
and standards, leading to ineflicien-
cies at every stage of transit.



Border crossings are particularly
problematic. Delays often occur due
to misaligned customs procedures,
inadequate staffing, and outdated
systems. For example, the transi-
tion of goods between Kazakhstan
and Azerbaijan frequently involves
lengthy inspections and duplicative
paperwork, despite international
agreements aimed at simplifying
these processes. Surveys conducted
by the World Bank highlight that
poor coordination at borders is a
leading cause of transit delays along
the corridor.

fforts to address these issues,

such as establishing a joint
logistics operator by Azerbaijan,
Georgia, and Kazakhstan, repre-
sent progress but remain in the
early stages of implementation.
Without a centralized authority to
enforce standards and streamline
operations, the corridor suffers
from fragmentation that under-
mines its competitiveness.

The corridor’s reliance on out-
dated and fragmented digital sys-
tems further exacerbates its ineffi-
ciencies. While many stakeholders
have adopted modern IT solutions,
these systems are not interoperable,
leading to duplication of docu-
ments, delays at border crossings,
and reduced transparency. Shippers
often lack visibility into the status of
their goods, making it challenging
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to plan effectively and adding to
the uncertainty of using the cor-
ridor. The aforementioned launch
of a new unified online platform in
early 2024 represents an important
corrective step, but further progress
is necessary.

The lack of digital integration is
particularly evident in customs op-
erations, where manual processes
and inconsistent data requirements
cause significant delays. For in-
stance, shippers frequently report
having to submit the same docu-
mentation multiple times due to a
lack of standardized procedures.
These issues not only slow down
transit but also increase costs, as
delays often result in additional
fees for storage and demurrage.
Digitalization  efforts,  though
underway, remain relatively lim-
ited in scope. A more holistic and
comprehensive approach to digital
integration is needed to unlock
the corridor’s potential and align it
with global standards.

Finally, the environmental chal-
lenges facing the Middle Corridor
are also noteworthy. The Caspian
Sea, for instance, faces long-term
ecological risks due to declining
water levels. Ports like Baku, Aktau,
and Turkmenbashi will require
significant dredging operations and
adaptive infrastructure to main-
tain their functionality. Without

these investments, the corridor’s
maritime segment could face se-
vere disruptions, undermining its
reliability.

he Port of Baku at Alat will

need to continue playing a
foundational role in the corridor’s
performance and integration. As
emphasized by Azerbaijan’s na-
tional logistics strategy, Baku is
positioned to serve a population of
140 million people within a 1,000
km radius, offering connectivity
across East-West and North-South
trade axes.

Azerbaijan has prioritized the
development of Baku into a world-
class intermodal logistics hub, and
its collaboration with Kazakhstan,
Georgia, and

terminal and rail upgrades, capacity
limits could be reached as early
as the end of 2025 (for containers
and fertilizer), and by 2030 for oil
and general cargo. The corridor’s
backbone rail (BTK) is currently
underutilized—serving 6.5M tons
versus a capacity of 17M—and
would benefit from targeted invest-
ment in rolling stock and line up-
grades, particularly across Tiirkiye
and the Balkans.

Overall, the Middle Corridor’s
current inefficiencies present
a mixed picture. Incremental im-
provements and fragmented in-
vestments are certainly helpful; the
volume of goods transported along
the corridor reached 4.5 million
tons in 2024—a 62 percent increase

from the previous

Turkmenistan con-
tinues to deepen.
The port leads
efforts to improve
efficiency on both
port and national
levels, replicate

The Port of Baku at Alat

will need to continue play-

ing a foundational role in

the corridor’s performance
and integration.

year alone. This is
the sort of growth
that is enviable in
other parts of the
world, and should
be recognized as
such.  Moreover,

best practices

across Caspian ports, strengthen
partnerships with Black Sea termi-
nals, and expand its catchment into
the EU, North Africa, and South
Asia.

According to IEC International,
freight projections for the cor-
ridor show that without additional
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governments from
the region are still working to up-
grade existing infrastructure, up-
grade locomotives and vehicles,
and integrate the various networks
together. Yet at present, this will not
suffice to transform the corridor
into a reliable trade route that can
effectively compete with maritime
options.



Addressing the corridor’s myriad
challenges—spanning  infrastruc-
ture, coordination, and financing—
requires a bold, centralized
mechanism capable of mobilizing
resources, streamlining operations,
and fostering regional cooperation.
A Trans-Caspian Development
Bank could serve as the institu-
tional foundation to bridge these
gaps, enabling the corridor to reach
its full potential while aligning with
the region’s broader developmental
and geopolitical objectives.

Conceptual Blueprint

or our proposed Trans-
Caspian Development Bank
to succeed, it must

to the most impactful projects, en-
sures investments generate returns,
and provides the institutional back-
bone the Middle Corridor currently
lacks.

he first part of our proposal
focuses on the Trans-Caspian
Development Bank’s governance
model. A Board of Governors, con-
sisting of representatives from each
founding member state, would
serve as the highest decisionmaking
body of the TCDB. Each country
would appoint one Governor—
likely a finance minister, central
bank governor, or high-ranking
economic official—responsible for
setting long-term strategic priori-
ties. Their voting power would be
weighted based on

be designed as a ro-

bust, independent For our
institution capable  Trans-Caspian

their capital contri-
proposed  bution to the bank,
Develop- ensuring a fair

of channeling in- ;00 Bank to succeed it Dbalance  between

vestment, miti-
gating risk, and co-
ordinating regional

must be designed as a ro-
bust, independent institu-

financial commit-
ment and decision-
making authority.

infrastructure deve- 1101 capable of channeling

lopment. It cannot  investment, mitigating risk,

Beneath them, a

afford to be just ud coordinating regional Board of Directors

another multilat-
eral  bureaucracy

infrastructure development.

would oversee the
bank’s operations.

that issues reports
and recommendations without
real influence.

Rather, TCDB must function as a
financial engine that directs capital

The board would
consist of 15 directors, with 10
seats allocated to the founding
member states and five reserved
for external investors who provide
significant financial commitments.

This structure ensures that regional
actors retain control while allowing
for external involvement in a struc-
tured, non-dominant way. The
President of the TCDB, selected
on a rotating basis from among the
founding members, would serve as
both the bank’s chief executive and
chair of the board.

Supporting the President, a team
of Vice Presidents would manage
specific operational areas, such
as infrastructure lending, green
financing, private sector engage-
ment, and digitalization initia-
tives. They would oversee project
implementation, ensure financial
sustainability, and work directly
with recipient governments and
private investors to move projects
forward.

Unlike development banks that
become bloated with administrative
overhead, the TCDB must remain
lean and results-driven. The core
staft should be highly technical,
with expertise in transport logistics,
energy infrastructure, and trade fa-
cilitation—reflecting the corridor’s
unique needs. The bank must not
become a bureaucratic haven for
political appointments. Instead, it
should actively recruit top financial
experts and infrastructure special-
ists from both the region and in-
stitutions like the World Bank, the
European Bank for Reconstruction
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and Development (EBRD), and the
Asian Infrastructure Investment
Bank (AIIB).

he second part of our pro-

posal focuses on how to fund
the Trans-Caspian Development
Bank. A new bank of this envis-
aged scale requires a solid financial
foundation, drawing from multiple
sources to maintain both indepen-
dence and long-term sustainability.
The TCDB’s initial capitalization
should be at least $30 billion, with
contributions from each founding
member state. The allocation
should be weighted based on eco-
nomic size and trade volume within
the corridor, meaning Kazakhstan,
Azerbaijan, and Uzbekistan would
provide the largest shares.

Beyond state funding, public-pri-
vate partnerships (PPPs) would be a
crucial pillar of the bank’s financial
structure. Logistics firms, energy
companies, and major infrastruc-
ture developers should be invited
as non-voting investment partners,
offering capital in exchange for
long-term participation in projects.
A Trans-Caspian Development
Fund, managed under the bank’
umbrella, could serve as a struc-
tured vehicle for these investments,
reducing risk for private sector par-
ticipants while ensuring that profits
are reinvested into further corridor
development.



The TCDB must also actively seek
support from international finan-
cial institutions, particularly those
with experience funding large-scale
infrastructure projects in emerging
markets. The AIIB, the EBRD, and
the Green Climate Fund (GCF)
should be natural funding partners.
The AIIB and EBRD have already
invested heavily in the Silk Road re-
gion, while GCF funding could be
directed toward sustainable trans-
port and renewable energy projects
within the corridor.

The TCDB would issue bonds and
syndicate guarantees to maintain
financial credibility, allowing it to
leverage its capital base and attract
further investment. The Astana
International Financial Centre could
take the lead on this aspect, and per-
haps others. The structure should in-
clude both paid-in capital (available
for immediate lending) and callable
capital, which acts as a financial safe-
guard to reassure outside investors.

The TCDB should also take ad-
vantage of sovereign wealth funds
in the Gulf and other parts of Asia
that are actively seeking infrastruc-
ture investments with long-term
returns. By structuring regional
investment funds, the bank could
establish designated pools of cap-
ital for specific priorities, such as
railway modernization or renew-
able energy integration.
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he third part of our pro-

posal is about member-
ship and location. The founding
members of the Trans-Caspian
Development Bank should include
the C5 (Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan,
Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan, and
Tajikistan), along with Azerbaijan,
Georgia, and Tiirkiye. These coun-
tries collectively control the core
trade routes of the Middle Corridor
and stand to benefit the most
from its development. Armenia
could also be offered (retroactive)
founding membership once it signs
and ratifies peace and normaliza-
tion treaties with both Azerbaijan
and Tiirkiye.

Beyond regional membership,
the bank should also allow for
non-regional investment part-
ners, including relevant major
powers like China, the EU,
Russia, and the United States—
along with lesser ones like Japan,
Saudi Arabia, and the UAE. These
investors would provide financial
contributions without direct gov-
ernance rights, ensuring regional
stakeholders maintain decision-
making control.

However, this raises the issue of
the TCDB’s headquarters; it must
be geopolitically and economically
strategic, situated in a city that re-
flects both the region’s economic re-
ality and its long-term aspirations.

Some would argue that it should
be Astana, as it is the capital of the
largest economy in the Silk Road
region, providing stability and re-
gional centrality. Kazakhstan has
the financial capacity and geopolit-
ical leverage to lead such an institu-
tion. Others would point to Thbilisi,
which offers proximity to European
capital markets and investors, as
well as a pro-business regulatory
environment. But undoubtedly the
natural hub of the Middle Corridor
is Baku. Not only does it have a
well-developed financial sector, is
positioned at the critical maritime
chokepoint of the Caspian, and is
located at the heart of the Silk Road
region, but, as Krnjevi¢ has put it,
Azerbaijan is the “indispensable
country for the advancement of
the strategic energy and connec-
tivity ambitions of all major outside
powers in the Silk Road region—
Western and non-Western alike.” In
short, Baku is the logical choice for
the TCDB’s headquarters.

he fourth part of our pro-

posal concerns the strategic
focus areas of the Trans-Caspian
Development Bank. The TCDB
must be structured to fund projects
that directly enhance the Middle
Corridor’s competitiveness, rather
than becoming a generic infrastruc-
ture bank. Its investments should
be targeted and highly impactful,
with an emphasis on four areas.
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First, rail and port modernization.
The TCDB’s first priority must be to
expand and upgrade critical transit
infrastructure, including increased
rail capacity along the Baku-Thbilisi-
Kars corridor, modernization of
Kazakhstan’s Almaty-Shu rail seg-
ment, and capacity expansion at
key Caspian ports such as Baku,
Aktau, and Turkmenbashi.

Second, renewable energy in-
tegration. A key opportunity for
the corridor lies in developing
large-scale wind and solar proj-
ects, particularly in Azerbaijan,
Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan. The
two undersea mega-cable proj-
ects to carry electricity produced
by renewable sources from the
aforementioned three countries
and Georgia to European mar-
kets speak directly to this point.
Investments in electrified rail
infrastructure would also reduce
reliance on diesel-powered freight,
aligning the corridor with global
decarbonization efforts.

Third, Caspian gas projects.
The TCDB should play a role in
enhancing regional energy trade,
particularly by improving gas ex-
port infrastructure in Azerbaijan
and Turkmenistan. Expanding
natural gas storage facilities and
pipeline interconnectivity would
strengthen energy security across
the corridor.



Four, digital trade corridors.
Modernizing customs procedures
and trade facilitation is as im-
portant as physical infrastructure.
The TCDB should fund the de-
velopment of a unified electronic
customs system, blockchain-based
cargo tracking, Al-driven logistics
management tools, and the Digital
Silk Road initiative to reduce transit
delays and improve efficiency.

Qui Bono?

Beyond its direct financial im-
pact, the TCDB would pro-
vide structural benefits that extend
far beyond infrastructure devel-
opment. For instance, centralized
coordination would allow member
states to pool resources, ensuring
that regional investment is de-
ployed strategically rather than in
isolated and potentially redundant
projects. Instead of competing for
limited funds and managing dis-
jointed infrastructure initiatives,
countries could align their priori-
ties through a single, structured fi-
nancing institution.

Likewise, the bank would also
enable targeted investments in the
most critical areas of the Middle
Corridor, focusing capital where it
could generate the highest returns.
By funding high-impact projects
such as port expansions, railway
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upgrades, trade facilitation pro-
grams, and standardizing funding
and procurement practices, the
TCDB would improve the corri-
dor’s overall efficiency and compet-
itiveness while reducing waste and
ensuring that capital is deployed
efficiently. A well-run TCDB could
cut through bureaucratic delays
and corruption risks that often
plague regional projects, helping
to deliver results faster and more
cost-effectively.

From a geopolitical stand-
point, the bank would bring
salutary benefits. It would serve as
a vehicle for outside actors to par-
ticipate in the region without direct
political entanglements. Western
investors, Gulf sovereign wealth
funds, and Asian development in-
stitutions would have a structured,
neutral mechanism to engage with
the Middle Corridor, reducing the
risk of geopolitical pushback while
encouraging multi-stakeholder par-
ticipation in regional development.

Finally, the TCDB would pro-
mote regional integration, fostering
cooperation among countries that
have struggled historically with
fragmented policies and competing
interests. A shared financial insti-
tution would create stronger in-
centives for collaboration, aligning
national economic policies with
broader regional growth objectives.

Building the Bank that
Builds the Region

his essay has laid the con-

ceptual foundation for the
Trans-Caspian Development Bank.
The need is clear, the framework is
sound, and the potential impact is
undeniable. But ideas, no matter
how well-articulated, mean nothing
without action. The next step is
turning this vision into a reality,
which requires po-
litical will, strategic

he first step in this process

requires assembling the right
coalition of leaders, institutions,
and private sector stakeholders to
move the proposal forward. That
means immediate action is needed
to begin laying the institutional
groundwork and securing early
commitments.

The first concrete move should be
convening a high-level conference
on the TCDB concept, hosted in
Baku—a  natural
convening  force

partnerships, anda 77,0 yeed for the TCDB for this initiative

clear roadmap for
implementation.

is clear, the framework
is sound, and the poten-

and one of the
most proactive
countries in the

A financial in- tial impact is undeniable. region  regarding
stitution of this But ideas, no matter how  infrastructure de-
magnitude cannot well-articulated, mean  velopment. With its

be willed into ex-
istence overnight.

nothing without action.

existing networks
in Central Asia and

The formation of

the AIIB took over two years of
negotiations, coalition-building,
and institutional planning before
it was launched. The EBRD, an-
other relevant model, required
extensive diplomatic engagement
to align the interests of multiple
stakeholders. The Trans-Caspian
Development Bank would need
a similarly rigorous process that
blends high-level diplomacy with
targeted financial negotiations to
secure both regional buy-in and
international support.

Europe, Baku is the
ideal location for bringing together
regional policymakers, financial
experts, and prospective inves-
tors. Doing so would solidify the
argument for making this city the
TCDB’s headquarters.

This initial conference would
serve multiple purposes. First, it
would provide a venue to formally
introduce the TCDB concept to a
broad audience of policymakers
and financiers. Second, it would
allow for detailed discussions on



key technical aspects, from gover-
nance models to capital structures.
Third, and most importantly, it
would generate momentum by
compelling stakeholders to begin
publicly engaging with the idea.

Simultaneously, an explor-
atory committee should be
formed to conduct a formal feasi-
bility study. The committee should
include representatives from po-
tential founding member states
(enumerated above) as well as
technical advisors from existing
development banks and financial
institutions. Its purpose would be
to assess the capital requirements,
operational structures, and legal
frameworks needed to establish
the bank. This process would also
provide an opportunity to refine
the proposal, ensuring that it aligns
with the specific needs of regional
economies and financial systems.

The TCDB should also be
elevated as a key agenda item in
upcoming  high-level  regional
meetings. One way forward
would be to present the idea at
the Septemebr 2025 Consultative
Meeting of the Presidents of
Central Asian states, which has of
late come to include the President
of Azerbaijan as an “honored
guest.” Invitations could easily
be extended to the presidents of
Georgia and Tiirkiye, as well as
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perhaps others. Another would
involve making TCDB a central
agenda item at the next summit
of the UN Special Program for
the Economies of Central Asian
Countries (SPECA). Raising at the
next summit of the Organization
of Turkic States (OTS) and the
Central Asia Regional Economic
Cooperation (CAREC) Program
would also make sense. Should
major outside powers (e.g.,
China, the EU, the United States)
decide to expand the “5” in their
respective 5+1 meetings, then
TCDB could also be raised there in
a central way. A plethora of other
such opportunities to promote the
concept, such as discussing it at
the Astana International Forum,
also spring to mind.

Next, strategic partnerships
that provide synergy ought

to be explored. The reality is that
no development bank can function
without strong financial backing.
While the TCDB would be led by
regional states, attracting interna-
tional investment would be critical
to ensuring its long-term viability.
Fortunately, there are multiple
strategic partners and funding
sources that align with the goals of
the institution.

The EU’s Global Gateway
initiative, which aims to mobilize
€300 billion of public and private
capital for infrastructure projects

in its various neighborhoods,
presents an opportunity for
securing financing for TCDB-
backed projects. Brussels has
already identified Central Asia as
a key region for Global Gateway
investment, and a well-structured
regional development bank could
serve as a natural intermediary
for channeling EU funds into
Middle Corridor infrastructure—
assuming, of course, that
Brussels will choose to look more
strategically at the area between its
own external borders and Central
Asia.

Similarly, since 2015, Japan’s Part-
nership for Quality Infrastructure
has sought to provide funding for
sustainable infrastructure projects,
particularlyinregions where China’s
BRI has left gaps. It has since grown
into the Expanded Partnership
for Quality Infrastructure, which
extends Japan’s infrastructure
diplomacy globally. Additionally,
Japan has been an active investor
in Central Asia and the Caucasus,
and its financial institutions,
including the Japan Bank for
International Cooperation (JBIC),
could play a role in co-financing
TCDB projects.

Gulf sovereign wealth funds
are another important source of
capital. The United Arab Emirates,
Saudi Arabia, and Qatar have all

25

demonstrated interest in Central
Asian infrastructure, particularly
in logistics, energy, and industrial
development. The TCDB could be
structured to allow Gulfinvestors to
participate as non-voting financial
partners, allowing them to invest in
long-term infrastructure projects
without exerting direct influence
over bank governance.

Beyond state-backed funding
sources, the private sector would
be an essential partner. Major
logistics firms, energy companies,
and infrastructure developers
should be engaged early in the
process. Companies that already
have a vested interest in the
Middle Corridor—such as DP
World, which operates port
infrastructure in Kazakhstan—
should be approached as potential
investment partners. The bank
could also collaborate with global
investment firms specializing in
infrastructure financing, ensuring
that projects backed by the
TCDB meet commercial viability
standards.

One of the most significant
advantages of a develop-
ment bank is its ability to de-risk
private investment. By using con-
cessional financing and guar-
antees, the TCDB could make
Middle Corridor projects more
attractive to institutional investors,



particularly those
in Europe and Asia.

the International
Finance Corpora-
tion (IFC)—which
blends public and
private capital to
support infrastruc-
ture projects—
could serve as a

The TCDB is about cre-
The model used by  ating the financial ar-
chitecture necessary for  System
long-term regional devel-
opment centered on val-
ue-added energy projects,
manufacturing, and stra-

tegic connectivity. future,

decisively, they risk
becoming  mere
participants in a
designed
elsewhere. The
TCDB offers an
opportunity to
take control of the
region’s  financial
ensuring
that investments

template for structuring TCDB-
backed investments.

Ultimately, the case for the
TCDB is not just an economic
argument—it is a geopolitical and
strategic imperative. Without a
dedicated financing institution,
the Middle Corridor will remain a
fragmented collection of national
projects rather than a cohesive
trade and infrastructure network.
The region needs an entity capable
of  coordinating  investment,
standardizing regulations, and
ensuring  that  infrastructure
is developed to maximize
regional connectivity rather than
reinforcing existing bottlenecks.

There is also a narrow window
of opportunity to establish the
TCDB before external actors
impose their own visions on
regional development. China’s BRI
has already shaped much of the
infrastructure landscape in Central
Asia, and if regional states do notact

26

align with the interests of Central
Asia, the Caucasus, and Tiirkiye
rather than being dictated by
outside powers—not just China
(and to a much lesser extent
Russia), but the EU as well.

ust as institutions like the

EBRD helped shape post-Cold
War Europe by channeling invest-
ment into critical industries and in-
frastructure, the TCDB could help
shape the next phase of Silk Road
region cooperation and perhaps
even point the way to some sort of
integration. It is not simply about
financing railway lines or ports;
rather, it is about creating the fi-
nancial architecture necessary for
long-term regional development
centered on value-added energy
projects, manufacturing, and stra-
tegic connectivity. The Middle
Corridor is an existing concept
in diplomatic communiqués and
policy papers. However, without a
mechanism like the TCDB, it will
struggle to reach its full potential.

The next steps are clear:
think inclusively, convene the
right stakeholders, secure early
commitments, and begin the
process of institutional design. The
foundation is already there. It is now

up to regional leaders, investors,
and policymakers to move beyond
discussion and into action. The
Trans-Caspian Development Bank
is not just an opportunity—it is a
strategic necessity. so

bakudialogues.ada.edu.az
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Baku
Azerbaijan

The Scientific Council
of the COP29 Presidency

The Scientific Council of the COP29 Presidency is a distinguished scientific
advisory body that brings together leading scientists, universities, and think
tanks from around the world. Its mission is to provide scientific guidance,
support international collaboration, and contribute to the implementation of
the Paris Agreement. The Council plays a vital role in supporting the COP29
process by increasing access to scientific research and promoting meaningful
academic and policy discussions on key climate issues.

Objectives of the Scientific Council
of the COP29 Presidency

- Uniting leading academic institutions, research organizations, and
think-tanks worldwide to raise awareness and improve access to
cutting-edge climate science

- Facilitating access to scientific research to support the COP29 process and
ensure that science remains at the core of climate discussions

- Strengthening cross-border research projects by fostering regional
cooperation, diversifying geostrategic approach, and sharing best practices
and technological advancements

- Organizing capacity-building programs for various stakeholders and actors,
and enhancing cross-border cooperation

- Engaging students and young individuals in the action against climate
change through education, outreach, and inclusivity

“Our Group, a leading global / : ! ; >\ Aeyaie
brand exhibiting regional growth, : R N
draws strength from Turkiye to develop
great projects and investments with over
50 companies in a wide variety of businesses,
including construction, energy, industrial, tourism,
education, and culture.”



Sharks in the Muddy Waters

Terrorism and Mounting Global

Disorder
Jahangir E. Arasli

he international system

is in increasing disarray,

thanks partly to systemic
and structural factors. The strategic
competition between major powers
and groups of states is growing
sharply. One particular conse-
quence of this process is an escala-
tion in scale and scope of shooting
wars and armed conflicts (e.g., in
Europe and the Middle East) and
other antagonisms on the edge of
war (e.g., Taiwan, the South China
Sea, and South Asia).

Moreover, the existing geopolit-
ical alignments are shifting oddly.
Neo-revisionism, expansionist for-
eign policies, and advanced territo-
rial claims militarize international
relations. With a reoccurrence of
“utility of force,” the standing norms
of international law are frying, and

WMD proliferation regimes and
arms control treaties are crumbling.
Trade wars and deteriorating growth
prospects are increasing strains and
risks to the global economy and in-
dividual states. Political and ideolog-
ical polarization in societies, institu-
tional decay, inefficiency of elites,
and the rise of populism affect states’
stability. The challenges of climate
change and emerging technologies
remain unanswered and unsettled.

he combination of the afore-

mentioned underlying fac-
tors, together with others, is frac-
turing the existing world order and
producing uncertainty, volatility,
and security meltdowns. In an en-
vironment in which state actors
get fixated on the most coercive
concerns—which are related both
to accelerating global rivalry and

Jahangir E. Arasli is Senior Research Fellow at the Institute for Development and
Diplomacy (IDD) of ADA University and a former Adviser on International Issues in
the Ministry of Defense of Azerbaijan. The views expressed in this essay are his own.

the return of classical geopolitics—
other imperative factors could re-
main in the shadows.

One of these is the phenomenon
of terrorism. That phenomenon
persisted at the very center of the
international security agenda for
almost two decades after Al-Qaeda’s
9/11 terrorist at-
tacks, the U.S.-led

and yields strategic effects. The
October 2023 mega-attack by
Hamas against Israel from the Gaza
Strip—a territory that it has com-
pletely controlled since 2006, a
year after Israel’s disengagement—
released the current cycle of the
Mid-Eastern War whilst becoming
a sobering warning that the threat
posed by terror-
ists and other vi-

warsin Afghanistan  777,. torrorist menace en-  olent

non-state

and Iraq, the pro- dures in the back of the actors remains

liferation of global
jihadist networks,

evolving grand picture. .

clear and present.
gravity and

and the advent of What is more, it indi-  outreach of such
the homegrown cafes signs Of renewal and  actors fluctuate,

terrorism anomaly
in the West.

yields strategic effects.

ranging from those
with trans-regional

However, by the

end of the 2010s, there was less
evidence of terrorist activity on the
strategic radar screen, especially
after the fall of the “caliphate” pro-
claimed by the Islamic State (IS,
formerly the “Islamic State of Iraq
and the Levant” or ISIS) in the
Middle East. Furthermore, the start
of the European War in February
2022 and the growing antagonism
between revisionist and status-quo
major powers caused the latter
grouping to reorganize security pri-
orities, efforts, and resources.

However, the terrorist menace
endures in the back of the
evolving grand picture. What is
more, it indicates signs of renewal
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networks (like
Al-Qaeda and the Islamic State)
and powerful, well-defined, and
weaponized sub-state movements
(like Hezbollah and Hamas) to
small underground terrorist cells
and individual = self-radicalized
“lone wolves” that lack a structural
affiliation.

Nevertheless, the particular sin-
gularity of the current period is that
the cumulative worldwide disorder
and antagonism not only induces
a resurgence of terrorism-related
dynamics in different parts of the
world, but it can also potentially
integrate violent non-state actors
into the pattern of the developing
strategic ~ competition  between



major powers. In that context, the
terrorism factor could hypothet-
ically reemerge as a “utility tool”
of major powers, as was the case
during much of the Cold War.

This essay aims to help the reader
navigate the current dynamics in
the realm of terrorism. It focuses
on the status and conditions of the
terrorist threat in different regions
of the world, including Russia,
Afghanistan, Syria, the West, and
the Global South. In addition,
it analyzes the general trends in
the field, including the potential
re-emergence of the state-terror
nexus and other influencing factors
in the context of global antagonism.

Russia

On 22 March 2024, a group
of Islamist terrorists struck

the Crocus City Hall entertain-
ment complex on the outskirts of
Moscow. In total, 145 people were
killed and over 550 were wounded
in a shooting spree and premed-
itated arson fire. Noteworthy, the
Kremlin dismissed warning intel-
ligence indicators of the imminent
terrorist attack in Russia, trans-
mitted by the U.S. government, and
the response of the law enforce-
ment agencies at the moment of
the incident was sluggish. Although
the Islamic State promptly claimed
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responsibility for the action, the
Russian authorities tried to divert
the public’s focus to what it alleged
was an “Ukrainian footprint” in the
massacre.

The details and circumstances of
the Crocus attack reflect two inter-
secting trends that were forming in
Russia in past years and then fur-
ther aggravated by more than three
years of war in Ukraine.

he first trend is migration.

The demographic compo-
sition of Russia alters, and the
ongoing war in Ukraine acceler-
ates the transformative tendency.
Hundreds of thousands of men
were mobilized or volunteered for
the war (and tens of thousands have
been killed or injured). Scores left
the country. As a result, the national
labor force erodes and requires
more hands. The Russian govern-
ment tries to bridge the workforce
gap by bringing in hundreds of
thousands of immigrants, primarily
from the Central Asian states and,
more recently, from some countries
of the Global South. There is no
stable data on the number of new
immigrants: estimates range from
three and four to six million. The
majority of them are ethnic Tajiks,
Uzbeks, and Kyrgyz

Like in many other coun-
tries, newly arrived immigrants

(synonyms in use include migrants
and temporary residents) to Russia
face an alien cultural environment,
with many residing in adverse
living and working conditions.
In addition to low pay and daily
travails, migrant communities in
Russia remain under strict state
control, including frequent police
raids and arbitrary treatment by the
authorities. Cultural frictions with
the indigenous population produce
societal tensions and have resulted
in the radicalization of both im-
migrants and Russian nationalists.
Over 60 percent of Russian citizens
view labor migrants through a neg-
ative lens, and certain segments of
the elite tend to capitalize on the
issue of “countering the problem of
migration” for political ends.

Against this background, tempo-
rary resident communities in Russia
have turned into a “state within a
state.” Their compartmentalization,
coupled with subpar living con-
ditions, has enabled the establish-
ment of a permissive environment
for the radicalization of certain seg-
ments of the migrant population.
Many of the foreigners who arrive
in Russia have been radicalized
already; others become exposed to
radicalization on the spot. In March
2025, the Russian National Security
Council identified some 700,000
newcomers as “illegals,” indicating
that an unspecified number of these
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and other categories of migrants
pose a “special risk.”

It is difficult to believe that terror
entrepreneurs are not trying to tap
further into such a vast potential
pool of recruits. The recruiters of
the Islamic State in the Khorasan
Province (IS-KP)—the regional af-
filiate of the globalized Islamic State
terrorist-jihadist network—have al-
ready penetrated the Central Asian
migrant communities in Russia.
Their objective is to link certain in-
dividuals’ frustration and discontent
with violent action through instru-
ments of radicalization. The 2024
Crocus episode clearly demonstrates
that terror recruitment propaganda
works: the perpetrators were ethnic
Tajik migrant workers.

he second parallel trend is

the demographic growth of
Russia’s indigenous Muslim popu-
lation. If there were some 25 mil-
lion Muslims in 2018, nowadays
that number is even greater, given
this diverse community’s high birth
rate. Moreover, the socioeconomic
conditions of most of the predom-
inantly Muslim regions are ad-
verse. For instance, Dagestan is an
economically depressed province
affected by high unemployment,
poor living conditions, corruption,
and ethnic clanship politics. On
that background, the trajectory of
Islamization is ascending.



One of the side consequences
of that tendency is a steadily in-
creasing challenge of radicalization
and self-radicalization in certain
segments of society. Uneducated
and unemployed young people with
no feasible life perspectives attend
underground mosques (there are
over 2,500 mosques in Dagestan—
twice as many as there are schools,
technical and vocational colleges,
and higher education institutions).
Radicalization takes place through
many channels, such as hajj (pil-
grimage) to Mecca, studies in ma-
drassas (religious schools) located
in the Middle East, on-the-spot
activities of Islamic charities, and,
most of all, via Islamist online social
media channels. The war in Gaza
has also resulted in a radicaliza-
tion pipeline; in November 2023,
anti-Jewish riots vandalized the
Mahachkala International Airport
in Dagestan. There and elsewhere,
self-organized vigilant groups en-
force a strict Islamist dress code
among tourists from other (non-
Muslim) parts of Russia. Such
and similar groups also form the
nucleus of various social protests
that are becoming more frequent in
Dagestan.

he radicalization trend is
precipitating the resurgence
of homegrown terrorism. For in-
stance, on 24 June 2024, a group
of terrorists attacked a church, a
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synagogue, and police in the towns
of Mahachkala and Derbent in
Dagestan. The attack toll was 20
people killed and 46 wounded.

The authorities try to counter
the radicalization, but not will
full success. The official “palace
Muftis” are not as popular among
the younger generation influenced
by exiled radical online preachers.
Furthermore, some who belong to
the regional elites covertly support
extremists in the context of clan
politics by providing them with
covert material support and shelter.

here are four trends to watch

concerning the homegrown
terrorist threat in Russia. Three of
them are due to the delayed impact
of the ongoing war in Ukraine and
geopolitical competition.

First, the incarceration system
represents a particular concern
for the Russian authorities. Many
inmates (both indigenous and mi-
grant Muslims, as well as converts
to Islam) are exposed to radicaliza-
tion behind bars. The jail jamaats
(cohesive communities with their
own strict code of conduct) pro-
duce nuclei of future teambuilding
and consolidated connections at
large. The hostage-taking incidents
and riot attempts in Russian jails in
the summer of 2024 underscore a
degree of prison radicalization.

Second, the factor of the war
eventually would have a significant
aggravating impact on the security
environment, given the influx of a
massive cohort of seasoned veterans
and the circulation of weapons and
explosives from the battle zone.
Those returnees who fail to fit back
into civilian life could end up joining
extremist groups (whether of the
Islamist or Russian nationalist va-
riety). One potential outcome may
be that the North Caucasus—pri-
marily Chechnya and Dagestan—
relapses again into terrorist violence,
as was the case in the 1990s and
2000s. Another hypothetical effect
could be the emergence of politi-
cally motivated violence in different
parts of Russia. Additionally, the
large number of migrants who are
recruited to join the Russian army
fighting in Ukraine may cause insta-
bility in their home countries upon
their return.

Third, the war is overstretching
Russia’s security services and law
enforcement agencies, diverting
their focus and resources from
countering terrorist threats to
war-related missions (such as
reacting to Ukraine’s subversion
campaign against war-related tar-
gets). According to official data, in
2024 there were 1,191 “terrorist”
attacks of all kinds (compared to
410 in 2023), most of which were
related either to Ukraine’s actions,
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or to violent anti-war protests.
Multitasking leaves more loopholes
in the security system, which ter-
rorist actors could exploit for their
own purposes. The paradox is that
heightened  securitization  does
not necessarily mean heightened
security.

Fourth, to attain its geopolit-
ical ends, Moscow has increased
discrete contacts with certain
violent sub-state actors, such as
Hamas, Hezbollah, and Ansarallah.
Moreover, Russia decriminalized
the Taliban in April 2025 by re-
moving it from its list of terrorist
organizations. All that is seen as
a “red flag” for the global Islamic
State (IS) network, which considers
the mentioned movements as com-
petitors (particularly through the
lens of Sunni-Shia rivalry). The IS-
Khorasan Province regional branch
that challenges the Taliban’s rule in
Afghanistan is especially irritated,
as seen from its statements. In ad-
dition, the previous Russian way
of war in Syria, which as a rule did
not make use of precision weapons,
and, more broadly, its support of
the now-defunct Assad regime
remain in the jihadist propaganda
narratives. All that motivates and
incentivizes potential vengeance
terrorist attacks in Russia. The
bombing of the Russian embassy in
Kabul in September 2022 was IS-
KP’s warning.



Opverall, in the observable perspec-
tive, the long war in Ukraine and its
multiple effects could produce con-
ditions that can potentially revitalize
the terrorist threat inside Russia.

Afghanistan

gfghanistan is reemerging

s a center of gravity in the
context of the ter-

Islamic State that has remained ac-
tive since the disintegration of the IS
“caliphate” at the end of the 2010s.
Its capabilities are further reinforced
now by a migration of extremist el-
ements from Syria. While fighting
with the Taliban government forces,
IS-KP is probably attempting to ex-
pand the area of control in order to
reincarnate, in one form or another,
the “caliphate” that was defeated in

the Middle East. If

rorist threat in

the Silk Road re- Afghanistan and Cen-

tral Asia are merging

into a single strategic
theatre for IS-KP.

gion, broadly un-
derstood, and South
Asia. The collapse of
the West-supported

it succeeds, parts
of Afghanistan can
turn into a terrorist
“black hole” that
projects domi-
no-effect threats to

government  and

the return of the Taliban rule in
2021 created a security vacuum.
The Taliban tends to perform now
as a more or less reasonable actor re-
garding its external affairs. However,
it has failed to stabilize the country
and does not fully control all of
Afghanistan’s territory. Continuing
chaos in the lawless areas breeds a
nurturing environment for terrorist
outfits operating under the umbrella
of IS-KP, which acts as a centripetal
magnet for local actors distressed
by Taliban rule. In particular, the
Pashtu-Tajik ethnic row has caused
elements of the latter group to gravi-
tate to IS-KP.

Currently, IS-KP represents the
most able regional cluster of the
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the Central Asian
states, Iran, Russia, China’s Xinjiang-
Uyghur region, and the South Asian
countries.

he activities of the ter-

rorist outfits on the bor-
ders of Uzbekistan, Tajikistan,
Turkmenistan, and Kyrgyzstan are
already visible and pose a threat to
the stability of the mentioned states.
Afghanistan and Central Asia are
merging into a single strategic the-
atre for IS-KP. That, in turn, en-
gages Russia in the threat contour
and makes the region its “soft un-
derbelly, providing the migration
factor explained above.

Iran is in the special focus of
IS-KP, whose ideological credos

include a strong sectarian (anti-Shia)
line. From Afghan territory, the
grouping has organized several ter-
rorist attacks against Iranian religious
shrines. Notably, these operations
made use of recruited Central Asian
states’ citizens as suicide bombers.
The attack in the Iranian city of
Kerman on 3 January 2024—the
deadliest terror attack since the 1979
Islamic Revolution—left over 100
people killed and almost 300 injured.
The IS-KP threat projection from
Afghanistan remains a hassle for
Iran’s government, which concur-
rently has to fight a proximate tribal
terrorist insurgency in the province of
Baluchistan, which borders Pakistan.

Syria

he 2023-2025 war cycles in

the Middle East changed
the region’s strategic settings. The
Hamas October 2023 terror at-
tack from Gaza triggered an over-
whelming Israeli response that first
depleted the capabilities of Hamas
and then of Hezbollah. The erad-
ication of Hezbollah’s military
power became one of the main con-
tributing factors to the downfall of
Assad’s regime and the takeover of
Syria by what some chose to char-
acterize at the time as a moderate
Islamist opposition force. The new
government has declared its inten-
tion to concentrate on the country’s
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(re-)building, domestic intercom-
munity concord, and nonviolent
coexistence with Syria’s neighbors.

The declarations and actions
of the new regime in Damascus
modify currents in the jihadist
domain. The 13-year-long war in
Syria led to the advent of a massive
extremist cluster in the ranks of the
anti-Assad opposition. The most
radical one is a loose constellation
of foreign terrorist fighters (FTF)
who migrated to the Levant from
all over the world for jihad and
caliphate-building. The current
dynamic in the FTF realm is fluid
and not too transparent; however,
such jihadists are apparently not
happy with the course of their
leaders, including the rejection of
confrontation with Israel and an
unwillingness to proceed forthwith
with what they call the “liberation”
of Jerusalem.

Ithough some of the migrant

jihadists can find a social lift
in new conditions and even be pro-
moted within the FTP system, the
majority of them cannot return to
their home countries for self-pres-
ervation reasons. Therefore, the
best that those disenchanted armed
elements (both foreign and local
in origin) can do is to peel away
from the mainstream structural
body of the former Islamist opposi-
tion turned into a ruling force, and



defect to the vestiges of the Islamic
State. The latter already shows
some indications of a resurgence,
especially after the largely unvetted
release of thousands of prisoners
from Syrian prisons as the ancien
régime was collapsing and a new
one was taking shape.

This distinctive worry is most
associated with the Central Asian,
North Caucasian, and ethnic
Uyghur outfits operating in Syria.
As said, their members can hardly
return home,

now become “stray dogs” and have
diffused, causing trouble in their
own countries and beyond.

The sectarian aspect is a supreme
peril for Syrias stability at the
current stage. In the March 2025
troubles, “imported” jihadists were
behind the most vicious crimes
committed against the predomi-
nantly Alawite civilian population
in the coastal region of Syria, as
well as the attacks against members
of Christian minorities. Because of

a still porous inter-

having already
been identified by

rity services of their
countries of origin.

The sectarian aspect is a su-
the respective secu-  preme peril for Syrias sta-
bility at the current stage.

state border, sec-
tarian Sunni-Shia
conflict can easily
extend (again) to
Lebanon. There is

However, they

can relocate to the lawless areas in
Afghanistan and nearby Pakistan,
and their mere existence and propa-
ganda outreach to target audiences
will influence the security environ-
ment in their homelands anyway.

In a parallel development, the
region’s grand transformation ef-
fectually terminated Iran’s strategic
project of the “Axis of Resistance,’
the framework through which
Tehran had previously recruited
and deployed to Syria tens of thou-
sands of fighters from the Shia
communities in Iraq, Afghanistan,
Pakistan, and other countries.
Some of those combatants have
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also a significant
chance that Sunni jihadists will en-
gage in violent confrontations with
the well-armed Kurdish and Druze
communities (in fact, the clashes
between pro-government gunmen
and Druze self-defense groups in
southern Syria already erupted in
early May 2025).

The West

he terrorist threat in the West
has its own peculiarities.
While in Russia extremists are per-
forming in the collection of scat-
tered autonomous micro-groups

embedded into local or migrant
communities, many (would-be)
terrorists based in the West are
self-radicalized and spontaneously
activated “lone wolf” (LW) grass-
roots actors. As far as micro-groups
are concerned, they exist too; the
internet, social media, and the
free movement of

Serbia, Sweden, Switzerland, the
United Kingdom, the United States,
and some other countries.

Most incidents were low-tech,
improvised LW attacks with the use
of knives or ramming cars rather
than firearms or explosives. In the

notable  episode,

people within the

US.. Canada, and Many (would-be) terror-
ists based in the West are
states thatbelongto  self-radicalized and spon-
taneously activated “lone
wolf” grassroots actors.

the EU member

the Schengen zone
facilitate their net-
working. Another

an IS-inspired
former US. army
veteran drove a
car into a crowd
in New Orleans
on 1 January 2025,
killing 15 and in-

distinction is the

groups composition, which in-
cludes first-generation and sec-
ond-generation immigrants (many
of whom are unstable, adrenaline
rush-seeking teenagers under the
age of 16) and indigenous Muslim
converts (who are usually even
more radical).

In the past two years, the wars
in Gaza and Lebanon became a
catalyst for many terrorist inci-
dents on the European continent
and in North America; in other
cases, specific motives were not
distinguishable and were probably
induced by unceasing Islamic State
propaganda. In that period, actual
copycat attacks and foiled terrorist
plots took place in Argentina,
Austria, Belgium, Canada,
Denmark, France, Germany, Italy,
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juring 35 people.
Some plots aimed at high-visibility
targets and mass casualties: in
August 2024, an alert of a likely ter-
rorist attack led to the cancellation
of a Taylor Swift concert in Vienna.

hree emerging trends are

relevant to the current and
prospective terrorist dynamic in
the Western world. First, given as-
cending left- and right-wing pop-
ulist trends in various EU member
states, the heightened risk of ter-
rorism and violent extremism is
becoming a sensitive factor with
political significance and impli-
cations. The knife stabbings in
Mannheim and Solingen (May and
August 2024, respectively) and the
Magdeburg car attack (December
2024) apparently contributed to the
record-high result of the Alternative



for Germany political party in the
February 2025 federal elections
(its platform contains, inter alia,
anti-mass immigration provisions,
and the party was classified as an
‘extreme far-right entity” by the
country’s federal authorities in May
2025).

Second, although the pro-Pales-
tinian street and university protests
of radical, usually far-left political
movements did not result in the
dawn of “global intifada” in the
West, they inspired some individ-
uals to commit violent acts. In a
somewhat related and disturbing
development, Iran’s Ministry of
Intelligence  and

dropouts and criminal groups for
such kinds of actions. It is possible
to suggest that the same logic is
potentially applicable to religious
extremists and political radicals.
Meanwhile, in April 2025, the
Islamic State urged its supporters
to commit attacks on the soil
of Europe “while crusaders are
fighting each other”

Overall, in many European
countries, issues of terrorism and
(im)migration divide societies and
empower radical-spectrum politi-
cians on both the left and the right.
Meanwhile, the risk of politically
motivated anti-migrant, anti-im-

migrant, and an-

Security  report-
edly  outsourced

attack Israeli and
Jewish targets
in Stockholm,

The Global South remains
the Foxtrot crim-  persistently affected by a
inal network to  phenomenon of terror-
ism in the form of terror-
ist-criminal insurgencies.

ti-establishment
counter-violence
as a reaction to po-
tential new attacks
and  government
policies increases.
A random event

Gothenburg, and
Copenhagen. A foiled attack on
Israel's consulate in Munich in
September 2024 appears from this
series.

Third, the long war in Ukraine
has led to a galvanization of al-
leged Russian hybrid operations
against some European countries
in order to deter their support for
Kyiv. Reports indicate that Moscow
is outsourcing individual society
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can launch the pro-
cess, and the meddling of non-Eu-
ropean state actors could aggravate
the impact of terrorist acts, should
they occur.

Rest of the World

he Global South remains per-
sistently affected by a phe-
nomenon of terrorism in the form
of terrorist-criminal insurgencies.

In Africa, the most intensive
Islamist terrorist activities take
place in the regions of the Sahel,
Nigeria, and the Horn of Africa (the
poorest areas of the world) and, to
a lesser extent, in the northern and
central parts of the continent. The
insurgent movements operating in
the Sahel tend to expand their out-
reach to the neighboring countries,
towards the Gulf of Guinea and
Lake Chad.

Unlike in the West with its
urban lone-wolf actors and small
groups, the African terrorist
cluster is represented by large-
scale paramilitary-type movements
(“wolfpacks”), which exploit local
systemic (social, economic, and
cultural) root causes and draw
their strength from the disgruntled
segments of the population. Those
movements fall under the auspices
of two rival jihadist networks (the
Islamic State and Al-Qaeda), who
fight not only governments but also
each other, competing for hearts,
minds, and resources.

The terrorism factor produces
perpetual insecurity and arrests
the development of several African
countries. Furthermore, it creates a
permissive environment for the in-
trusion of foreign state actors, like
Russia, which has already replaced
one of the continent’s former co-
lonial powers, France, but also the
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United States, as a security provider
in at least six African states.

In the Asia-Pacific region,
Kashmir remains the most active
flashpoint of terrorist violence,
which projects risks to other parts
of Indian territory. The most re-
cent example is the terrorist attack
against civilians in the India-
controlled part of the region. The
activities of Islamist extremist
groups and the reciprocal actions
of Hindu nationalists could trigger
a new vicious cycle of violence,
like they did in the past. Other
less active or dormant Islamist ter-
rorist groups remain present in the
Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia,
and Thailand.

In Latin America, terrorist tra-
decraft blends in with the criminal
insurgency wars conducted by nar-
co-cartels in Mexico, Colombia,
and Peru, as well as contiguous
countries.  Significantly,  profit
from drug trade and supplemen-
tary illicit enterprises are fueling
other terrorist outfits’ activities far
outside the Western Hemisphere.
The most illustrative example is
the mutually benefiting symbiosis
between Colombian narco-terrorist
organizations and Islamist terror
movements in Africa in the transit
of drugs to Europe.



Six Observations

here are six general factors

related to the phenomenon
of terrorism, which need to re-
main in the field of view at the cur-
rent stage. One, the status of global
jihad. The dynamics in the realm of
the Islamic State and Al-Qaeda are
fluid, although in different ways.
Both networks have become de
facto leaderless, confined to the re-
gional loci, and engaged in rivalry.

Al-Qaeda’s central core (founders
and first-generation ~members)
all but vanished with the death of
Ayman al-Zawahiri in 2022. Most of
its once powerful regional affiliates
have weakened or ceased to exist
and are waging “war by communi-
qués” rather than conducting terror
operations. However, Al-Qaeda has
already performed its historical
mission by creating and progressing
the global jihad’s brand.

Since the defeat of the “caliphate”
in its physical shape, IS operates in
a more decentralized mode. Yet, the
ideology behind it is not defeated.
Its regional “provinces” are mostly
active; in the first half of 2024, they
conducted a total of 788 attacks
that killed over 3,700 people. The
recurrent empowerment of IS in
Afghanistan and the Middle East
back to the level of a “caliphate”
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remains a risk probability. One of
the most perilous patterns of IS’s
current strategy is inciting the sec-
tarian schism in Islam, which it is
trying to trigger through terror at-
tacks against Shia targets.

wo, global strategic competi-

tion’s effects. The return of a
tough geopolitical contest and mil-
itarized international behavior in-
crease the likelihood that opposing
states and blocs could outsource
“bad guys” as their proxies or utility
tools to cause direct damage in
the context of future hybrid wars.
Certain indicators of such use of vi-
olent non-state actors (VNSA) are
already visible.

Furthermore, the polarization of
Western societies could precipitate
a renaissance of political (anti-es-
tablishment) far-left and far-right
terrorism, which opposite sides
would exploit to drive a wedge in
societal cleavages akin to or even
more damaging than what was ac-
complished during the Cold War.
Another semblance to that period is
a transfer of power competition to
the Global South (a.k.a., the “Third
World”) area in the form of support
of proxy non-state actors.

Additionally, VNSA could act as
international security spoilers in
the context of strategic competition,
provoking confrontations between

states: the most recent example is
the terrorist attack in the Indian(-
controlled) part of Kashmir in
April 2025, which brought India
and Pakistan on the verge of war.

hree,  fragmentation  of

the West. The Trump
Administration’s “America First”
foreign policy posture—which pur-
ports to put the country’s redefined
national interests above those of
its allies whilst no longer making
references to upholding the “rules-
based international order”—has
undermined not only the Western
alliance but also the West’s counter-
terrorism strategy and procedures.

The American revision of their
past commitments to fight terrorism
(such as an ongoing decrease of a
military footprint in Syria and Iraq)
could leave security vacuums in
the geographic regions of concern.
Besides, the decline of confidence
and trust between Western allies
complicates their cooperation in
the counterterrorism field, espe-
cially intelligence data sharing.

Four, the impact of the conflict

over Ukraine. The (tempo-
rary) end of hostilities would likely
result in the release of hundreds of
thousands of veterans by both war-
ring sides. Some of those people
(perhaps many), who have real
combat experience and a potentially
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deformed psyche, will become
available on the global market of vi-
olence. Such a development could
mark the start of a new wave of ter-
rorism along either political, eth-
no-nationalist, or Islamist tracks.

Five, terrorist modus ope-
randi. The securitization of
the West, which unfolded after the
9/11 terrorist mega-attack, gener-
ally works in that part of the world.
The plethora of measures taken
continue to negatively affect ter-
rorist tactics, techniques, and pro-
cedures (TTPs). Police intelligence,
video and cyber surveillance, the
use of detectors, sensors, and other
technological instruments, stricter
explosives control, together with
many other measures, have made it
possible to prevent or deter major
terrorist plots on Western territory
in the last few years. As noted above,
the majority of the recent terrorist
incidents were spontaneous attacks
on random soft targets with the use
of improvised means.

Nonetheless, the threat of distrib-
uted military-style terror attacks in
areas playing host to large public
gatherings remains. Attacks in
Mumbai (2008), Paris (2015), and
Kenya (2013-2019) are pertinent
past instances. Such actions fit the
IS concept of “cities red with blood”
that aim for mass casualties and max-
imal political and publicity effects.



Tightly knit small groups have ex-
ecuted this type of mission. They
consist of well-trained, battle-tested,
and dedicated cadres (e.g., storm-
troopers and suicide operators).
Critical infrastructure and sensitive
economic targets, such as energy fa-
cilities, airports, urban mass transit
systems, and the tourism sector, also
remain exposed to potential care-
fully planned attacks.

ix, the technology factor.
Instrumental changes in ter-
rorist TTPs could come with the
fast progress of robotic warfare
developed in re-
cent armed con-

conflict zones ranging from the
Sahel to Myanmar. It will not be
long until terrorists start applying
harassment drones to target large
public gatherings and critical in-
frastructure nodes. A vast pool of
skilled drone operators from cur-
rently active war zones around the
world is already available, which
could make it easier to transfer
technology and experience to ter-
rorist actors.

A related concern is the “digital
front” Terrorist actors will soon
have access to mission-planning
tools powered by
artificial  intelli-

flicts, primarily
in the Ukrainian
theater.  Modern

technologies  like
aerial unmanned

The “terror sharks” will
continue their hunting
season in the muddy wa-

ters of global instability.

gence—again,  if
not already. In the
meantime, the in-
ternet serves, even
more than before,

systems, naval un-
crewed platforms,
or long-range ballistic missiles
will become available to VNSA
very soon—if not already (the
recent Houthi strikes against in-
ternational shipping lanes and
Israel speak to the latter point).
They can be delivered from states
or purchased on the free market
(as happened with man-portable
air defense systems in the 1970s).
Weaponized commercial drones,
modified for strike and/or recon-
naissance-surveillance missions,
are already in active VNSA use in
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as an enabler and
force multiplier in
the field of online radicalization and
recruitment, propaganda, fund-
raising, tactical expertise sharing,
and operational coordination, not
to mention cyber-attacks against
critical infrastructure.

Second Wind?

Terrorism is a complex and
transforming phenomenon
that has gone through ebbs and
flows throughout history. In the

present conditions of global secu-
rity meltdown, fragmentation of the
geopolitical landscape, intensifying
strategic competition, and shifting
power balances, terrorism can get a
second wind after a certain period
of relative decline.

In the evolving security environ-
ment, “novel” terrorism will likely
emerge as being internet-centric,
spatially distributed, techno-en-
abled, and partially state-sup-
ported. At the same time, it will
continue to gravitate to certain
geocultural regions of the world
and operate in the framework of
countering-modernity ideolog-
ical projects. Terrorism will have
its chemistry with ongoing wars,
armed conflicts, and crises, either
performing as a proxy force of one

of the involved state parties or an
autonomous third party.

Given evolving conditions, rel-
evant state actors (and inter-
state organizations) will need to con-
sider revising their counterterrorism
strategies vis-a-vis the new incarna-
tions of this phenomenon. However,
it is essential to note that even the
most effective strategies and their
practical applications will not lead to
the complete eradication of the ter-
rorist threat; at best, such measures
will mitigate it to an acceptable level.

That being said, even this out-
come is presently impossible, given
the circumstances. This implies that
the “terror sharks” will continue
their hunting season in the muddy
waters of global instability. so
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Uncharted Rebellion

The Shifting Frontiers of
Left-Wing Extremism

José Pedro Ziiquete

or readers of Baku
FDialogues, a journal dedi-
cated to fostering intellec-

tual exchange across the Silk Road
region, the study of left-wing ex-
tremism (LWE) offers a lens into
global ideological currents that res-
onate even in this historically rich
and geopolitically and geoeconomi-
cally significant area. The Silk Road
region, stretching from the South
Caucasus to Central Asia, has long
been a crossroads of cultures, ideas,
and political movements. Today, it
faces many of the same challenges
of radicalization and extremism
that afflict other parts of the world,
though often in unique local forms.

While much attention in security
discourse has focused on right-wing

and Islamist extremism, left-wing
extremism remains under-exam-
ined, despite its evolving presence
and potential to influence social
and political stability. This paper
explores the shifting dynamics of
LWE, a phenomenon that, while
less studied, is no less relevant to
understanding the ideological bat-
tles shaping modern countries—
including those belonging to the
Silk Road region—where anti-state
sentiments, extreme environmental
activism, and resistance to techno-
logical overreach could find fertile
ground amid rapid development
and historical grievances.

A. recent academic inquiry into
the state of research on coun-
terterrorism and violent extremism

José Pedro Ziiquete is a Principal Researcher at the Social Sciences Institute, headquartered
in Lisbon. His research focuses on political extremism and ideologies and publishes
extensively on topics such as nationalism, identity politics, political violence, and the
intersections of religion and politics. He is the author of The Identitarians: The Movement
against Globalism and Islam in Europe (2022) and the editor of the Palgrave Handbook
of Left-Wing Extremism (2023). The views expressed in this essay are his own.

noted that left-wing extremism was
“largely ignored” by researchers,
with respondents identifying this
gap as significant. The under-re-
searched nature of LWE stems from
several factors.

First, insufficient research on
LWE derives from a historical focus
on right-wing extremism. The
politics of memory, as studied by
Western scholars, plays a key role
here. The historical

the case of LWE, the rationale in
those circles is that its self-desig-
nated values—such as anti-discrim-
ination, anti-racism, and anti-fas-
cism—are more aligned with the
values of wider society than those
of other extremisms.

Since they are seen as radicalizing

a Western society’s core values
rather than clashing with them,
LWE is accepted as inherently
less  threatening.

experience of fas-

This deduction

cism and Nazism, Today, the Silk Road re-  reinforces a more
and the way their gion faces many of the lenient view of

legacies are por-
trayed in collective
memory, have con-
vinced many that

same challenges of radi-
calization and extremism

that afflict other parts of

left-wing extremist
manifestations—
which may not
even be perceived

extremism  from the world, l‘hough Oﬁei’l N as extremist by

the right poses the unique local forms. many Western
most  destructive or Western-
threat to the sta- influenced re-

bility of liberal democracies. This
construction of collective memory,
portraying right-wing extremism as
the ultimate, dangerous “Other,” fa-
cilitates the perception of left-wing
extremism as a lesser evil—justi-
fying comparatively less attention
and resources devoted to its study.

Second, ideological biases and
priorities within Western ac-
ademia and government bureau-
cracies influence the allocation
of resources and focus on certain
types of extremism over others. In
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searchers—and justifies practi-
tioners demoting it in the hierarchy
of democratic and security threats.

hird, this research imbalance

stems from perceptions of a
reduced threat. In the last decades
of the twentieth century—especially
between the 1960s and 1980s—left-
wing, anti-colonial, and anti-impe-
rialist political violence was ram-
pant in the West and the developing
world, often described as the “third
wave” of terrorism. Compared to
that period, the threat and lethality



of left-wing armed resistance today
seem to have faded, along with their
revolutionary ideological origins
steeped in various interpretations
of Marxism as well as one thread of
the legacy of communist statecraft,
namely the export of revolution
through violent means.

The quasi-absence, especially in
Western democracies, of abduc-
tions, bank robberies, hijackings,
bombings, and murder campaigns
help explain the limited attention
from researchers and practitioners
from the turn of the century to
the present day. The widespread
sentiment is that LWE is not as
pressing a topic as it once was. This
disregard has generated a signifi-
cant blind spot regarding features
of left-wing extremism, such as
intimate knowledge of its milieus,
internal  dynamics, discourses,
drivers of radicalization, and vio-
lent manifestations.

g rguably, this asymmetry be-
tween research on LWE and

other forms of extremism might be
justifiable given data showing that
contemporary left-wing groups and
networks have been less lethal than
right-wing and Islamist groups
in terms of political violence.
However, a broader analysis—in-
cluding violence during mass pro-
tests, riots, site evictions, confron-
tations with law enforcement, and
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physical targeting of political ri-
vals—reveals a more serious scope
of left-wing political violence. This
includes injuries, particularly to
police officers and ideological op-
ponents, rather than just fatalities.

The notion advanced by some
scholars that “far-left violence is
mostly about property” as a justifi-
cation for less scrutiny should not
obscure the reality of non-lethal vi-
olence or the possibility that lethal
violence could reemerge or inten-
sify in the near future. Moreover,
the neglect of LWE as a subject of
study has left many non-violent di-
mensions unexplored, such as vocal
extremism and its consequences for
sowing division, disillusionment,
and extremism, and otherwise af-
tecting the public sphere.

This neglect has been more pro-
nounced in universities and social
sciences departments throughout
the West than in Western think
tanks orintelligence agencies, which
have tracked the phenomenon over
the years. However, the Western
academic landscape appears to be
shifting, which will likely affect de-
velopments in academia in the rest
of the world. An increasing number
of scholars, mostly based in the
West, are examining extremism on
the left, with notable developments
such as the publication of the first
academic handbook on left-wing

extremism in 2023 and a spike in
studies addressing both its ideolog-
ical and non-ideological drivers.

A Vast Landscape

Before exploring  current
trends in left-wing ex-
tremism, one last issue warrants
consideration: its  definitional
complexity. LWE encompasses a
variety of ideological trends and
belief systems, a challenge that has
onlyintensified since the turn of the
century. Traditionally, it has been
divided into two major branches:
communism and anarchism, with
sub-varieties in between. Both, in
different ways, strive for a utopian
new order of a free community of
equals, clashing with the world as
it exists.

hislandscape has grown more
complex in the twenty-first
century with the

by its proponents as an oppressive
system that must be dismantled.
This multiplicity of causes, often
pursued simultaneously, amplifies
the diversity and fluidity of LWE
milieus.

With this rapidly evolving land-
scape in mind, what follows is a
condensed overview of the major
drivers and trends in contem-
porary LWE and potential new
directions.

Directions in Left-Wing
Extremism

Not all possible trends are

covered here, but rather

the most dominant and often in-
terrelated ones. Some represent a
continuation or intensification of
older dynamics, while others have
emerged in response to new soci-
etal and technolog-

rise in the West of

ical developments.

a new Identitarian This paper explo”es the

left, driven by a shifting dynamics of left-

For clarity, they

radical-progressive  wing extremism, a phe- ~ are grouped under

ideology fixated on 10101101 that is relevant
to  understanding  the
ideological battles shaping

marginalized iden-
tities based on race,
gender, and sexual

three main cate-
gories of struggle
(ideological-political
‘wars, culture ‘wars,

orientation. At its /710dern countries, includ-  and  civilizational
core lies an inter- ing those belonging to the  ‘wars’) though these

sectional battle

Silk Road region.

struggles frequently

against what is seen

intertwine.



deological-political wars come

in the following sub-categories:
the anti-state / anti-police duo, mil-
itant antifascism (or “Antifa”), and
several others. Each will be sur-
veyed in turn.

Anti-state militancy can be in-
cluded under a broader definition
of anti-government extremism
(AGE), a term that

key driver of far-left radicalization.
Attacks on off-duty police officers
have also occurred.

This confrontation is often ex-
pressed through radicalized collec-
tive protests and street battles, epit-
omized by the direct-action tactic of
Black Blocs, where targets include
state and corporate property as

well as police per-

researchers  have
typically  applied

sonnel. In France,

LWE encompasses a variety  yhere Black Bloc

to right-wing ex- 0f ideological frends and be- tactics have been
tremism, but which  Jief systems, a challenge that ~ prominent in

is equally relevant ;¢ only intensified since the anti-government

here. A defining
feature of LWE has

turn of the century.

protests, a National
Gendarmerie re-

been its rejection of

the state as violent, tyrannical, and
evil—an authoritarian and exploit-
ative system beyond redemption,
seen as the source of systemic and
civilizational crises where force
against it is often deemed legitimate.

A recent Europol trend report
highlighted that government agen-
cies and their personnel are primary
targets for left-wing and anarchist
extremists. Closely tied to this is a
deep-seated sentiment against the
police, often viewed as the “attack
dogs” of the system. A 2021 report
focused on EU member states noted
that clashes with police—whether
during mass protests, demonstra-
tions against political opponents,
or evictions of squatters—are a
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port observed that
the most common slogans used by
militants express hatred of the state,
law enforcement, and capitalism.

However, this anti-state stance
can, in certain contexts, adopt a nu-
anced form when the state appears
to align against left-wing extremists’
adversaries. In such cases, these
groups strategically operate under
the state’s umbrella, exploiting
mechanisms that target their ideo-
logical opponents to advance their
own agenda.

In the United Kingdom, the
non-crime hate incident (NCHI)
framework, which records per-
ceived hostile acts without crim-
inal charges, risks incentivizing

left-wing extremism. Its low ev-
idential  threshold—relying on
subjective perceptions of preju-
dice—enables activists to weap-
onize reports against right-wing
figures, prompting police visits
to their homes despite no crime.
High-profile cases, like Harry
Miller’s 2019 NCHI for “trans-
phobic” tweets, highlight this po-
tential for abuse. In 2020, a British
judge condemned the practice,
stating, “In this country we have
never had a Cheka, a Gestapo, or
a Stasi. We have never lived in an
Orwellian society” Such measures
may embolden groups like Antifa
to escalate from reporting to direct
actions, perceiving state support for
their “anti-hate” agenda.

ilitant  anti-fascism, or

“Antifa,” is another major
driver of LWE. This decentralized
social movement blends commu-
nists, socialists, and anarchists in a
self-designated countermovement
aimed at resisting

activism, such as “doxing” to dis-
close private information of far-
right activists, aiming to silence and
stigmatize them.

The Antifa proclivity for street vi-
olence, visible in settings from the
United States to Western Europe
and even Brazil, gained promi-
nence during events like the 2020
protests and riots driven by the
Black Lives Matter (BLM) move-
ment in the US., where a study
showed the presence of Antifa el-
ements significantly increased the
risk of violence.

Some researchers describe the
violence perpetrated by Antifa ele-
ments as “reactive,” “restrained,” or
even ethical, arguing it is justified
as self-defense against the greater
evil of fascism. However, this view
overlooks the conceptual stretching
of “fascism” into a blanket term de-
nouncing any group or movement
deemed hostile to the militants’

communist, anar-

and defeating fas-

chist, or radically

cism through vi- For clarity, left-wing extre-  socialist worldview,
olence. Antifa  mism trends are grouped weakening the an-
operates through . /00 three main catego- ti-fascist justifica-

both street ac-
tivism—using con-
frontational violence

ries of struggle (ideologi-
cal-political ‘wars, culture

tion for violence.

The notion of

against  far-right wars, and  civilizational - controlled violence
protests,  gather- ‘wars’) though these strug-  also fails to account

ings, and individ-  oles frequently intertwine.

for numerous inju-

uals—and  digital

ries to police and



ideological opponents or instances
where Antifa activists have used le-
thal weaponry. In Germany, for ex-
ample, authorities have issued suc-
cessive alerts about well-organized
left-wing extremist violence, with
the head of the Berlin Agency for
the Protection of the Constitution
warning that such groups would not
shy away from killing if necessary.

In 2023, the national president
of the same agency noted an un-
restrained escalation of LWE vio-
lence against state power and po-
litical opponents, raising concerns
about potential terrorist structures
emerging. This has included
physical assaults on Alternative
fur Deutschland (AfD) members,
arson, property destruction, and
even online “death lists” of AfD
politicians with bomb-making
instructions. In 2023, members of
the “Hammer Gang,” a left-wing
extremist group with a prominent
female leader, received prison
sentences for violent attacks on
right-wing extremists, causing sig-
nificant injuries.

In France, too, Antifa faces judi-
cial scrutiny, as authorities target
groups perceived to engage in vio-
lent antifascist activism, prompting
defenses from far-left political allies.
In 2025, the French interior minister
announced a procedure to poten-
tially dissolve the Jeune Garde, an
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antifascist group founded in 2018
and active in seven cities with over
100 members. Authorities accuse
the group of violent attacks on far-
right activists, citing “Antifasquad”
Telegram posts and a 2024 Paris
metro assault.

This trend also reflects cumulative
extremism, where the rise of one
form of extremism catalyzes others
to counter it, often spiraling into vi-
olence. In the U.S., the growth of the
White nationalist Alt-Right spiked
Antifa militancy, visible during
the 2020 BLM riots. In Western
Europe, rising far-right support
creates a “state of emergency” in the
Antifa mindset, though the inten-
sity of this reciprocal radicalization
varies by country.

Yet, it cannot be overstated that
Antifa’s anti-state ideology is not ab-
solute and can shift when the state
targets their far-right adversaries,
transforming it into a perceived
ally. In such instances, left-wing
extremists leverage state actions to
justify and amplify their militant
campaigns.

In Germany, the May 2025 de-
cision by the Federal Office for
the Protection of the Constitution
(BfV) to label the Alternative fiir
Deutschland (AfD)—the coun-
try’s largest opposition party—as
a “confirmed right-wing extremist

endeavor” could spur left-wing
extremism. Although the BfV
claimed it had gathered “definitive
evidence” in making the determi-
nation, less than a week later its of-
ficials suspended the classification
while a court case continues and
instead labeled AfD a “suspected
case” As both classifications en-
able surveillance and may signal
state-sanctioned targeting of AfD
(including cuts to state funding
for its political activities), this
could embolden Antifa and sim-
ilar groups to escalate attacks on
its members. Perceiving this as
tacit approval, left-wing extrem-
ists might intensify street con-
frontations or digital harassment,
viewing AfD’s marginalization as
justification for militant anti-fas-
cist actions.

our additional trends bear

mentioning in this context.
First, off-the-grid clandestine LWE
cells may reemerge in response to
increased state repression, with
signs of this in Germany.

Second, Antifa violence could
spill across borders, as seen in
2023 when foreign Antifa militants,
some linked to Germany’s Hammer
Gang, attacked perceived neo-
Nazis in Budapest. The German
and Italian citizens that were in-
volved in these assaults faced varied
outcomes: some received prison
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sentences, others face ongoing
trials in Hungary and Germany,
and one of the Italians, elected to
the European Parliament on Italy’s
Green-Left Alliance list, gained
immunity. The alleged German
leader, accused of orchestrating the
attacks, remains at large.

Third, foreign fighters with
combat experience abroad—such
as a German citizen who fought
in Syria and assaulted right-wing
extremists, or a French citizen with
Syrian links sentenced in Paris for
leading a “terrorist conspiracy”
against the state—represent a
growing concern, though data re-
mains scarce.

Fourth, broader anti-system
goals are increasingly inserted into
specific  intersectional protests,
such as the US. coalition against
“Cop City” in Georgia, advocating
extreme anti-police messages, or
the storming of a Tesla factory near
Berlin by activists aiming to “over-
come” capitalism.

Beyond Europe, a wave of van-
dalism and arson attacks, promi-
nent in early 2025, targeted Tesla
vehicles, dealerships, and charging
stations, particularly in the United
States but also in Canada, reflecting
a fusion of anti-corporate and
anti-system sentiments prevalent
in LWE milieus. These incidents,



which escalated following Elon
Musk’s appointment to lead the
U.S. Department of Government
Efficiency (DOGE) under the new
Trump Administration, reflect a
fusion of anti-corporate and an-
ti-system  sentiments prevalent
in LWE milieus. Within the LWE
framework, these attacks align
with broader anti-capitalist and
anti-technological narratives,
targeting Tesla as a symbol of
corporate power and Musk as an
influential political figure who
has become associated with the
Trump Administration, which LWE
deplore.

Culture Wars

C ulture “wars”—struggles
over values, ideals, and the
sociocultural future of societies—
have long fueled polarization and
extremism in the West and else-
where. Today, a major cleavage
revolves around the rise of a
left-Identitarian movement, often
termed “Wokeness,” identified by
some scholars as a potential driver
of LWE.

This belief system operates within
a Manichean framework of good
versus evil, uplifting historically
marginalized groups while op-
posing a hegemonic system of op-
pressive forces like systemic racism,
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white supremacy, patriarchy, and
heteronormativity. This mindset
fosters a desire for purification, ex-
pressed in efforts to dismantle edu-
cational systems, cultural heritage,
and monuments, and to censor or
cast out adversaries.

hese traits reflect monism—a

dogmatic thought pattern
where everything stems from one
simple truth, and dissent is in-
valid—as well as features shared
by both right- and left-wing au-
thoritarianism, such as moral abso-
lutism, preference for social unifor-
mity, prejudice toward outsiders,
and punitiveness toward enemies.
This mental attitude increases the
potential for political violence,
moving beyond intimidation into
physical attacks against the system
and its supporters.

Emerging trends include vio-
lent advocacy for pro-transgender
policies, with signs in extreme
transgender activism like a notable
presence in Antifa street confronta-
tions, online calls for a “trans day
of vengeance,” and instances like
the fatal shooting at a Nashville
Christian school by a trans in-
dividual, justified by the Trans
Resistance Network as a response
to the perceived “genocidal eradi-
cation” of trans people in America.

Civilizational Wars

Civilization “wars” come in
two basic forms: climate
activism and technology. Climate
activism, though heterogeneous,
intersects with left-wing extremist
ideas and practices, including ef-
forts to sway climate protection
protests.

Eco-extremism, or violence to
protect the environment, has a de-
cades-long history but has remained
marginal. Recent years, however,
have seen the rise of eco-apoca-
lyptic movements like Fridays for
Future, Extinction Rebellion, Last
Generation, and Just Stop Oil,
which adopt desperate, confronta-
tional approaches to avert climate
catastrophe.

These groups focus on non-vio-
lent disruptive tactics—blockades,
traffic obstruction, and vandalizing
art—but authorities have cracked
down on their illegal activities,
with prison sentences issued in
2023 and France briefly dissolving
the collective Les Soulévements de
la Terre over eco-terrorism claims,
a decision later annulled.

Within these groups, van-
guardist thinking—
self-representation as an episte-
mologically privileged group with
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exclusive access to truth and a mis-
sion of ecological salvation—poses
risks to democracy. Proposals from
groups like Last Generation for
climate governing bodies to rule
populations and curtail freedoms
undermine popular sovereignty.
The coupling of anti-pluralism with
anti-constitutionalism could break
down democratic order.

Additionally, apocalypticism
fosters a “last resort” mentality,
with eco-terrorism seen as the only
solution. A founder of Germany’s
Ende Gelande, classified as left-
wing extremist by Berlin’s Office for
the Protection of the Constitution,
predicted a more militant move-
ment cycle, potentially resembling
a “Green RAF, akin to the Red
Army Faction terrorist group of the
1970s-1990s.

Similar dynamics appear in the
U.S. with eco-guerrilla networks
like Deep Green Resistance, re-
flecting climate change as an
ideological driver of terrorism and
a “threat multiplier” in security
research.

Another front targets
technology itself  Anti-
civilizationism equates the tech-
no-industrial system with evil,
uniting primitivists, radical en-
vironmentalists, and insurrec-
tionary anarchists inspired by Ted



“Unabomber” Kaczynskis 1995
manifesto on technology’s desta-
bilizing effects, titled “Industrial
Society and Its Future.”

Today, critical infrastructures—
power lines, pipelines, railways,
and 5G networks—are targeted
through sabotage and arson as part
of a campaign against the “machine
world” In the 2020s, Europols
TE-SAT reports—annual assess-
ments of terrorism trends in the
EU based on member state data—
have consistently highlighted the
increasing focus of left-wing and
anarchist extremists on digital so-
ciety, advanced technologies, and
5G infrastructure.

Beyond physical attacks, cyber
disruptions are also possible. A
recent U.S. Homeland Security
assessment warned of emerging
technologies like Al enabling new
destructive methods against critical
infrastructure. Anti-technology
terrorism could ex-

anarchist leader’s call from prison
to maximize damage to the “me-
gamachine,” including its human
operators.

Waves of the Future

he late David Rapoport, a

renowned U.S. scholar of
political violence, had pondered
whether the recent surge in right-
wing terrorism might herald a
“global Fifth Wave” of terrorism.
Yet, the next wave may prove far
more complex and ideologically
tangled than those of the past, pro-
pelled by digital acceleration and
a growing tendency toward a “mix
and match” approach to ideologies,
rather than the uniform adoption
seen historically.

This shift fragments extremism
into looser networks, lone actors,
and hybrid ideologies, reshaping
the terrain of radicalization. For left-

wing  extremism,

tend to humans, as

this transformation

seen in Kaczynski’s Ultimately, the interplay of ~ is particularly ev-
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actions like the
Mexican group Indi-
vidualists Tending

tential not only to escalate
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embraced by many
activists, united by
a shared collapsist
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otechnology scien-
tists, or an Italian

ist waves yet to come.

driven by climate
apocalypse and the

techno-industrial system—as a call
to dismantle the current order. This
narrative cuts across traditional left-
right divides, opening the door to
fluid convergences among diverse
individuals and groups, each with
differing post-collapse visions but
aligned in their declinist outlook
and chaotic tactics. The fact that
Kaczynski garners admiration from
both eco-guerrillas and eco-fascists
exemplifies this unlikely alignment,
hinting at future possibilities.

Beyond the West, where
these dynamics are most
documented, states in the Silk
Road region and elsewhere could
draw comparative lessons from
this ideological fluidity, as local
grievances and global influences

might similarly blur boundaries
and spawn unexpected alliances.
Ultimately, the interplay of tech-
nology, environment, and collapse
holds the potential not only to es-
calate far-left extremism but also
to forge strange new coalitions, re-
defining the terrorist waves yet to
come.

The resurgence of left-wing
extremism, with its hybridized
ideologies spanning antifascism,
anti-technology  sabotage, and
intersectional radicalism, demands
not only further research on
what admittedly is a complex and
fast-moving  environment  but
also adaptive counterterrorism
frameworks to ensure the stability
of states and regions. o
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A Region without Statelessness?

How Central Asia Proved It Is Possible

Sergiu Gaina

where you were born but never

having the right to call it home.
No passport, no identity document,
no access to education, healthcare,
or legal employment. Every visit to a
government office ends the same way:
“We have no record of you.”

Imagine living in the country

For hundreds of thousands of
people in Central Asia, this was their
reality. Statelessness—where a person
is not recognized as a national (cit-
izen) by any country—left them in
limbo, unable to fully participate in
society. It meant exclusion from essen-
tial services, vulnerability to exploita-
tion, and a life spent on the margins,
with no clear path to change.

But things have changed. Over
the past decade or so, Central
Asia has led the world in ending

statelessness. The region has solved
one-third of all statelessness cases
globally—a clear demonstration
that with sufficient political will and
strategic action, this problem can be
eradicated. Since 2014, more than
220,000 formerly stateless people
in Central Asia have acquired na-
tionality (citizenship), making it
one of the most successful regions
in the world in reducing stateless
populations.

Two countries—Kyrgyzstan
(in 2019) and Turkmenistan (in
2024)—have done something re-
markable: they have resolved all
known cases of statelessness on
their territories. While new cases
may still emerge, their numbers
are expected to be minimal, par-
ticularly as governments continue
strengthening legal safeguards.

Sergiu Gaina is the Statelessness Officer at UNHCRS Representation to Central Asia, based
in Almaty. Previously, he served in various roles within UNHCR in Moldova focusing on
refugee protection, government liaison, and legal assistance for forcibly displaced and
stateless people. Before joining UNHCR, he worked as a legal advocate specializing in
asylum and statelessness cases. The views expressed in this essay are his own.

Statelessness in the region has

its roots in the dissolution of

the Soviet Union,

The impact has been profound.
For some, acquiring citizenship
meant securing

which left hun-
dreds of thousands
without citizenship.

Over the past decade
or so, Central Asia has

legal employment
and planning for
a future that once

For many, adminis- led the world in ending  seemed impos-

trative barriers, gaps

statelessness.

sible. For others, it

in nationality laws,
and complex bureaucratic proce-
dures prolonged the situation. Some
individuals lost their identity docu-
ments due to circumstances beyond
their control, leaving them unable to
work, travel, or access essential ser-
vices such as healthcare. Others in-
herited statelessness, as their parents
were also left without a nationality.
Thanks to coordinated government
action, external support, and sus-
tained expert advocacy, Central Asia
has moved from being a region with
a significant stateless population to
one that is leading efforts to resolve
statelessness.

The adoption of the Ashgabat
Declaration on Ending Statelessness
in Central Asia in 2024 marked
a turning point, reaffirming the
region’s commitment to ensuring
every person has a legal identity.
The Declaration outlines eight
strategic ~ directions,  including
enhancing statelessness  deter-
mination procedures, ensuring
universal birth registration, and
facilitating cross-border citizenship
confirmation.
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meant the ability to
register their children, breaking the
cycle of statelessness for the next
generation.

As the world shifts from the
UNHCR-led #IBelong Campaign
to the Global Alliance to End
Statelessness, Central Asia is at the
forefront of efforts to make state-
lessness a thing of the past. The
success of this region serves as an
inspiration for the world, demon-
strating that statelessness is not an
impossible problem—it is a solv-
able one.

Two National Success Stories

r I ‘wo  countries—Kyrgyzstan
and  Turkmenistan—have

demonstrated that ending stateless-
ness is both possible and achievable
through a combination of strong
political will, targeted legal reforms,
and collaboration with civil society
and international organizations.

The Kyrgyz Republic made his-
tory in 2019 by becoming the first



country in the world to resolve all
known cases of statelessness. This
unprecedented achievement was
the result of years of systematic ef-
forts, which consisted of three basic
elements.

First, a nationwide campaign
to identify and document state-
less people. With

certificates regardless of their par-
ents’ status. The government also
aligned its nationality laws with
international standards, closing
loopholes that previously led to
new cases of statelessness.

The impact of these actions was
immediate and profound. Once
invisible to the

the support of
UNHCR and civil
society  organiza-
tions, Kyrgyz au-
thorities conducted
extensive outreach
programs, even in

The Kyrgyz Republic made
history in 2019 by becom-
ing the first country in the
world to resolve all known
cases of statelessness.

state, thousands of
people could sud-
denly access edu-
cation, healthcare,
and employment.
For families that
had been stateless

remote and hard-

to-reach areas. Mobile legal clinics
played a key role in ensuring that
no stateless person was left behind.

Second, strong  partnerships
with civil society. The efforts of
Ferghana Valley Lawyers Without
Borders, led by Nansen Award
winner Azizbek Ashurov, were very
important in this success. Their
work, often carried out in collabo-
ration with local government insti-
tutions, ensured that over 13,000
stateless people obtained Kyrgyz
nationality.

Third, legislative reforms to
prevent future cases. Kyrgyzstan
implemented universal birth regis-
tration, ensuring that all children
born there would receive birth
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for generations, ac-
quiring nationality was more than
a legal victory—it was the begin-
ning of a new life with security and
dignity.

In 2024, Turkmenistan granted
nationality to its last known
group of stateless people. The
country also took important steps
to prevent statelessness from
re-emerging. Three of the most
important will be briefly listed
here.

First, introducing one of the
world’s most detailed Statelessness
Determination Procedures.
Turk-menistan created a strong
legal framework based on good
practices from France, Georgia,
Hungary, Moldova, and Spain. This

procedure helped identify stateless
people, issue them proper docu-
mentation, and support their access
to citizenship.

Second, acceding to both UN
Statelessness Conventions. In 2021,
Turkmenistan became the first and
(so far) only country in Central Asia
to accede to the 1954 Convention
Relating to the Status of Stateless
Persons and the 1961 Convention
on the Reduction of Statelessness.
This marked a significant step to-
ward aligning its legal framework
on statelessness with international
standards.

Third, achieving universal birth
registration. Turkmenistan adopted
laws to ensure all children are regis-
tered at birth, no matter their par-
ents’ nationality or legal status—an
important step to

Other Central Asian
Successes

ile the Kyrgyz Republicand
Turkmenistan were the first
to resolve all existing statelessness
cases, the three other Central Asian
countries—Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan,
and Tajikistan—have also made im-
portant progress in reducing the
number of stateless people and pre-
venting new cases from arising.

Kazakhstan has taken several steps
to address statelessness through
legal reforms, targeted identification
campaigns, and prevention mea-
sures. Three of the most important
will be mentioned here.

First, identifying and documenting
stateless people. In partnership with
UNHCR and civil

prevent new cases
of statelessness.

tions, Turkmenistan
resolved stateless-
ness in its terri-
tory and became

Kazakhstan has taken
several steps to address
With these ac- statelessness through legal
reforms, targeted identifi-
cation campaigns, and
prevention measures.

society  organiza-
tions, Kazakhstan
launched  nation-
wide efforts to iden-
tify undocumented
individuals at risk of
statelessness or with
undetermined na-

a global leader in

efforts to end statelessness. It was
the first Central Asian country
to join the new Global Alliance
to End Statelessness and is com-
mitted to sharing its experience
with others.
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tionality. Thousands
were documented, with many con-
firmed either as citizens or stateless
persons eligible for legal status. This
helped bring many people out of legal
limbo and improved their access to
rights and services.



Second, introducing stateless-
ness  determination  procedures.
Kazakhstan was the first country
in Central Asia to adopt (in 2020)
a statelessness determination pro-
cedure (SDP) without acceding
to either of the UN Statelessness
conventions. This shows that coun-
tries may follow different paths
to tackle state-

applies broadly, in practice, regis-
tration is more consistent for chil-
dren born in medical institutions.
Expanding outreach and ensuring
flexible procedures remain key to
reaching every child.

Kazakhstan’s experience high-
lights the benefit of combining legal
reform with prac-

lessness. Some,

like Turkmenistan, Tajikistans

accede to the con- shows how flexible legal
measures and outreach
and documentation efforts
can bring tangible results.

ventions and then
incorporate  the
standards into na-
tional law; others,

tical outreach. Its
efforts show that
there is no single
formula for ending
statelessness—dif-
ferent  strategies
can be adapted to

experience

like  Kazakhstan,

align their legislation as a first step
toward possible accession. The
Kyrgyz Republic followed a similar
approach, becoming the second
country in the region to introduce
an SDP (in 2025) before joining
the conventions. These procedures
allow stateless people to be formally
identified, access basic rights, and
eventually apply for naturalization.
Kazakhstan’s early adoption of the
SDP helped close protection gaps
and provides an alternative option
for other countries.

Third, ensuring birth registration.
Legal changes now guarantee that
all children born in Kazakhstan
are entitled to birth registration,
regardless of their parents’ nation-
ality or legal status. While the law
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national  contexts
while moving toward the shared
goal of inclusion and legal identity
for all.

Tajikistan has made steady
progress in reducing state-
lessness by introducing practical
legal tools, expanding documenta-
tion efforts, and strengthening co-
operation with UNHCR and civil
society. Summaries of three of the
most important outcomes follow.

First, identifying people at risk.
Since 2014, Tajikistan has worked
with UNHCR and its civil society
partners to identify stateless people,
those with undetermined nation-
ality, or at risk of statelessness. By
the end of 2024, over 60,000 indi-
viduals had been identified—about

70 percent were women and girls.
Most were found during targeted
registration exercises in four re-
gions. Over 90 percent of those
identified received support to con-
firm or acquire Tajik citizenship.

Second, providing legal path-
ways through an amnesty. In 2019,
Tajikistan adopted a law on amnesty
for stateless people

accession. In 2023, the country’s
president signed a National Action
Plan under the Human Rights
Strategy, which includes the devel-
opment of a statelessness determi-
nation procedure and consider-
ation of joining the conventions.

Tajikistan’s experience shows
how flexible legal measures and
outreach and doc-

and foreigners _
residing in the Uzbekistan

country

The law, which
remained in effect
until 2022, created

has made
without some of the most sub-
formal legal status.  stantial contributions to
resolving statelessness in ~ tween the gov-

Central Asia

umentation efforts
can bring tangible
results. Continued
cooperation  be-

ernment and civil
society has created

opportunities  for

individuals previously excluded
from residence permits or citizen-
ship procedures to regularize their
stay and, where eligible, acquire
nationality. It applied to various
groups, including people with ex-
pired foreign residence permits,
holders of USSR documents, un-
documented individuals in border
areas, and those lacking proof of
nationality. As a result of its im-
plementation, the law has helped
resolve the cases of about 9,000
people.

Third, building the foundation for
future reforms. Although Tajikistan
is not yet party to either the 1954
or 1961 UN statelessness conven-
tions, steps have been taken toward
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momentum  that
may lead to deeper legal reforms
and further reduce the risk of state-
lessness in the future.

Uzbekistan has made some of
the most substantial contri-
butions to resolving statelessness in
Central Asia, reflecting the scale of
its challenge and its strong commit-
ment to inclusion. Among the many
measures Tashkent has taken, three
will be emphasized.

First, establishing pathways to
citizenship. In 2020, Uzbekistan
adopted important amendments
to its citizenship law, allowing
stateless people who had been per-
manent residents since before 1995
to acquire Uzbek nationality. This



reform offered a durable solution
to tens of thousands of people who
had lived in the country for decades
without citizenship.

Second, resolving the largest
number of cases in the region. Since
2014, over 93,000 stateless people in
Uzbekistan have acquired citizen-
ship—the highest number among
Central Asian countries. This in-
cludes naturalized individuals and
those whose citizenship was recog-
nized under national procedures.
Many had lived in Uzbekistan for
decades, often as former Soviet cit-
izens who had never obtained the
nationality of a successor state. By
addressing this legacy through legal
improvements as well as targeted
outreach, Uzbekistan has signifi-
cantly reduced statelessness on its
territory, with fewer than 20,000
people remaining stateless as of the
end of 2024 and efforts continuing
to resolve the remaining cases.

Third, preventing future cases
through birth registration. Legal re-
forms introduced in 2018 guarantee
that all children born in Uzbekistan
can be registered at birth, regard-
less of their parents’ nationality or
legal status.

Uzbekistan’s approach illustrates
how sustained political will and in-
clusivelegal reforms can bring trans-
formative results. The country’s
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achievements are an important part
of Central Asia’s collective progress
toward ending statelessness, and its
experience offers valuable insights
for other countries addressing sim-
ilar challenges.

Remaining Challenges

Despite significant progress
in reducing statelessness,
Central Asia continues to face a
number of complex and interlinked
challenges, of which seven will be
discussed below. While political will
remains strong and the Ashgabat
Declaration offers a coordinated
regional framework for action, cer-
tain legal, administrative, and so-
cio-economic barriers persist.

These issues risk leaving wvul-
nerable people behind and also
threaten to undermine the hard-
earned gains of the past decade.
Understanding these remaining
challenges is essential to sustaining
progress, ensuring everyone is
included, and informing the next
phase of action. Highlighting what
still needs to be done to end state-
lessness provides a fuller picture
of the journey from progress to
permanence.

One, statelessness  determi-
nation procedures. Among
the most pressing challenges is

the incomplete or underdevel-
oped system of SDPs across sev-
eral Central Asian countries. While
Kazakhstan, the Kyrgyz Republic,
and Turkmenistan have formally
introduced SDPs, their imple-
mentation varies in effectiveness.
Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, on the
other hand, have yet to introduce
procedures that align fully with in-
ternational standards. The absence
of these mechanisms leaves many
stateless people without a pathway
to recognition or legal status, often
relegating them to live in legal in-
visibility for years.

The lack of a harmonized ap-
proach to SDPs also results in incon-
sistencies across the region. Without
regionally aligned

communities moved freely across
what are now international borders,
living, working, and intermarrying
without encountering today’s ad-
ministrative barriers. These long-
standing patterns of movement and
residence mean that many people
today have complex personal his-
tories that do not neatly align with
current legal categories, making it
challenging to prove citizenship or
qualify for it.

wo, citizenship — acquisition
processes. Acquiring citizen-

ship in Central Asia can be long and
challenging, especially for stateless
people or those seeking naturaliza-
tion. In most countries in the region,
dual citizenship is not allowed. This
means that indi-

criteria for defining
statelessness,  in-

similar set of facts
may be recognized
in one country but
not in another. This

Highlighting what still needs
dividuals with a fo be done to end stateless-
ness provides a fuller pic-
ture of the journey from  before

progress to permanence.

viduals who wish
to become citizens
must give up their
current nationality
applying.
However, there are
usually no legal

legal ambiguity is

particularly problematic in cases
involving people with ties to more
than one Central Asian state.

While the shared Soviet legacy
has significantly shaped docu-
mentation systems and citizenship
frameworks, cross-border familial
ties and mobility in this region pre-
date the Soviet Union. Historically,
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guarantees that
their application will be approved.
As aresult, they may find themselves
without any nationality during the
process—a period of legal limbo in
which they are effectively stateless.
During this time, they may not be
able to access basic services.

The absence of clear safeguards
worsens this problem to ensure



that someone’s original citizenship
is only given up once new citizen-
ship is officially granted. Without
such protections, applicants risk
being permanently excluded if their
naturalization is denied or signifi-
cantly delayed. The naturalization
procedures themselves are often
long, complicated, and hard to nav-
igate. This uncertainty discourages
people from applying, especially if
they cannot access legal advice or
afford the administrative costs.

The consequences of these ob-
stacles extend beyond the people
directly affected. Individuals who
remain stateless cannot fully par-
ticipate in society or contribute to
the formal economy, affecting their
well-being and broader social and
economic development. The impact
can also be passed down to their
children. Unless governments ad-
dress these gaps—through simpler
and more inclusive procedures—the
goal of ending statelessness in the
region will remain out of reach.

hree, the burden of proof and

legal complexity. Stateless
people are often asked to show
many documents to prove who they
are, where they are from, or where
they have lived. This is especially
hard for people who have lived
most of their lives without any of-
ficial papers. They may be asked to
provide documents like old Soviet
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passports, residence permits, their
parents’ birth certificates, or letters
from embassies saying they are not
citizens of another country. For
many, collecting all these papers is
almost impossible.

They may give up on the process
if they do not have free legal help
or clear instructions in a language
they understand. This problem
is even worse in remote or rural
areas, where legal support and
government services are harder
to reach. Also, as countries in the
region move more services online,
stateless people often do not have
the digital skills or technology
needed to use these systems. This
can prevent them from registering
or getting the help they need.

Four, a persistent gap in birth
registration. Even though laws
in Central Asian countries now re-
quire all children to be registered at
birth, these laws are not always fol-
lowed in practice. This is especially
true for children born outside hos-
pitals or to parents who do not have
legal documents. In some cases,
families must go to court to prove
that a child was born. This process
can take a lot of time, is legally com-
plicated, and costs more than many
families can afford.

When a child does not have
a birth certificate, they are at

immediate risk of becoming state-
less—especially in countries where
being registered at birth does not
automatically make a child a citizen.
Without documents, these children
might not know they are excluded
until they try to start school, see
a doctor, or apply for an identity
card. In Tajikistan, for example,
there are fees for registering a birth
late, which can stop low-income
parents from finishing the process.
This creates a cycle where children
grow up without legal identity and
face many barriers later in life.

Five, lack of accurate and dis-
aggregated data. One of the
biggest challenges in addressing
statelessness is that many stateless
people are not counted in official
data. They are often left out of na-
tional registration systems and
household surveys. The Ashgabat
Declaration calls for better data
collection and more transparency,
but putting this into practice is still
uneven across the region.

National censuses are great op-
portunities to identify people who
are stateless or undocumented.
But because Central Asia is a vast
region, with many people living in
remote areas or are on the move for
some or even most of the year, it
can be difficult to reach everyone.
Some individuals may not take part
in the census because they do not
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have identification documents or
are afraid of contact with govern-
ment officials.

As more services and data collec-
tion move online, these groups may
become more excluded. Without
accurate data, governments cannot
plan effectively. They may miss im-
portant information, such as how
many children need school places,
how many families need social
support, or how many doctors are
required in different communities.

Six, vulnerabilities  linked
to gender, age, and dis-
ability. Although nationality laws
in Central Asia generally allow
both women and men to pass on
their nationality to their children
equally, certain groups continue to
face greater risks of statelessness in
practice. Women, children, older
persons, and persons with disabil-
ities are particularly vulnerable due
to a combination of legal, social,
and economic barriers that limit
their access to documentation and
legal identity.

In many families, especially in
rural areas or where household
income is low, men are often the
primary income earners and may
travel abroad for work. When fami-
lies decide whose documents to pri-
oritize, the father frequently obtains
a passport or other identity papers,



while the mother and children re-
main undocumented. If the father
becomes absent or unreachable,
the remaining family members
may struggle to obtain documents
on their own. Mothers may face
administrative hurdles or hidden
requirements—e.g., presenting the
father’s documents or presence—
that make it difficult to register
their children, even when the law
does not explicitly require it.

Children born at home or outside
of medical facilities are especially at
risk of missing out on birth registra-
tion. Without legal proof of birth,
they may face barriers to enrolling
in school, accessing health care, or
being included in social protection
systems. These early gaps can result
in a lifetime of exclusion.

Older persons who never transi-
tioned from Soviet-era documen-
tation to citizenship of a successor
state often remain undocumented.
Many lack the financial resources,
mobility, or support networks
needed to resolve their legal status,
which leaves them unable to access
pensions, health care, or other
public services.

Persons with disabilities also face
unique challenges. Physical, com-
munication, and environmental
barriers can prevent them from
traveling to registration offices or
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understanding the procedures re-
quired. In some cases, they may be
dependent on caregivers who them-
selves are undocumented, making
the process even more complex.
Without accessible services and
inclusive outreach, persons with
disabilities risk being further mar-
ginalized and excluded from their
rights.

These groups are not inherently
stateless, but they are more likely
to become or remain stateless
without targeted action. Human
rights principles require that all in-
dividuals have equal access to legal
identity and nationality, regardless
of gender, age, disability, or social
status. Addressing these vulnerabil-
ities calls for inclusive and acces-
sible procedures, outreach tailored
to different groups’ needs, and re-
moving legal and practical barriers
that prevent people from claiming
their rights.

Seven, overlooked and hard-
to-reach populations at risk
of statelessness. In addition to the
groups already discussed, some
people are still being left out of ef-
forts to end statelessness. These in-
clude individuals with unclear or
undetermined nationality, people
in detention without documents,
and members of ethnic or linguistic
communities who face exclusion.
Because these groups are often not

counted or included in national
data, their numbers and needs re-
main largely unknown.

People held in detention facilities
without identity documents are
especially at risk. They may not
receive legal help or fair treatment
without proof of nationality. After
release, they often struggle to rein-
tegrate into society. In addition, no
specific process exists to determine
if detainees are stateless or at risk of
statelessness. This leaves their legal
status unresolved for years.

Statelessness also affects people’s
mental health. Living for years
without recognition or legal iden-
tity can lead to stress, hopelessness,
and mistrust of institutions. This
is especially painful for those who
have lived their whole lives in one
country but are still not accepted as
citizens.

These challenges underscore that
legal reforms alone are not enough.
Many people will remain excluded
from solutions
without inclusive

principles of equality, dignity, and
the right of every person to belong.

The Way Ahead

nanimously adopted by the

five Central Asian states
in November 2024, the Ashgabat
Declaration represents both a
historic milestone and a for-
ward-looking roadmap for regional
cooperation. It marks the transi-
tion from the ten-year #IBelong
Campaign to the broader and
more inclusive Global Alliance to
End Statelessness, while affirming
the extraordinary achievements of
the past decade. With more than
220,000 people having acquired
nationality in the region since
2014, Central Asia has become a
global leader in efforts to resolve
statelessness.

More than a reflection of past
progress, the Ashgabat Declaration
setsouta forward-looking roadmap.
It presents a regional commitment
to eliminating
residual cases

sustained outreach,
and Dbetter data.
To truly end state-

Central Asia, efforts must
be intensified and guided

preventing  new
ones, and ensuring
that no one is

lessness in Central Dy the principles of equal-  |eft  behind. It
Asia, efforts must ify, dignity, and the right of  reaffirms Central

be intensified and

every person to belong.  Asias  dedication

guided by the

to human dignity,



legal identity, and equality before
the law.

Ending statelessness is es-
sential to achieving the
UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development, the centerpiece
of which is the 17 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs)—
particularly SDG16 on inclusive
societies and access to justice and
SDG10 on reducing inequality.
Far beyond being a legal anomaly,
statelessness is a fundamental
driver of exclusion and margin-
alization. It undermines nearly
every development priority, from
education and health to employ-
ment, gender equality, and social
cohesion.

The  Ashgabat  Declaration
recognizes this link. By ensuring
that every person possesses a legal
identity and enjoys access to rights
and services,

-ness will remain a central pillar of
the pledge to “leave no one behind.”

The opportunity to align national
and regional actions with the
initiatives of the United Nations
Economic and Social Commission
for Asiaand the Pacific (UNESCAP)
brings additional momentum.
The UNESCAP-coordinated
platform “Get Every One in the
Picture” emphasizes universal
civil registration and vital statistics
systems—a cornerstone for ending
statelessness.

The  Ashgabat  Declaration
reinforces this priority. Achieving
universal birth registration across
the region will require continued
legislative reform, outreach to
marginalized communities, and
the removal of administrative
and financial barriers. As
countries prepare for the Third

Ministerial Con-

Central Asian
countries advance

Far beyond being a legal

ference on Civil
Registration  and

human rights, anomaly, statelessness is Vital Statistics in
strengthen gover- a fundamental driver of  Asia and  the
nance, build more exclusion and margin- Pacific, scheduled
resilient societies, alization. It undermines for June 2025,

and promote incl-
usive development.
As  the region

nearly every development
priority, from education

Central Asia is
poised to demon-
strate how cross-

works toward the @nd health to employ-  sectoral action can
2030 Agenda, the ment, gender equality, close gaps and

commitment to
eliminate stateless

and social cohesion.

strengthen  legal
identity systems.

ith the launch of the

Global Alliance to End
Statelessness, Central Asia has a
new platform to share its experi-
ences and shape global solutions.
Turkmenistan has already joined
the Alliance, reaffirming its com-
mitment to international coopera-
tion. Other countries in the region
are well-positioned to contribute
through leadership, innovation, and
peer exchange. The diverse experi-
ences across Central Asia—from
Turkmenistan’s full accession to the
UN Statelessness Conventions, to
Kazakhstan’s early introduction of
a statelessness determination pro-
cedure, and Kyrgyzstan’s historic
resolution of all known cases—
offer valuable and complementary
models that can inform and inspire
efforts beyond the region.

Uzbekistan’s citizenship reforms
and Tajikistan’s amnesty law
show that bold national policies,
supported by international
cooperationand publicengagement,
can produce transformative results.
Central Asia’s collective experience
offers practical tools, lessons, and
inspiration for other countries
tackling similar challenges.

The Global Alliance provides a
peer exchange, innovation, and
collaboration platform. Through
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participation in the Alliance,
Central Asian countries can
continue to shape global solutions
by sharing their expertise,
hosting study visits, supporting
legal and policy development,
and continuing to reform their
systems in line with international
standards.

entral Asia has already

demonstrated that stateless-
ness is not an intractable problem,
but a human rights challenge that
can be solved through vision, in-
clusion, and sustained commit-
ment. The decade of action under
the #IBelong Campaign has laid a
strong foundation. The next phase
must build on that legacy—not just
with technical reforms, but through
systems that are accessible, inclu-
sive, and centered on the dignity of
every person.

The Ashgabat Declaration, the
Global Alliance to End Statelessness,
the 2030 Agenda, and the
UNESCAP regional platform form
a comprehensive framework. With
continued regional cooperation
and global engagement, Central
Asia is well-positioned to become
the first region in the world to
fully eradicate statelessness—
transforming a decade of progress
into a lasting legacy of inclusion. sp



[ mesecen

Leading Technology
company in Azerbaijan

- Professional staff: 500+

- Product and services: 50+

- International and local
partners: 1000+

Company values

- People

- Integrity
- Courage
- Progress

AzIinTelecom
Cloud

- As Azerbaijan's largest cloud provider,
AzInTelecom drives the country’s digital
transformation with TIER IIl, ISO-certified
Data Centers, forming the largest
availability zone in the South Caucasus.
Under Presidential Decree No. 1138 (2016)
AzInTelecom was entrusted with
establishing the Government Cloud
(G-Cloud) to enhance efficiency, security,
and integration of state IT resources.

In addition AzInCloud platfom,
AzInTelecom delivers secure and
scalable cloud services to government
entities, businesses, and individuals,
supporting Azerbaijan’s digitalization
and innovation

O

Information
Security services

- AzInTelecom provides Information
Security Services, including
cybersecurity audits, consulting, and
Security Operations Center
(SOC as a Service) to help businesses
safeguard their digital assets.

These services enhance cybersecurity
resilience, ensuring robust protection
against threats for organizations

and clients

D AZINTELECOM

LET'S BUILD

A DIGITAL
FUTURE
TOGETHER

SiMA

- This platform provides secure digital
services, including SIMA imza
(cloud-based e-signature), SIMA KYC
(identity verification), SIMA Access
(secure login management), SIMA Pay
(digital payments), and SiMA Token
(virtual e-signature for secure
authentication). Integrated with 210+
state e-portals, SIMA imza is legally
recognized as a handwritten signature,
enhancing digital security and
accessibility in Azerbaijan

1

AzInTelecom
Infosystems

AZINTELECOM

- AzInTelecom's Centralized Information
Systems drive innovation management
and data collection across various fields
while ensuring secure and transparent
digital services. A key role includes
managing the International Mobile
Equipment Identity (IMEI) system,
preventing unauthorized device use
and enhancing mobile network integrity

Youth and
innovations
support initiatives

- Hackathon & Competition Support
- Annual internship programs

www.azintelecom.az

ALMA MATER STUDIORUM
UNIVERSITA DI BOLOGNA

MASTER OF SCIENCE IN
AGRICULTURAL AND
FOOD SYSTEMS
MANAGEMENT

within ltaly-Azerbaijan university project

www.ada.edu.az/apply




Progress in Ending
Statelessness in Europe

Sam Mosallai

urope is home to almost
ESO0,000 stateless people or
people with undetermined
nationality, mainly due to the dis-
solution of the former Soviet Union
and the former Yugoslavia over three
decades ago. Other causes of state-
lessness in Europe include the lack of
safeguards to prevent children from
being born stateless, gaps in universal
birth registration, and, to a lesser ex-
tent, the deprivation of nationality as
a counterterrorism measure. Many
Roma, particularly those residing in
Southeastern Europe, are stateless
or at risk of statelessness due to per-
sistent discrimination against them.
Additionally, due to the lack of ded-
icated statelessness ~determination
procedures found in many countries
in Europe, many stateless migrants
cannot enjoy the rights to which they
are entitled under international law.

Statelessness threatens a person’s
core identity by denying them the
right to a nationality, which affects

their sense of belonging. Stateless
people cannot access basic rights
such as going to school, working le-
gally, accessing healthcare, or getting
married. Resolving statelessness ben-
efits the wider society. Providing chil-
dren with citizenship reduces vulner-
ability and ensures access to essential
rights and services while helping
reduce social tensions, leading to
more inclusive and resilient societies.
Stateless individuals also represent an
untapped workforce, who, if allowed
to incorporate into the formal labor
force, could contribute to national
economies.

Statelessness in Europe

Most countries in Europe
are party to the two UN
Statelessness Conventions: the 1954
Convention Relating to the Status
of Stateless Persons (1954) and the
1961 Convention on the Reduction
of Statelessness (1961). The 1954
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documents, travel
documents, and administrative
assistance. The 1961 Convention
requires states to implement legal
safeguards to prevent statelessness at
birth or later in life, particularly in
cases of loss or renunciation of na-
tionality or state succession.

Cyprus, Estonia, and Poland are
the last three of the 27 EU member
states that are not yet state parties
to either Statelessness Convention,
in addition to 5 non-EU coun-
tries (Andorra, Belarus, Monaco,
the Russian Federation, and San
Marino). France, Greece, Malta,
Switzerland, and Tiirkiye are state
parties to the 1954 Convention but
not to the 1961 Convention.

hildren born to parents

of unknown nationality,
stateless parents, or parents who
are unable to transmit their na-
tionality to their offspring face
risks of prolonged stateless-
ness in the majority of coun-
tries in Europe. This is due to a
lack of or insufficient legal safe-
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a state’s territory
to acquire its nationality if they
would otherwise be stateless. Its
importance is further reinforced by
international human rights instru-
ments such as the UN Convention
on the Rights of the Child (1990) of
the International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights (1976), both of
which reaffirm every child’s right to
acquire a nationality.

Additionally, nationality laws
must include provisions to grant
nationality to children born to na-
tionals abroad who would other-
wise be stateless. Another essential
safeguard is the presumption of na-
tionality for foundlings (children of
unknown parentage) to ensure they
are considered nationals of the state
in which they are found.

Currently, the nationality laws
and administrative procedures in
26 countries in Europe lack safe-
guards against statelessness at birth
that benefit all children born state-
less in the country.



Moreover, the difficulties in
registering all children at
birth, the lack of awareness of the
importance of birth registration,
and the incorrect or incomplete reg-
istration of births remain key chal-
lenges in some successor states to
the former Soviet Union, in Central
Europe, Southeastern Europe, and
Tiirkiye. Documentary evidence re-
quirements, fees, unawareness of the
importance of birth registration, and
discrimination are all obstacles to
universal birth registration.

Birth registration is crucial for the
prevention of risks of statelessness.
Individuals may be at risk of stateless-
ness if they have difficulties proving
their links to a state. Lack of birth reg-
istration can create such a risk. This is
because birth registration documents
contain information about where a
person was born and who their par-
ents are—key pieces of information
needed to establish which nationality
a child can acquire. Certain groups
may face unique challenges, partic-
ularly children born out of wedlock
(including those conceived as a result
of gender-based violence), nomadic
populations, and children of non-cit-
izens, such as refugees and migrants.

In some cases, proof of parental
marriage can determine whether a
child is registered at birth and granted
nationality. Many civil laws either
prohibit women from registering the
births of their children in all circum-
stances or allow them to do so only in
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exceptional cases. These legal and ad-
ministrative barriers increase the risk
of statelessness, preventing children
from accessing fundamental rights
and protections.

In parts of Europe, particularly
in Western Europe, stateless-
ness primarily occurs in a migra-
tory context. In such circumstances,
a  Statelessness  Determination
Procedure (SDP) helps to identify
stateless persons and ensures that
they are granted the rights to which
they are entitled until they acquire a
nationality.

Without a formal SDP, stateless per-
sons may remain invisible within mi-
gration and asylum systems, unable
to access basic rights and services.
An effective SDP helps establish legal
status, granting individuals residency
rights, access to work, healthcare,
and education, while also facilitating
pathways to naturalization.

Additionally, SDPs contribute to
better data collection and policy de-
velopment, enabling governments
to implement targeted solutions for
preventing and reducing stateless-
ness. SDPs help protect fundamental
human rights and promote long-
term inclusion by identifying and
addressing statelessness within mi-
gration systems.

A total of 18 countries and territo-
ries in Europe have dedicated state-
lessness determination procedures

and protection frameworks in place
to ensure that stateless persons who
migrated there are identified and can
enjoy the rights they are entitled to
under the 1954 Convention. These
are Albania, Belgium, Bulgaria, Czech
Republic, France, Georgia, Hungary;,
Iceland, Italy, Latvia, Moldova,
Montenegro, the Netherlands, Spain,
Tirkiye, Ukraine, and the United
Kingdom, as well as Kosovo (all
references to Kosovo should be un-
derstood in full compliance with UN
Security Council Resolution 1244
(1999)). However, some of these ex-
isting mechanisms lack procedural
safeguards, as set out in UNHCRS
Handbook on Protection of Stateless
Persons. In Croatia, Slovenia,
Slovakia, and Switzerland, the law
provides for rights and/or a legal
status for stateless persons based on
their statelessness, but lack dedicated
determination mechanisms.

A Decade of Achievements

A Ithough it may seem complex,

tatelessness is solvable with
political will and coordinated ac-
tion. UNHCR’ #IBelong Campaign,
launched in 2014 with the goal of
ending statelessness by 2024, focused
on promoting legal reforms, raising
awareness, and supporting initia-
tives that help stateless individuals
acquire nationality. While countries
have made significant achievements,
further steps are still needed to fully
resolve statelessness and ensure
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the rights and inclusion of stateless
people in Europe.

During the High-Level Segment on
Statelessness (HLS) and the Global
Refugee Forum (GRF) in 2019, the
2023 GRF and the 2024 HLS, more
than 30 states in Europe, intergovern-
mental organizations, and civil so-
ciety groups pledged to take action to
address statelessness. To date, about
one-third of the pledges made have
been implemented, while another
third is on track to be completed.
This reflects the political will and de-
termination of other key actors across
Europe to resolve statelessness, as ev-
idenced also by commitments made
through other mechanisms like the
Universal Periodic Review (UPR).

part from states, regional in-

ergovernmental  organiza-
tions such as the Council of Europe
and the Organisation for Security
and Co-operation in Europe play a
vital role in addressing statelessness
in Europe by promoting compliance
with relevant legal frameworks and
advocating for policy reforms.

The Council of Europe has estab-
lished key legal instruments to safe-
guard people’s right to a nationality,
including the European Convention
on Nationality (1997) and the
Convention on the Avoidance of
Statelessness in Relation to State
Succession  (2006). The OSCE,
particularly through its Office
for Democratic Institutions and



Human Rights (ODIHR) and the
High Commissioner on National
Minorities (HCNM), focuses on
preventing and reducing stateless-
ness as part of its broader work on
human rights and the protection of
minorities.

n December 2015, the EU

Council adopted the first ever
Conclusions on statelessness, which
led to the launch of the European
Migration Network Platform on
Statelessness in 2016. The platform
was established to promote the ex-
change of information and good
practices among EU member states.

Under the umbrella of the #IBelong
Campaign to End Statelessness and
with the support of UNHCR and rel-
evant stakeholders, states in Europe
have made significant progress to-
wards the prevention and reduction
of statelessness and the protection of
stateless people. Key achievements
include:

Over the last decade, several
countries across  Europe
have acceded to the Statelessness
Conventions to resolve cases within
their territories. This includes Italy
in 2015, Luxembourg in 2017, and
North Macedonia in 2020. Further,
in 2018 Spain acceded to the 1961
Convention on the Reduction of
Statelessness, while Malta and
Tiirkiye acceded to the 1954
Convention relating to the Status of
Stateless Persons. Iceland acceded to
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both Conventions in 2021. Slovenia is
in the process of acceding to the 1961
Convention. This brings the total of
current states parties from Europe to
the 1954 Convention to 40 and the
1961 Convention to 34.

Thousands of stateless individuals
have received nationality thanks
to decisive action from national
governments across Europe, in co-
ordination with UNHCR and civil
society groups. In Southeastern
Europe, more than 6,000 formerly
stateless people acquired a nation-
ality or had it confirmed since 2014.
For instance, legislative reforms in
North Macedonia allowed 608 out
of 786 known persons at risk of state-
lessness residing there to confirm
their nationality. Several other coun-
tries—including Albania, Armenia,
Estonia, Iceland, Georgia, Greece,
Luxembourg, and Ukraine—have
made efforts to facilitate the natural-
ization of stateless persons, including
through the reduction of residency
requirements or waiver of fees.

At least nine countries in Europe
have introduced safeguards in their
nationality laws to prevent child
statelessness. For example, Albania
adopted a new Citizenship Law in
2020 that grants Albanian citizenship
to all children born in Albania who
would otherwise be stateless. Spain
has had robust safeguards against
childhood statelessness in its na-
tionality law for years, and in 2022
Spanish courts introduced broad

criteria in interpreting applicable
safeguards to allow access to nation-
ality or civil registration for migrant
children born in transit.

Albania,  Bulgaria,  Iceland,
Montenegro,  the  Netherlands,
Tiirkiye, and Ukraine, as well as
Kosovo (UNSCR 1244 (1999)),
have established statelessness deter-
mination procedures (SDPs), while
others have made improvements to
their existing procedures, including
Georgia, Hungary, Iceland, Italy,
and Moldova. In particular, the latter
country is widely considered to have
one of the best SDPs in Europe,
bringing together a number of best
practices.

Several countries in Europe have
tried to increase access to universal
birth registration, including Albania,
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Moldova,
Montenegro, North Macedonia,
Romania, and Ukraine, as well as
Kosovo (UNSCR 1244 (1999)). In
2020, Montenegro had reformed its
procedures to ensure that abandoned
children or those born to mothers
without identification documents
are registered and have access to
nationality.

Addressing Statelessness

s the UN agency entrusted
by the UN General Assembly
with a global mandate to iden-
tify and protect stateless people
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worldwide and to engage in the
prevention and reduction of state-
lessness, UNHCR engages in a
broad range of activities to address
statelessness. UNHCR’s current
mandate on statelessness was con-
solidated in 2006 when the General
Assembly endorsed UNHCR’
Executive Committee Conclusion
No. 106 on the Identification,
Prevention and Reduction of
Statelessness and the Protection
of Stateless Persons. The General
Assembly has specifically requested
UNHCR “to provide technical and
advisory services pertaining to the
preparation and implementation of
nationality legislation to interested
States.”

In implementing its mandate,
UNHCR collaborates with a wide
range of stakeholders in Europe,
recognizing that a coordinated mul-
tistakeholder approach is needed to
find lasting solutions. Key areas of
action include legal and technical
assistance, capacity-building, advo-
cacy, data collection, and direct en-
gagement with stateless people. Each
will be briefly discussed below.

First, technical assistance and
capacity-building. Effective re-
sponses to statelessness in Europe
require sustained support to gov-
ernments in aligning national legal
frameworks with international stan-
dards on the prevention and reduc-
tion of statelessness and the protec-
tion of stateless people. This includes



cooperation be-
tween national au-
thorities,  regional
and international
organizations, legal
experts, and civil
society groups to
ensure that laws and
policies not only ad-
dress the root causes
of statelessness and

UNHCR engages in a
broad range of activities
to address statelessness, in-
cluding legal and technical
assistance, capacity-build-
ing, advocacy, data collec-
tion, and direct engage-
ment with stateless people.

discuss  challenges
and good practices
related to the imple-
mentation of state-
lessness determina-
tion procedures in
the region.

Finally, legal assis-
tance plays a crucial
role in addressing

provide  adequate
safeguards but are also effectively
implemented in practice without
discrimination.

Capacity-building is essential to
equip asylum officials, civil regis-
ters, border guards, and judges with
the knowledge and skills needed to
identify and address statelessness ef-
fectively. Regional and global training
programs such as the statelessness
courses provided by the International
Institute of Humanitarian Law in
San Remo have benefited thousands
of government officials and repre-
sentatives of civil society groups,
enhancing their ability to implement
appropriate legal safeguards.

Cross-border exchange of informa-
tion and good practices is equally im-
portant in strengthening responses
to statelessness. This can be achieved
through study visits, bilateral ex-
changes, and the publication of good
practice documents. For example,
in October 2022, consultations in
Madrid brought together govern-
ment officials from across Europe to
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statelessness, as it
helps individuals navigate complex
legal and administrative procedures
to obtain nationality, civil status
registration, and identity documen-
tation. Strengthening access to legal
aid ensures that stateless individuals
can exercise their rights and prevents
risks of statelessness.

econd, joint advocacy.

Statelessness cannot be resolved
in isolation; it requires collaborative
efforts among governments, UN
agencies, international organizations,
civil society groups, and affected
local communities. High-level events
and advocacy initiatives can be pow-
erful tools in advancing efforts to
address statelessness, as they pro-
vide a platform to build momentum
and an opportunity to strengthen
commitments.

For example, conferences such
as the 2021 Strasbourg Conference
on Statelessness, co-organized
by UNHCR and the Council of
Europe, and the 2023 regional
High-Level Conference on Access

to Civil Documentation and the
Prevention of Statelessness in
South-Eastern Europe, organized
by UNHCR and OSCE, have con-
tributed to renewed commitments
from participating stakeholders.
The latter conference led to a joint
pledge from Albania, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Croatia, Montenegro,
North Macedonia, and Serbia to
resolve all known cases of state-
lessness within their territories and
take measures to prevent children
from being born stateless. Similarly,
a  multistakeholder conference
on Addressing Statelessness in
Europe, organized by the European
Network on Statelessness in Madrid
in 2023, brought together key stake-
holders and helped reinvigorate ef-
forts across various sectors to tackle
statelessness.

These initiatives demonstrate
the impact that strategic advocacy
events can have in mobilizing po-
litical will, fostering collaboration,
and ensuring that statelessness
remains a priority on national and
regional agendas.

hird, generation of data.

Reliable quantitative and
qualitative data on statelessness
are essential for understanding the
scope of the issue, identifying af-
fected populations, and developing
effective policies and interven-
tions. It allows for evidence-based
decision-making, ensuring that
resources are allocated effectively
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and that solutions address the spe-
cific needs of stateless communi-
ties. National statistical offices play
an important role in collecting data
and producing statistics on stateless
populations, including through an-
alyzing civil registration data, con-
ducting population censuses, and
carrying out targeted surveys and
studies.

In close collaboration with gov-
ernments from Europe and civil
society groups operating in the
region, UNHCR has conducted
mapping studies and surveys in
20 countries in Europe (Albania,
Austria, Czech Republic, Croatia,
Denmark, Estonia, Finland,
Iceland, Ireland, Lithuania, Malta,
Norway, Poland, Portugal, Serbia,
Slovakia, Sweden, Switzerland,
Ukraine, and the United Kingdom)
to better understand the size and
profile of the stateless population in
their territory. The UNHCR-funded
ENS Statelessness Index continues
to be the most comprehensive com-
parative tool for assessing the laws,
policies, and practices of countries
in Europe on the protection of state-
less people and the prevention and
reduction of statelessness.

The International Recommen-
dations on Statelessness Statistics
(IROSS), developed by the Expert
Group on Refugee, IDP and
Statelessness ~ Statistics  (EGRISS)
and endorsed by the UN Statistical
Commission in 2023, marks a



significant step toward improving
the availability and quality of data
on stateless populations. The rec-
ommendations provide guidance to
countries on how better to include
stateless persons in their national sta-
tistical systems and thus improve offi-
cial statistics on stateless populations.

ourth, engagement with af-

fected communities. Engaging
with stateless communities is essen-
tial to developing effective and sus-
tainable solutions to statelessness.
Stateless individuals and communi-
ties have firsthand experience of the
challenges and barriers that exist,
making their perspectives invaluable
in shaping policies. Recognizing this,
UNHCR has stepped up its engage-
ment with people with lived experi-
ence of statelessness, ensuring that
stateless people have a platform to
share their perspectives, challenges,
and recommendations.

In recent years, the number of
stateless-led organizations has grown,
strengthening advocacy efforts at
both national and regional levels. The
Apatride Network, a pan-European
stateless-led initiative, has emerged as
a key platform amplifying the voices
of stateless individuals. National-
level organizations have also been
established, such as Unione Italiana
Apolidi in Italy, the Stateless Rights
Collective in the Netherlands, and
Statefree in Germany, all working to
advance the rights of stateless people
and push for systemic change. More
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than ever, stateless people are actively
engaged in decision-making spaces,
influencing policies that directly
affect their lives. However, despite
these advancements, more efforts are
needed to fully center communities
affected by statelessness in efforts to
address statelessness.

Renewed Efforts

n 14 October 2024, UNHCR

launched the Global Alliance
to End Statelessness during its
Executive Committee Meeting in
Geneva. This collaborative platform
brings together governments, inter-
governmental organizations, UN
agencies, stateless-led organizations,
and civil society groups. The Global
Alliance aims to enhance collective
advocacy, galvanize political com-
mitments, and accelerate solutions
to statelessness through a multistake-
holder approach.

A key initiative of the Global
Alliance will be the Solution
Seekers Programme, designed to
mobilize Champion States and
intergovernmental organizations
to set an example in addressing
statelessness. Solution Seeker States
are expected to take practical steps
to prevent and reduce statelessness
domestically, but may also be
called upon to share their practical
approaches with other countries.
(For more on this, see the adjoining
text box.)

The Solution Seekers Programme

All states and regional intergovernmental bodies can become Solution
Seekers. States or regional intergovernmental organizations who wish to
become Solution Seekers need to:

o Be a member of the Global Alliance:

States and regional intergaovernmental organizations must be members of
the Global Alliance and thereby have endorsed the vision and mission of the
Global Alliance.

o Have an active pledge:

Solution Seekers must have one or more active pledges to address
statelessness. These pledges should have been delivered in the context of
events such as the Global Refugee Forums (both 2019, 2023 and future ones),
the 2021 High- Level Officials Meeting, and/or the 2019 High-Level Segment
on Statelessness.

o Have a taskforce or focal point:

A Solution Seeker State must have a Taskforce on Statelessness or a
Statelessness Focal Point at the senior technical level, located within the
ministry most relevant to the implementation of the pledge(s). Alternatively,
a cross-sectoral taskforce can be established if the implementation of pledges
falls across multiple ministries/departments. If a taskforce/focal point is not
yet in place, this needs to be established within 12 months of joining the
Programme.

o Have a pledge implementation and/or a National Action Plan:

Entities must have a time-bound pledge implementation plan with clear,
measurable milestones, developed in consultation with relevant stakeholders,
including stateless people or communities who stand to benefit from the
pledge(s). It is strongly recommended that States formulate a comprehensive
National Action Plan (NAP) to End Statelessness, incorporating the pledge
implementation plan. The NAP or pledge implementation plan must be
established either at the time of joining the Solution Seeker Programme or
within 12 months of joining the programme.

uilding on the momentum
Bgenerated over the past de-
cade to eradicate statelessness in
Europe, efforts continue to focus
on supporting states in adopting
or strengthening mechanisms and
policies to resolve and prevent
statelessness. Collaboration among
governments, international organi-
zations, and civil society groups re-
mains essential to ensuring that the
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rights and inclusion of stateless in-
dividuals are effectively addressed
and upheld.

To effectively address stateless-
ness in accordance with interna-
tional standards, efforts should
continue to focus particularly on
supporting states to:

« Amend legislation to grant na-
tionality automatically at birth or



as soon as possible after birth to
children who would otherwise be
stateless.

Ensure access to universal birth
registration for all children born
on the territory, regardless of the
parents’ ethnicity, nationality,
documentation, or migration
status, and ensure that gaps in
birth registration are closed
through legislation, policies, and
practice.

Establish dedicated procedures
for identifying and determining
statelessness in countries with
migratory stateless populations
to ensure that people can access
their rights, including access to

facilitated naturalization, and
children born to stateless parents
are granted nationality.

Raise awareness among marginal-
ized communities through infor-
mation campaigns and social and
legal assistance, to identify chil-
dren who are not registered and
provide assistance to people to
complete registration procedures.
Engage with stateless people and
people with lived experience
of statelessness to increase un-
derstanding of the problem and
identify suitable solutions.

Renew commitment to address
statelessness by joining the Global
Alliance to End Statelessness. o
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Leaving No One Behind in
Northern and Central Asia

Climate Change, Vulnerable Groups,
and Data-Driven Policymaking

Selahattin Selsah Pasali

ore than four in five
people in Asia and
the Pacific reportedly

face multi-hazard risks associated
with slow or sudden onset climate
events, according to the latest Asia-
Pacific Disaster Report published
by the United Nations Economic
and Social Commission for Asia
and the Pacific (ESCAP). Many
existing hotspots of climate-related
multi-hazards are forecast to inten-
sify. Individuals residing in these
hotspots, often already low-income
and with limited access to basic ser-
vices and infrastructure, will likely
be exposed to more frequent and
intense sudden- and slow-onset
natural disasters.

Noteworthy is the assessment
that migrants, refugees, internally
displaced persons (IDPs), and
stateless persons residing in many
parts of these vast geographic areas
reportedly face even more daunting
challenges in this category, due to
their vulnerable legal status, limited
coping capacity, and access to basic
services and opportunities.

Several countries in Northern
and Central Asia are already
classified asintensifyingoremerging
multi-hazard risk hotspots under
the 1.5- or 2.0-degree Celsius global
warming scenarios. For instance,
close to 10 percent of the population
in Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan

Selahattin Selsah Pasali is a Social Affairs Officer of the Social Development
Division in the Sustainable Socioeconomic Transformation Section at the United
Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP). The
author is grateful for comments provided by Katinka Weinberger, Chief of the
Sustainable Socioeconomic Transformations Section at ESCAP. The views expressed

in this essay are his own.

are forecasted to be exposed to in-
tensifying climate change-related
risks. The Aral Sea basin is a partic-
ular case in point. Over 50 million
people residing around that basin in
Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan,
Turkmenistan, and Kazakhstan are
said to be increasingly vulnerable.

At the same time, new disaster
hotspots are emerging, as well.
For instance, over 15 percent of
the population in

climate change and the “leaving
no one behind” premise of the
UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development. It analyzes several
household surveys collected re-
cently in the Northern and Central
Asia region, using an innovative
empirical methodology. In the con-
text of vulnerability and capacity
to cope with climate change, the
results shed light on the “who” and
the “where” of what are called “fur-

thest behind” indi-

Azerbaijan and
Kazakhstan is ex-

Migrants, refugees, 1DPs,

viduals and house-
holds in that part

pected to live in and stateless persons resid- of the world. The
emerging hotspots.  ing in many parts of Asia  results presented

High water stress 5 the Pacific face daunt- here may inspire

is one of the

major  channels
through which
climate change

ing multi-hazard risks as-
sociated with slow or sud-
den onset climate events.

further academic
research and sup-
port inclusive and
evidence-based

is projected to
impact people in the subregion.
According to the latest Assessment
Report issued by the United
Nations Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change (2021), Central
Asia is warming faster than other
regions, with the implication of
melting glaciers and a loss of snow
and ice sheets. Water scarcity and
increased frequency of drought are
expected. The exposure of energy
infrastructure to climate hazards is
another important impact channel.

This analysis aims to widen the
knowledge base in the context of

sectoral policies as
countries accelerate climate change
mitigation and adaptation efforts.

Intricate Links

Various UN publications point
to the fact that climate change
and rising socioeconomic inequali-
ties are inextricably linked, with
severe adverse effects falling on
the lives and livelihoods of people
living in affected areas. Such effects
are falling especially on marginal-
ized people, like stateless persons,
who live in vulnerable situations



and lack the capacity and resources
to cope with complex shocks.

What is more, there is a broad
spectrum of exposure and vulner-
ability to climate-related risks and
how they affect people through
multiple dimensions. These dimen-
sions include, but are not limited to,
health and food security, health sys-
tems and social services, economy,
displacement, and

behind are lower-income house-
holds living in rural areas, where
more than one in four were ex-
posed to a disaster.

Lower-income households living
in remote areas are also affected
in what are called in UN termi-
nology “small island developing
states,” including the Maldives and
Vanuatu. Exposure to climate-in-

duced disasters was

human  mobility
and urbanization.

in  what
conditions people
live and why can
influence the de-
gree to which they

Climate change and ris-
ing socioeconomic  in-
Where and equalities are inextricably

1 linked, with severe adverse
effects falling on the lives
and livelihoods of people

living in affected areas.

found to be twice
as high in remote
and rural areas as
in urban areas in
Vanuatu. The gaps
were more striking
in the Maldives,
where households
living in the capital

are exposed to cli-
mate change. Lower-income house-
holds living in rural areas are par-
ticularly at risk in some countries,
as shown in detail in ESCAP’s flag-
ship report Social Outlook for Asia
and the Pacific in 2024.

Take the example of Mongolia.
On average, 3.3 percent of house-
holds experienced what is classified
as a climate change-induced di-
saster in 2022. Across the country’s
five regions, the prevalence and
variation of exposure is relatively
low except in Western Mongolia,
where 16 percent of households
were exposed to disasters. Furthest
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were four times
less likely to be affected by disasters
than those living in other atolls.
Without requisite data, such an
analysis is not yet empirically pos-
sible to conduct in Northern and
Central Asia countries.

Furthermore, inequality in ac-
cess to basic services and in-
frastructure amplifies the lack of
resilience and thereby is found to
perpetuate inequalities over time.
Inequality of opportunity can be
high in areas exposed to intensi-
fying or emerging multi-hazard
risks under a 2-degree global
warming scenario.

Take the case of child malnutri-
tion. There is a higher prevalence
and wider variation in stunting
among children under the age of
five in selected disaster hotspots
identified by ESCAP’s Risk and
Resilience Platform. In disaster
hotspots, children living in larger
and lower-income households are
often furthest behind. There are
also disruptions to education in di-
saster hotspots, leading to relatively
weaker human capital accumula-
tion. It is not only children who are
affected, however. A similar picture
emerges in access to basic sanitation
and clean fuel. Inequality in access
to such basic services is higher in di-
saster hotspots than in a country as
a whole, in the cases of Bangladesh,
Mongolia, and Vietnam.

At the same time, sudden- or
slow-onset climate change events
are inevitably triggering the move-
ment of affected people, leading to
an increase in internal displace-
ment numbers and international
migration. While some displace-
ments are short-term and tempo-
rary, others may lead to perma-
nent settlements. As noted above,
migrants, refugees, IDPs, and
stateless persons residing in such
areas face even more daunting
challenges due to their vulnerable
legal status, limited coping ca-
pacity, and access to basic services
and opportunities.
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Agording to the Internal
isplacement Monitoring
Centre (IDMC), a non-govern-
mental organization established by
the Norwegian Refugee Council in
Geneva, Asia and the Pacific accounts
for the majority of IDPs globally due
to natural disasters. Specifically, the
region accounts for over 50 percent
of disaster-induced internal displace-
ment in 2022 and 80 percent of the
worlds internal displacement from
2010 to 2021.

Latest IDMC data from 2023 shows
that close to 22 million people in Asia
and the Pacific were internally dis-
placed due to disasters alone. More
than half werelocated in the South and
South-West Asia subregion, including
Afghanistan,  Bangladesh, India,
Pakistan, and Tirkiye. However, the
Northern and Central Asia region
has so far been spared from large dis-
placements due to natural disasters. In
2023, fewer than 65,000 people were
internally displaced due to natural
disasters, mainly in Georgia and the
Russian Federation. In Azerbaijan,
fewer than 1,692 were internally dis-
placed in 2023.

A Deeper Dive

Understanding the nexus be-
tween climate change and
inequalities inevitably calls for local
empirical analysis, especially in and



around affected cities and human
settlements. Given a lack of micro-
data on exposure, my empirical
analysis below focuses on resilience
and coping capacity in the context of
climate change.

SDG11, which pledges to make
cities and human settlements inclu-
sive, safe, resilient, and sustainable (it
is popularly known under the short-
hand moniker “sustainable cities
and communities”), captures an
important outcome to be monitored
in the context of climate change.
The status of housing conditions in
which individuals live stands out
as an important proxy for exam-
ining their vulnerability to climate
change. Assessing the adequacy of
housing conditionsis

national governments, multilateral
organizations, local authorities,
philanthropies, and civil society
groups) agreed on an empirical ap-
proach based on available data to
take stock of and measure progress
in SDG11. Their approach focused
on fewer dimensions of housing ad-
equacy, mostly due to the availability
of publicly accessible data from na-
tionally representative household
surveys such as Demographic and
Health Surveys (DHS) or Multiple
Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS).

These surveys collect house-
hold-level information on access to
improved drinking water and sani-
tation, the type of materials used in
the walls, floors, and roofs of dwell-

ings, and the living

not straightforward,
however, as it has
multiple  dimen-
sions with limited
data availability.
These dimensions
include, but are not
limited to, access

The status
conditions in which indi-
viduals live stands out as
an important proxy for
examining their vulner-
ability to climate change.

area per house-

of housing hold member.
Households are
considered “de-

prived of adequacy
of housing” if
they are said to be
“deprived” in one

to improved water
and sanitation, sufficient living area,
structural quality, durability and loca-
tion, security of tenure, affordability,
accessibility, and cultural adequacy.

n 2002, UN-Habitat, the UN
Statistics Division, and the Cities
Alliance (an international member-
ship organization that includes
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or more of these
conditions. In the case of housing
materials, if natural or rudimen-
tary materials are used in the walls,
roofs, and floors, the dwelling is
considered to be “inadequate” In
the case of sufficient living area,
housing is deemed “inadequate” if
more than three people share the
same habitable room.

This empirical approach can be
operationalized in the Northern
and Central Asia region, as many
countries undertake either DHS
or MICS and make them publicly
accessible. For instance, Azerbaijan
and Kyrgyzstan have publicly
available data from 2023, while
Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan are
expected to release their 2024 MICS
data soon. This section focuses on
Azerbaijan and assesses housing
conditions primarily at the national
level, with particular attention to
inequality among socioeconomic
and demographic groups.

ccording to this criterion,

61 percent of households
in Azerbaijan live in “inadequate”
housing, as they are deprived in
one or more of the housing con-
ditions elaborated above. In other
words, only 39 percent of house-
holds live in “adequate” housing.
This surprising result is largely
driven by the widespread use of
wood planks in dwellings across
Azerbaijan, which are classified
as rudimentary flooring mate-
rials. In the other five dimensions,
80 percent of households are not
“deprived” at all. In other words,
this surprising result comes down
to the preference for wooden
flooring.

Despite being relatively high,
this national average can mask
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differences across Azerbaijan’s
demographic and socioeconomic
groups. The ESCAP Leaving
No One Behind (LNOB) algo-
rithm can help disaggregate the
national average. This approach
leverages innovative methodolo-
gies in machine learning, such as
Classification and Regression Tree
(CART) analysis, and uses DHS
and MICS in 33 countries across
Asia and the Pacific.

The LNOB methodology fol-
lows objective criteria to identify
the shared circumstances of mu-
tually exclusive groups who live
in significantly different housing
conditions. The circumstances
can be individual, such as age,
gender, level of education, dis-
ability, and migration status,
among others. They can also be
household characteristics, such
as the income level of the house-
holds based on assets they own,
the location of residence, and the
number of children under the age
of 5, among others.

Since the analysis in this section
focuses on household-level out-
come, the circumstances used in
the disaggregation model are also
kept at the household level. The
implication is that age, gender,
and level of education of the head
of household are included in the
model.



ollowing this approach, a

broad range of demographic
and socioeconomic groups are
identified, with two extreme cases.
On one extreme, the group with
the highest prevalence of “inade-
quate” housing is the furthest left
behind. On average, the furthest
behind group will have the highest
prevalence for a negative outcome
like “inadequate” housing. On the
other extreme, the group with the
lowest prevalence for “inadequate”
housing is the furthest ahead. On
average, the furthest ahead group
will have the lowest prevalence for
a negative outcome. There can be
many other groups with different
prevalence between the two, based
on their circumstances.

The most important consider-
ation in disaggregating the prev-
alence of “inadequate” housing is
the selection of demographic and
socioeconomic factors that can ex-
plain who does and does not live
in “inadequate” housing. For this
analysis, five circumstances are se-
lected, namely household wealth,
location, age, gender, and the
educational background of heads
of households. These factors may
drive the differential prevalence
of living in “adequate” housing
conditions.

The LNOB analysis captures
interesting intersections of
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circumstances that leave people
behind. At the national level, the
furthest behind consists of low-
er-income households living in
rural areas with relatively older
heads of households (i.e., aged 46
and above). Among the furthest
behind, 86 percent live in “inad-
equate” housing. In other words,
only 14 percent of the population
in the farthest behind group live
in “adequate” housing (note that
this group represents 22 percent of
all households in the country). On
the other hand, higher-income and
urban households where house-
hold heads have tertiary education
are furthest ahead. Still, 34 percent
of the furthest ahead live in “inad-
equate” housing. Conversely, 66
percent are living in “adequate”
housing.

he analysis can also be re-

peated at the sub-national
level, but doing so in detail is be-
yond the scope of this essay. Suffice
it to say that this indicator also has
wide variation across Azerbaijan,
with Baku being one of a handful of
exceptions. Notably, “inadequate”
housing is much less prevalent
there, where only one-third of the
households live in “inadequate”
housing.

While prevalence is low, the gap
between the furthest behind and
furthest ahead is notably wide.

In Baku, over half of the furthest
behind group live in “inadequate”
housing, while 18 percent of the
furthest ahead group live in “inad-
equate” housing. Unlike in most
other parts of the country, where
the furthest behind groups are
composed of lower-income house-
holds, this is not necessarily the
case in Baku.

At the individual level, while the
gender and educational levels of
household heads rarely matter, the
age of the household head is an
important factor, with households
headed by older persons standing
out with a disadvantage.

Inequalities and Coping
Capacity

Moving beyond exposure
and vulnerability, there are
also gaps in capacity to cope with
climate change-related events. The
survey data referenced above in-
dicates that more than two-thirds
of the population in Asia and the
Pacific report that it is difficult or
very difficult to raise emergency
funds within 30 days. This is a
grave concern due to various crises
faced by the region, be it induced
by climate change, pandemics, or
economic shocks. The fact that
close to half of the population in
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Asia and the Pacific do not have
access to at least one social pro-
tection scheme escalates this
concern, as per the International
Labour Organization’s flagship
World Social Protection Report
(2024-2026).

The LNOB methodology is again
operationalized to measure gaps
in coping capacity (Figure 1). An
alternative data source is used
this time, and results are shared
at the national level only. This
section focuses on eight Northern
and Central Asian countries (i.e.,
Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia,
Kazakhstan,  Kyrgyzstan, the
Russian Federation, Tajikistan, and
Uzbekistan). Overall, 22 percent of
the adult population in the region
can raise emergency funds without
difficulty on average.

Lower-income individuals living
in rural areas are furthest left be-
hind. Among them, 10 percent
can raise emergency funds without
difficulty. The furthest ahead group
consists of higher-income men
with tertiary education. In this
group, 41 percent can raise emer-
gency funds without difficulty.
Such gender gaps are evident only
among relatively higher-income in-
dividuals. Educational attainment
is not helping to close the gap, as
the gaps are similarly wide among
tertiary-educated  higher-income



individuals and lower- or sec-
ondary-educated  higher-income
individuals.

Moreover, the location of resi-
dence is an important driver of in-
equality only among lower-income
individuals. Individuals with lower
incomes living in urban areas are 50
percent more likely to raise emer-
gency funds than lower-income
individuals living in rural areas.

Across the eight countries, there
are some notable differences. While
13 percent of the adult population
can raise emergency funds without
difficulty in Azerbaijan, Georgia,
and Kazakhstan, over 25 percent
of adult populations can do so in
Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and the
Russian Federation. Notably, as
the share of the population that

can raise emergency funds without
difficulty increases, so does the gap
between the furthest behind and
the furthest ahead groups.

Among the furthest behind
individuals, two circumstances
intersect most frequently, namely
income and education. Overall,
having a lower income and less
than secondary education are key
factors that limit the capacity to
raise emergency funds. Among
individuals with a lower income
and a lower education, women
are particularly at risk and left
behind, especially in Kyrgyzstan
and the Russian Federation. The
location of residence is a shared
characteristic of the furthest be-
hind groups only in Azerbaijan,
where the rural population is at a
disadvantage.

Figure 1: Gaps in the Ability to Raise Emergency Funds Across North and

Central Asia (2021)
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Note: The author’s calculations are based on the ESCAP LNOB algorithm applied to the World
Bank Global Financial Inclusion Database (2021).
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oth dig-

Bital and fi- Educationisa far moreim-
nancial inclusion  portant indicator than in-
matter broadly for  cosme, age, gender, or loca-
tion in driving inequalities.

coping  capacity.
Information  and

emergency funds
without difficulty,
especially among
women with lower
or secondary ed-
ucation. Owning

communications

technologies can effectively reach
affected communities and ensure
their access to critical informa-
tion, including early warning mes-
sages. Access to financial services,
including bank accounts and in-
surance, enhances disaster resil-
ience and facilitates recovery from
shocks.

When the preceding LNOB
model is extended with digital
and financial inclusion, the latter’s
importance stands out. At the re-
gional level, access to the internet
can improve the odds of raising

a bank account
is equally important, especially
among lower-income individuals
living in urban areas.

iven their importance,

Figures 2 and 3 focus on
proxy indicators for financial
and digital inclusion, focusing
on countries with available data
in the Northern and Central Asia
region.

Bank account ownership is
nearly universal in the Russian
Federation, where, on average, 90
percent of the population owns

Figure 2: Overview of Gaps in Bank Account Ownership (2021)
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a bank account.
Among the fur-
thest behind in-
dividuals, who
are composed of
lower-income in-
dividuals with pri-

A countrys overall re-
silience against climate  itive picture. At
change depends critically
on how resilient its fur-
thest behind groups are.

Figure 3 offers
a far more pos-

the national level,
average  internet
access rates are
relatively ~ higher

mary or secondary
education, 85 percent own a bank
account. Kazakhstan and Georgia
follow suit, with over two-thirds
of their populations owning bank
accounts. Notably, inequalities
start widening as average owner-
ship decreases. In Azerbaijan, gaps
are wider, with only 25 percent of
the furthest behind owning a bank
account. Comprising 20 percent
of the country’s adult population,
lower-income women with less
than a tertiary education are fur-
thest behind.

ducation is a far more im-

portant indicator than in-
come, age, gender, or location in
driving inequalities. People with
no or primary education are often
left behind. Youth are left behind
in Tajikistan. In Kazakhstan, youth
with less than a tertiary educa-
tion are left behind. An important
policy implication here is that fi-
nancial literacy programs may be
able to help increase bank account
ownership rates across the region,
since demand-side factors (i.e., not
having enough money) may not be
the leading driver of inequality.
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in many countries
and with narrower gaps. As noted
earlier, access to the internet today
is a main source of timely informa-
tion, including early warnings for
climate change-related events.

Therefore, leaving no one behind
in this outcome is a strategic ob-
jective. Between 80 and 90 percent
of the population had access to
the internet in Armenia, Georgia,
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and the
Russian Federation. In Azerbaijan,
two-thirds of the population had
access to the internet in 2021 (the
last year of available data, and this
figure is likely to have gone up in
the interim), notably with widest
gaps between the furthest behind
and the furthest ahead groups.
Rural and lower-educated individ-
uals are furthest behind. Note that
this is a tiny group, representing 7
percent of the population.

Across the subregion, again,
education matters most. Women,
especially those who have a lower
income and a lower education,
are left behind in Tajikistan and
Uzbekistan.

Evidence-Based Public
Policy

Leaving no one behind in sus-
tainable development im-
plies that inequalities in exposure,
vulnerability, and capacity to cope
with climate change events are
tackled immediately. A country’s
overall resilience against climate
change depends critically on how
resilient its furthest behind groups
are. There are several policy areas
where urgent action is needed to
support climate change adapta-
tion and mitigation. These include,
among others, climate change pol-
icies, disaster reduction policies,
social protection policies, housing
policies, and active labor market
policies.

Data holds the key to ensuring
that sectoral policies are based

on evidence. From design phase
to implementation, monitoring
and evaluation, a broad range of
data, including administrative,
survey, and geospatial data
must be leveraged and analyzed
with innovative and rigorous
methodologies. Since children,
women, older persons and persons
with disabilities, migrants, refugees,
IDPs, and stateless persons are said
by the UN to be disproportionately
affected by climate change, policies
must be inclusive and evidence-
based to reinforce the need for
adaptation and mitigation measures
that address underlying inequalities
faced by people in vulnerable

situations.

dentifying the furthest be-
hind households and tracking
them over time should inform
the design and implementation

Figure 3: Overview of Gaps in Access to Internet (2021)
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of policies. When
expected  results
are not achieved,
policies must cor-
rect their course.
The results pre-
sented on furthest
behind groups in
terms of vulner-
ability to climate

Identifying the furthest be-
hind households and track-
ing them over time should
inform the design and im-
plementation of policies.
When expected results are
not achieved, policies must
correct their course.

social  protection
policies can be
strengthened with
more data analysis
and digital tech-
nologies, as they
can facilitate the
identification and
registration of in-
dividuals and link

change (i.e. “inad-
equate”  housing)
and coping capacity (i.e. ability to
raise emergency funds, ownership
of bank accounts, and access to
internet) in Northern and Central
Asia can help governments as well
as private sector and civil society to
take requisite action in leaving no
one behind.

Furthermore, it is important
to highlight that the LNOB
methodology employed in this
paper does not lend itself to
causal interpretation. As such,
further research is needed in each
country better to understand
the relationship between climate
change and inequality. Rigorous
empirical methodologies that can
establish causality should be used,
especially when assessing the
impact of sectoral policies.

he role of data collection
and analysis is gaining more
traction as digitalization unfolds as
a global megatrend. For instance,
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social  protection
databases to na-
tional identification systems and
civil registries.

Analyzing administrative and
census data can help identify
individuals eligible to receive social
protection but are missed in the due
process. In the area of forecasting,
data and emerging technologies
play a crucial role as well.

dentifying and forecasting cli-

mate risks are far better today
than in the past. This is thanks to
significant advances in climate sci-
ence and achievements in geospa-
tial data analysis with digital tools.
In the context of early warning
systems, there is an urgent need to
report on and improve the status
of its multi-hazard early warning
system in the Northern and Central
Asia region, given that some of
the countries in the region (in-
cluding Azerbaijan) are among the
top 10 countries across Asia and
the Pacific with populations most

exposed to emerging climate risk
hotspots. Considering the specific
challenges faced by people in vul-
nerable situations,

coordination, and dissemination
of statistics on vulnerable groups.
Standardizing  definitions for

statistical measure-

it is important to
mainstream  their
needs and voices
throughout social
protection systems.

Notwithstanding
data for inclusive

and evidence-based
policies, there is

Notwithstanding the cru-  in
cial role of data for inclu-
sive and evidence-based
policies, there is an un-
met need for solid in-
the crucial role of Vestments in data collec-

ment and inclusion
census  or
nationally  repre-
sentative  house-
hold surveys are
highly needed. In
this way, indicators
related to many

tion and stronger natio-  other SDGs, in
nal statistical systems.

addition to SDG11
and, implicitly,

an unmet need for

solid investments in data collection
and stronger national statistical
systems. Without interoperability
across data systems and platforms,
analyzing policy-relevant questions
becomes nearly impossible.

qually important is the lack

of data on certain groups of
people living in vulnerable situ-
ations. Due to a lack of complete
data on internally displaced per-
sons and stateless persons, let alone
migrants and refugees, the prelimi-
nary results elaborated earlier com-
pletely miss these important groups
of people.

The  recommendations  put
forward by the Expert Group on
Refugee, IDP and Statelessness
Statistics (EGRISS) are crucial
in guiding the produc-tion,
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SDGS8 (decent work
and economic growth) and
SDG17 (partnerships), can also be
disaggregated to account for these
vulnerable groups.

he Northern and Central

Asia region stands out as
having gained significantly from
collecting and analyzing data to
inform a wide array of policies in
the context of climate change. In the
area of household surveys, there is
room for significant improvement.
First, the frequency of household
surveys needs to increase. Second,
the modules of standard household
surveys should be expanded to
include more indicators relating
to climate change. Finally, making
such surveys accessible to all can
help broaden the knowledge base
for inclusive and evidence-based
policies. o
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Review Essay

Introducing Hafiz Pashayev’s
An Ambassadors Manifesto

Damjan Krnjevi¢ Miskovi¢

means something like a wise and respected elder of the

community from whom one traditionally seeks advice. Hafiz
Pashayev is widely acknowledged as the agsaqqal of the country’s
diplomatic service.

T here is a word in the Azerbaijani language—agsaqqal—which

And the book we are here to celebrate is an important element in
explaining this status he deservedly enjoys.

Now, before Hafiz m. came to be widely regarded as the agsagqal of
Azerbaijani diplomacy, he became a founder (fondatore) of “new modes
and orders,” as a Florentine political philosopher of the highest rank
memorably put it centuries ago [NM, D I:pr.1]. In fact, Hafiz m. founded
two such new modes and orders: Azerbaijan’s diplomatic presence
in Washington in November 1992, and, here in Baku, the Azerbaijan
Diplomatic Academy in March 2006, which in January 2014 was granted
a charter and thus officially transformed, following the founder’s original
intention, into ADA University.

Damjan Krnjevi¢ Miskovic is Professor of Practice at ADA University; Director
for Policy Research, Analysis, and Publications at its Institute for Development and
Diplomacy; and Co-Editor of Baku Dialogues. This text is a slightly revised and
expanded version of the author’s remarks delivered to an audience of ambassadors
and heads of delegation accredited to Azerbaijan at the launch event of the English
translation of Hafiz Pashayev’s book, An Ambassador’s Manifesto: The Birth of
U.S.-Azerbaijan Diplomatic Relations - The First Ambassador’s Story (Baku:
Sharg-Garb, 2025), on 5 May 2025 at the Baku Book Center. The views expressed in
this essay are his own.
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We are here this evening to discuss his memoir of this first founding,
titled An Ambassador’s Manifesto. A memoir of the second—or
at least on the pedagogical and state-building logic informing this second
founding—is yet to come.

As a founder—but even more broadly—“in every phase of his life, at
every position he has held, Hafiz Pashayev took Azerbaijan’s interests over
everything. In his political, public, and scientific endeavors have served just
one purpose: strengthening Azerbaijan and its development.” That is the
judgment pronounced by the First Vice-President of this country during
her ADA University commencement address, which took place around this
time back in 2016. And she was correct in this, and in the implication that
his two foundings—i.e., Azerbaijan’s diplomatic presence in America and
ADA—are intimately connected.

Az Hafiz m. said in a July 2007 interview to the New York Times, “To
pread our image in the world, we need a real presence. But we have a
shortage of diplomats.” My point here is that his experience in Washington—
the experience he accumulated during the 14 years he served as Ambassador to
the United States—led him to understand the strategic necessity of establishing
a diplomatic academy to train Azerbaijani present and future diplomats.

Now, training diplomats was our university’s first mission, and we still
do that through our flagship Advanced Foreign Service Program and other
executive education courses. But as I said a moment ago, it was understood
from the onset that ADA would evolve into a fully-fledged university.
The founding logic, which was executed over time, was that ADA would
train not only Azerbaijani diplomats, but also many Azerbaijanis striving
for excellence. Each student would specialize in one (or more) of the
fields necessary for this country to develop, maintain, and strengthen its
sovereign independence, mindful of the legacy the university was both
shaping and by which it was being shaped: a comprehensive national quest
to consolidate peace, stability, prosperity, and self-reliance, which is located
in a particularly complicated geopolitical neighborhood.

ne of the things I have learned in the more than five years that I
have lived and worked in this country is that positions in the public
and private sectors—certainly in those areas that matter most—are filled,
by and large, with the most qualified and competent person that can be
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found. And ADA University has had a lot to do with ensuring that what
some call “technocracy” but is better termed “meritocracy” is becoming
this country’s overarching governance lodestar.

This national accomplishment is oftentimes underappreciated, or its
significance downplayed, when, in fact, it should be recognized as one of
President Ilham Aliyev’s most noteworthy achievements. Indeed, it is an
indispensable part of the explanation for how, in just 30 years, Azerbaijan
has gone from being a failing state to what a Harvard University historian
has called a “project state”—that is, a country that has the ambition, power,
and human capital to mobilize the entirety of the nation’s potential to get
behind larger, aspirational goals.

In more than a few ways, this national raising up, we can call it, began in
that embassy in Washington that Hafiz m. founded. And that is why, to me,
this is at bottom what Hafiz m’s memoir is about. The book shows how,
under his leadership and with the help of colleagues he chose personally
on the basis of his estimation of their competence and potential, both
the project state took on embryonic form and the meritocratic drive was
launched. I note, here, that the word ada in Azerbaijani and other Turkic
languages means “island,” as in island of excellence.

The memoir is also a written testament or bequest to the generations
who don’t remember how difficult that founding period truly was for
this country—and when I speak of such generations, I speak of both
Azerbaijanis and foreigners. In this sense, it is a “manifesto”—a clear
statement of the path that was cleared in the wilderness and a teaching
on how taking care that it remains as free of obstacles as possible is a
national strategic imperative. And it is also a “manifesto” in the sense
that, as he tells us on the first page, the choice of the title has its origins
in the title of his father’s famous novel, A Young Man’s Manifesto (1938).

My bottom line is that one cannot hope to understand Azerbaijan as it
understands itself without reading and reflecting on Hafiz m’s book.

Let me now come back to the matter of founding. To simplify for the
sake of clarity, a founding is made up of two basic elements. First, the
acquisition of knowledge. In perfect circumstances, this takes place prior to
a founding, although it is not strictly necessary. Second, the act of founding
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itself, which is the founder’s task properly understood. In other words, it is
the doing of something from scratch—from the beginning, “without any
respect,” as the Florentine said.

Some founders have the leisure of preparing themselves through the
acquisition of a body of knowledge; others act without it, proceeding by
their wits or what the Florentine calls “virtue” (virtit). Either way, a founding
can only partly be mapped out in advance by theoretical knowledge.

As Hafiz m. put it in the New York Times interview I mentioned earlier,
“Our advantage is that we don’t have old baggage. Were a new academy” The
same, of course, could be said about the founding that his memoir recollects.

Because, at best, prior knowledge serves as a partial guide for execution—
for the doing of deeds—given the importance of particular circumstances in
actual situations. Facts on the ground demand different strategies. “We had
been sent to an unfamiliar country to master the profession to which wed
been assigned,” he writes. Hafiz m’s memoir is thus also an account of the
travails of fortuna (translated as fortune, but which can also mean influence
or legacy)—the particular circumstances and strategies he employed as he
began from scratch. “The question of where to start appeared both complex
and strange in the situation we were in,” he tells us.

he combination of virti and fortuna suggests to me that—obviously,
at a much smaller scale and scope—Hafiz m. followed a logic that the
American Founders would have understood.

I teach American politics this semester, and so the opening paragraph of
the first Federalist Paper is fresh in my mind. The text announces what is at
stake in the American founding by presenting two alternatives: on the one
hand, there can be a founding based on “reflection and choice.” On the other
hand, there can be a sort of anti-founding based on “accident and force.” The
Americans chose the former, making the argument, first in speech and then in
deed, that an intentional founding is clearly possible. And like the Florentine
thinker before them, they were right—to their enduring credit.

In Azerbaijan, there have been both types of founding at the national
level. The collapse of the Soviet Union produced an accidental founding—

or re-founding—of this country. It was short-lived, ending in territorial
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loss, economic locomotion, and an almost descent into civil war. A few
years later, the return to power of Heydar Aliyev produced one based on
“reflection and choice,” pulling the country back from the edge of total
collapse and, in so doing, becoming what Hafiz m. called “the architect of
Azerbaijan’s modern statehood.”

And in both foundings that he planned and executed, Hafiz m. chose
“reflection and choice”—also to his enduring credit.

Aldthough I have no personal connection to the founding of Azerbaijan’s
iplomatic undertakings in the United States, I do know something
of the adverse political circumstances in which Azerbaijan found itself upon
Hafiz m’s arrival in Washington.

One of these remains an exposed nerve—or, as Hafiz m. calls it in his
book, a “wretched act” and a “nasty sore [...] impossible to cut out”™—to
this very day. I refer here to Section 907 of the 1992 Freedom Support Act.
This section, titled “Restriction on Assistance to Azerbaijan,” prohibits any
kind of direct U.S. government-to-government aid to Azerbaijan. This law
put the United States government in the official business of sanctioning
Azerbaijan—and only Azerbaijan, of all post-Soviet states. Washington’s
baseline posture toward Baku was punitory. And no one in this town has
forgotten that this baseline remains on the books.

Section 907 of what Hafiz m. reminds us was ironically termed the
“Freedom Denial Act” was championed by then-Senator (and later U.S.
Secretary of State) John Kerry and signed into law by President George
HW. Bush. And all this happened a month or so before Azerbaijan had
the opportunity to establish an embassy in the United States. It was the
diplomatic equivalent of a sneak attack—a preemptive strike.

I will not go into the details of all this, because you can read about them
in Hafiz m’s memoir, and you can also read a complementary account in
various places, including in an article that S. Frederick Starr wrote four
years ago in Baku Dialogues about Hafiz m., titled “Azerbaijan’s Educator-
Statesman at Eighty”

But I will reproduce what Hafiz m. said in an Azerbaijani publication
in 2006 about Section 907: “Throughout those long years of the Soviet
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occupation of our country, we had looked to America as a beacon of hope,
democracy, and justice. [...] So [..] as we were trying to shake off Soviet
oppression—an effort which the United States itself had actively endorsed
and encouraged—we discovered that they, too, had shunned us, ignored our
needs, and abandoned us when we needed help the most. Psychologically,
it was a demoralizing blow” In his book, Hafiz m. characterizes it as a
“humiliation.”

This was especially so not only for the reasons he mentioned, but also
because those who championed Section 907 did so in support of a country
that not only committed territorial aggression against its neighbor, but
because just as Section 907 was adopted, that same country, which benefited
the most from its provisions, was well on its way to orchestrating the most
successful, and the most complete, act of ethnic cleansing of the post-Cold
War era in the OSCE space. By the time the First Karabakh War was over in
May 1994, not a single Azerbaijani remained in that neighboring country
and in the Azerbaijani lands it had occupied.

These are indisputable facts, because the relevant census data is very clear
on this point. But also because the first president of that country, Levon Ter-
Petrosyan, said so explicitly. There’s a video of him from 23 July 1993 giving
a speech in which he said, “Armenia and Artsakh have been completely
cleansed of other ethnicities. [...] Imagine if today there were those 180,000
non-Armenians in Armenia who lived here until 1988, then today we would
not have a state.”

That country and its supporters—in Washington and other Western
capitals—have never suffered any political, diplomatic, economic, or
even moral consequences because of any of this. This is, to my mind,
unconscionable.

hat is why Section 907, which not only remains on America’s

legislative books but had been unjustly invoked by the previous U.S.
administration recently, is a textbook example of an American diplomatic
double standard (at the very least)—a “stain on American democracy; as
Hafiz m. puts in his book. Its continued existence has done sometimes
significant harm to a bilateral relationship that could have become an
incontestable anchor for advancing the strategic interests of the United
States and its allies in the Silk Road region. I make this judgment on the
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country’s strategic importance on the authority of Hafiz m’s good friend,
Zbigniew Brzezinski, who wrote in 1997 that “Azerbaijan is the cork in the
bottle containing the riches of the Caspian Sea basin and Central Asia.”

Of course, Section 907 did not prevent the development of U.S.-
Azerbaijan ties, which really flourished in some periods—including
during much of Ambassador Pashayev’s years of service. As Starr put it
in his aforementioned article, “There is nothing more bizarre than the
fact that the struggle over Section 907 took place simultaneously with the
development of an important strategic relationship between Azerbaijan
and the United States, and that this relationship was to prove as enduring
as the shell of Section 9077

I'm referring here, inter alia, to the 1994 Contact of the Century and to
Heydar Aliyev’s historic 1997 state visit to the United States (“the greatest
honor in my life,” Hafiz m. writes)—and you can find the details of both in
Hafiz m’s memoirs. But I'm also speaking of everything that has derived
from it, including Azerbaijan’s important contribution to the War on Terror
(facilitated by the introduction of an annual waiver provision to Section
907), an account of which you can also find in the book (including the
role Hafiz m. played in establishing what he calls the “foundation for truly
strategic cooperation” between the two countries during this period).

Beyond then and into the present, I can refer to the quest to build a series
of undersea cables that will carry to European shores electricity produced
from renewable sources like wind and solar in Azerbaijan, as well as
neighboring Georgia, Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan.

The United States is far less involved in this enterprise—although this could
still change. And if it were to change—if, for instance, American investment,
financing, or technological solutions were to become present—then the
strategic argument for deepening engagement with Azerbaijan would be all the
greater. Of course, Section 907 would need to be repealed, as part of a broader
bilateral package reflective of the new geopolitical reality in this part of the
world, including the fact that with the liberation of Karabakh, the territorial
conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan has effectually come to an end.

The cable project is but part of an even greater enterprise: east-west
economic connectivity, anchored by the Middle Corridor, which is
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becoming the backbone of the new Silk Road region in general, and the
new South Caucasus in particular. There is room for American involvement
in the execution of this even greater enterprise, too.

In the Introduction to a forthcoming book that I have co-edited with
Svante E. Cornell, titled After Karabakh: War, Peace, and the Forging of a
New Caucasus, we write that the success of external players, like the United
States, in becoming a strategic part of the Silk Road region’s new geopolitical

reality will largely be determined by whether they learn to

accept, in both theory and practice, that the rules of the game in this part of
the world are not theirs to either set or revise anymore. For quite a few of them,
this would constitute a heretofore largely untried approach. To succeed, each
will need to show a degree of restraint, humility, and respect that has been
traditionally exhibited in a limited manner towards the countries that make up
the core Silk Road region. [...] As things now stand, local suspicions regarding
the preferences and aspirations of the various outsiders remain very much alive.
These can be mitigated, and perhaps even removed, in the time ahead largely
in proportion to the extent that these same outsiders choose to temper their
speeches and deeds in such a way as to harmonize them with those now prevalent
in the Silk Road region itself. For most external, that is, foreign players, this will
be easier said than done. Those for whom more interest-based, transactional
approaches represent their [present] diplomatic norm could be said to have an
advantage over those [that remain] habituated to pursue different ones.

Inter alia, this will require the U.S. (and all other external players) to
embrace the principle of inclusivity as the price of admission, which
translates into accepting that there is now conceptual room for the Silk
Road region to gain substantive agency—to become a fully-fledged,
distinct, and emancipated subject of international order. The foregoing is
in the U.S. national interest, since Washington has neither the ambition
nor the capability to act hegemonically or unilaterally in this part of the
world. The welcome corollary is that America appears now to be out of the
sordid interventionist and nation-building business, which should mean
that henceforth it will stay out of the domestic affairs of sovereign states. As
U.S. President Donald Trump stated in his May 2025 Riyadh address, “In
recent years, far too many American presidents have been afflicted with the
notion that it’s our job to look into the souls of foreign leaders and use U.S.
policy to dispense justice for their sins.”

This Trumpian doctrine applies as much to the Middle East (his immediate
focus in that speech) as it does to the Silk Road region—particularly its three
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keystone states (i.e., Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan). Here, in this
part of the world, that should translate into a policy that comes to terms
with the fact that Brussels will—more likely than not—ultimately accept
Beijing’s offer, made by the latter’s seniormost foreign policymaker, Wang
Yi, during his speech at the Munich Security Conference in February 2025,
to “synergize high-quality Belt and Road cooperation with the European
Union’s Global Gateway strategy, so as to empower each other and empower
the entire world.”

In the Silk Road region, as in most other regions, “the preferred
mathematical operations are [now] addition and multiplication, not
subtraction and division,” as a former U.S. Deputy Assistant Secretary
of State put it around this time last year. Thankfully, that seems to be
understood by the external players, as is the fact that Azerbaijan has stood
up straight—no longer a bent, passive, or powerless object to be coveted,
manipulated, or disputed over by anyone.

In short, Hafiz m. and his two foundings have been an integral part of
the statecraft that lifted this country from its knees, playing an oftentimes
unsung role in ensuring that all requisite precautions are taken to ensure
that no one can demand that Azerbaijan sits back down again.

Inow turn to my conclusion, which consists of two parts. First, as bitter
as some of his experiences in Washington could have made him, the
overall impression from reading his memoir is that Hafiz m. is a gentleman
diplomat: prudent, warmhearted, low-key, persistent, effective, and, to
borrow a phrase from Kurt Riezler, “passionately reasonable.” Without
rancor or hubris, he shows his readers, in page after page, that history never
ends, geography matters, the future is uncertain, one’s friends are always
imperfect, and power politics never truly goes away. This is a critical lesson—
whose origins go back to Thucydides—for those who believe that the “rules-
based international liberal order” and the “end of history” paradigm that
served as its intellectual dibber ever had a chance at enracination.

Second, I wish to end by coming back to my beginning. In the same
context in which that Florentine thinker writes of founders, he also
writes of the interplay between necessity and choice. Each of the two new
modes and orders that Hafiz m. founded was a product of this interplay.
Their foundings were necessities; their long-term design and execution
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were choices. In both foundings, the quality and direction of the choice
was largely a product of the founder’s character, which, as I've said, our
Florentine thinker calls virtsi and says is “seen to be greater where choice
has less authority” [NM, D I.1.4]. When, in other words, the choice is
restrained by a different sort of necessity—namely, the inborn necessity of
the founder, which ultimately means the founder has little real choice in
the matter because he is driven by a “natural desire” to “work, without any
respect, for those things [the founder] believe[s] will bring common benefit
to everyone” [NM, D I:pr.1]—it is all the more virtuous.

From my vantage point, both of Hafiz m’s foundings—driven by the sort
of virtue that accompanies necessity—have indeed brought common benefit
to everyone. That is why it is fitting and proper for him to be considered a
contemporary Azerbaijani embodiment of agsaqqalliq. so
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