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Chapter 1 
Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

Cross-border cooperation (CBC), as cooperation between actors in neighboring 
territories aimed at achieving constructive and locally beneficial goals, represents 
a crucial—and often indispensable—condition for the successful development of 
border areas. Without CBC these areas would often remain in a marginal logistical 
position with a reduced range of connections and partnerships with neighboring 
territories. The development of cross-border ties, however, offers an opportunity for 
dynamic growth by combining the potentials of adjacent regions and leveraging their 
differences as a stimulus for revitalizing cross-border trade, mobility, investments, 
and other flows. Moreover, intensive cross-border cooperation can serve as a plat-
form for cultural enrichment, knowledge sharing, and improving relations between 
communities in neighboring countries. 

This study focuses on CBC in Central Asia—a region comprising Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan. It excludes the land borders 
of these countries with extra-regional neighbors—Afghanistan, Iran, China, and 
Russia—even though, from the perspective of Central Asian states themselves, the 
Kazakhstan–Russia border, as well as the borders of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and 
Tajikistan with China, are generally of greater economic importance compared to 
their borders with other neighbors within the region. It is not surprising as the 
economies of Central Asian states remain heavily reliant on extra-regional actors 
rather than being oriented toward intraregional cooperation. When discussing CBC 
in a given region, it is essential to acknowledge that such cooperation has been 
occurring within the context of relatively limited regional cohesion. 

Nevertheless, the internal interstate borders of post-Soviet Central Asia can be 
seen as an underutilized resource, activation of which could provide a signifi-
cant boost to socio-economic development and strengthen cooperative relationships 
between local communities. CBC among Central Asian countries has the potential to 
mitigate the landlocked position of the region, particularly that of Uzbekistan, which
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2 1 Introduction

is double-landlocked and lacks borders with either China or Russia. By softening 
the barrier effect of borders and fostering the development of efficient cross-border 
transport corridors within the region, CBC can create opportunities for improved 
connectivity. Moreover, CBC could play a pivotal role in advancing the nascent 
Central Asian integration process, helping to blur political and cultural divides while 
connecting adjacent territories. 

The effectiveness of CBC in Central Asia can potentially be enhanced through 
the systematic and impactful application of experiences from other countries and 
regions. To date, a substantial body of CBC-related experience has been accumu-
lated outside Central Asia. Particularly noteworthy is the experience of the European 
Union, where CBC has been integrated into broader agendas of regional develop-
ment and integration. Other countries and regions, such as North America, China, 
Southeast Asia, and Latin America, have also achieved significant and commend-
able results in this field. As this study will demonstrate, applying these experiences in 
Central Asia will likely require adapting the specific components of CBC strategies 
and practices to local conditions, including selecting those most suitable for these 
conditions and discarding or significantly modifying others. 

The purpose of this study is to conceptualize the international experience of CBC 
on a global scale and analyze its applicability to CBC among the post-Soviet Central 
Asian countries. What are the achievements and shortcomings of the experiences of 
the selected countries and regions? Which specific CBC strategies from these coun-
tries and regions can be highlighted? What is the nature of the unique conditions 
shaping CBC in Central Asia? To what extent, and in what ways, can the aforemen-
tioned strategies from external countries and regions be adapted to the conditions of 
Central Asia? 

Answering these questions requires meticulous research and the processing of 
diverse information from various regions of the world. To date, both conceptual and 
empirical studies on CBC published in reputable, high-ranking journals exhibit a 
clear bias toward examining the experience of the European Union. A smaller, though 
more significant, body of work focuses on the North American region, particularly 
on U.S.–Canada and U.S.–Mexico CBC. In contrast, studies on CBC in other regions 
are markedly less prominent in the academic literature. 

Comparative studies on CBC across different regions are particularly scarce. Most 
comparative analyses have concentrated on contrasting the experiences of the EU 
and North America (Scott 1999; Blatter and Clement 2000; Koff  2015; Longo 2016; 
Herzog and Sohn 2019; Peña and Durand 2022). A small number of studies focus 
on comparisons involving other regional pairs, such as the EU and Southeast Asia 
(Nadalutti and Rüland 2024), the EU and China (Kosonen et al. 2008), or the EU and 
Africa (Aluede 2023). An attempt at providing a global overview of CBC experiences 
was made by (Brunet-Jailly 2022); however, the analysis proved to be brief and 
fragmented. 

While the topic of Central Asian borders attracts significant academic interest, 
most studies prioritize either intraregional territorial disputes or CBC along the 
region’s external borders with China and Russia. Comprehensive studies on CBC 
within the internal borders of the Central Asian region are extremely rare. The
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closest attempt to such an analysis was made in a report by the Asian Development 
Bank (Asian Development Bank 2020), which examined CBC challenges in selected 
regions of the member states of the Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation 
Program (CAREC), including the Fergana Valley. Although the report’s analysis of 
the global CBC experience was extremely brief and superficial, it provided an in-
depth examination of local CBC agendas and generated numerous recommendations 
based on this analysis. These recommendations hold significant value for conceptual-
izing the regional CBC agenda and for formulating further policy suggestions rooted 
in this conceptualization. A number of studies focus on specific aspects of CBC in 
the region, including the issue of informal trade and border markets (Kaminski and 
Mitra 2012), borderland demographic trends (Polat 2002), as well as transboundary 
water management (Mukhammadiev 2014). Additionally, a substantial number of 
shorter studies published in local journals address specific and localized aspects of 
CBC within the region. 

Considering the existing body of scholarship, this work is likely the first detailed 
study that aims both to provide a comprehensive conceptualization of CBC on a 
global scale and to conceptualize CBC between the countries of post-Soviet Central 
Asia. Additionally, it seeks to offer a conceptual analysis of the applicability of 
international CBC practices to the Central Asian context. 

This study has several significant limitations. First, while the analysis of CBC 
in each of the examined regions, including Central Asia, offers a starting point for 
understanding the topic, a more structured and detailed examination would require 
further, region-specific studies. Second, the focus is primarily on CBC strategies, 
with considerably less attention paid to specific techniques and practices, which 
were central to the recommendation part of the aforementioned Asian Development 
Bank report. Third, the research is based on comparative qualitative policy analysis 
and does not incorporate quantitative statistical or sociological studies, which could 
have offered more nuanced insights into the issue. Finally, some regions, such as 
South Asia and the Middle East, were excluded from the scope of this study, and the 
analysis of Africa does not fully reflect the subregional specificities of its various 
areas. 

The structure of this monograph is organized as follows. The Introduction (co-
authored by S. Golunov and A. Bitabar) outlines the research problems, objectives, 
niche, limitations, and structure of the study. 

The First Chapter, authored by Sergei Golunov, analyzes CBC experiences in 
selected regions and countries. It includes chapters dedicated to CBC in the EU, 
North America, China (this section is co-authored by S. Golunov and A. Bitabar), 
Southeast Asia, Latin America, Africa, and Russia. 

The Second Chapter, mostly co-authored by Sergei Golunov and Assel Bitabar, 
addresses the specifics of CBC in Central Asia. It features chapters on the conceptual 
issues of CBC in the region as a whole, as well as CBC in individual Central Asian 
states: Uzbekistan (authored by A. Bitabar), Kazakhstan (authored by S. Golunov), 
Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan. 

The Third Chapter, authored by S. Golunov, examines the opportunities and 
limitations of applying international CBC practices to the Central Asian context.
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Finally, the co-authored Conclusion synthesizes the key findings of the study. 
The authors express their deep gratitude to the OSCE Academy in Bishkek for 

supporting this monograph project following the results of a competitive selection 
process. We are also thankful to the Ministry of Science and Higher Education of 
Kazakhstan, whose financial support for the project “Kazakhstan’s Cross-Border 
Cooperation with Central Asian Countries” significantly expanded our access to 
resources and tools that enhanced the collection and analysis of information during 
the preparation of this book. We also extend our gratitude to our assistant Assyl 
Duisen for aiding in the collection of relevant information. 

The authors hope that this work will inspire further research on the comparative 
study of CBC, the conceptualization of CBC in Central Asia, and the potential appli-
cation of international experience to the development of CBC frameworks both in 
Central Asia and in other regions of the world. It is also hoped that this study will 
prove useful for policymakers in Central Asia and beyond, providing a basis for the 
development of region-specific strategic CBC concepts. 
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Chapter 2 
Overview of Global Cross-Border 
Cooperation Experience 

2.1 Conceptual Dimension of Cross-Border Cooperation 

The topic of CBC has been extensively studied in numerous works. These studies 
address the conceptualization of various aspects of this phenomenon, evaluate its 
effectiveness, and propose recommendations for its improvement and for overcoming 
the numerous challenges it faces. 

Most definitions of CBC are based on the official definition provided by the 
Madrid Convention of 1980, which emphasizes strengthening good-neighborly rela-
tions between local authorities or communities in adjacent territories (Council of 
Europe 1980). This definition, however, complicates the inclusion of spontaneous 
forms of CBC deeply embedded in the local border social order. Such forms, inspired 
by Rumford’s concept of “vernacular borderwork” (the daily practices of creating 
and reinforcing borders by ordinary people), can be described as “vernacular” CBC 
(Rumford 2014). These may include activities such as cross-border shuttle trade. 
Moreover, one could raise the conceptual question of whether illegal cross-border 
activities should be considered a form of CBC. The Madrid Convention definition 
also assumes a favorable political climate and, typically, the officially expressed will-
ingness of both sides to develop such cooperation. However, in some cases, CBC 
can emerge through the efforts of enthusiasts or professionals despite an unfavorable 
political climate and the reluctance of neighboring states to intensify cross-border 
ties (Arieli 2016; Golunov 2021). 

CBC can take a wide variety of forms. It may develop through ceremonial offi-
cial events and formal cultural exchanges, the establishment of joint governance 
bodies for cross-border projects and systematic collaborative planning, initiatives by 
non-governmental organizations, or adopting the concept of vernacular cross-border 
cooperation, profit-driven stable individual cross-border connections. 

Evaluating the effectiveness of CBC is challenging due to the differing starting 
conditions faced by cooperating actors in various cases, as well as the broad range of
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8 2 Overview of Global Cross-Border Cooperation Experience

functions that CBC performs—many of which are not easily measurable in quanti-
tative terms. Starting conditions, in particular, may be shaped by unfavorable factors 
such as poor interstate relations; strict border controls; insufficient authority of local 
governments involved in cooperation; lack of information on cross-border oppor-
tunities; the absence of a widely used lingua franca or significant cultural differ-
ences in border regions; weak infrastructure; limited financial support; or extreme 
economic disparities—whether too small or too large—between neighboring sides, 
both of which can reduce their mutual economic attractiveness (Blatter and Clement 
2000). The wide range of functions that CBC can perform includes, for example, 
reducing the rigidity of both tangible and intangible border-related barriers (e.g., 
legal and cultural), overcoming the marginalization of border areas, creating jobs, 
implementing commercial projects, developing sustainable cross-border networks, 
engaging in joint cross-border infrastructure planning, mitigating ethnic and political 
conflicts, increasing mutual awareness between neighboring sides, and more (Sousa 
2013). 

Based on the functional purposes of cross-border cooperation, as well as its inten-
sity, duration, and stability, De Sousa identifies three types of CBC: awareness-raising 
(e.g., official visits), mutual aid (sporadic assistance, such as in emergencies), and 
functional (long-term projects aimed at creating permanent cross-border mecha-
nisms, for instance in transport or tourism) (Sousa 2013). It is also important not to 
overlook the dimension of using the border as a resource. In this context, either the 
rigidity of border barriers or their relaxation creates economic and other opportuni-
ties for borderland actors. A border region’s location can either make it logistically 
attractive to external investors or provide border communities with opportunities for 
mutually beneficial knowledge and experience exchange (Sohn 2014). 

Amid the wide variety of factors that can either stimulate or hinder the 
development of CBC, we would like to emphasize the following aspects. 

One of the key factors, encompassing both physical and intangible dimensions, 
is the proximity between adjacent territories and the participants in CBC. Proximity 
does not necessarily equate to physical distance (physical proximity), which does not 
inherently guarantee quick and effective physical or virtual communication between 
cooperation participants. Unfavorable landscapes (natural barriers), the lack of fast 
and convenient transport links (transport proximity), and border delays can signif-
icantly increase the time required for physical connections between neighboring 
territories. The so-called “death of distance” due to the diffusion of information and 
communication technologies (Cairncross 1997), proclaimed by some researchers, 
appears to have been somewhat exaggerated, as distance and transport proximity 
still play a significant role not only in trade but even in the dissemination of infor-
mation (Capello et al. 2018). Cultural proximity, including a shared language for 
communication and the degree of cultural similarity, as well as cognitive proximity 
and other forms of proximity (Lundquist and Trippl 2013), can also play a crucial 
role in fostering cross-border communication. 

One of the key indicators of the success of CBC is often considered the sustain-
ability and density of cross-border network connections among both formal and
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informal actors (Svensson and Nordlund 2015). The very fact of successfully main-
taining such connections is frequently regarded as a significant achievement. Cross-
border networks provide a foundation for stable cooperation, the initiation of new 
projects, and the active involvement of network members in joint efforts. Truly cross-
border projects of this nature foster intensified interaction between neighboring terri-
tories. In contrast, the more common format, where each side implements its part 
of a joint project separately within its own territory, contributes much less to such 
intensification. 

In turn, the successful organization of cross-border networks and projects largely 
depends on intangible factors such as trust, the will to implement projects, leader-
ship, and the competence or effectiveness of the participating parties (Hataley and 
Leuprecht 2018). For instance, the role of trust is particularly significant in cases 
where the legal framework for CBC has significant gaps. 

As some researchers rightly point out, dominant conceptualizations of CBC are 
Eurocentric (Scott 2017) or, considering that studies of North American CBC are the 
second most frequent, broadly Western-centric. Indeed, the evident majority of schol-
arly works on CBC focus on the European Union, which partially skews researchers’ 
conceptual frameworks by shaping biased perceptions of what should be considered 
universal norms and what constitutes deviations in CBC. As will be demonstrated 
further, in several key respects—including the high success of the European integra-
tion project, democratic decision-making, extensive regional powers in CBC, and 
generous funding for cross-border projects—the EU’s experience can be regarded 
as an anomaly rather than a norm on a global scale. A particularly striking aberra-
tion in the thematic priorities of CBC conceptualizations is the secondary attention 
that most mainstream studies devote to the challenges of securing funding for CBC 
projects—a problem that is significantly easier to address within the EU compared 
to other regions of the world. At the same time, the most common form of CBC 
that does not require substantial funding—namely, informal cross-border trade—is 
relatively frequently studied in the context of CBC in European and North American 
regions (Bruns and Miggelbrink 2012; Koff  2015). However, it is rarely analyzed 
as a distinct issue within the framework of CBC itself. Instead, it is often examined 
through other lenses, such as competition between shuttle traders and the state. 

The Eurocentrism of current CBC conceptualizations also manifests in the 
pronounced emphasis on formalized CBC and insufficient attention to spontaneous, 
vernacular forms of collaboration. These and other issues require further exploration 
within the CBC research agenda to make it more universal and balanced. 

2.2 European Union 

The CBC model of the EU far surpasses other regional models in terms of effective-
ness and sophistication. In no other part of the world does CBC receive such system-
atic official support, including integration into long-term policy frameworks and
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generous funding. Nor does it rely on such a well-developed legal foundation, insti-
tutional infrastructure, and a comprehensive system of recommendations refined over 
decades. The EU’s CBC framework has implemented the largest number of successful 
projects across the broadest range of fields, including joint planning for border area 
development, transportation, manufacturing, trade, innovation, the development of 
cross-border labor markets, environmental protection, healthcare, education, tourism, 
culture, information sharing, emergency management, and much more. 

The EU’s experience of CBC developed within a unique historical context. 
Initially, its key drivers included the participants’ desire to foster social reconciliation 
after World War II (Wassenberg 2017) and to achieve economic benefits from the 
reduction of border barriers in the context of emerging integration. Over time, CBC 
became more deeply integrated into the ideology and policy framework of European 
integration and began receiving systematic multibillion-euro financial support. This 
was further bolstered by the creation of the Eurozone, which eliminated financial 
costs associated with currency exchange operations (Fig. 2.1). 

From an ideological perspective, CBC came to be seen as a tool for blurring 
borders and reconfiguring spaces shaped by nation-states through the creation of 
cross-border regions intended to serve as connective seams between border areas 
(Blatter and Clement 2000). Politically and economically, priorities shifted from 
fostering bilateral relations between neighboring regions and overcoming their

Fig. 2.1 European Union states with their administrative regions 
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marginal economic and geographic status to using CBC as a tool for cohesion policy, 
regional development (Frank 2013), and the integration of candidate countries into 
the EU. Additionally, CBC in the EU is rooted in liberal-democratic values and prin-
ciples of decentralization and multilevel governance. It involves broad participation 
in decision-making processes by governmental and non-governmental actors across 
various levels and delegates decision-making to the lowest appropriate level. 

All of this makes the EU’s CBC model highly specific and difficult to fully repli-
cate in other regions. Yet, at least some elements of the EU’s CBC experience hold 
significant value for cross-border cooperation in any other part of the world. 

The development of CBC in the EU has yielded numerous positive outcomes. 
According to some estimates, border opening within the EU has led to a 2.7% increase 
in regional gross value added (GVA) per capita, while doubling the number of CBC 
project partners per 100,000 population results in a 2.3% increase in regional GVA 
per capita (Basboga 2022). Among the many positive trends and effects observed as 
a result of this cooperation, the following can be highlighted:

• Overcoming the marginal economic status of many border regions (Fritsch et al. 
2015) and their full integration into the European Single Market (Liberato et al. 
2018);

• Mitigating economic development disparities between neighboring regions 
(Jakubowski et al. 2022);

• Developing and optimizing cross-border transport infrastructure (Christmann 
et al. 2020);

• A sharp increase in the number of cross-border regional organizations since the 
1950s, now exceeding one hundred;

• Establishing a complementary system for providing services to populations on 
both sides of the border (e.g., in education, healthcare, and public utilities) 
(Basboga 2022);

• Preventing or slowing the depopulation of border areas (Cairo et al. 2024);
• The growing role of local and non-governmental actors in cooperation (Yndigegn 

2013);
• Long-term growth in cross-border mobility (Klatt 2014);
• Creating new jobs and cross-border labor markets (Pires and Nunes 2018);
• Increasing the intensity of cross-border exchanges of economic, cultural, and other 

types of information (Church and Reid 1996).
• Establishment and development of cross-border network partnerships and 

increased mutual trust between partners (Meijerink 2014);
• In some cases, a shift in cooperation from isolated projects to systematic cross-

border planning in infrastructure, socio-economic, and other areas (Fricke 2015);
• Improved efficiency in cross-border environmental protection efforts (Renner et al. 

2018);
• Overcoming past conflicts (Wassenberg 2017) and partially dismantling stereo-

types about neighboring sides (Spierings and Van Der Velde 2013);
• Stimulating and disseminating innovations born out of cross-border partnerships;
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• Expanding cooperation to include broader territories beyond neighboring 
provinces, some of which do not directly border one another;

• Enhanced attractiveness of border areas for tourists (Więckowski 2023) and 
creating joint recreational facilities through collaboration (Kramsch 2001);

• Intensified cross-border cultural exchanges (Gubrium et al. 2024);
• Partial integration and optimization of governance systems in twin cities located 

in close proximity (Asher 2012).
• Increasing the capacity of the EU’s external borders, fostering cooperation with 

non-EU partners in security and crime prevention, and facilitating border crossing 
for residents of border areas (Domaniewski and Studzińska 2016). 

European CBC has spurred innovative uses of territories and their potential (Van 
Den Broek et al. 2020). Examples include the development of infrastructure (e.g., 
transport and industrial facilities) designed to serve multiple neighboring territo-
ries, thereby eliminating duplication (Sousa 2013), and the promotion of tourism in 
tripoint borderland areas, leveraging the uniqueness and multicultural nature of these 
regions to attract visitors (Więckowski 2023). 

The evolution of CBC in the EU has led to the creation of numerous innovative 
solutions aimed at enhancing the effectiveness of implemented initiatives. Political 
democracy and consistent political support for CBC have provided a favorable envi-
ronment for such innovations. Some authors emphasize that EU CBC, at its core, 
represents a process of experimentation with new forms of cooperation and gover-
nance (Sousa 2013), the generation and dissemination of new knowledge, and mutual 
learning of innovative practices (Faludi 2008). 

Systematic competitive project funding has resulted in the development of guide-
lines, planning and monitoring systems, and methods and criteria for evaluating 
effectiveness. As the focus of grant support has gradually shifted, at least in part, 
from bilateral projects to multilateral ones involving broader (including non-border) 
regions, priorities and management methods have had to adapt to increasingly 
complex conditions. 

An important aspect of some EU CBC projects is the development and promotion 
of cross-border identity (Gasparini 2014). This fosters cohesion among border region 
communities and helps overcome barriers created by nationalist perceptions and by 
those official policies that accentuate differences between neighboring territories. 
Practices for promoting cross-border identity may include joint events or branding 
of the cross-border region as a whole or specific sites within it. However, efforts to 
promote cross-border identity have met with mixed success, as nationalist sentiments 
and practices remain deeply entrenched (Calzada 2015). 

The EU’s CBC has an unparalleled institutional and legal framework in terms of 
its sophistication, comprising various elements. The most influential organizational 
mechanisms and legal norms of European CBC have been shaped primarily by two 
key contributors: active border regions on the one hand, and the highest governing 
bodies of the European Union on the other. 

Historically, the first widely adopted organizational mechanisms for CBC were 
created by the border regions themselves. Starting in the late 1950s, Euroregions
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began to emerge—cross-border territorial entities usually established by the authori-
ties of two or more border regions. While some Euroregions have proven their effec-
tiveness over time, establishing permanent joint governance bodies, including secre-
tariats, joint accounts, and adopting numerous legal acts, the activities of others have 
been less significant, often limited to ceremonial functions (Perkmann 2007b). Even 
the most effective Euroregions have severely limited formal powers and, typically, 
function more as information hubs, organizers, and lobbyists for specific coopera-
tion projects than as governance centers for systematic collaboration between border 
areas (Klatt and Herrmann 2011). 

To coordinate the activities of EU border regions and represent their interests 
before the authorities of the European Economic Community (EEC), the Association 
of European Border Regions (AEBR) was established in 1971. As of today, it includes 
around 100 Euroregions. The AEBR has been relatively successful in advocating for 
the interests of border regions at the national and European levels and has played a 
significant role in integrating CBC into the EU’s regional development policies. 

One relatively recent example of AEBR’s effectiveness is the B-solutions project, 
launched under its auspices in 2018. The project provides legal support on a compet-
itive basis to CBC participants facing cross-border legal or administrative barriers. 
As of May 2024, the project has supported approximately 150 cases (Inforegio—B 
Solutions 2024). Another example is AEBR’s successful lobbying efforts to address 
the needs of cross-border labor markets during the COVID-19 pandemic (Opioła 
and Böhm 2022). The AEBR’s achievements influenced the creation of the Euro-
pean Committee of the Regions in 1994—a consultative EU body authorized to issue 
official opinions on legislation affecting regional development. 

Since the 1980s, the highest bodies of the EEC/EU have become actively involved 
in establishing the institutional framework for European CBC. One of the first 
comprehensive tools for managing European cross-border cooperation was the 1980 
European Outline Convention on Transfrontier Co-operation between Territorial 
Communities or Authorities (commonly known as the 1980 Madrid Convention). 
This convention defined CBC as any joint action aimed at fostering good-neighborly 
relations between territorial authorities or communities under the jurisdiction of 
two or more parties and created the legal framework for establishing cross-border 
regions (Council of Europe 1980). The 1995 Additional Protocol to the Convention 
clarified its provisions and introduced additional mechanisms for concluding CBC 
agreements in line with national legislation. Notably, it allowed for the creation of 
governing bodies for cross-border regions with legal personality, determined by the 
location of the governing body’s headquarters (Council of Europe 1995). 

European CBC gained new momentum with its inclusion in the framework of 
European regional policy (cohesion policy), which provided it with stable and long-
term financial support. Established in 1975, the European Regional Development 
Fund (ERDF) began supporting the Interreg CBC programs in 1989. The Interreg 
programs are divided into three strands: Strand A supports cross-border cooperation, 
Strand B promotes transnational cooperation among large groups of regions (not 
necessarily adjacent), and Strand C focuses on forming interregional networks for 
information and experience sharing. Interreg programs fund both large-scale and
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smaller projects involving EU regions in CBC with internal and external partners. 
Starting from the third Interreg program, these initiatives have been structured in 
seven-year cycles. The budget for the sixth program, running from 2021 to 2027, 
amounts to approximately e10 billion (European Commission n.d.). 

Since the 1990s, increasing emphasis has been placed on multilateral CBC projects 
involving broad territories across multiple countries. In other words, the focus has 
shifted towards the creation of mesoregions (e.g., the EUSALP region, encompassing 
territories from 48 regions across seven member states (EUSALP n.d.)). On the one 
hand, the spillover of CBC into new territories (including areas not directly adjacent 
to borders) and sectors can enhance the overall capacity of participants, potentially 
improving the effectiveness of cooperation. On the other hand, it can complicate the 
management of joint projects. 

Interreg is currently the largest source of funding for CBC projects in the EU, 
with support from other sources being incomparable in scale to this initiative. It is 
widely acknowledged that Interreg has fundamentally transformed the nature of CBC 
in the EU, becoming the primary funding mechanism for projects and providing a 
strong incentive for many actors to actively participate. The program’s success is 
particularly notable in areas such as job creation and infrastructure development 
(Cairo et al. 2024). 

However, the Interreg format has also created a significant challenge for long-term 
planning. Many participants focus on obtaining relatively short-term funding without 
designing projects with a long-term perspective in mind (Shepherd and Ioannides 
2020). Additionally, it should be noted that the total funding provided by Interreg— 
ranging from tens to several hundred million euros per seven-year period for indi-
vidual cross-border regions—is still often insufficient to fully meet the needs of 
cross-border development (Sarmiento-Mirwaldt and Roman-Kamphaus 2013). 

Despite significant efforts to support CBC, cross-border cooperation institutions 
often remained in a state of legal uncertainty between national jurisdictions. To 
address this issue, the EU introduced the legal mechanism of the European Grouping 
of Territorial Cooperation (EGTC) in 2006 (Regulation 1082/2006 2006), which 
facilitates the creation of legal entities for CBC under European law. This mecha-
nism allows official authorities or non-governmental organizations from neighboring 
countries to open joint accounts and manage CBC activities more effectively. The 
powers of EGTCs are primarily limited to organizing and managing CBC projects 
and programs rather than systematically governing cross-border territories. Critics 
of this mechanism, however, point out that in some cases, its implementation leads to 
burdensome bureaucratization of CBC (Caesar 2017), increased control by official 
authorities, and the disharmonious overlap of EGTC regulations with national legal 
frameworks (Evrard 2016). 

In 2004, the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) was launched as a coop-
eration instrument supported financially by the European Investment Bank. The 
ENP aims to develop cooperation between the EU and its neighboring countries and 
regions, facilitating EU accession for some neighboring states while fostering less 
binding good-neighborly relations with others. It should be noted that CBC is only 
one of several areas addressed by the ENP and not its primary focus, as reflected in
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the allocation of funding. Still, the ENP marked a significant step forward compared 
to previous funding schemes, particularly by enabling a single application for joint 
projects (Khasson 2013). 

The ENP has also faced criticism, with the main argument being that the EU has 
used it to systematically impose its priorities and interests on cooperation partners 
(Dimitrovova 2012). Critics have also pointed to the EU’s excessive focus on secu-
rity issues and the imbalance in CBC capacities between EU countries with more 
decentralized governance systems and their partners, where border regions often lack 
sufficient decision-making powers (Sousa 2013). 

In 2018, the European Commission proposed the European Cross-Border Mech-
anism (ECBM) as a new tool to eliminate legal barriers to CBC. The proposal aimed 
to allow one participating party to voluntarily apply the legislation of a neighboring 
country for cross-border infrastructure or service projects. However, the concept 
of partial legal sovereignty concession, even on a voluntary basis, raised concerns 
among some EU member states, resulting in prolonged discussions and delays in 
advancing the mechanism (European Parliament 2018). 

The legal frameworks established by the EU have also fostered CBC in specific 
sectors. For example, the foundation for cross-border cooperation in healthcare 
was laid by Directive 2011/24/EU, which addresses patients’ rights in accessing 
cross-border healthcare services and defines reimbursement mechanisms for such 
care (Directive 2011/24/EU 2011). Similarly, the Social Security Coordination 
Regulations 883/2004 facilitate cross-border labor mobility (Regulation 883/2004 
n.d.). 

A distinctive aspect of European CBC is the active participation of both govern-
mental authorities at all levels and informal actors. Each of these groups occupies its 
own niche within the framework of cooperation. As previously discussed, the highest 
EU bodies play a key role in developing CBC mechanisms. National governments, 
regional and local authorities, and non-governmental actors each contribute to this 
multifaceted process, occupying distinct roles within it. 

Despite the EU’s political support for regionalism and multilevel governance, the 
central governments of member states continue to hold the most significant powers 
in regulating CBC. They oversee border regimes with regard to national security and 
economic policy, shape migration, customs, and taxation policies, establish the legal 
framework for cooperation, create intergovernmental commissions, play a key role 
in funding CBC programs, engage in strategic regional development planning, and 
exercise particularly strong authority over CBC in areas such as long-haul transport, 
healthcare, education, and crime prevention (Gomez Prieto 2016; Scott 2000). In 
many cases, regional authorities must coordinate their efforts in advancing CBC 
with central governments. 

Defining the foundational frameworks of the European CBC still largely depends 
on bilateral or multilateral interstate arrangements, such as bilateral treaties on friend-
ship and cooperation. Additionally, some bilateral or multilateral agreements (e.g., 
between Spain and Portugal, or Germany, France, Belgium, and Luxembourg) are 
specifically dedicated to CBC (Durand 2014).
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Regional authorities often have a deeper understanding of local conditions than 
central governments, making them indispensable participants in CBC projects across 
various sectors and key contributors to their successful implementation (Eske-
linen and Jukarainen 2000). In cases where CBC is coordinated by central govern-
ments, regional representatives actively participate in the work of intergovernmental 
commissions (Scott 2000). In the EU, regional authorities are central to the establish-
ment of Euroregions as well as various cross-border interregional committees and 
the attraction of funding for Interreg projects (Sohn 2023). Since regions in different 
EU countries have varying powers depending on the degree of political centraliza-
tion, asymmetries can arise in CBC. Regions in countries with more decentralized 
systems gain certain advantages and greater flexibility in their actions (Lange 2018). 

Subregional authorities can play a pivotal role in implementing small-scale 
projects such as school partnerships, the establishment of museums, the prepara-
tion of informational materials, the organization of cultural and sports events, tourism 
initiatives, and more (Van Winsen 2009; Medeiros 2013). In some cases, these author-
ities utilize private-law contracts to bypass the need for higher-level government 
approval for engaging in international activities (Gabbe 2015). Subregional author-
ities play a vital role in representing the distinct needs and priorities of specific 
border communities, ensuring that CBC initiatives address the unique problems of 
these areas. Notably, the dominance of regional authorities can shift the focus of 
cooperation away from the immediate border zone to the broader region or to areas 
with greater economic or infrastructural potential (Terlouw 2012). 

While official organizations establish formal institutional frameworks for coop-
eration, private actors—such as businesses, NGOs, and universities—often play a 
pivotal role in initiating and sustaining cross-border interactions (Calzada 2015). 
The activity, capacity, and willingness of private actors to cooperate, as well as the 
level of trust among them, are frequently decisive factors in mobilizing the potential 
of CBC and ultimately determining its effectiveness (Noferini et al. 2020). 

The EU’s cross-border cooperation CBC is far from perfect and is not immune to 
numerous problems and setbacks. One study, for instance, identified 239 obstacles to 
the European CBC (Rosanò 2021). According to research conducted by the Politec-
nico di Milano and cited during a public address by Ricardo Ferreira of the European 
Commission’s Directorate-General for Regional and Urban Policy, removing 20% of 
the current legal and administrative barriers could lead to a 2% increase in GDP for 
EU cross-border regions and the creation of over 1 million jobs (European Commis-
sion 2024). Not all cross-border regions have achieved success though; some have 
shown only slow progress or stagnation (Kramsch 2003). 

While internal borders between EU member states have largely ceased to serve 
as significant physical barriers to crossing, external EU borders remain a serious 
obstacle due to strict border controls. At the same time, internal borders still continue 
to pose substantial intangible barriers due to economic, legal, cultural, and other 
differences between neighboring countries. Such issues, even in the context of open 
borders, often result in more intensive network ties and cooperation among actors on 
the same side of the border compared to those across it. Paradoxically, in some cases, 
the intensity of cooperation decreases as border barriers are reduced. This can occur,
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for instance, when economic potentials between regions become more equal or when 
mutual familiarity between populations on either side of the border diminishes their 
interest in each other as partners (Spierings and Van Der Velde 2013). 

It is unsurprising that European CBC faces numerous challenges, many of which 
are tied to intangible borders. These include linguistic and cultural differences 
(Yakhlef et al. 2017), poor accessibility of border regions due to geographical features 
or underdeveloped transportation networks, institutional and legal disparities (Engl 
and Evrard 2020), differences in the authority of regional governments (with some 
countries being more centralized than others), variations in taxation systems (Durand 
2014), limited awareness of cross-border collaboration opportunities (Van Den Broek 
et al. 2020), depopulation of border areas (Balogh and Pete 2018), and restricted trans-
port connectivity, among others. Additionally, CBC often encounters asymmetries, 
where one side possesses greater potential than the other. These imbalances can stem 
from disparities in funding, expertise, and experience, as well as from advantages 
in legal, administrative, fiscal, social, or other systems on one side of the border 
(Jauhiainen 2002). 

The typical structural challenges of European CBC are further compounded by 
organizational issues. These include, for instance, insufficient organizational and 
legal frameworks for cooperation, which often render it legally non-binding (Decov-
ille and Durand 2016); inadequate funding for initiatives and projects (Dimitrov et al. 
2003); divergent goals and priorities among participants (Prokkola and Lois 2016); a 
lack of political will and interest in cooperation (Van Den Broek et al. 2020); insuf-
ficient mutual trust (O’Neill 2015); weak joint strategic vision and limited financial 
and other resources (Więckowski 2023); weak institutionalization (Knippschild and 
Wiechmann 2012); imbalances in resources, expertise, and authority between part-
ners, leading to dominance by some over others (Koch 2015); uneven distribution of 
project funding (Perkmann 2007a); and a shift in cooperation priorities from border 
areas to regional administrative centers under the influence of central governments 
and economic lobbyists (Terlouw 2012). Other issues include the dominance of 
unaccountable bureaucrats and elites in cooperation processes, with limited involve-
ment of non-governmental organizations and the general public (De Fátima Amante 
2010); an overreliance on grants; corruption concerns (Rumelili 2005); and more. 
A frequently discussed problem is the insufficient engagement of non-governmental 
actors and the dominance of government actors, which often reduces cooperation 
to a formalized bureaucratic process or official paradiplomacy (Cressati et al. 2010; 
Noferini et al. 2020). 

In some cases, the stability of CBC is threatened by crises in regional govern-
ments, which can lead to shifts in political priorities, budget cuts, and downsizing of 
departments responsible for CBC activities. 

Intangible boundaries can also manifest as varying degrees of cautious perceptions 
toward the interests and values of the neighboring Other. Intensification of CBC, for 
instance, may raise concerns within official circles or among segments of the public. 
Cross-border cooperation based on economic disparities is not always viewed as 
economically beneficial or aligned with the interests of one side (Hansen 2000). In
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some cases, fears of fostering separatist tendencies may arise (Dodder and Faltan 
1998). 

While support for integration and a “Europe without borders” is generally high, 
CBC efforts occasionally encounter resistance from Euroskeptics and nationalist 
forces, who perceive such cooperation as a threat to national interests or identity 
(Yndigegn 2013). For example, German–Polish CBC has faced challenges stem-
ming from negative historical memory and opposition from right-wing nationalist 
movements (Mirwaldt 2012). Historical grievances and nationalism also hinder CBC 
in other regions, such as the German–Danish borderlands (Hansen 2000). 

Weakened border barriers and intensified cross-border flows with non-EU coun-
tries are sometimes perceived as threats to national security due to concerns over 
uncontrolled migration, smuggling, and related issues (Sallai and Jónás 2004). More-
over, cooperation with non-EU states is more vulnerable to disruption caused by 
diplomatic disagreements between central governments (Gkintidis 2013), particu-
larly in the absence of an overarching authority like the EU to mediate on both sides 
of the border. The effectiveness of CBC along the EU’s external borders can also 
be undermined by partners’ perceptions of EU attempts to impose its conditions for 
cooperation, including the promotion of its values and border security frameworks, 
as a form of imperial policy (Dimitrovova 2012). 

A distinctive type of EU CBC involves managing cooperation between commu-
nities in conflict. A key distinction is that CBC in conflict-affected areas demon-
strates heightened sensitivity to potential conflicts arising from interactions between 
the parties, unlike typical cross-border cooperation. Given this sensitivity, some 
researchers argue that a consociational model is most appropriate for managing such 
cooperation. This approach advocates starting with carefully calibrated interactions 
in the least contentious areas, gradually increasing the intensity of cooperation over 
time (Anderson 2008). 

The most prominent example of this sort of European CBC is the collaboration in 
the Northern Irish borderlands between Catholic and Protestant communities. Cross-
border cooperation between the North and South of the island of Ireland intensified 
during the 1990s, driven by the establishment of the European Single Market and 
the introduction of funding programs for regional and cross-border cooperation. In 
1993, the gradual removal of border checks along the Irish–British border began, 
concluding in 2005. That same year, the Joint Business Council was established, 
marking a pivotal step in advancing CBC on the island. The Council emerged as a joint 
initiative of the Irish Business and Employers Confederation and the Confederation 
of British Industry, the most influential British business organization. The aim of the 
Joint Business Council was to promote shared prosperity and employment growth by 
facilitating the movement of people, goods, services, energy, and investments across 
the island (Laffan and Payne 2003). 

With financial support from the EU and later from the governments of both 
countries, the activities of subregional associations intensified during the 1990s and 
2000s. These associations included the East Border Region (established in 1976), 
the Irish Central Border Areas Network (ICBAN, established in 1995), and the
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North-West Region Cross Border Group. Comprising representatives of local author-
ities, these groups focused on fostering cross-border network connections among the 
governments of their respective local areas (Laffan and Payne 2003; Tannam 2006). 

The Good Friday Agreement (GFA) or Belfast Agreement, signed in April 1998, 
established the legal framework for large-scale CBC supported by substantial finan-
cial backing from the EU, as well as the governments of the United Kingdom and 
Ireland. The agreement laid out principles and mechanisms for ending violence, 
enabling peaceful transformation, and governing Northern Ireland through consensus 
among key political forces within institutions such as the Northern Ireland Assembly 
and the Northern Ireland Executive. The GFA also created a range of institutions to 
facilitate cooperation both between Northern Ireland and Ireland (“North–South”) 
and between Ireland and the United Kingdom (“East–West”). Key areas of coopera-
tion under the North–South framework included veterinary and phytosanitary stan-
dards, teacher training and exchanges, transport planning, environmental protection, 
inland waterways, social security for cross-border workers, tourism, relevant EU 
programs, inland fisheries, aquaculture, emergency medical services, and urban and 
rural development (The Belfast Agreement 1998). 

In 1999, within the North–South framework, InterTradeIreland was established 
with the aim of overcoming market segmentation on the island, fostering strategic 
alliances between Northern Irish and Irish firms, and jointly promoting Irish products 
abroad. The following year, in 2000, Tourism Ireland was created, with its primary 
objective being the joint marketing of the island as a unified tourist destination 
(Tannam 2006). By the 2010s, the two sides advanced to collaborative territorial 
planning in areas such as construction, transportation, infrastructure, and energy. A 
key milestone in this development was the 2013 Framework for Cooperation between 
the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland (Peel and Lloyd 2015; Framework for 
Co-Operation 2010). 

Despite the strict control exerted by central governments over key directions of 
CBC, regional authorities still play a pivotal role. They bear the primary responsibility 
for implementing projects, with partnerships between local councils on either side of 
the border often serving as a prerequisite for receiving EU funding (Tannam 2007). 
In the 1990s, Northern Ireland saw the emergence of District Partnerships, composed 
of representatives from local authorities, community organizations, businesses, and 
educational institutions. These partnerships aimed to address the localized economic 
and social consequences of conflict and foster reconciliation between communities. 
In the 2000s, County Council-Led Task Forces (CCLTFs) began to emerge within 
broader cross-border associations of border counties in Ireland and Northern Ireland. 
These task forces placed a stronger emphasis on economic development (Buchanan 
2008). 

The Northern Irish experience of CBC in the context of conflict resolution stands 
out due to the remarkable levels of support for such projects from key stakeholders, 
including the governments of the United Kingdom and Ireland, as well as the Euro-
pean Union. The EU has been the largest donor, providing e1.6 billion to fund 
approximately 22,500 projects since 1995 under the PEACE programs (PEACE I,
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PEACE II, PEACE III, and PEACE IV/Plus), with an additional e0.7 billion in 
co-financing from the Irish and Northern Irish governments (SEUPB n.d.). 

Initially, these projects focused on supporting local initiatives and rebuilding 
community ties. Over time, however, the emphasis shifted toward addressing issues of 
economic development (Buchanan 2008). Since 1999, the program has been managed 
by the Special EU Programmes Body (SEUPB), an institution accountable to the 
European Commission and the governments of Ireland and Northern Ireland, with 
its status formalized under the 1998 Belfast Agreement. In addition to overseeing 
funding under the PEACE programs, the SEUPB also administers EU funds allo-
cated to Northern Irish projects under the Interreg program, in which regional actors 
are eligible to participate. As part of EU-funded projects, recipients were required 
to provide co-financing amounting to at least 25% of the total project cost (Wilson 
2000). 

Brexit posed a serious challenge to both the peace process and CBC in Northern 
Ireland. Following complex negotiations, the UK and the EU agreed to maintain 
the framework for CBC, including funding through the Special EU Programmes 
Body. The preservation of key elements of cooperation—such as an open border 
and unhindered interaction between Northern Ireland and the EU’s single market 
was enshrined in the Protocol on Ireland/Northern Ireland (Revised Protocol 2019). 
This protocol represented a major political concession by the UK, which accepted 
customs checks on goods moving from Great Britain to Northern Ireland to avoid 
jeopardizing the peace process. To implement the protocol, a pivotal role in Northern 
Irish CBC has been assumed by the Joint Committee on the Implementation of the 
Withdrawal Agreement, comprised of representatives from the UK and the EU and 
tasked with ensuring compliance with the agreements between the two parties. 

Overall, cross-border cooperation between Northern Ireland and Ireland has 
yielded notable results, as acknowledged by respondents in several surveys. Inter-
estingly, respondents from the Catholic community expressed significantly greater 
optimism about these outcomes than those from the Protestant community (Byrne 
et al. 2009). 

Significant progress has been made in areas such as promoting trade, enhancing 
transport and communication links, developing electrical grids, advancing joint 
tourism initiatives across the island (McCall 2011), combating crime (Davies 2021), 
managing emergencies, improving healthcare and education (Hayward 2021), and 
organizing cultural and sports events (Lynch 2005). Already in the early years of 
CBC programs, tens of thousands of participants from the conflicting communi-
ties engaged in various initiatives. Particular emphasis was placed on supporting 
small-scale local projects that involved members of both communities (Buchanan 
2008). 

However, cross-border cooperation in Northern Ireland faces several significant 
challenges, many of which are directly or indirectly tied to the legacy of the conflict. 

Firstly, certain political forces, particularly unionist groups, view cooperation with 
their traditional opponents with alarm, fearing that such collaboration might provide 
their opponents with economic or political advantages (Tannam 2006), potentially
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even leading to the absorption of Northern Ireland into Ireland (McCall and Itçaina 
2017). 

Secondly, organizers of CBC occasionally express concerns that intensified coop-
eration might, in some cases, provoke new intercommunity conflicts (Lynch 2005; 
Deiana et al. 2019). 

Thirdly, Northern Irish CBC was established as a top-down initiative by central 
governments, which continue to play a dominant role as gatekeepers of the Belfast 
Agreements. This centralization often results in excessive bureaucratization and 
relegates local initiatives to a subordinate role (Tannam 2007; Laffan and Payne 
2003), leaving local governments with only limited authority to establish cross-border 
connections. 

Fourthly, the success of CBC has been limited, as cross-border trade between 
the two territories has not seen significant growth and continues to play a modest 
economic role, accounting for only about 5% of the trade of both Northern Ireland 
and Ireland (Bradley 2018). Moreover, Ireland’s more dynamic economic growth 
compared to Northern Ireland creates an economic imbalance, reducing incentives 
for Irish entrepreneurs to engage in cross-border cooperation (Brooks et al. 2020). 

Fifthly, some researchers criticize the focus of support on economic projects rather 
than reconciliation efforts, arguing that this approach merely reinforces existing 
ethnic divisions (Deiana et al. 2019). Additionally, EU-funded programs have been 
criticized for shifting their emphasis from the original goal of rebuilding social ties 
at the local community level to supporting economic development projects managed 
through more centralized mechanisms (Buchanan 2008). 

It is important to note that the numerous challenges faced by CBC in the EU 
come to light not only because of their significance and urgency but also due to the 
extensive research devoted to them and the willingness of policymakers and experts 
to thoroughly identify and address them. The thorough exploration of shortcomings 
and barriers of CBC is a distinctive feature of the European experience, setting it 
apart from that of other countries and regions worldwide. 

2.3 North America 

The framework of cross-border cooperation (CBC) in North America, between the 
United States and its neighbors Canada and Mexico, differs fundamentally from that 
in the EU. In North America, CBC is not underpinned by a comprehensive integration 
project aimed at minimizing physical and virtual border barriers or fostering cross-
border identities (Säre 2020). Full-fledged cross-border regionalism of the Euro-
pean model is not encouraged (as regions have very limited authority to enter into 
international agreements), nor is there generous support for CBC projects through 
multibillion-dollar joint grant programs. In the case of U.S.–Canada cooperation, 
shared language (though not shared identity) significantly facilitates CBC, while in 
the U.S.–Mexico border region, both English and Spanish are widely used across 
borders. Another key aspect of North American CBC is the dominance of the United
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States, which wields vastly superior economic and political power compared to its 
neighbors and effectively advances its security and commercial interests. 

The measures implemented by the United States to strengthen border security 
following the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks significantly impacted the char-
acter of CBC in the region. In their 2000 study, Blatter and Clement highlighted the 
dominance of initiatives led by non-state actors, some of which wield strong lobbying 
power (Blatter and Clement 2000), while Scott emphasized the entrepreneurial focus 
of North American CBC (Scott 1999). The post-9/11 tightening of border security 
has substantially increased the role of central governments in CBC, although the 
initiatives of non-state actors remain significant—arguably even more so than in the 
EU, according to some researchers (Cappellano and Makkonen 2020). 

The current agenda of North American CBC appears significantly narrower 
compared to its European counterpart, focusing primarily on mitigating the impacts 
of heightened border controls on cross-border traffic (especially trade) and supporting 
environmental projects. Both trade and environmental initiatives have received 
priority attention under the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) (Pipkin 
2018a), signed in the 1990s and replaced by the United States–Mexico–Canada 
Agreement (USMCA) in 2020. It is important to note that the U.S. borders with 
Canada and Mexico are among the most frequently crossed heavily guarded borders 
in the world: approximately 100 million crossings are recorded annually on the U.S.– 
Canada border, and around 300–400 million on the U.S.–Mexico border(Bureau 
of Transportation Statistics, n.d.). The markedly higher mobility across the U.S.– 
Mexico border is attributed not only to Mexico’s larger population but also to differ-
ences in wages and prices, which make the neighboring markets more attractive to 
one another (Cappellano and Rizzo 2019). 

While U.S.–Canada security relations are characterized by a high level of trust, 
enabling the development of a shared security system with complementary compo-
nents, the same cannot be said for U.S.–Mexico relations, where such trust is lacking, 
prompting the United States to rely on unilateral measures. Contributing to this 
disparity are the significant economic advantages of the United States and Canada 
over Mexico, as well as Mexico’s much more centralized system of governance 
compared to its northern neighbors. The United States and Canada have substan-
tially greater resources than Mexico to fund border infrastructure modernization 
projects. However, such funding, despite its considerable scale, is typically carried 
out in parallel (with each country addressing its own side of the border) rather than 
jointly. 

Even before September 11, U.S.–Canada cooperation in border security, despite 
some differences, was grounded in a high level of mutual trust in the quality of each 
other’s operations. This trust formed the foundation of the Smart Border Declara-
tion, signed shortly after 9/11, which outlined the creation of a “smart border” that 
addressed both security needs and the necessity of maintaining robust economic ties 
between the two countries. The declaration identified key areas for bilateral security 
cooperation, with a commitment to decisive action to achieve these objectives (The 
White House 2002).
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In 2011, the leaders of Canada and the United States signed the Declaration on a 
Shared Vision for Perimeter Security and Economic Competitiveness, leading to the 
implementation of the Beyond the Border: A Shared Vision for Perimeter Security 
and Economic Competitiveness action plan. This plan prioritized joint efforts in areas 
such as early threat detection, cross-border law enforcement cooperation, facilitation 
of trade, promotion of economic growth and job creation, pre-inspection and pre-
clearance initiatives, regulation of border fees, enhancement of cybersecurity, and 
more. Annual progress reports were mandated to assess the plan’s outcomes (Public 
Safety Canada 2018). 

These initiatives resulted in the establishment of a partially integrated U.S.– 
Canada system for immigration, customs control, and law enforcement. 

Historically, the United States, Canada, and Mexico—particularly from the mid-
twentieth century onward—normally have not implemented formal exit immigration 
and customs controls, viewing such measures as an unnecessary use of resources. 
Instead, information about departing travelers is typically collected through alterna-
tive means, such as airline records. However, as part of the Beyond the Border action 
plan, the United States and Canada launched the Entry/Exit Initiative, enabling the 
exchange of traveler information for those crossing the U.S.–Canada border (Govern-
ment of Canada 2019). In 2015, the two countries signed the Preclearance Agree-
ment, which allows both sides to conduct pre-clearance controls on each other’s 
territory for passengers traveling via various modes of transport (Government of 
Canada n.d.). Under this arrangement, passengers who undergo pre-clearance at 
designated airports are exempt from immigration and customs checks upon arrival 
in the destination country. 

Key mechanisms of the jointly developed system for managing cross-border flows 
of travelers and goods include programs tailored to frequent border crossers, whether 
carriers or individuals. In 2002, the Canada Border Services Agency and the U.S. 
Customs and Border Protection launched the Free and Secure Trade (FAST) program 
(U.S. Customs and Border Protection n.d.) and the NEXUS program (U.S. Customs 
and Border Protection n.d.). 

FAST provides significant benefits to certified importers from Canada, the United 
States, and Mexico, such as exemption from routine inspections, access to dedi-
cated border lanes, and relocation of certain control procedures outside border zones. 
Unlike their Canadian counterparts, Mexican importers can apply for FAST certifica-
tion only through U.S. Customs and Border Protection, underscoring the asymmetry 
in U.S.–Mexico cross-border relations and a lack of mutual trust. 

In a similar vein, NEXUS offers comparable benefits—dedicated lanes and expe-
dited border clearance—to pre-approved individual travelers. For the U.S.–Mexico 
border, a partial equivalent to NEXUS is the SENTRI program, launched in 1995 at 
the San Diego border crossing and later expanded to other locations. Unlike NEXUS, 
SENTRI is administered exclusively by U.S. authorities. 

To alleviate the impact of heightened security measures on cross-border flows, 
dialogue with businesses and the public on border management issues was estab-
lished. As part of this effort, the United States and Canada launched the Transporta-
tion Border Working Group (TBWG) in 2002 to address challenges such as border
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congestion, cross-border transportation infrastructure development, and informing 
businesses about border crossing regulations. Meeting twice a year, the TBWG 
includes representatives from government agencies, regional and municipal author-
ities, chambers of commerce, businesses, and other stakeholders, as well as trans-
portation experts. Additionally, the group operates subcommittees that meet more 
frequently to focus on specific areas such as data, technology, and communication 
(Conroy 2011). 

To address border congestion, both countries place significant emphasis on devel-
oping cross-border transportation infrastructure. These efforts are carried out in 
parallel but in coordination, supported by national infrastructure funding programs 
with multibillion-dollar budgets (Border Policy Research Institute 2014a). To iden-
tify the causes of border delays, cross-border traffic is periodically monitored in 
collaboration with research institutions such as the Border Policy Research Institute 
at Western Washington University (Border Policy Research Institute 2011). 

One of the key areas of cooperation on border security has been the establish-
ment of close collaboration between U.S. and Canadian law enforcement agencies to 
combat illegal cross-border activities. As early as 1996, the creation of multipurpose 
Border Enforcement Teams was initiated for this purpose, later expanding signifi-
cantly after September 11. A unique mechanism was introduced with the signing of 
the 2009 Integrated Cross-Border Maritime Law Enforcement Operations Initiative 
(commonly known as the Shiprider Agreement). This agreement authorized joint 
teams to conduct operations across the border without undergoing standard border 
control procedures and granted officers from both countries the authority to enforce 
their national laws on the other country’s territory (Framework Agreement 2009). 

The comprehensive efforts by North American governments to enhance border 
security alongside optimizing the management of cross-border traffic have not fully 
mitigated the effects of heightened border controls implemented after September 11. 
By the late 2010s, traffic across the U.S.–Canada border had decreased by approxi-
mately one-third compared to the 1990s, and by around 30% across the U.S.–Mexico 
border (Bureau of Transportation Statistics n.d.). 

North American cross-border traffic management projects continue to face several 
significant challenges, including divergent priorities between the United States and 
its neighbors (the United States prioritizes security, while its partners emphasize 
trade) (Leuprecht et al. 2021); insufficient trust between the parties, particularly at 
the U.S.–Mexico border, where U.S. policies often take a unilateral approach (Border 
Policy Research Institute 2014b); the vulnerability of cooperation to political shifts 
(Hale 2011; Dupeyron 2017), exemplified by the Trump administration’s stricter 
policies on migration and protectionism toward neighboring countries (Trautman 
et al. 2019); generally stringent U.S. immigration policies toward nationals of neigh-
boring countries (Cappellano et al. 2021); differing national regulatory regimes for 
cross-border traffic control (Globerman and Storer 2014; Broadhurst and Trautman 
2023), which often leave U.S. neighbors acting as policy-takers in response to Amer-
ican regulations (Hale 2019); asynchronous government funding cycles for border 
management and insufficient consideration of local conditions at specific regions and 
border crossings (Border Policy Research Institute 2008; Broadhurst and Trautman
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2023); issues related to uneven distribution of cross-border traffic across entry points, 
seasonal fluctuations, and disparities in the modernization of border infrastructure 
(Border Policy Research Institute 2013, 2016); and inequities in funding opportuni-
ties among border crossings within the same country or between neighboring nations 
(e.g., U.S. crossings, unlike their Canadian counterparts, are permitted to collect fees 
and receive funding from regional authorities) (Melious 2006). 

Facilitating cross-border traffic, along with fostering trade, employment, mobility, 
innovation, and tackling shared environmental challenges, is equally a key priority 
for regional cross-border cooperation. 

The regions of Canada, Mexico, and the United States lack broad authority to 
engage in foreign policy, and any legally binding agreements they enter into with 
international partners—such as the 1992 Environmental Cooperation Agreement 
between Washington State and British Columbia (Environmental Cooperation Agree-
ment 1992)—must be approved by the central government. Section 10 of Article 
1 of the U.S. Constitution explicitly prohibits states from entering into agreements 
with foreign entities without Congressional consent. To circumvent these limitations, 
regions or cities often opt to sign non-legally binding memorandums of understanding 
with foreign partners, which, in practice, are frequently concluded following consul-
tations with central authorities. Examples of such agreements include those between 
San Diego and Tijuana or Washington State and British Columbia. Additionally, 
cooperation is often carried out through formats like binational economic forums 
and coalitions (Border Policy Research Institute 2019) (Fig. 2.2).

It is worth noting that while U.S. and Canadian regions lack extensive authority for 
international engagement, they enjoy significant autonomy in domestic affairs and 
substantial financial independence. This enables them to coordinate synchronously 
with neighboring regions across the border in implementing projects, such as 
infrastructure initiatives, within their respective territories. 

Regional cross-border cooperation initiatives face several additional challenges, 
including reliance on funding from central governments (which is often unstable), 
weak horizontal linkages between cities, and a lack of coordinated efforts in cross-
border planning (Cappellano et al. 2021). Despite these challenges, regional and local 
authorities play a crucial role as coordinators and facilitators of communication and 
collaboration among various stakeholders, including private and non-governmental 
organizations (Leuprecht et al. 2021; Clauson and Trautman 2016). 

Cross-border cooperation has been particularly active in the northwestern part 
of the U.S.–Canada border since the 1990s, especially between the U.S. state of 
Washington and the Canadian province of British Columbia. This collaboration is 
bolstered by a relatively strong shared identity within the “Cascadia region,” to 
the extent that even separatist movements have emerged advocating for the region’s 
independence as a sovereign state outside the United States and Canada. While cross-
border initiatives also exist in the central and eastern parts of the U.S.–Canada border 
(such as in the Detroit-Windsor and Buffalo-Niagara Falls areas), they tend to be less 
extensive, integrated, and stable (Border Policy Research Institute and University of 
Buffalo Regional Institute 2009).
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Fig. 2.2 North American states, their administrative regions, and cross-border regionalism

The most extensive North American regional cross-border organization along the 
U.S.–Canada border is the Future Borders Coalition, which comprises dozens of 
private organizations (primarily in transportation, cargo and logistics, and tourism 
sectors) as well as the government of Quebec. The coalition aims to advocate 
for optimal border policies, with its activities largely focused on developing 
recommendations for government agencies (Future Borders Coalition n.d.). 

The cross-border cooperation carried out under the framework of the Pacific 
NorthWest Economic Region (PNWER), established in 1991 and headquartered in 
Seattle, takes on a more diverse and project-oriented nature. PNWER addresses 
economic, social, and environmental issues such as transportation, agriculture, inno-
vation, labor markets, water resources, and emergency management, as well as 
lobbying shared interests in the capitals of both countries. Canadian participation 
includes the provinces and territories of British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, 
Yukon, and Northwest Territories, while U.S. participants include the states of Wash-
ington, Idaho, Montana, and Oregon. Functioning as a cross-border forum for both 
public authorities and the private sector, PNWER operates through 20 working 
groups, where private-sector representatives play a significant role. The organiza-
tion is managed by compact governing bodies—the Executive Committee, Delegate 
Council, and Private Sector Council (Pacific NorthWest Economic Region n.d.)—and 
operates on a modest budget of less than $2 million.
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The International Mobility and Trade Corridor Program (IMTC) focuses primarily 
on issues related to the management of cross-border transportation infrastructure 
and traffic flows. Established in 1997 in the region between Washington State and 
the Canadian province of British Columbia, the program is a binational initiative 
involving federal, regional, and local government agencies from both the United 
States and Canada, as well as businesses, universities, and non-governmental orga-
nizations. Notably, the program is managed by one side—the Whatcom Council of 
Governments—a forum originally created to coordinate joint activities among local 
governments in Washington State, which later expanded its role to include trans-
portation planning. This asymmetry in leadership could be attributed to the Council’s 
demonstrated effectiveness and its greater administrative capacity compared to its 
Canadian counterparts. 

Led by a Steering Committee that convenes monthly, the IMTC Program includes 
representatives from dozens of organizations, predominantly governments at various 
levels. Between 1997 and 2020, IMTC secured over $41 million in funding, primarily 
from the U.S. Federal Highway Administration for specific infrastructure projects, 
as well as from federal and municipal governments in both the United States and 
Canada. Among its donors is a private entity—the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation 
(IMTC n.d.). 

The Cascadia Innovation Corridor (CIC) initiative (Trautman et al. 2019) prior-
itizes pooling the innovative potential of neighboring regions to foster their collec-
tive development. Launched in 2016 by Microsoft, the initiative gained legiti-
macy through a memorandum of understanding between the governments of British 
Columbia and Washington State. CIC aims to promote economic growth and inno-
vation while encouraging cross-border collaboration among regional governments, 
businesses, and universities. Key areas of focus include transportation, high-tech, 
clean energy, data analytics, and addressing climate change. 

One of the first projects under CIC was the establishment of the Cascadia Urban 
Analytics Cooperative (CUAC) in 2017 by the University of British Columbia and 
the University of Washington. Supported by $1 million in funding from Microsoft, 
CUAC conducts research on urban development challenges, such as transporta-
tion, homelessness, and healthcare. In the same year, the governments of British 
Columbia, Washington State, and Oregon launched the Cascadia Venture Accel-
eration Network (CVAN), which involves 50 organizations, including universities, 
incubators, investors, and industry associations. CVAN’s mission is to provide finan-
cial and informational support to cross-border startups in these priority areas (The 
University of British Columbia n.d.; Cappellano 2019). 

Interregional cooperation along the U.S.–Mexico border faces significantly less 
favorable conditions compared to the U.S.–Canada border. Key obstacles include 
stricter border control and immigration policies, a lack of mutual trust between 
the parties, a more pronounced dominance of the United States in comparison to 
the relatively balanced dynamics of U.S.–Canada cooperation, weaker authority of 
Mexican regional governments compared to their American counterparts (Pipkin 
2018b), and high crime rates on the Mexican side, among other challenges.
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Despite these challenges, several interregional initiatives continue to develop. 
One notable example is the Cali Baja Initiative, launched in 2008 to promote 
economic partnerships between Southern California and the Mexican state of Baja 
California. The initiative focuses on industrial manufacturing, trade, biotechnology, 
clean energy, logistics, tourism, workforce development, and cultural exchange. 
Participants include local government agencies, businesses, universities, and research 
institutions. The initiative operates as a network without a centralized governing 
body, coordinating efforts primarily through joint projects (Tijuana EDC 2020). 
The management of the initiative exhibits an asymmetrical structure, with the U.S. 
side tending to dominate. A pivotal role is played by the San Diego Association of 
Governments (SANDAG), particularly through its Binational Borders Committee, 
where Mexican officials, such as representatives from the Consulate General of 
Mexico, participate as advisory members (San Diego Association of Governments, 
n.d.). Additionally, SANDAG contributes to cross-border planning in areas like 
transportation and environmental sustainability (Herzog and Sohn 2019). 

The prominent role of environmental initiatives in North American cross-border 
cooperation can be attributed to several factors: long-standing traditions of environ-
mental activism, a history of addressing transboundary river issues, and the emphasis 
placed on environmental concerns in the broader context of North American inte-
gration. Some researchers note a significant increase in the number of environ-
mental NGOs in recent decades within the U.S.–Canada border region, as well as the 
intensification of cross-border collaborations among these organizations (Moscato 
2023). 

Environmental issues have played a significant role in shaping cross-border envi-
ronmental initiatives, largely due to the prominence given to ecological concerns 
within the framework of NAFTA. Alongside NAFTA, Canada, Mexico, and the 
United States signed the North American Agreement on Environmental Coopera-
tion (NAAEC), which came into effect in 1994. This agreement aimed to mitigate 
the environmental impacts of economic integration and led to the establishment of 
the Commission for Environmental Cooperation (CEC) to oversee its implementa-
tion. Additionally, the North American Development Bank (NADBANK) and the 
grant program North American Partnership for Environmental Community Action 
(NAPECA) have supported local community environmental efforts, with typical 
grants ranging from tens to hundreds of thousands of dollars. The NAAEC also 
empowered environmental organizations and individual activists in North America 
to file complaints against member states for failing to comply with its provisions. 

However, critics point to the limited authority of the CEC (Mumme and Duncan 
1996). Furthermore, the heightened border security measures introduced after 
September 11, 2001, have posed challenges for cross-border environmental activism 
(Stefanick 2009), while shifting political priorities have resulted in reduced U.S. 
funding for environmental initiatives. On the Mexican side of the U.S.–Mexico 
border, environmental activists face particularly severe challenges, including inade-
quate funding and governance, compounded by security threats posed by drug cartels 
in some cases (Herzog and Sohn 2019).
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North American cooperation in addressing the challenges of transboundary 
rivers has particularly deep roots, initially emerging as a mechanism for resolving 
border-related disputes and gradually evolving to incorporate a strong environmental 
protection dimension. 

As early as 1889, the United States and Mexico established the International 
Boundary and Water Commission (IBWC) to address issues related to transboundary 
water bodies. Initially tasked with ensuring the accuracy of border demarcations 
along shared rivers, its mandate expanded in 1944 to include addressing envi-
ronmental challenges such as water quality, biodiversity, and river infrastructure 
management between the two countries. The commission operates through closely 
coordinated efforts, with representatives from both nations meeting at least once a 
week. 

A broader range of environmental issues in the U.S.–Mexico border region is 
managed by the Border Environment Cooperation Commission (BECC), headquar-
tered in Ciudad Juárez, Mexico. Established in 1994 by the governments of the two 
countries, BECC focuses on a variety of cross-border environmental concerns. 

In the U.S.–Canada border region, water management issues have been over-
seen since 1909 by the International Joint Commission (IJC), established under the 
intergovernmental Boundary Waters Treaty of the same year. Initially focused on 
resolving border disputes, the commission’s responsibilities later expanded to include 
approving projects that alter water levels and addressing environmental challenges. 
The IJC is composed of six commissioners, three from each country, supported 
by subcommittees dedicated to specific sections of the border waters or particular 
issues, as well as technical staff. Additionally, the commission monitors air pollution 
in border regions (International Joint Commission 2018). 

To jointly manage the biodiversity and water quality of the Great Lakes, prevent 
overfishing, and combat invasive species (notably, sea lampreys), the Great Lakes 
Fishery Commission was established in 1954 under the Convention on Great 
Lakes Fisheries (Great Lakes Fishery Commission n.d.). Furthermore, in 1961, the 
Columbia River Treaty was signed, facilitating the construction of three dams in 
British Columbia and one in Montana, as well as the management of energy gener-
ated by these dams (Treaty Relating to Cooperative Development 1961). Over time, 
greater emphasis has been placed on engaging civil society activists to oversee treaty 
compliance (Davidson 2014; Border Policy Research Institute 2017). 

The activities of non-governmental environmental initiatives in the U.S.–Canada 
border region also have a long history. For instance, the establishment of international 
parks, such as the Waterton-Glacier International Peace Park and the Peace Arch 
Park, can be traced back to the efforts of environmental activists on both sides of 
the border during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It is important to note 
that these and similar parks are not unified transboundary territories. Instead, they 
consist of adjacent national parks on either side of the border, working collaboratively 
to coordinate efforts for environmental conservation and biodiversity preservation 
(Timothy 1999). 

One of the largest transboundary conservation initiatives in North America is the 
Yellowstone to Yukon Conservation Project (Y2Y). This project spans a corridor of
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over 3000 km across the U.S.–Canada border and is spearheaded by a broad coalition 
of environmental organizations operating on both sides of the border. The coalition 
has successfully advocated for the expansion of protected areas—between 1993 and 
2018, the size of these areas increased by more than 80%. Additionally, the initiative 
focuses on ensuring wildlife connectivity through lands used for economic activities, 
promoting sustainable coexistence (Y2Y 2024; Stefanick 2009). 

A notable example of an environmental initiative in the U.S.–Canada border region 
is the construction and conservation of the Salish Sea—a system of straits and chan-
nels located between the Canadian province of British Columbia and the U.S. state of 
Washington. The term “Salish Sea,” later officially recognized in both countries, was 
first proposed in 1988 by Bert Webber, a professor at Western Washington Univer-
sity, to raise public awareness about the need for ecological protection in the area 
(Freelan n.d.). Since then, the Salish Sea has served as the geographical focus for 
various conservation projects (Säre 2020). 

A distinctive focus of CBC involves protecting the interests of the indigenous First 
Nations population. Indigenous organizations are consistently invited to participate 
in cross-border initiatives to ensure their voices are heard. A pivotal role is played 
by the 1794 Jay Treaty, which grants indigenous peoples the right to move freely 
between neighboring countries while retaining their social rights. Although Canada 
does not fully recognize this treaty, some Canadian educational institutions waive 
tuition fees for First Nations representatives (Boos et al. 2014; O’Shea 2023). 

2.4 China 

With the longest land border in the world (over 22,000 km) and the largest number of 
neighboring states (14), alongside Russia, China stands as one of the most econom-
ically and politically powerful nations globally. Since the 1990s, external rela-
tions, particularly with neighboring countries, have played a pivotal role in China’s 
economic policy. Initially, these efforts were driven by the Go Out Strategy, which 
aimed to promote the overseas activity of Chinese companies. Since the 2010s, 
they have been further advanced through the Belt and Road Initiative, focused 
on establishing transcontinental economic corridors. The Chinese model of cross-
border cooperation, shaped under these conditions, reflects the country’s growing 
economic power, its rigidly authoritarian political regime, and the central govern-
ment’s strategic use of its border potential, selectively granting substantial autonomy 
to local authorities for fostering cooperation (Fig. 2.3).

The first key component of China’s model is the establishment of Cross-Border 
Economic Cooperation Zones (CBECZs). While the first special economic zones 
were created in China’s coastal cities in the 1970s, their application to cross-border 
cooperation—particularly with Kazakhstan, Mongolia, Russia, and Vietnam—began 
in the 1990s. The Belt and Road Initiative in the 2010s provided further impetus 
for the development of additional CBECZs. A typical CBECZ structure involves 
adjacent territories on either side of the border, each under their respective national
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Fig. 2.3 China and its regions

jurisdictions. These zones are connected by robust infrastructure and operate under 
favorable migration and customs regimes, facilitating the movement of people and 
goods across the border (Pestsov and Volynchuk 2020). 

China has been a global pioneer in the large-scale implementation of Cross-Border 
Economic Cooperation Zones (CBECZs). Its experience, albeit with varying degrees 
of success, has subsequently inspired similar initiatives in several other countries, 
including some ASEAN member states and Russia. 

The second, even more ambitious component of China’s cross-border coopera-
tion model involves the empowerment of selected regions by the central government. 
These regions are granted additional powers and financial resources—particularly for 
implementing cross-border and transboundary projects—along with priority commu-
nication channels with the central authorities. At the same time, the central govern-
ment maintains strict oversight of the regions’ international activities, requiring 
approval for key initiatives in this domain (Su 2013).
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The central authorities play a crucial role in establishing framework agreements 
for cooperation with neighboring countries, most of which also operate under author-
itarian regimes. These agreements create a favorable environment for fostering 
cross-border cooperation, effectively giving it a green light. Moreover, the central 
government typically serves as the primary funding source for major infrastructure 
projects. 

Since the 2010s, many Chinese regions have been under particular pressure to align 
their cross-border cooperation plans with the overarching Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI) strategy. Such alignment often promises access to substantial funding for 
cross-border infrastructure development (Pestsov and Volynchuk 2020). However, 
this approach presents challenges: tailoring development plans to fit BRI priorities 
may lead to inefficiencies, mismanagement, or even misuse of funds (Peyrouse and 
Raballand 2015). 

Building on this framework, regional authorities are further empowered to 
propose large-scale initiatives for developing cross-border cooperation, which 
require approval from the central government. These initiatives may include the 
establishment of cross-border economic zones, development of transboundary infras-
tructure, and the creation of joint governance institutions with adjacent territorial 
entities. Examples include the Guangdong-Hong Kong Cooperation Joint Confer-
ence, although the effectiveness of such bodies is not always rated highly by experts 
(Smart and Lin 2004). Regional authorities are also tasked with adopting programs 
for fostering cross-border cooperation, maintaining regular communication with their 
counterparts across the border, organizing business missions, and similar activi-
ties. To oversee cross-border collaboration in specific sectors, steering groups are 
often established within Chinese regions. These groups typically consist of offi-
cials specialized in the relevant fields from the respective departments of local 
administrations (Su 2013). 

The empowering of those borderland provinces that could demonstrate the poten-
tial effectiveness of their plans to the central government became a significant compo-
nent of China’s regional policy. This policy aimed at revitalizing and stimulating the 
economic development of peripheral areas, which had been marginalized during the 
period of isolation (Pestsov and Volynchuk 2020). 

In some cases, the strategy of granting regions special powers was employed to 
alleviate partners’ concerns about China’s potential dominance in cross-border coop-
eration. This approach was utilized in China’s participation in the Greater Mekong 
Subregion initiative, established in 1992, which included Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, 
Thailand, and Vietnam, along with China’s Yunnan Province. In 2005, the initiative 
was expanded to include the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region (Su 2013). A 
similar strategy was applied to facilitate the reintegration of Hong Kong, handed back 
to China by the United Kingdom in 1997 under the condition of maintaining broad 
economic and political autonomy until 2047. To address Hong Kong’s concerns over 
the political implications and economic disparities of extensive economic coopera-
tion with China, its primary economic partner became the neighboring Guangdong 
Province (Yang 2006).
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The Chinese model of cross-border cooperation has delivered mixed results. On 
the one hand, China has become at least one of the priority partners for nearly all 
its neighboring states, with the exception of Bhutan, and its ties with these coun-
tries have become increasingly multifaceted and dynamic. The delegation of exten-
sive powers to local authorities has fostered their initiative, which in some cases 
(such as Guangdong-Hong Kong cooperation) has led to innovative approaches in 
infrastructure development, technology, and environmental protection (Shen 2004). 

This cooperation has, in certain instances, resulted in impressive projects, such 
as the Hong Kong-Zhuhai-Macao Bridge, the world’s longest sea bridge at 55 km, 
inaugurated in 2018. Another notable example is the Hong Kong-Shenzhen Innova-
tion and Technology Park, launched in 2017. This initiative has effectively merged 
the capacities of high-tech industries with R&D advancements through collabora-
tions with local universities (Kang and Jiang 2020). In the northern border city of 
Heihe, the Cross-Border E-Commerce Park, operational since 2012, has become a 
pivotal logistics hub, attracting companies involved in online trade between Russia 
and China and significantly contributing to the city’s economic growth (Mikhailova 
2018). 

Another interesting case is the Khorgos Special Economic Zone, notable for its 
preferential tax regime, which offers tax breaks, reduced tariffs, and streamlined 
customs procedures to attract investment and promote trade. Situated on the border 
with Kazakhstan in China’s Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region, the zone features 
the Khorgos International Center for Boundary Cooperation (ICBC), including a joint 
free trade zone. This center held particular significance prior to the recent reciprocal 
implementation of visa-free travel between China and Kazakhstan, as it facilitated 
visa-free entry for traders and tourists. Of particular importance is the Khorgos 
Gateway Dry Port, a logistics hub on the Kazakhstan-China border, inaugurated in 
2015. It spans 129.8 hectares and features advanced infrastructure, including logis-
tics and industrial zones, the capacity to store up to 18,000 containers, and gantry 
cranes for seamless cargo transfers between China’s standard rail gauge (1435 mm) 
and Kazakhstan’s rail gauge (1520 mm). Its importance has grown with the increased 
significance of the Middle Corridor as an alternative to the Northern Corridor through 
Russia. The development of Khorgos began during Hu Jintao’s tenure, though its 
strategic relevance was greatly elevated under the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). As 
Xinjiang was designated a “core region” (hexin qu) within the Silk Road Economic 
Belt, the BRI’s land-based component (Belt and Road Forum for International Coop-
eration 2017), this initiative emphasized domestic development to address economic 
disparities between the more developed eastern provinces and the less developed 
western regions, such as Xinjiang, maintaining a coherent focus on national growth. 

On the other hand, China’s model of cross-border cooperation often reflects 
its overwhelming economic power and unilateral efforts, which are insufficiently 
matched by equivalent commitments from its partners. These gaps include defi-
ciencies in infrastructure development, legal frameworks, and the delegation of 
authority to regional governments for cross-border projects. Many of China’s neigh-
bors involved in cross-border cooperation face governance challenges, with their 
systems often more bureaucratic and corrupt than China’s (Tochkov 2022). For
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instance, China’s cooperation with Russia and Myanmar is hindered by centralized 
and rigid decision-making processes in these countries (Pestsov 2021; Kosonen et al. 
2008). In Russia, slow implementation of infrastructure projects further complicates 
progress. Additionally, both China and many of its neighboring countries struggle 
with high levels of corruption. This poses risks to the successful execution of joint 
infrastructure and other projects, particularly given the lack of transparency in fund 
allocation mechanisms (Peyrouse and Raballand 2015). 

Despite efforts to strike an optimal balance between a centralized political system 
and the encouragement of local initiative, the authoritarian nature of this system 
often negatively impacts the dynamics of cooperation. In particular, it can become 
overly bureaucratic, leaving insufficient room for the involvement of non-state actors, 
especially in areas beyond the economic sphere, such as environmental protection 
and education (Chu and Lee 2019). 

China’s attempts to alleviate partners’ concerns about its dominance in cross-
border cooperation have not always been sufficient. While support for such cooper-
ation has grown significantly in neighboring regions, alarmist sentiments regarding 
China’s expanding influence remain strong (Pestsov and Volynchuk 2020). Such 
concerns were a driving force behind the series of mass protests in Kazakhstan in 
2016 against amendments to the Land Code, which allowed foreigners to lease land 
for extended periods (BBC News 2016). Similarly, Guangdong’s cooperation with 
Hong Kong has faced resistance from some Hongkongers due to the intensified influx 
of migrants from Mainland China, which has sharply increased the strain on Hong 
Kong’s social services and driven up housing prices (Yang and Li 2013). 

The lack of a lingua franca for official and informal interactions between China and 
its neighboring partners also negatively impacts cross-border cooperation. Efforts by 
both sides to promote mutual language learning—such as express courses in Russian 
for Chinese officials and entrepreneurs in the China–Russia border region—often 
prove insufficient. This inadequacy affects not only the quality of communication 
during interactions but also the exchange of information about potential opportunities 
for cooperation (Kashin and Yankova 2021). 

2.5 Southeast Asia 

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), established in 1967, is often 
regarded as one of the most successful regional integration frameworks. Despite 
significant economic, political, and cultural differences among its members, it has 
achieved notable milestones since the 1990s, including the establishment of a free 
trade area and the development of a distinctive consensus-based decision-making 
mechanism that accommodates the divergent interests of its diverse membership. 
ASEAN’s accomplishments and legal frameworks, such as the free trade area, coop-
eration in border management (ASEAN 2021), and the creation of a virtual platform 
to facilitate cross-border connections among small and medium-sized enterprises
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Fig. 2.4 Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 

(ASEAN 2023), have, to some extent, fostered cross-border cooperation in certain 
areas (Fig. 2.4). 

The diversity among ASEAN member states, coupled with the bloc’s prioritization 
of consensus-building, nevertheless often significantly hampers the development of 
unified policies across various domains. This explains why cross-border cooperation 
occupies a relatively minor position in ASEAN’s official discourse, even though 
related areas, such as the standardization of border management and the promotion 
of cross-border trade, have seen considerable progress. 

The nature of cross-border cooperation largely depends on the specific character-
istics and policies of the cooperating ASEAN member states. Importantly, ASEAN 
countries vary substantially in their economic capacities (with Singapore, Brunei, 
Malaysia, and Thailand significantly outpacing Indonesia, Vietnam, and the Philip-
pines, and even more so Cambodia and Myanmar in GDP per capita), levels of demo-
cratic governance (Indonesia and the Philippines are more democratic, followed by 
Malaysia, Singapore, and Thailand, while the remaining ASEAN members are clas-
sified as authoritarian regimes), and degrees of political decentralization. Indonesia’s 
regions enjoy the broadest powers, followed by Malaysia, particularly in Borneo, and 
the Philippines, which, while lacking land borders, has notable regional autonomy. 
In contrast, the other ASEAN countries maintain highly centralized governance 
systems.
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It is unsurprising that, as characterized by Nadalutti and Rüland, ASEAN’s cross-
border cooperation is generally marked by a high degree of centralization and a 
predominantly top-down approach, functioning more as a tool for development than 
for fostering regional cohesion (Nadalutti and Rüland 2024). Within this framework, 
regions typically play a subordinate role, acting as implementers of centrally imposed 
decisions. Notable exceptions include Indonesia–Malaysia cross-border coopera-
tion on the island of Borneo (Kalimantan), where regions in both countries enjoy 
considerable autonomy, at least in domestic policy matters, and Indonesia–Singapore 
cross-border cooperation, where, due to the small geographical size of Singapore, 
the distinction between national and regional authorities is virtually absent. 

The diversity of governance systems among ASEAN member states complicates 
the standardization of cooperation practices and poses challenges to ensuring compli-
ance with agreed-upon norms in areas such as border management (Plümmer 2022). 
Furthermore, challenges related to the absence of a common lingua franca frequently 
arise during project implementation. Efforts to promote English as a regional working 
language have not always been sufficient to overcome these issues (Bruthiaux 2008). 

The most common tools of ASEAN cross-border cooperation are growth triangles 
or areas, as well as free trade zones modeled after China’s cross-border cooperation 
practices. Additionally, one of the key cross-border cooperation initiatives involving 
ASEAN countries and several other stakeholders is the Greater Mekong Subregion 
(GMS). 

The growth triangle model envisions the pooling of competitive advantages 
of adjacent territories (e.g., affordable labor, investments, and natural resources) 
from neighboring countries. Pioneers of the growth triangle format, typically 
encompassing border and nearby areas of neighboring nations, included Singa-
pore, Malaysia, and Indonesia. The SIJORI Triangle, initiated in 1989 by Singa-
pore, brought together Singapore, the Malaysian state of Johor, and the Indone-
sian Riau Islands, aiming to establish production chains and new jobs, encourage 
investments, and develop infrastructure and tourism (Karim et al. 2024). Similar 
goals, with some modifications, were pursued by the Indonesia–Malaysia–Thailand 
Growth Triangle established in 1993, the Brunei–Indonesia–Malaysia–Philippines 
East ASEAN Growth Area launched in 1994, and the Cambodia–Laos–Vietnam 
Development Triangle Area introduced in 1999 (Nadalutti and Rüland 2024). 

While all these growth triangles or areas achieved some degree of success, the 
SIJORI Triangle stood out as the most successful, reflecting the relatively higher 
levels of economic development and governance democratization of its participating 
countries. In contrast, the other initiatives faced more significant challenges related 
to investments, infrastructure, and bureaucratic hurdles. Researchers also highlight 
common issues inherent to growth triangles: cooperation often focuses on bilateral 
rather than multilateral ties, while distrust and suspicions over the distribution of 
benefits have occasionally strained relations between partners within the triangles 
(Nadalutti and Rüland 2024). 

Since the late 1990s, certain ASEAN member states, including Thailand, Vietnam, 
Myanmar, and Laos, began establishing cross-border trade or industrial zones. These
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zones featured simplified customs procedures and reduced tariffs aimed at stimu-
lating the development of border regions where small-scale trade played a vital role 
in the livelihoods of local populations. The systematic creation of such zones gained 
particular importance in the 2000s as part of Thailand’s policy to balance regional 
economic development. This strategy involved redistributing investments and trade 
flows to benefit peripheral areas while fostering cooperation with less affluent neigh-
boring countries, including employing low-cost labor in border zones (Anuar and 
Harun 2018). 

These priorities were reflected in Thailand’s adoption of the Ayeyawady– 
Chao Phraya–Mekong Economic Cooperation Strategy (ACMECS) in 2003. The 
overarching goal of this initiative was to bridge the economic development gap 
between Thailand and its less developed neighbors—Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, 
and Vietnam—through joint cross-border growth initiatives (Krainara and Routray 
2015). Thailand’s cross-border cooperation also extended to other areas, such as joint 
educational and exchange programs for schools in adjacent border regions, including 
English language instruction to establish it as a lingua franca for cross-border 
interactions (Kaewkumkong and Sen 2019). 

The Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) initiative, launched by the Asian Devel-
opment Bank in 1992, geographically encompasses territories within the Mekong 
River Basin, including five ASEAN member states—Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, 
Myanmar, and Vietnam—as well as two Chinese territories: Yunnan Province and, 
since 2002, the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region. Its priorities include fostering 
economic development, strengthening infrastructure connectivity (notably through 
transport corridors), environmental protection, water management, agriculture, 
tourism, education, and healthcare (Fig. 2.5).

This program, which also involves regions, intergovernmental and non-
governmental organizations, businesses, and international donors, lacks formal 
membership, official status, or a clear governance structure. Strategic and major 
project-related decisions are made at the GMS Ministerial Conference and the GMS 
Leaders’ Summit, while implementation and ongoing oversight in specific sectors— 
such as environmental protection, transportation, tourism, energy, and healthcare— 
are handled by working groups and sectoral committees. Secretariat functions are 
carried out by the Asian Development Bank, which initiated the project. 

The GMS initiative has achieved several tangible outcomes, particularly in 
strengthening regional connectivity, developing transportation infrastructure, and 
promoting economic corridors (North–South, East–West, and South)—zones situ-
ated along key transportation routes (Tangseefa 2018; Anuar and Harun 2018). Over 
the course of its implementation, the initiative has facilitated investments exceeding 
$20 billion (Greater Mekong Subregion n.d.). One of its most significant agree-
ments is the 1999 Cross-Border Transport Facilitation Agreement, aimed at harmo-
nizing laws, procedures, and requirements for the movement of goods, vehicles, and 
people across regional borders (Krainara and Routray 2015). However, the initiative 
has faced substantial criticism for its inability to prevent environmental degrada-
tion, prioritizing economic growth at the expense of sustainability, and lacking clear 
governance mechanisms and stable funding (Bruthiaux 2008).
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Fig. 2.5 States and regions participating in the Greater Mekong Subregion

The cross-border cooperation between Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore is 
notably distinct due to the sensitivity of their political systems to regional issues and 
the substantial natural, human, financial, and other resources at their disposal. Even 
during the era of President Suharto’s strictly authoritarian regime, the Indonesian 
government made efforts to enhance cooperation with its wealthier neighbors. In 
1967, the Malaysia–Indonesia General Border Committee (GBC) was established, 
initially focusing on security issues but expanding its agenda to include economic 
cooperation in 1984. In 1985, the Sosek-Malindo Working Committee was created, 
with a more pronounced focus on regional and socio-economic matters, such as trade, 
mobility, and infrastructure development (Karim 2015). In 1978, Indonesian author-
ities announced the creation of the Batam Free Trade Zone to attract investments



2.6 Latin America 39

from nearby Singapore. This zone was transformed in 2006 into the Batam–Bintan– 
Karimun Free Trade Zone, expanding its territory and offering investors additional 
customs and tax incentives. 

The format of Indonesia’s cross-border cooperation underwent significant changes 
following the resignation of authoritarian President Suharto in 1998. This political 
shift was accompanied by the decentralization of the country’s political system and 
a substantial increase in the authority of regional governments, including in inter-
national relations. However, agreements signed by the regions still require central 
government approval, creating a degree of uncertainty and, in some cases, tensions 
between regional and central authorities. To circumvent legal restrictions, regional 
authorities sometimes rely on informal connections with the commercial sector, lever-
aging their licensing powers to foster such relationships. These dynamics have given 
rise to patron–client networks that regional governments use to advance their external 
economic interests (Karim et al. 2024). 

Overall, the shift in the balance of power toward Indonesian regions has signifi-
cantly boosted cross-border activities, stimulating cooperation in areas such as manu-
facturing, trade, infrastructure development, healthcare, education, and social welfare 
(Satyawan 2018). 

Cross-border cooperation, however, remains heavily shaped by economic dispar-
ities, often disadvantaging Indonesia. The existence of the Batam free trade zone, for 
instance, is reliant on Singaporean investments, which has led to intense competi-
tion between the central government and local elites for control over financial flows 
(Karim 2019). In a different context, the Malaysian region of Sarawak is significantly 
more developed compared to Indonesia’s West Kalimantan. Malaysia dominates the 
supply of goods to West Kalimantan, exploits Indonesian natural resources (such as 
palm oil production) and human resources (cheap labor), and often dictates the terms 
of joint projects, occasionally revising established agreements. 

Additionally, a major challenge to Malaysian–Indonesian cooperation lies in the 
underdeveloped legal framework. For example, the Border Trade Agreement, signed 
in 1970, has not been updated to reflect the drastically changed realities of today 
(Elyta and Sahide 2021). Without significant modernization of such agreements, the 
potential for further enhancing cross-border collaboration remains limited, leaving 
much room for improvement in addressing these disparities. 

2.6 Latin America 

Latin American cross-border cooperation unfolds within complex political and 
economic contexts. 

On the one hand, the predominance of Spanish-speaking countries in the region 
minimizes linguistic barriers, while cross-border interactions and projects are encour-
aged by regional integration organizations such as the Southern Common Market 
(MERCOSUR), the Andean Community (CAN), the Union of South American 
Nations (UNASUR), the Community of Latin American and Caribbean States
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(CELAC), the Central American Integration System (SICA), and others. In some 
cases, cooperation is facilitated by the existence of twin border cities, such as Rivera 
(Uruguay) and Santana do Livramento (Brazil), Foz do Iguaçu (Brazil) and Ciudad 
del Este (Paraguay), and Táchira (Venezuela) and Cúcuta (Colombia). Similarly, 
geographic proximity enables collaboration between cities located slightly apart, as 
seen in the cross-border complex of Tacna (Peru) and Arica (Chile). 

Brazil and Paraguay, in particular, are driven toward close cooperation by the 
joint management of the Itaipu Dam, the world’s second-largest hydroelectric power 
plant. Operated by the binational company Itaipu Binacional, the dam employs tens 
of thousands of workers and provides over 70% of Paraguay’s electricity and more 
than 15% of Brazil’s electricity. 

Yet, despite these favorable conditions, Latin American cross-border coopera-
tion faces significant challenges that can undermine the positive factors and efforts 
mentioned earlier. Numerous political disagreements exist between Latin American 
states, and in some cases, between different levels of government within the same 
country. These disagreements, often exacerbated by territorial disputes, create an 
unfavorable backdrop for cooperation (Hurtado Bautista and Aponte Motta 2017; 
Dilla Alfonso and Contreras Vera 2021) (Fig. 2.6). 

Fig. 2.6 Political map of 
Latin America
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Compared to the EU and North America, Latin American countries lack the exten-
sive resources necessary to implement cross-border projects (Haarich 2018), such as 
grant programs to support cooperation, investments in cross-border infrastructure, 
or the promotion of transnational business initiatives. This shortfall is further exac-
erbated by the low levels of socio-economic development in many border regions 
and their challenging security environments. 

Central governments typically dominate Latin American cross-border coopera-
tion, often stifling local authorities’ initiatives and limiting their powers (Dupeyron 
2009). This situation is further compounded by the institutional weakness of local 
governments in some countries, such as Venezuela (Jimenez Aguilar and Thoene 
2020). Additionally, typical issues in Latin American cross-border cooperation 
include the absence of binding legal commitments between parties (De Souza 2018), 
insufficient engagement of local border communities in joint projects (Dupeyron 
2009), and relatively low levels of cross-border interaction among project partic-
ipants, who often prefer to operate independently on their respective sides of the 
border (Barquet 2015). 

As in the EU, cross-border cooperation in Latin America is actively promoted 
by regional integration organizations, which regard it as a tool for advancing inte-
gration, alleviating interstate tensions, and fostering the joint development of border 
areas and transnational connections. However, the activities of these organizations 
are often marked by instability (Malamud 2013; Kanai 2016), insufficient funding, 
and overlapping mandates. While such organizations sometimes establish bodies to 
coordinate cross-border cooperation, their effectiveness is frequently limited, with 
many becoming inactive just a few years after their creation (Wong Villanueva et al. 
2023). 

Within MERCOSUR, various aspects of cross-border cooperation fall under the 
purview of different bodies, working groups, and other institutions. Among these, the 
Council of the Common Market (which oversees the development and implementa-
tion of integration strategies) and the Trade Commission hold particular importance 
(Dupeyron 2009). 

The Ad Hoc Group for Border Integration, established in 2002 at Brazil’s initiative, 
operated under the authority of the Council of the Common Market. The group’s 
objective was to formulate policies for the joint development of border regions and 
to enhance the effectiveness of cross-border cooperation. One of its achievements 
was the creation of rules ensuring access to medical services for border residents 
regardless of their nationality. However, the group’s overall performance fell short 
of expectations, as it failed to reconcile national strategies for regional development 
and social policy effectively. Ultimately, these and other challenges led to the group’s 
dissolution (De Souza 2016). 

In 2008, the Working Group on Border Integration was established, aiming to 
incorporate the perspectives of local border authorities to a greater extent than its 
predecessor. The group also collaborated closely with the Structural Convergence 
Fund of MERCOSUR (FOCEM). Among other initiatives, the group took on the task 
of creating a database on border regions, addressing an issue that local authorities 
had struggled to manage effectively. However, over time, the group’s activities were
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largely reduced to organizing discussion forums for local border authorities. In 2010, 
its work was suspended for five years, resuming in 2015 at the request of local 
authorities to discuss the ultimately unsuccessful idea of creating “Mercoregions” 
(i.e., MERCOSUR regions) (De Souza 2016). While the group remains active, its 
visibility in the public domain is rather limited. 

The foremost mechanism for funding cross-border cooperation and other regional 
development initiatives within MERCOSUR is the MERCOSUR Structural Conver-
gence Fund (FOCEM), established in 2005. The budget of this fund amounted to 
$100 million annually in the first decade of the 2000s (Amoroso Botelho 2014) and 
reached $300 million annually by 2022 (MERCOSUR 2021). 

MERCOSUR actively seeks collaboration with international forums of regions 
and municipalities, such as the Forum of Consultative Municipalities, Federative 
States, Provinces, and Departments of MERCOSUR, as well as Mercociudades, 
involving them as advisors in shaping its cross-border cooperation policies. It is 
important to note that these institutions primarily serve as platforms for discussion 
and lack significant executive powers (Dupeyron 2009). 

A notable contribution to the development of cross-border cooperation within 
MERCOSUR comes from the INNOVACT initiative, which aims to encourage inno-
vation and foster collaboration at the local government level. In particular, it engages 
with the EU to transfer European cross-border cooperation practices and adapt them 
to Latin American contexts (Haarich 2018). However, INNOVACT lacks a formal 
institutional status within MERCOSUR as well as stable funding. 

The activities of the Andean Community (CAN) in supporting cross-border coop-
eration are less extensive and ambitious compared to other regional initiatives. 
Nevertheless, it has achieved modest but tangible successes in providing legal and 
organizational support for bilateral cross-border cooperation among its members. 

One significant initiative aimed at facilitating legal cross-border movement, 
reducing waiting times, and mitigating the negative effects of bureaucratic border and 
customs procedures is the establishment of Bi-national Border Assistance Centers 
(CEBAF) by several CAN members, including Bolivia, Peru, and Ecuador. These 
centers, jointly managed by neighboring countries, provide integrated services to 
individuals crossing the border. This initiative was authorized by Decision 502 of 
the Andean Community, adopted in 2001, which seeks to promote the legal flow of 
people and goods, eliminate barriers and redundant functions of control agencies, 
and encourage the exchange of information and best practices among participants 
(Comunidad Andina 2001). 

A key aspect of UNASUR’s policy for supporting cross-border cooperation is 
its substantial funding for ambitious infrastructure projects. The largest source of 
financing for such projects in South America is the Initiative for the Integration 
of Regional Infrastructure in South America (IIRSA), established in 2000 with the 
backing of all countries in the region. Operating under the aegis of UNASUR’s 
Council for Infrastructure and Planning (COSIPLAN) and supported by a perma-
nent secretariat, IIRSA aims to promote the development of interconnected trans-
port, energy, and communication infrastructure across the region. This initiative has
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enabled South American countries to partially synchronize their planning for cross-
border infrastructure development and to coordinate joint support for these projects. 
The total financing provided through IIRSA is estimated in the impressive range of 
hundreds of billions of dollars (Tomassian 2015). Despite its tangible achievements, 
the initiative has periodically faced interstate disputes and has been criticized for 
occasionally proceeding without adequate environmental safeguards, as well as for 
exacerbating regional inequalities in development (Kanai 2016). 

In Central America, projects related to cross-border cooperation are also carried 
out under the aegis of SICA. As early as 1987, the Coordination Center for the Preven-
tion of Natural Disasters in Central America (CEPREDENAC) was established to 
facilitate information exchange and provide assistance at both national and regional 
levels, along with the Regional Committee on Water Resources (CRRH) (Guinea 
Barrientos et al. 2015). In 2001, the Mesoamerican Integration and Development 
Project (MIDP) was launched under SICA, channeling investments amounting to 
billions of dollars into education, healthcare, and environmental initiatives. 

The Development Bank of Latin America, which operates with an independent 
status, provides relatively modest yet significant support to local border commu-
nities. In 2007–2008, the bank established the Integration and Border Cooperation 
Development Program (PADIF), followed by the Cross-Border Cooperation and 
Integration Fund (COPIF) to finance its projects, with a budget of just a few million 
dollars. Unlike the larger programs mentioned earlier, PADIF and COPIF focused 
their efforts more specifically on supporting localized projects aimed at developing 
infrastructure, delivering social services, and ensuring environmental sustainability 
specifically in borderland areas (Oddone and Rodríguez Vázquez 2015). 

While acknowledging the importance of the projects and mechanisms initiated 
within Latin American integration organizations, it is important to note that the 
predominant format for cross-border cooperation in the region remains bilateral 
(and less frequently multilateral) intergovernmental initiatives. These are typically 
managed through joint commissions, working groups, border committees, regional 
associations, and similar bodies (Dupeyron 2009). 

In 1986, the governments of Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador launched 
the El Trifinio Initiative, marking one of the earliest efforts in the region to jointly 
manage a 7500 km2 area at the intersection of their borders, encompassing biosphere 
reserves and protected natural areas. The initiative aimed to promote joint manage-
ment of natural resources and improve living conditions for local populations. The 
lead role was taken by the Trilateral Commission, headed by senior officials from the 
central governments of the three countries, with local authorities playing a secondary 
role within the commission. This commission included a secretariat and special-
ized committees. While the project achieved notable successes in sustainable water 
resource management and biodiversity conservation, its efforts to address poverty and 
other socio-economic challenges yielded more modest results. Moreover, much of 
the implementation focused on activities within each country’s borders, with limited 
transboundary engagement (Dilla Alfonso and Contreras Vera 2021). 

In the 1990s, Joint Committees for the Integration and Development of Borders 
(CIDF) began to form in various border regions, including those between Argentina,
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Bolivia, Brazil, Peru, Chile, and Ecuador. These committees coordinate cross-border 
interactions between governmental and non-governmental entities, address chal-
lenges related to cross-border mobility, promote the development of border areas, 
and draft relevant legislative proposals. To support these efforts, the committees can 
draw on development funds, which typically manage budgets in the range of several 
million dollars. However, the effectiveness of these funds is often hindered by bureau-
cratic challenges and limited financial resources (Dilla Alfonso and Contreras Vera 
2021). 

In 1996, the security forces of Argentina, Brazil, and Paraguay established the 
Joint Security Command. Its jurisdiction encompassed the tri-border area, a region 
known for its heightened criminal activity. The participating countries agreed to 
exchange information, conduct joint operations, and implement measures to safe-
guard tourism. This collaborative framework has remained relatively effective and 
continues to operate to this day (Manero 2007). 

In 1998, as part of the peace agreement signed following the 1995 armed conflict, 
Ecuador and Peru established the Binational Fund for Peace and Development 
(FBPD) to foster peace and promote development in the regions adjacent to their 
shared border. The FBPD was launched with an initial capital of $300 million and 
is supported by the governments of both countries as well as international finan-
cial institutions such as the World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank. 
The fund finances projects in various sectors, including infrastructure (construction 
of roads and bridges, improvement of water supply and sanitation systems, etc.), 
healthcare, education, agriculture, environmental protection, and the integration of 
border regions between the two nations (Rhi-Sausi and Oddone 2012). 

In 2001, Bolivia, Chile, and Peru launched the “Aymara Without Borders Strategic 
Alliance,” a project aimed at improving the living conditions of the transboundary 
Aymara people. While the initiative achieved limited success, it contributed to 
strengthening the cultural identity of the Aymara people and promoting cross-border 
cooperation. However, by 2015, the project had effectively lost its cross-border status 
due to disagreements among the participating countries (Dilla Alfonso and Contreras 
Vera 2021). 

In 2002, two major initiatives were introduced to promote cross-border coop-
eration: one involving MERCOSUR members Brazil and Uruguay, and the other 
focusing on Andean Community members Peru and Colombia. 

Under the Brazil-Uruguay “New Agenda for Border Cooperation and Develop-
ment,” various measures were outlined to enhance cross-border trade zones, develop 
transboundary infrastructure, significantly ease border crossing conditions for resi-
dents of certain border areas, increase mobility for educational and cultural exchange 
participants, implement shared access to healthcare and joint social programs, combat 
cross-border crime, promote transboundary tourism, engage in environmental coop-
eration, and manage emergencies collaboratively. Working groups composed of 
representatives from central and local authorities were established to address these 
issues. 

As part of the “New Agenda,” an integration zone was created between the twin 
cities of Rivera (Uruguay) and Santana do Livramento (Brazil), allowing residents
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to cross the border without undergoing customs procedures. For another pair of twin 
cities, both named Aceguá, a joint water supply and sanitation system was estab-
lished. Several bridges over transboundary rivers were also constructed or upgraded 
(Dupeyron 2009). 

Overall, the program can be considered relatively successful. However, its imple-
mentation has been hindered by challenges such as insufficient funding, the domi-
nance of central authorities in project management, limited active participation of 
local communities, administrative barriers, and political disagreements between the 
parties (De Souza 2018). 

Since 2002, the Border Integration Zone, aimed at fostering cross-border develop-
ment in areas adjacent to the Peru-Colombia border, has been in operation. The zone 
was managed by a Bilateral Commission led by the foreign ministers of both coun-
tries and included representatives from central, regional, and local authorities. The 
day-to-day activities of the commission were overseen by an Executive Secretariat. 
In 2013, a Development Plan for the Border Integration Zone was adopted, followed 
by the establishment of a Bilateral Fund in 2015. Despite some progress in infras-
tructure development and relatively successful projects in agriculture, healthcare, 
and education, cooperation within the zone has lacked stability and sustainability 
(Hurtado Bautista and Aponte Motta 2017). 

A distinctive form of cross-border cooperation in the region involves the estab-
lishment of transboundary protected areas, which focus on joint efforts to preserve 
biodiversity in regions spanning national borders. Funding for such initiatives from 
regional governments is typically limited. Therefore, considering the global impor-
tance of preserving regional biodiversity, securing financial support from interna-
tional donors such as Conservation International, the World Bank, WWF, USAID, 
and others becomes a crucial factor for their success (Perrier Bruslé 2013). 

One of the most extensive initiatives of this kind is the Mesoamerican Biolog-
ical Corridor, established in the late 1990s. This corridor encompasses territories in 
Belize, Guatemala, Honduras, Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Panama, El Salvador, and parts 
of southern Mexican states. Another initiative with an even broader geographic and 
thematic scope, focusing on sustainable development and environmental conserva-
tion, is the Amazon Cooperation Treaty Organization (ACTO). Established in 1978 
and given a permanent secretariat in 2002, ACTO includes seven regional coun-
tries (Manero 2007). Due to limited domestic resources, ACTO also actively seeks 
financial support from international donors. 

The autonomous CBC powers of regions and cities are generally limited. However, 
regional authorities actively participate in planning and implementing regional devel-
opment programs, engaging in bilateral border committees, and collaborating on 
cooperative projects with neighboring counterparts (Rhi-Sausi and Oddone 2012; 
Hurtado Bautista and Aponte Motta 2017). As noted earlier, certain regional orga-
nizations, particularly MERCOSUR, have taken steps toward encouraging central 
governments to grant their border regions and cities somewhat broader authority in 
shaping the agenda for interaction with foreign partners. 

An example of relatively systematic cooperation between border cities can be 
seen in the Tacna–Arica urban complex. This partnership includes joint initiatives in
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infrastructure and transport development, trade promotion, and migration regulation 
(dating back to the 1950s) between the Peruvian city of Tacna and the Chilean city 
of Arica, located 56 km apart. Together, these cities have a combined population 
of over 500,000 and witness several million annual border crossings on the stretch 
between them. The interaction between these cities is multifaceted: Tacna residents 
often find employment in the more affluent Arica, and local businesses rely on the 
Arica port for maritime access. Meanwhile, Arica residents frequently visit Tacna 
for leisure and shopping (Dilla et al. 2022). 

To advance cooperation in these areas—along with tourism, cross-border access 
to healthcare and education services, and combating smuggling and other transna-
tional crimes—the two sides rely on existing intergovernmental agreements and 
work through bilateral integration committees to address ongoing issues. Key enti-
ties include the Arica-Tacna Regional Development Committee, which oversees 
economic and social matters, and the Bilateral Border Issues Commission, which 
focuses on border traffic regulation and crime prevention. While targeted joint efforts 
have achieved some success in infrastructure development and addressing social chal-
lenges, the complex’s growth appears to be driven more by organic trends in trade 
and labor migration than by the coordinated actions of the two sides. 

In 2005, the two largest countries in the region—Argentina and Brazil—signed the 
Agreement on Border Municipalities, which was only ratified in 2016. The agreement 
aimed to strengthen multifaceted ties between nine border cities in both countries, 
focusing on economic development, cross-border mobility regulation, employment 
arrangements, and access to healthcare and education services (República Argentina 
y República Federativa de Brasil 2009). While the agreement has achieved some 
success, further progress has been hindered, as in many similar cases, by persistent 
bureaucratic obstacles and political disagreements between the nations. 

Non-governmental organizations have even less influence over key decision-
making processes than border regions and cities. Nevertheless, they play an impor-
tant—and in some cases, pivotal—role in Latin American cross-border cooperation. 
NGOs are often the driving force behind project initiatives, representing the inter-
ests of border populations, including indigenous communities, and securing funding 
from international donors. 

NGOs have been particularly active in environmental protection. For instance, in 
1999, government institutions, NGOs, scientists, indigenous community represen-
tatives, and other citizens from Bolivia, Brazil, and Peru launched the MAP Initia-
tive (Madre de Dios–Acre–Pando). Developed by researchers, this initiative aimed 
to promote transboundary environmental conservation and mitigate the impacts of 
deforestation, the development of transport corridors, water resource exploitation, 
and urban growth in the tri-border region (Perrier Bruslé 2013; Wong Villanueva 
et al. 2023). In Central America, NGOs played a leading role in the aforementioned 
projects to establish transboundary protected areas (bioregions), implemented in 
collaboration with governments and international organizations (Barquet 2015).
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2.7 Africa 

Africa presents highly diverse conditions for the development of cross-border coop-
eration, shaped by its varied landscapes, ethnocultural and linguistic characteristics, 
levels of economic development, and political contexts (Fig. 2.7). 

In many cases, cross-border cooperation in Africa is hindered by a combination 
of unfavorable conditions. One of the most significant is the artificial nature of most 
borders in the region, which were drawn by colonial powers without regard for long-
standing economic and sociocultural ties between border communities. Many of these 
borders remain undemarcated to this day. Unsurprisingly, such boundaries are often 
perceived as artificial and disregarded by border communities that strive to maintain 
their traditional connections. At the same time, African states aim to pursue nation-
building projects, assert control over borders, regulate cross-border movements, tax

Fig. 2.7 Africa 



48 2 Overview of Global Cross-Border Cooperation Experience

cross-border trade, and curb dangerous cross-border activities such as the movement 
of terrorist groups, human trafficking, arms smuggling, and poaching. Given that 
transboundary epidemics and epizootics pose greater risks in Africa than in most other 
regions, states also periodically attempt to use border controls as a barrier against 
health and sanitary threats. However, states often lack the capacity to ensure effective 
control over border regions. Their efforts are frequently met with resistance from 
border communities, which, in some cases, seek to establish an ordered alternative 
to that of the state, develop smuggling routes to bypass checkpoints, or form informal 
arrangements with border officials to circumvent restrictions (European Union 2015). 

The dilemma between strengthening border security and fostering cross-border 
cooperation is further exacerbated by the limited resources available to African states. 
Collaborating countries in Africa typically lack substantial funds to implement joint 
projects, and the continent’s generally underdeveloped transportation infrastructure 
hinders effective cross-border communication. 

Several factors, however, actively support the development of cross-border coop-
eration in the region, sometimes granting it even greater dynamism than in other 
parts of the world. 

First, the strong inclination of local communities to maintain close cross-border 
ties cannot be ignored by African states, which often aim to channel grassroots border 
activities into constructive and legal frameworks. 

Second, the limited resources available to neighboring countries frequently drive 
them to cooperate by pooling resources and optimizing their joint use. This neces-
sity is reflected in the presence of roughly a dozen major regional integration orga-
nizations, as well as the overarching African Union, which includes all African 
states. 

Third, at least some African countries are more open than their counterparts in 
other regions to engaging with external actors, drawing on their expertise in cross-
border cooperation, supported by donor funding and advisory assistance. Unlike 
most nations in Asia and Latin America, certain African states, such as Nigeria, 
Kenya, and Senegal, are willing to endorse the international engagement of their 
border regions, making them more receptive to the experiences of European CBC. 

The European Union plays a particularly significant yet nuanced role in shaping 
African cross-border cooperation. On one hand, the EU aims to maintain and 
strengthen its position in the region as a leading actor wielding considerable soft 
power, with its governance model, including cross-border cooperation practices, 
presented as exemplary. In line with this strategy, the EU provides diverse forms of 
direct and indirect support to the region, including financial aid, trade preferences, 
and technical expertise. Programs and funds such as the European Fund for Sustain-
able Development and the Global Europe Programme, along with agreements like 
the 2000 Cotonou Agreement and the 2020 New EU–ACP Partnership Agreement, 
play a critical role in supporting African development initiatives, including cross-
border projects, while also promoting trade. Unsurprisingly, the EU and its member 
states (notably Germany) collectively rank as the largest donors and co-organizers 
of African cross-border cooperation initiatives.
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On the other hand, the EU’s influence and promotion of its political priorities can 
distort the agenda for cross-border cooperation in the African region. The emphasis 
on boosting trade between the EU and Africa, for instance, often undermines intra-
continental trade flows, weakens incentives for regional integration and cross-border 
collaboration, and contributes to disproportionate development in sectors of the 
economy oriented toward transcontinental exports. Additionally, the EU’s policy of 
externalizing border security shifts responsibilities for combating irregular migration 
and terrorism onto source and transit countries. This approach is evident in initia-
tives like the 2015 Joint Valletta Action Plan, which focuses on European–African 
cooperation to combat illegal migration (European Union 2015), as well as agree-
ments with Libya and West African countries on migration. While such policies aim 
to curb the growth of terrorist groups, human trafficking, and arms smuggling, they 
also exert significant pressure on African states, leading to stricter border controls 
and the implementation of measures that restrict mobility. 

Conceptualizing African cross-border cooperation highlights the particular impor-
tance of informal cross-border trade, which typically centers on agricultural products. 
Many residents of border regions involved in such trade lack the necessary docu-
ments for crossing borders, as obtaining them is burdensome and costly. Another 
distinctive feature of informal cross-border trade is the predominance of women 
traders, who, in certain areas, account for 70–80% of participants. This makes them 
particularly vulnerable to violence and extortion by border officials and criminal 
elements (International Organization for Migration 2020). The weak control over 
informal traders crossing borders can also be exploited by transnational criminals, 
including terrorists, human traffickers, and arms smugglers. 

The role of informal cross-border trade is perceived ambivalently by central and 
local authorities. On one hand, such trade provides employment opportunities for 
the growing population in border regions and enhances food security in these areas 
(Ahmodu-Tijani and Dosunmu 2020). On the other hand, it deprives governments of 
tax revenues, places tax-paying local businesses at a disadvantage (Ogalo 2010), and 
undermines the credibility of governmental efforts to tighten border controls aimed 
at combating serious transnational crimes (Iwata 2016). 

Some researchers criticize African governments and international development 
programs for overlooking informal cross-border trade as a significant factor in the 
development of border regions (Ogalo 2010). In certain cases, authorities have made 
efforts to regulate and organize cross-border trade; yet, these efforts have often 
yielded mixed outcomes (Little et al. 2015). 

In recent years, particularly systematic efforts have been made by three African 
regional integration organizations: COMESA (Common Market for Eastern and 
Southern Africa), EAC (East African Community), and SADC (Southern African 
Development Community). As early as 2008, COMESA introduced the Green Pass 
System, a health certification designed to formalize and facilitate the cross-border 
movement of livestock within the region (Little et al. 2015). 

In 2018, COMESA, EAC, and SADC launched the Small-Scale Cross-Border 
Trade Initiative (SSCBTI) with financial support from the European Development 
Fund (e15 million). This program, implemented at selected border points between
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Zambia and Zimbabwe, Tanzania, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Malawi, and 
Ethiopia with Kenya, aimed to facilitate small-scale cross-border trade, including 
reducing transaction costs and protecting traders from corruption and harassment. 
It introduced measures to enhance simplified trade regimes, such as reduced tariffs 
and streamlined customs procedures for goods below a specified value threshold 
originating from member states. Trade information desks were established near 
checkpoints to provide guidance, while capacity-building programs were launched 
to educate small-scale traders on trade regulations, market opportunities, and busi-
ness skills. The program also included efforts to improve border infrastructure. The 
initiative was administered by the COMESA Secretariat, with organizational and 
technical support from the International Organization for Migration (IOM) and the 
International Trade Centre (ITC). Although initially scheduled to conclude in May 
2022, the program was extended until the end of 2024 (Chibomba 2022). 

Several African cross-border cooperation development programs exhibit a 
distinctly formalized, top-down character. These programs are often implemented 
with extensive international support and, in most cases, draw inspiration from the 
EU’s model of cross-border cooperation. However, due to the lack of comparable 
financial resources and significant differences between European and African polit-
ical and economic contexts, this model could not be fully replicated in the African 
setting. 

Acting as the overarching continental organization, the African Union (AU) has 
sought to present a strategic agenda for cross-border cooperation across African 
nations, even though certain elements of this agenda appeared to align with the 
interests of only a subset of countries on the continent. In 2007, the AU adopted its 
Border Programme, which addressed both security and cooperation issues. Among 
other objectives, this program established principles for cross-border cooperation to 
guide African states in their collaborative efforts. 

In 2014, the African Union adopted the Convention on Cross-Border Cooper-
ation, which outlined forms and areas of collaboration, emphasized the key role 
of local authorities (Article 8) and subregional integration organizations (Article 
9), and recommended the establishment of Border Consultative Committees for 
dialogue, problem diagnosis, and coordination of CBC, although it did not specify 
their composition. The Convention allowed for international agreements between 
local authorities of neighboring countries, provided they comply with national legis-
lation. However, while it identified authorities at various levels as key actors in 
CBC, it made scant reference to non-state actors (African Union 2014). To date, the 
Convention has not entered into force, having been ratified by only eight ECOWAS 
member states. 

In 2020, the AU adopted its Strategy for a Better Integrated Border Governance, 
which identified five key pillars: the development of capabilities for border gover-
nance; conflict prevention and resolution; border security and addressing transna-
tional threats; mobility, migration, and trade facilitation; cooperative border manage-
ment; and borderland development and community engagement. The primary actors 
responsible for implementing this strategy were designated as the AU itself, Regional
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Economic Communities (RECs), and individual states (African Union Commission 
2020). 

Among the subregional organizations or Regional Economic Communities 
(RECs), the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) stands out as 
one of the leading trendsetters in CBC on the continent. Its experience significantly 
influences the agenda promoted for the entire continent by the African Union. Several 
factors favor CBC within ECOWAS, including the use of a common currency—the 
West African CFA franc, operational in 8 of its 15 member states—and the 1979 
ECOWAS Free Movement Protocols. These protocols grant citizens of member states 
the right to entry and residency, including visa-free movement between member coun-
tries for up to 90 days. This agreement has notably facilitated cross-border trade and 
seasonal transboundary pastoralism. However, the practical implementation of these 
protocols is hampered by diverging member state interests, particularly regarding 
security concerns. Moreover, the European Union (EU) has expressed apprehensions 
that the protocols may inadvertently facilitate terrorist activities and irregular migra-
tion networks. As a result, some member states periodically violate the agreement 
(Zanker et al. 2020). 

In 2006, ECOWAS launched its ECOWAS Cross-Border Cooperation 
Programme, emphasizing the critical role of CBC in regional integration. Following 
an extended pilot phase that covered four regions, ECOWAS decided to roll out 
the ECOWAS CBC across all member states. This program, partially modeled after 
Interreg, featured a notably smaller budget, greater centralization in fund allocation, 
and less transparent mechanisms for implementation oversight. 

The first phase of the program, running from 2017 to 2021, prioritized establishing 
joint border control points, developing border markets and trade hubs, supporting 
schools and border health centers, providing access to drinking water sources, and 
promoting social and economic development projects in border areas. The program’s 
budget, supported by ECOWAS and international partners, totaled approximately 
$80 million, with $45.6 million allocated to project support, $19.2 million for 
capacity-building and awareness-raising activities, and $6.4 million for the support of 
networks and institutions (Jawara-N’Jai 2018). To coordinate project implementation 
in member states, National Platforms were established. In 2021, ECOWAS member 
state leaders approved a new program cycle, extending project support through 2025 
(ECOWAS 2021). 

Among the binational bodies specifically dedicated to CBC within the territo-
rial framework of ECOWAS, the Nigeria–Niger Joint Commission for Coopera-
tion (NNJCC) stands out. The NNJCC facilitates the implementation of economic 
and social projects in border areas, including the management of border trade, the 
development of telecommunications networks and transportation infrastructure, and 
the prevention of transboundary spread of diseases among humans and livestock 
(Zanker et al. 2020). The Commission’s effectiveness has been limited, largely due 
to its inability to secure substantial funding for cooperation projects (Okechukwu 
2018). The military coup in Niger in 2023, which led to the country’s distancing 
from ECOWAS alongside Burkina Faso and Mali, casts serious doubt on the future 
effectiveness of the NNJCC.
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Another subregional trendsetter in CBC is the East African Community (EAC). 
Its efforts to formalize informal cross-border trade have already been discussed. 
Additionally, the EAC has been among the key initiators in Africa of the One-Stop 
Border Post (OSBP) format, which enables border crossers to undergo migration 
and customs checks only once rather than twice. The establishment and develop-
ment of OSBPs have been actively supported by international donors, including the 
World Bank, the EU, and individual countries (Nugent and Soi 2020). The EAC 
is also making strides in accelerating the adoption of electronic customs control 
technologies. 

An atypical format of cooperation for the continent is the growth triangle estab-
lished in 1999 between Zambia, Malawi, and Mozambique, inspired more by South-
east Asian experiences than European ones. The participants launched a series of 
projects aimed at pooling their mineral, logistical, and agricultural resources to 
enhance infrastructure, develop transport corridors, and promote joint ventures in 
agriculture, mining, and energy. The initiative received substantial financial backing 
from external sources, including a $100 million loan provided by the United Nations 
Development Programme for private-sector investments (Nshimbi 2015). 

An important domain of CBC in Africa is the collaboration on border security 
issues. The most common forms of cooperation include the exchange of information 
and best practices among relevant security agencies. In certain cases, border guard 
services of neighboring countries establish Border Liaison Offices (BLOs) and joint 
task forces, such as the Multinational Joint Task Force in the Lake Chad Basin region, 
initiated by the African Union to combat the terrorist group Boko Haram (Nugent 
and Soi 2020). In many instances, cross-border security cooperation is supported 
by the AU, the EU, ECOWAS, and other international actors concerned with issues 
such as irregular migration, terrorism, and hazardous smuggling. However, such 
cooperation often falls short of achieving its goals due to political disagreements 
among participating countries. 

Several influential intergovernmental organizations focused on environmental 
protection operate in Africa, often relying on external financial and organizational 
support. One of the oldest regional bodies of this kind is the Lake Chad Basin 
Commission, established in 1964 to regulate water use and develop other resources 
in the basin, as well as to address complaints and resolve international disputes related 
to these issues. The organization comprises six member states: Cameroon, Libya, 
Niger, Nigeria, Chad, and the Central African Republic. However, the Commission’s 
effectiveness is limited due to disagreements among member states and inconsis-
tent contributions to its approximately $1 million annual budget. Significant orga-
nizational and technical assistance is provided by international partners, including 
German institutions such as German Technical Cooperation. In contrast, the Lake 
Victoria Basin Commission, established in 2001 under the EAC framework, benefits 
from more substantial institutional and financial support. With a budget in the tens 
of millions of dollars—mostly funded by Germany and the EU, alongside contribu-
tions from member states—it operates more effectively and with a broader scope. 
Its activities include biodiversity conservation, which is facilitated by the absence of



2.8 Russia 53

significant conflicts among the riparian countries (Scheumann and Herrfahrdt-Pähle 
2008). 

Transboundary NGO activism in Africa is generally confined to local scales due 
to the limited financial resources of its participants. However, in some instances, 
activists have managed to overcome these local boundaries by leveraging modern 
network communication technologies. A notable example is the Southern African 
Cross Borders Traders Association (SACBTA), established to protect the interests of 
informal entrepreneurs from ten Southern African countries, which now includes tens 
of thousands of members. The association provides its members with legal assistance 
and informational support to facilitate networking and cross-border engagement. 

2.8 Russia 

Russia has the second-longest land border in the world, matching China’s number 
of UN-recognized neighboring states (14), plus two additional polities, Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia, whose independence is recognized by Russia but not by the vast 
majority of other states. The economic, political, and cultural diversity of states and 
regions bordering Russia likely surpasses that of China’s neighbors. This diversity 
was reflected in the significant variations in Russia’s CBC policies across different 
borders, which, until 2022, were heavily influenced by the European model of CBC 
in the west and have continued to be significantly shaped by the Chinese model in the 
east. Additionally, in the 1990s, discussions took place about establishing an ASEAN-
style growth triangle in the Russian Far East involving Russian, Chinese, and North 
Korean territories, though this idea never materialized (Tsuji 2004). Russia’s CBC 
with the unrecognized states of Abkhazia and South Ossetia also had its own distinct 
features, somewhat resembling the Chinese approach. To facilitate cooperation, the 
central government granted special powers to the bordering regions—Krasnodar Krai 
and the Republic of North Ossetia, respectively (Golunov 2021). 

The characteristics of Russia’s CBC have been shaped primarily by shifting polit-
ical and economic realities. For most of the Soviet era, particularly from the 1930s 
until the late 1980s, cross-border mobility was heavily restricted and minimized. 
After the dissolution of the USSR and Russia’s emergence as an independent state, 
the 1990s saw a dramatic weakening of central authority. This period brought several 
regions to the brink of declaring independence or semi-independence, granting them-
selves extensive powers. The new reality provided regions with broad opportunities 
to establish international ties almost autonomously, often in the context of a severe 
economic crisis. This crisis incentivized regions to seek their own revenue sources 
and encouraged the population to engage in cross-border shuttle trade. 

Starting in the 2000s, the situation improved. Shuttle trade declined, and the 
central government, seeking to suppress separatism reminiscent of the 1990s and 
pursuing an increasingly authoritarian regime, significantly curtailed regions’ powers 
in international activities. In practice, regional international engagement was largely
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reduced to lobbying for local enterprises and organizing ceremonial cultural events 
as part of official programs and visits. 

In 2017, after more than a decade of discussion and revisions, the law “On the 
Basics of Cross-Border Cooperation” was adopted. It formally granted border regions 
and municipalities the right to conclude cooperation agreements with foreign partners 
of the same level. However, in practice, all such agreements still required approval 
from the central authorities (Russian Federation 2017). Despite these limitations, 
some regions—particularly those bordering China, increasingly seen as a strategic 
ally—took advantage of their formal rights to engage in CBC initiatives. 

Under the central government’s strict control over CBC, Russia’s political leader-
ship has placed significant emphasis on top-down regionalism as a political tool, 
particularly in the context of Eurasian integration and strengthening allied rela-
tions with China. As of late 2024, 20 Russia–Kazakhstan Interregional Cooper-
ation Forums, 11 Russia–Belarus forums, and several multi-format Russia–China 
interregional forums had been held. These events, attended by top leadership from 
neighboring countries, regional governors, and representatives of major enterprises, 
were used to facilitate agreements between large regional players, initiate infrastruc-
ture projects, plan event programs, and shape the agenda for education and cultural 
initiatives. 

Some infrastructure projects were closely tied to high-level politics, such as 
Russia–Kazakhstan transport infrastructure developments within China’s Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI). Another example is the North–South Corridor project, which 
gained heightened relevance after the sharp deterioration of relations between the EU 
and Russia following the Russia–Ukraine war in 2022. This corridor is intended to 
provide Russia with a convenient logistical link to Middle Eastern and South Asian 
markets. 

Before 2022, Russia’s CBC with neighboring EU countries (Finland, and from 
2004, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland) was primarily influenced by the EU 
model. In the 1990s and 2000s, it was envisioned that Russia’s CBC with its European 
partners would occur within a framework of regionalization, where Russian regions 
would gain autonomy comparable to that of their European counterparts (Baxendale 
et al. 2000). Russia indeed participated in the creation of several Euroregions, not only 
along its borders with the EU but also on the Russia–Ukraine border (Zhurzhenko 
2004). Even the Russian–Kazakh–Mongolian–Chinese initiative Greater Altai in the 
early 2000s was presented by the Russian side as a Euroregion (Startsev 2016). 
However, most Russian Euroregions existed largely on paper. Even the relatively 
functional Russia–Finland Euroregion Karelia operated mostly as a mechanism for 
lobbying shared regional interests with central authorities (Rustamova 2019). Mean-
while, despite promoting rhetoric about border softening, the EU was reluctant to 
take decisive steps toward removing the rigid border, notably stalling negotiations 
on visa-free travel. 

After Russia insisted on a special framework for its cooperation with the EU 
in the 2000s, the two sides reshaped their CBC in 2009. This restructuring effec-
tively removed the element of cross-border regionalism while reinforcing another 
key component of the EU model—generous competitive funding for projects of
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various scales, ranging from local initiatives to cross-border infrastructure develop-
ment. The EU and Russia launched several joint programs to support such projects, 
with the majority (some 70%) financed through the European Neighbourhood Initia-
tive and the remainder covered by the Russian government (European External Action 
Service 2018). Following the outbreak of war in 2022, the EU ceased further funding 
for these programs, and EU countries bordering Russia imposed significantly stricter 
cross-border regulations. 

Russia’s CBC with Belarus and Kazakhstan is characterized by top–down instru-
mental regionalism. Both Belarus and Kazakhstan are members of the Eurasian 
Economic Union, and their CBC with Russia is facilitated by the absence of 
permanent customs controls at their borders. However, temporary customs checks 
and surrogate measures, such as food and transportation controls, are occasionally 
introduced during periods of heightened crises or disagreements (Golunov 2015). 

In both cases, CBC primarily develops through industrial and trade connections 
between large and medium-sized enterprises, as well as small private businesses 
engaged in cross-border transportation. Nevertheless, differences between Russian– 
Belarusian and Russian–Kazakh CBC emerge due to distinct structural factors. On 
one hand, Belarus’s more centralized political system results in relatively passive 
involvement of Belarusian regions, though the absence of regular migration controls 
and better transport proximity facilitates cooperation. On the other hand, Kazakh 
regions exhibit somewhat greater autonomy, but migration controls at the border 
significantly slow cross-border flows, and regional centers on either side of the border 
are typically much farther apart (often several hundred kilometers), which poses 
additional obstacles. 

Russian–Chinese CBC has been somewhat more dynamic, driven by a range 
of factors. The disparity in economic structures plays a significant role, with Russia 
primarily exporting raw materials to China while importing finished industrial goods. 
Cultural contrasts also attract mutual interest: for Chinese tourists, Russia has long 
been the most affordable destination offering a European cultural experience, while 
Russian tourists are drawn to China’s distinctively Asian culture. Additionally, the 
geographic and transport proximity of certain major cross-border population centers, 
such as the twin cities of Blagoveshchensk and Heihe, along with smaller town pairs, 
facilitates interaction. In the 1990s and 2000s, the relatively higher standard of living 
on the Russian side further encouraged engagement. 

Another key factor has been China’s proactive and strategic CBC policy, which has 
regarded ties with Russian regions as a crucial means of advancing the development of 
its northern provinces. For its part, Russia’s declared “pivot to the East” in 2014, amid 
escalating tensions with the West, underscored its intention to prioritize relations with 
China, including programs aimed at fostering the development of its Far Eastern 
regions bordering the country. 

Under significant, though not exclusive, influence from the Chinese experience, 
starting in the 1990s, Russian authorities periodically attempted to establish free 
economic zones (and in the 2010s, Priority Development Areas and free ports), 
both along the Chinese border and in other regions. These efforts, however, largely 
failed to achieve substantial success, as the zones were frequently exploited by
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entrepreneurs and regional authorities for customs fraud, tax evasion, and embezzle-
ment of government funds. Additionally, overly centralized and sluggish bureaucratic 
systems deterred many foreign investors (Niyazbekova et al. 2019). 

Overall, Russia–China CBC has achieved notable successes in increasing trade 
and promoting cross-border visits in areas with geographical and transport proxim-
ities. However, cooperation in cross-border planning and the development of trans-
boundary transport infrastructure has been less successful, as project management 
on the Chinese side proved significantly more efficient than the Russian one. For 
instance, the Chinese side completed its portion of the railway bridge between 
Blagoveshchensk and Heihe in October 2018, whereas Russia only finished its 
segment in November 2019. Additionally, CBC is hindered by substantial cultural 
differences, the lack of a lingua franca, and trends toward equalizing living standards 
and prices in adjacent areas, which diminishes incentives for exploiting cross-border 
differences. 

Nevertheless, given the near elimination of CBC between Russia and the EU 
after 2022, the Russia–China border remains the most promising area for CBC 
from Russia’s perspective. In the post-Soviet period, following the opening of the 
border, cooperation with China became a vital factor in the economic development 
of Siberian and Far Eastern regions bordering China. It also helped to mitigate the 
alarmist sentiments that were relatively strong in the 1990s and 2000s in these regions, 
where part of the population feared the gradual annexation of these territories by 
China through alleged demographic and economic expansion (Alexseev 2012). 

2.9 Conclusion 

CBC across various regions of the world significantly varies in terms of conditions, 
starting positions of cooperating parties, priorities, scale, and achieved outcomes. 

While the EU’s experience is often regarded as a benchmark by both researchers 
and practitioners, it is largely unique due to characteristics such as its integration 
within a broader political and economic framework, the extensive autonomy granted 
to local authorities for implementing cross-border projects, the presence of robust 
legal mechanisms supporting cross-border organizations, and generous funding for 
competitive projects—encouraging diversity in the forms and areas of cooperation. 

In other regions, CBC typically operates under conditions where local authorities 
have limited powers to foster cross-border interactions, and funding for such projects 
is modest. Under these constraints, CBC tends to have a narrower scope compared 
to the EU, focusing primarily on a limited set of priority areas. 

However, this does not imply that CBC is strictly determined by specific regional 
local conditions. On the contrary, incorporating insights from the experiences of other 
regions, with careful consideration of regional and local conditions, can significantly 
broaden the range of available opportunities.
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Chapter 3 
Central Asian Cross-Border Cooperation 

3.1 Overview 

Central Asia, as a region, took its current shape in the aftermath of the Soviet Union’s 
collapse in 1991. The decision to formally designate the region as “Central Asia” 
was made in January 1993 during a meeting in Tashkent, where representatives of 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan agreed to replace 
the Soviet-era term “Middle Asia and Kazakhstan” (“Sredniaia Aziia i Kazakhstan”) 
(Rosset and Svarin 2014). 

The newly emerged five states inherited extensive legacies from their shared Soviet 
past. At the outset of their independence, they shared numerous commonalities, 
including operational aspects such as centralized governance practices, interdepen-
dent economies, intertwined transportation networks, and an integrated power grid 
system (e.g., Collins 2009; Aminjonov 2016). In addition, the region shares ideational 
elements and cultural affinities, including overlapping identities rooted in linguistic 
and religious traditions shaped by ethnic and kinship ties. Linguistic affinities are 
particularly pronounced among the Turkic-speaking nations, with Persian-speaking 
Tajikistan as the exception. Russian, meanwhile, continues to serve as a common 
lingua franca across the region, being used for official negotiations and other cross-
border interactions, which, among other things, facilitates cross-border coopera-
tion. Religious traditions further unite the region, as the majority of the population 
practices Sunni Islam of the Hanafi school of Islamic jurisprudence (mazhab). 

In the international political context, regional integration has occupied a promi-
nent place in the region’s political agenda since the 1990s. However, efforts at regional 
self-organization, such as the now-defunct Central Asian Cooperation Organization, 
so far have largely been unsuccessful. Instead, the Central Asian states have gravi-
tated toward multilateral frameworks dominated by extra-regional powers like Russia 
and China, such as the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU), the Collective Security 
Treaty Organization (CSTO), and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO).
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This dynamic has led many scholars to characterize Central Asian integration as 
limited, or even as “failed” or “virtual” (Moldashev and Qoraboyev 2018; Buranelli 
2021). Recent scholarship has partially revisited this pessimistic stance, particularly 
in light of the 2016 leadership change in Uzbekistan. The policy of the new adminis-
tration of President Mirziyoyev, which has prioritized strengthening ties with neigh-
boring states, has served as a catalyst for renewed efforts to enhance the country’s 
bilateral relations and foster broader multilateral cooperation within the region. The 
initiation of consultative meetings among the five Central Asian states marks a signifi-
cant step in this process. Scholars now contend that Central Asian cooperation should 
not be evaluated solely through the framework of formal organizations. Instead, they 
highlight the increasing relevance of informal practices and mechanisms that facil-
itate collaboration among Central Asian states, even amid historical fluctuations 
in their relationships (Moldashev and Qoraboyev 2018; Buranelli 2021). Anyway, 
even being in its nascent stage—somewhat comparable to the pre-European Coal 
and Steel Community phase of the European integration—Central Asian integration 
nonetheless provides a favorable political backdrop for CBC. The importance of 
fostering cooperation between regional authorities and business communities, estab-
lishing trade and production zones at border areas, and promoting transit has been 
emphasized on multiple occasions during meetings of Central Asian leaders (Akorda 
2021). 

Extra-regional actors, including great powers and international organizations, 
also play a significant role in promoting intraregional cooperation. Notable exam-
ples include the Asian Development Bank led CAREC program and China’s Belt 
and Road Initiative, which have contributed to infrastructure development and 
enhanced connectivity across the region. In the current temporal context, the Middle 
Corridor passing through Central Asia has gained growing strategic importance. 
Such initiatives, among other things, can incentivize the development of intraregional 
cross-border infrastructures, which is important for advancing regional CBC. 

Governance in Central Asia remains highly centralized, with all five states 
exhibiting varying degrees of authoritarianism. Neopatrimonial and nationalizing 
tendencies reinforce this centralization, with regime security and sovereignty consis-
tently prioritized over bilateral cooperation or regional integration. Leaders view 
sovereignty and control over strategic resources as paramount, fearing that initiatives 
like pooling sovereignty or easing border controls could undermine their authority. In 
other words, central authorities are typically reluctant to delegate special powers or 
allocate significant funding to border regions, creating additional barriers to effective 
cross-border cooperation. Fears of instability and internal violence further discourage 
cooperation with neighbors perceived as unreliable. For instance, Turkmenistan, 
the region’s most closed and restrictive state, has adhered to a policy of perma-
nent neutrality since 1995, significantly limiting its engagement with the region. 
Similarly, Uzbekistan often had strained relations with its neighbors during Islam 
Karimov’s rule, particularly in the late 2000s, which created significant obstacles to 
cross-border cooperation. Furthermore, nation-building has frequently been priori-
tized over region-building, diminishing the prospects for meaningful regional inte-
gration (e.g., Collins 2009; Megoran 2017; Buranelli 2021). For similar reasons,
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the leaderships of Central Asian countries likely view civic activism—particularly 
cross-border activism—with a degree of suspicion. 

Still, cross-border (or bilateral interregional) cooperation is explicitly identified 
as a priority in some framework agreements between Central Asian countries, often 
expressed as a mutual commitment to encourage collaboration among provinces, 
districts, and other administrative units, as well as to foster people-to-people connec-
tions across borders. In several cases, official regional interactions among Central 
Asian states have shown trends toward intensification and institutionalization. By 
the end of 2024, six meetings of the Council of Heads of Border Regions had 
been held between Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan, four interregional forums were 
convened between Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, two forums—between Turkmenistan 
and Uzbekistan and one forum—between Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan and between 
Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. 

The development of cross-border interregional connections is, in some cases, facil-
itated by the rotation of officials between leadership roles in embassies and border 
regions. For instance, the appointment of Kazakhstan’s ambassador to Uzbekistan 
as Akim (head) of Turkestan Region in 2022, the transfer of the Akim of Mangystau 
Region to the position of ambassador to Turkmenistan in 2024, and the assignment 
of a former Uzbek official who held various posts in Karakalpakstan as Uzbekistan’s 
Consul General in Aktau in 2021 exemplify this practice. Such rotations provide 
appointees with an understanding of border region perspectives, equipping them 
with enhanced capacity to formally and informally advocate for the cross-border 
interests of these regions. 

The development of economic cooperation among Central Asian countries is 
significantly affected by the fact that for none of these countries a neighboring state 
is their main trade partner. Central Asian economies are more influenced by external 
supply-and-demand factors than by internal regional trade and market interactions 
and the Central Asian foreign trade is heavily dominated by extra-regional powers, 
particularly Russia and China. This dependence is further reinforced by the use 
of Russian transportation routes, remittances from labor migrants in Russia, and 
significant investments from both Russia and China (Yusupov 2024). Meanwhile, 
intraregional trade remains limited, although it has shown growth since 2017, largely 
driven by Uzbekistan’s liberalization of its foreign trade regime following Shavkat 
Mirziyoyev’s rise to power (see Figs. 3.1 and 3.2). Moreover, Central Asian exports 
are poorly diversified, consisting largely of raw materials with only a small share of 
high value-added products (Yusupov 2024) (Fig. 3.3).

A substantial barrier to advancing CBC in Central Asia is corruption, which poses 
serious challenges to the successful implementation of joint initiatives. According 
to the 2023 Corruption Perception Index, Kazakhstan ranks 93rd, Uzbekistan 121st, 
Kyrgyzstan 141st, and Turkmenistan 170th out of 180 countries (Transparency Inter-
national 2024). Still, as the previous part demonstrates, corruption, while challenging, 
is not an insurmountable barrier to successful CBC when addressed appropriately. 

The landlocked position of Central Asian countries, particularly Uzbekistan’s 
double-landlocked status (as it borders only other four Central Asian countries and
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Fig. 3.1 Central Asia 

Fig. 3.2 Volumes of intranational goods exports within Central Asia (in billions USD) (Source 
Yusupov 2024, 14)

Afghanistan and has no direct access to any country with an ocean coastline), necessi-
tates the development of international logistics corridors providing access to seaports 
This logistical challenge has worsened due to the Russian-Ukrainian war, which 
began in 2022, and the subsequent international sanctions on Russia. These devel-
opments have made transit from Central Asia through Russian territory to Western
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Fig. 3.3 Key indicators of intraregional trade of Central Asian countries for 2017–2022 (Source 
Yusupov 2024, 15)

markets significantly more complicated. Consequently, the search for alternative 
logistical corridors and the implementation of CBC infrastructure projects related to 
their development have become particularly important for Central Asian countries. 

The conditions of landscape, transport, and demographic proximities vary signif-
icantly across different parts of Central Asia, leading to a sharp regional asymmetry 
in cross-border economic flows. The most relevant proximities for Central Asian 
CBC are not always defined by geographical closeness; instead, they are primarily 
driven by the mutual attraction of certain cities and the overall economic potential 
of neighboring regions. 

While relatively large distances separate some cities linked by transport prox-
imities, these are partially offset by the intensity of transport connections and the 
competitive market that lowers transportation costs. Examples of such proximities 
include Tashkent (Uzbekistan, 3 million) and Shymkent (Kazakhstan, 1.2 million); 
Almaty (Kazakhstan, 2 million) and Bishkek (Kyrgyzstan, 1.2 million); Tashkent and 
Khujand (Tajikistan, 200 thousand); Osh (Kyrgyzstan, 450 thousand) and Andijan 
(Uzbekistan, 400 thousand); Khujand and Bekabad (Uzbekistan, 100 thousand); and 
Samarkand (Uzbekistan, 570 thousand) and Penjikent (Tajikistan, 50 thousand). The 
potential of proximities involving Turkmenistan remains underutilized due to the 
country’s strict regulation of entry and exit. This affects cities such as Khiva, Urgench, 
and Nukus (Uzbekistan, 650 thousand) and Dashoguz (Turkmenistan, 250 thousand), 
as well as Bukhara (Uzbekistan, 250 thousand) and Turkmenabad (Turkmenistan, 
250 thousand). 

In contrast, unfavorable landscape conditions, weak transport infrastructure, and, 
in some cases, the remoteness of major population centers from the border hinder
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CBC in parts of the region’s arid western zone (encompassing the borders of Kaza-
khstan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan) as well as in the mountainous eastern zone, 
particularly affecting CBC between Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. 

The cooperation between Central Asian countries is greatly affected by distri-
bution of natural resources among them. In 2023, oil-rich Kazakhstan’s GDP per 
capita was approximately $13,137 (World Bank 2023), while Tajikistan’s GDP per 
capita stood at about $1189, reflecting its limited natural resource endowments and 
lower economic development levels (World Bank 2023). Similarly, Turkmenistan 
and Uzbekistan have abundant hydrocarbon resources. 

In this context, it is important to highlight a key geographic and economic feature 
of the region: the divide between upstream and downstream countries regarding water 
resources. Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, situated upstream, control the headwaters of 
major rivers, while downstream nations—Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbek-
istan—depend on these water resources for agriculture and industry. This asymmetry 
generates both opportunities and challenges. Collaborative arrangements, such as 
water and water-energy exchange agreements, offer mechanisms to address shared 
needs. However, tensions frequently arise, particularly over seasonal water use for 
irrigation and hydropower. The allocation of scarce resources, including water, arable 
land, and pastures, poses a serious challenge for some Central Asian borderland areas, 
especially in Fergana Valley. 

To address these complexities, effective CBC is essential. Balancing competing 
interests, ensuring mutually acceptable resource distribution, and strengthening 
collaboration are necessary steps to reduce conflicts and promote long-term stability 
both along borders and across the wider region. Resolving water-related challenges, 
closely intertwined with the management of mutual energy supplies, remains a key 
issue of interstate relations in Central Asia. At the local level, there is a need for 
the engagement of local communities and their institutions, such as water user 
associations, to address these issues constructively and peacefully. 

Central Asia’s demographic landscape is shaped by rapidly growing populations 
and predominantly young societies, which have a significant impact on cross-border 
cooperation. According to the Population Reference Bureau’s (2023) World Popula-
tion Data Sheet, the region’s total fertility rate averages 3.2, reflecting steady popu-
lation growth (Population Reference Bureau 2023). Additionally, 31% of the popu-
lation is under the age of 15, demonstrating the youthfulness of these societies. This 
demographic structure creates both opportunities, such as a potential demographic 
dividend, and challenges, including pressures on education systems, job markets, 
and infrastructure. 

In most Central Asian border regions where landscape and transport conditions 
favor CBC, population growth is evident, and, unlike the EU’s borderlands, the issue 
of net population outflow is absent. Population growth is particularly evident in 
Fergana Valley, which spans Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan. This area is 
one of the most densely populated in Central Asia and has a large share of young 
people. 

Population growth presents the challenge of providing employment for the 
expanding population, with likely avenues including cross-border trade (making
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use of border markets) and agriculture. However, both options potentially introduce 
challenges, such as conflicts arising from intensified trade interactions, increased 
pressure on land and water resources, as well as corruption and criminal extortion in 
market activities. 

As highlighted in several studies (Kaminski and Mitra 2012; Asian Development 
Bank 2020), one of the characteristic aspects of CBC in Central Asia is the preva-
lence of informal cross-border trade facilitated by local border markets, ranging 
from major hubs in Bishkek and Tashkent to smaller ones. At times, this trade has 
persisted even despite unfavorable conditions imposed by governments. The inef-
fective regulation of informal cross-border trade, coupled with periodic attempts 
to suppress it, has occasionally led to the proliferation of illicit practices, criminal 
activities surrounding border markets, and corruption, while also heightening the 
risk of cross-border conflicts. As noted earlier, creating favorable conditions for 
informal cross-border trade, alongside its proper regulation, could play a critical role 
in stabilizing border areas in the region, particularly in the context of demographic 
growth. 

An important factor in Central Asian cross-border cooperation is the contribu-
tion of international organizations and programs such as UN agencies, European 
Union initiatives, the World Bank, the Asian Development Bank, and others. Their 
efforts are aimed at developing transport corridors, improving border management, 
protecting the environment, and supporting local communities, particularly in the 
Fergana Valley—the potentially most conflict-prone subregion of post-Soviet Central 
Asia, which occupies only 0.5% of the region’s area but is home to 15% of its popu-
lation. For instance, connectivity improvements in the region are being addressed by 
programs of the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank (World Bank n.d.), 
support for local communities is provided by UN agencies, and border management 
(including measures to reduce border delays and facilitate trade), as well as small 
projects supporting border communities in their areas of activity since the 2020s, is 
handled by the EU-funded BOMCA program (BOMCA n.d.). Environmental protec-
tion projects are supported by UN programs and the World Bank (UNDP n.d.-a; World 
Bank 2021). 

Support from international organizations and programs helps define coopera-
tion priorities and provides not only financial aid but also organizational assistance 
and expertise. However, it is not always successful. For instance, UN support and 
efforts by other organizations for local communities and conflict resolution in the 
Fergana Valley have been relatively successful in the Kyrgyz–Uzbek border areas, 
where in 2020, for example, the project “Joint Prosperity through Cooperation in the 
Border Regions of Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan” was launched. This initiative focuses 
primarily on creating opportunities for economic cooperation and expanding oppor-
tunities for youth and women (FAO 2023). However, in the Kyrgyz–Tajik border 
area, the activities of UN agencies, represented by the “Cross-Border Cooperation 
for Sustainable Peace and Development” project (conducted from 2015 to 2019 and 
primarily aimed at establishing dialogue between conflicting communities [UNDP 
n.d.-b]), practically stalled due to the escalation of the Kyrgyz–Tajik conflict in 2022.
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Next, we will examine the specifics CBC in individual Central Asian states. Struc-
turing such an overview presents certain challenges, as it is important to avoid over-
lapping analyses of the same border regions in different country-specific sections. 
Consequently, the length of the reviews on CBC issues in Central Asian countries 
will vary significantly: Toward the end of the chapter, these reviews will become 
shorter to prevent repetition. 

3.2 Uzbekistan’s Perspective 

Today, Uzbekistan is the primary driving force behind not only post-2016 Central 
Asian cooperation efforts but also cross-border cooperation within the region. 
Tashkent’s proactive diplomatic efforts toward its Central Asian neighbors in recent 
years have yielded significant progress, including the comprehensive resolution of 
border disputes, agreements on shared water resource management, the reopening 
and modernization of border checkpoints, and the relaxation of strict movement 
controls. Moreover, initiatives such as signing regional development programs for 
bordering areas, establishing border trade centers, and implementing policies to 
attract tourists have further strengthened these efforts. Together, these top-down 
measures have intensified and institutionalized cross-border cooperation along 
Uzbekistan’s borders, solidifying its role as a linchpin in the region. This development 
will be analyzed in greater detail in this section. 

Such progress can be seen as a natural consequence of Uzbekistan’s geographic 
position. Uzbekistan lies at the heart of Central Asia and is uniquely the only country 
that shares borders with all other Central Asian states, making it central to regional 
connectivity and cooperation. Uzbekistan’s borders with Central Asia cover substan-
tial distances (though figures vary slightly across sources): approximately 2350 km 
with Kazakhstan (Tokaev and Amanzholova 2014, 151), slightly over 1300 km with 
Kyrgyzstan (Radio Azattyk 2023), approx. 1330 km with Tajikistan (Radio Ozodi 
2024b), and 1650 km with Turkmenistan (Boyarov 2024). Besides its Central Asian 
neighbors, it also borders Afghanistan, a country mired in decades of violence and 
instability (Fig. 3.4).

Another key factor in Uzbekistan’s role is its population size. With a popula-
tion of about 37 million, Uzbekistan is Central Asia’s largest market and a potential 
gravitational center for regional cooperation. The densely populated areas along its 
borders provide natural avenues for cross-border trade, labor mobility, and cultural 
exchange with neighboring countries (Statistics Agency under the President of the 
Republic of Uzbekistan 2024a). The country’s ethnic and cultural composition 
further enhances this role. While Uzbekistan itself is home to diverse ethnic groups, 
the presence of significant Uzbek communities in neighboring states, collectively 
numbering around six million, establishes Uzbeks as the region’s largest ethnic 
group. Moreover, Uzbekistan’s military capacity, with the largest armed forces in 
Central Asia comprising approximately 50,000 active troops, further reinforces its 
strategic significance (Laumulin 2018).
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Fig. 3.4 Uzbekistan and neighboring Central Asian states

Given these geostrategic and geoeconomic, it would seem logical for Tashkent to 
prioritize building strong relations with its Central Asian neighbors. However, this 
was not the case during the presidency of Islam Karimov. Under his rule, Uzbekistan 
maintained a more closed (albeit stable and predictable) foreign policy and often had 
tense relations with neighboring states. 

It was only after Karimov’s death that Uzbekistan began to reassess the signif-
icance of its geographic centrality—and the vulnerabilities it entails—through 
concrete actions. Following Shavkat Mirziyoyev’s rise to power, Uzbekistan has 
taken steps toward a more open and cooperative stance in regional and international 
affairs (Dadabaev 2019; Toktogulov 2022). Efforts have been made to liberalize 
the country’s foreign trade regime and initiate substantial market-oriented reforms. 
These reforms include the unification of the exchange rate, liberalization of the 
foreign exchange market, introduction of price and trade liberalization measures in 
September 2017, and reductions in business and individual tax rates beginning in 
January 2019 (World Bank 2019). 

Shortly after assuming office, President Mirziyoyev prioritized Central Asia in 
his foreign policy agenda. He articulated this commitment in his 2016 parliamentary 
address and reiterated at the United Nations General Assembly the following year 
(Mirziyoyev 2017). While structural reforms and the transformation of entrenched 
practices have presented challenges, Uzbekistan’s relationships with its Central 
Asian neighbors have improved markedly since Mirziyoyev took office. Practical
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steps in this direction revitalized cross-border relations, as Uzbekistan’s centralized 
governance ensures that top-level initiatives directly influence developments on the 
ground. 

The effects of these policies are evident in Uzbekistan’s trade dynamics. 
According to data from the Statistics Agency under the President of Uzbekistan, the 
country’s foreign trade volume reached $62.57 billion in 2023 (Eurasianet 2022b). 
This figure contrasts sharply with the $24.2 billion recorded in 2016, the year of 
Karimov’s passing, highlighting the substantial impact of recent reforms (Eurasianet 
2022b). Uzbekistan’s trade relations with its Central Asian neighbors have also 
strengthened during this period (Statistics Agency under the President of the Republic 
of Uzbekistan 2024b). 

One of the key priorities in the foreign policy of Mirziyoyev’s administration 
toward neighboring Central Asian states has been resolving border-related issues, 
ranging from border disputes to the management of shared water resources and the 
regulation of cross-border movement of people. 

Historically, Uzbekistan maintained highly securitized borders, reflecting a 
cautious and often restrictive approach under President Karimov. Following the 
Batken events of 1999–2000, Uzbekistan unilaterally mined sections of its borders 
with Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan to address perceived security threats from militant 
groups. While mines were removed from the Kyrgyz border in 2005 (ReliefWeb 
2005), those along the Tajik border remained. Moreover, Uzbekistan introduced a 
visa regime for Tajik citizens in 2001. Further restrictions followed the Andijan events 
in 2005 and the Osh events in 2010, leading to the closure of several border check-
points with Kyrgyzstan, which severely limited cross-border movement. Borders 
with both Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan remained undelimited. 

Uzbekistan holds a special place for Tajikistan due to their deep-rooted cultural, 
social, and economic proximities. For centuries, Turkic and Iranian speakers in this 
region have coexisted, intermarried, and shared traditions (Finke and Sancak 2012). 
Tajiks and Uzbeks are significant ethnic groups in both countries. While Uzbekistan 
hosts a substantial Tajik population, Uzbeks are a sizable ethnic group in Tajikistan. 
According to Tajikistan’s 2010 national census, ethnic Uzbeks comprised 12.2% 
of the population, concentrated in the regions along the border with Uzbekistan 
(Minority Rights Group 2018). Tajikistan’s statehood has been closely linked to 
its relationship with Uzbekistan, often perceived as its most significant “Other” 
(Suyarkulova 2012). The densely populated border between the two countries 
features the highest number of border crossings for Tajikistan, totaling 16 (Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Tajikistan 2013). Moreover, Uzbekistan was once 
Tajikistan’s main trading partner, with bilateral trade turnover reaching $250 million 
in 1995—twice the combined trade with all other CIS countries (Chorshanbiev 2023). 

However, as relations began to worsen in the late 1990s, trade volumes dras-
tically declined, with transport connections being severed and some sections of 
the border mined. During periods of heightened tension, Tajikistan experienced 
economic blockades, exacerbating its isolation and hindering economic development.
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Relations with Tajikistan became particularly tense after Tajikistan’s 2008 announce-
ment of plans to construct the Rogun hydropower plant, which raised concerns in 
downstream Uzbekistan regarding water resources. 

In a similar vein, restrictions were imposed on Uzbekistan’s borders with Kaza-
khstan and Turkmenistan. Although a visa-free regime was in place between Uzbek-
istan and Kazakhstan, and a limited visa-free arrangement introduced in 2004 
permitted Uzbek and Turkmen residents in border areas to travel for up to three 
days without a visa, mobility was often hampered by periodic border closures. For 
instance, from 2013 to 2017, the border with Turkmenistan was closed, and the 
visa-free regime was suspended (Radio Ozodlik 2017). Moreover, when Mirziyoyev 
took office, Uzbekistan had undelimited borders with Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. 
Addressing these issues became a key priority. 

During Islam Karimov’s presidency, border delimitation was completed only with 
Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan. Under Mirziyoyev, the demarcation process with 
Kazakhstan was finalized, while efforts with Turkmenistan were resumed and remain 
ongoing. 

Tashkent’s commitment and determination are evident in the completion of border 
delimitation with both Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. In January 2023, Uzbek and 
Kyrgyz leaders exchanged ratification instruments for an additional border agree-
ment signed in November 2022, which resolved lingering disputes, including issues 
related to enclaves or exclaves and water resources (Rickleton 2023). A key part 
of this agreement was the transfer of the Kempir-Abad reservoir—referred to as 
Andijan in Uzbekistan—located near the border at the intersection of Kyrgyzstan’s 
Jalal-Abad and Osh regions and Uzbekistan’s Andijan region, to Uzbekistan. A sepa-
rate agreement was reached on joint water management, reportedly ensuring that the 
Kyrgyz side could continue to use the reservoir (Radio Azattyk 2022). Experts esti-
mate that 14% of Kempir–Abad reservoir water irrigates Kyrgyzstan’s Suzak and 
Kara-Suu districts, while for Uzbekistan, it supports over two million hectares of 
farmland (CABAR.asia 2023). 

Another outcome of this deal was the integration of Barak, a Kyrgyz exclave 
entirely surrounded by Uzbekistan, into Uzbek territory. In exchange, Kyrgyzstan 
received an equivalent parcel of land from Uzbekistan’s Andijan Province. This 
resolution addressed long-standing challenges faced by Barak’s residents, who had 
struggled with restricted access to Kyrgyzstan due to strict border controls that 
hindered travel and trade (Rickleton 2024). Assessing this development, Shavkat 
Mirziyoyev emphasized that “the comprehensive resolution of the border delimita-
tion issue” would play an important role in advancing cross-border collaboration and 
strengthening regional cooperation (President.uz 2023). 

Border delimitation with Tajikistan had been completed earlier, reportedly in 2019 
(Radio Ozodi 2024b). Similar to the Uzbek–Kyrgyz border settlement, the manage-
ment of shared water resources and facilities was a central issue in negotiations with 
Tajikistan. The Farhod hydrocomplex, encompassing the hydroelectric power plant 
and reservoir, de-facto controlled by Tajikistan, was a long-standing source of tension 
between Dushanbe and Tashkent, as both nations claimed the disputed border area 
along the Syrdarya River. In August 2018, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan formalized an
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agreement resolving the dispute over the Farhod hydrocomplex. The dam and its 
territory were recognized as part of Tajikistan, while the hydroelectric power station 
was transferred to Uzbekistan. Tajikistan assumed responsibility for security, and 
Uzbekistan took charge of maintenance, establishing a collaborative framework that 
ended years of contention (CABAR.asia 2021). Furthermore, in early 2020, Uzbek-
istan announced it had finished removing mines along its border with Tajikistan. This 
marked a significant step, as the mined border had caused severe harm: According 
to Tajik sources, more than 800 residents were injured or killed by mine explosions 
over the past two decades (Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty 2020). 

Water management has long played a central role in shaping Uzbekistan’s rela-
tions with its neighbors. Since the early 1990s, there have been concerted efforts 
to establish institutions and mechanisms for transboundary water management in 
Central Asia, particularly concerning the waters of the Amu Darya and Syr Darya 
rivers (Mukhammadiev 2014). 

One notable recent development in this context is Uzbekistan’s shift in stance 
toward Tajikistan’s Rogun Dam project, which had been a major source of tension and 
a contributing factor to strained bilateral relations since the late 2000s. Under Presi-
dent Mirziyoyev’s administration, Uzbekistan adopted a more conciliatory approach 
by refraining from criticizing the Rogun project. Remarkably, in June 2022, Uzbek-
istan reportedly committed to purchasing electricity generated by the dam during the 
summer months, when hydroelectric production is at its peak (Eurasianet 2022a). 

Uzbekistan has also strengthened transboundary water cooperation through agree-
ments on the 2017 Orto-Tokoy (also known as “Kasansay” in Uzbekistan) Reservoir 
with Kyrgyzstan (Kudryavtseva 2017), joint modernization efforts for the Tuya-
muyun Hydroelectric Complex with Turkmenistan in 2021–2022 (Carececo.org 
2022), and the installation of water meters on the Syr Darya with Kazakhstan in 2024 
(Putz 2024). Furthermore, collaboration with Kazakhstan in addressing the aftermath 
of the Sardoba dam failure in 2020 highlights the importance of coordinated disaster 
response (Genevawaterhub.org 2020). 

Regarding cross-border movement and trade, the recent reopening and modern-
ization of border checkpoints, along with the relaxation of border crossing regimes, 
have played a crucial role in fostering closer ties between Uzbekistan and its Central 
Asian neighbors, signaling a shift toward greater openness and mobility. 

This shift toward greater openness and mobility is exemplified by several key 
developments. In 2017, the border with Turkmenistan reopened, and a visa-free 
regime for border residents was reinstated, reflecting efforts to enhance regional 
connectivity. In September 2023, two border checkpoints between Kyrgyzstan and 
Uzbekistan—“Begabad-avtodorozhnyi” and “Kara-Bagysh-avtodorozhnyi”—were 
reopened, marking a significant step toward improving cross-border connectivity 
(Radio Ozodi 2024a). A year later, in September 2024, the reopening of two addi-
tional checkpoints—“Karasuu” in the Osh region and “Ken-say” in the Jalalabad 
region—restored crossings that had been closed since 2010, representing a new 
milestone in bilateral relations (Nurmatov 2024). With these developments, the total 
number of operational border checkpoints on the Kyrgyz side reached 13. Kyrgyz 
authorities have further announced plans to open additional checkpoints in the Osh
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region, including the Yntymak checkpoint, which is currently under reconstruction. 
On the Uzbekistan–Kazakhstan border, checkpoints are undergoing reconstruction 
to triple their capacity (Spot.uz 2024a). 

Reconnection with Tajikistan has seen particularly remarkable improvement. In 
2018, Presidents Emomali Rahmon and Shavkat Mirziyoyev exchanged visits, with 
Mirziyoyev’s visit to Tajikistan being the first by an Uzbek leader in two decades. 
The signing of the 2018 Treaty on Strategic Partnership not only formalized this 
rapprochement but also led to tangible measures such as the completion of border 
delimitation, reopening of border crossings, removal of mines, and restoration and 
further enhancement of transportation links between the two countries. 

The signing of cooperation agreements and roadmaps for 2024–2026 between 
the executive authorities of Khatlon and Sughd Provinces of Tajikistan and those 
of Khorezm, Fergana, Syrdarya, Namangan, and Andijan Provinces of Uzbek-
istan in April 2024 has signified a growing trend toward the institutionalization of 
interregional ties and CBC between the two nations (Gazeta.uz 2024). 

Building on its ongoing efforts to strengthen regional connectivity, Uzbekistan has 
taken a significant step forward in enhancing cross-border trade and economic coop-
eration with neighboring countries by planning to establish trade-logistical zones 
along its borders. One example is the agreement between Uzbekistan and Kaza-
khstan to create a free trade zone, the International Center for Industrial Cooperation 
“Central Asia” (to be discussed in more detail in the following section) on their 
shared border. The agreement regulating its operations was signed in November 
2023. On August 6, 2024, the Uzbek president signed a decree to formally establish 
this special economic zone in the Syrdarya region, covering an area of 50 hectares, 
which represented a concrete step toward implementing this initiative (Lex.uz 2024). 

Regarding Uzbek–Turkmen cooperation, in 2022 the two countries signed an 
agreement to establish the “Shavat-Dashoguz” cross-border trade zone. In February 
2024, President Mirziyoyev signed an order to initiate the project in the Khorezm 
region, moving the initiative into its implementation phase (NCa 2024). Plans are 
also underway to develop a similar trade zone at the border between Uzbekistan’s 
Bukhara region and Turkmenistan’s Lebap province. 

The diplomatic thaw between Tashkent and Dushanbe has also rapidly trans-
lated into enhanced connectivity and trade. In 2018, eight road checkpoints were 
reopened, and the Galaba–Amuzang–Khushadi railway line, inactive for 20 years, 
was restored. Regular flights between Tashkent and Dushanbe resumed in 2021, 
followed by the launch of international bus routes such as “Samarkand–Dushanbe” 
and “Penjikent–Samarkand” in 2022. That same year, five new road routes, including 
“Tashkent–Khujand,” and a passenger train service between Tashkent and Dushanbe 
were introduced. These efforts have had a transformative impact: between 2016 and 
2023, rail freight volume between the two countries increased more than 25-fold, 
from 300,000 tons to 8.5 million tons, while road freight doubled to 1.5 million tons 
(Rahmatov 2024). 

The evolving dynamics of the Tajik–Uzbek relationship have inevitably impacted 
their shared boundaries. Tajikistan’s Sughd Region, Khatlon Region, and Tursun-
zoda District all border Uzbekistan. Remarkably, the Sughd Region has the most



84 3 Central Asian Cross-Border Cooperation

extensive interactions, as it hosts 12 of the 16 border crossings between the two 
nations. This region is adjacent to Uzbekistan’s densely populated provinces— 
Jizzakh, Namangan, Samarkand, and Fergana, offering solid potential for robust 
cross-border exchanges. 

It is therefore unsurprising that two new trade zones between the neighboring 
countries are planned along the border in the Sughd Region. The first is the Andarkhon 
Trade and Logistics Center, situated in Uzbekistan’s Besharik District in the Fergana 
Region at the “Patar-Andarkhon” border crossing near Tajikistan’s cities of Kani-
badam and Isfara. The planned center, covering five hectares, began construction 
in March 2023 and aims to facilitate the exchange of goods between Uzbekistan’s 
Fergana Region and Tajikistan’s Sughd Region. It is designed to feature 200 retail 
outlets, a bank, dining facilities, a hotel, and a logistics hub, with the objective of 
promoting trade between enterprises from both regions (Khovar.tj 2023). This initia-
tive is particularly notable given that the Patar border crossing—one of Tajikistan’s 
major international gateways—was closed between 2009 and 2018 (Khovar.tj 2018). 

The second initiative is the “Oybek-Fotekhobod Free Trade Zone,” which was 
announced in 2022 and is planned to be established near the Fotekhobod border 
crossing in Tajikistan’s Match District and the Oybek crossing in Uzbekistan’s 
Bekabad District of the Tashkent Region (Spot.uz 2024b). Strategically located 
near Khujand, it serves as the closest checkpoint to Tashkent. The free trade zone 
is expected to include manufacturing enterprises as well as logistics and whole-
sale distribution infrastructure, thereby promoting economic growth and regional 
connectivity. 

A similar initiative is under consideration with Kyrgyzstan. In 2022, Kyrgyz media 
reported plans to establish a trade-logistical center in Kara-Kiya on the Uzbekistan– 
Kyrgyzstan border, although this project has yet to materialize (Kapital.uz 2022). 

Importantly, Uzbekistan’s recently intensified cross-border contacts are supported 
by the establishment of new institutions and mechanisms. Uzbekistan has signed 
interregional memorandums, participated in interregional meetings, and created joint 
investment funds and companies with Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan. For 
instance, the Uzbek–Tajik Investment Company, established in 2021, oversees the 
implementation of cross-border trade zones (Spot.uz 2024b). In spring 2023, Uzbek-
istan and Kazakhstan established a joint company, Uzkaztrade, to facilitate bilateral 
trade (Spot.uz 2023). A year earlier, in 2022, Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan created a 
joint development fund with an initial capital of $50 million USD (Smekhova 2022). 

3.3 Kazakhstan’s Perspective 

Kazakhstan is the second-largest country by area in post-Soviet Eurasia, after Russia. 
While geographically and politically belonging to Central Asia, it shares the world’s 
longest continuous land border with Russia and a significant border with China. 
Although Kazakhstan’s interaction with these two neighboring powers largely shapes
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Fig. 3.5 Kazakhstan and neighboring Central Asian states 

its national CBC policy, it typically plays the role of a policy-taker in these rela-
tionships. In contrast, Kazakhstan is more capable of playing a much more active 
policy-making role in its interactions with neighboring Central Asian states (Fig. 3.5). 

Kazakhstan’s neighboring countries in the region are not among its top economic 
partners: their combined share in Kazakhstan’s trade turnover was around 1% in 
the early 2000s and approximately 5% in 2023 (Bureau of National Statistics of 
Kazakhstan n.d.; Observatory of Economic Complexity n.d.). For Uzbekistan and 
Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan’s share is slightly higher but still below 10% (Internet Portal 
of the Commonwealth of Independent States 2024; National Statistical Committee of 
the Kyrgyz Republic n.d.). However, neighboring countries hold greater importance 
as trade partners for some Kazakh border regions. For instance, in 2020, Kyrgyzstan 
and Uzbekistan ranked second and third as export destinations for the Almaty region, 
accounting for some 20% each (QazIndustry 2022). 

CBC and international regional cooperation receives some attention in Kaza-
khstan’s framework and other agreements with neighboring Central Asian countries. 
For the most part, such cooperation is mentioned in passing, primarily as a declared 
intention to encourage collaboration between provinces, districts, and other admin-
istrative units, as well as contacts between the citizens of the two countries (Treaty 
on Strategic Partnership 2017).
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Landscape, transport, and demographic proximities vary significantly across 
Kazakhstan’s border territories. The westernmost regions—Mangystau, and espe-
cially Aktobe and Kyzylorda (the latter two lacking direct land transport links 
with neighboring countries)—account for approximately 45% of Kazakhstan’s total 
border length with Central Asian states. These regions face significant disadvantages 
for CBC due to the sparse population of adjacent desert territories, the distances 
between major settlements in neighboring countries, and weak transport infras-
tructure. In the eastern part of Kazakhstan’s Central Asian borderlands, despite the 
fact that the distance between the two-million-strong metropolis of Almaty and the 
region’s primary summer resort, Kyrgyz Lake Issyk-Kul, is only 80 km in a straight 
line, natural barriers like mountain ranges and the absence of a direct road stretch the 
distance to 450 km, making cooperation between Almaty and the Issyk-Kul region 
much more challenging. 

However, transport proximities in some areas have the potential to change in 
the future. In 2022, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan agreed to construct a shorter road 
between Almaty and Cholpon-Ata, with a planned length of 279 km (Starkov 2024). 
For the Kyzylorda region, a potential game changer could be the long-discussed 
Kyzylorda–Uchkuduk railway and highway corridor project, first announced in 2021 
but yet to reach implementation (Popova 2024). 

The most significant proximities for Kazakhstan–Central Asia CBC do not always 
align with geographic proximity. Instead, they are primarily influenced by the mutual 
economic pull of major cities, the convenience of transportation links, and the overall 
economic potentials of neighboring economies. A key role is played by the economic 
and transport proximity between two major urban centers: 3-million-strong Tashkent 
and Shymkent, Kazakhstan’s third-largest city with a population of 1.2 million, 
located just 125 km apart. In the Kazakhstan–Kyrgyzstan borderlands, the economic 
connection between Almaty and Bishkek is paramount, even though the transport 
distance between them is relatively long, spanning 235 km via a route passing through 
Kazakhstan’s Almaty and Zhambyl regions and Kyrgyzstan’s Chuy Region. Together, 
the Shymkent–Tashkent and Almaty–Bishkek proximities form the primary axes of 
Kazakhstan’s CBC within Central Asia. Given that both axes traverse border regions, 
it is unsurprising that they account for the bulk of trade and business activity between 
these neighboring countries. 

An important factor complementing these proximities is the policy of establishing 
cross-border logistical hubs. In 2019, the governments of Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan 
agreed to create a complex combining production and trade-logistics functions near 
the Karasu and Ak-Tilek border checkpoints. In 2023, this agreement was formalized 
(Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan 2023a), envisioning a facility spanning 
7.6 square kilometers, focused on the production of dairy, fruit and vegetable, meat, 
textile, and pharmaceutical products. The necessity of completing this project was 
reiterated in a 2024 bilateral framework agreement (Akorda 2024).



3.3 Kazakhstan’s Perspective 87

Similarly, in 2023, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan signed an agreement to establish 
the “Central Asia” International Center for Industrial Cooperation, a one-square-
kilometer complex at their border. This facility is designed to serve both logis-
tical purposes and as a platform for joint industrial production, including by small 
enterprises from both countries (Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan 2023c). 

These production-logistics complexes align with the economic proximities of 
Almaty–Bishkek and Tashkent–Shymkent, as they are located near key border check-
points along major highways connecting these urban centers. However, the imple-
mentation of these projects has faced delays due to unresolved issues with investors 
and other challenges. 

Kazakhstan’s CBC with neighboring Central Asian countries is characterized 
by distinct features influenced by the nature of their political regimes, openness to 
international cooperation, economic capacities, geographical conditions, and other 
factors. 

Relatively favorable political conditions for CBC have developed along the Kaza-
khstan–Kyrgyzstan border, the only Kazakhstan–Central Asian border where, due 
to the membership of both states in the Eurasian Economic Union, customs controls 
have been absent since 2015. 

Unlike Kazakhstan’s cross-border interactions with Uzbekistan and Turk-
menistan, Kazakhstan–Kyrgyzstan regional contacts have faced fewer restrictions 
from central authorities since the early post-Soviet period. However, regional govern-
ments have also lacked the authority to enter into legally binding agreements. Several 
Kazakhstan–Kyrgyzstan agreements express interest in fostering regional and CBC. 
For instance, the 1997 treaty declares the intent to promote expanded interactions 
among residents of border areas (President of the Republic of Kazakhstan 1998), 
and the most recent 2024 framework agreement stipulates the annual convening of a 
Forum of Interregional Cooperation (Akorda 2024). Despite this formal framework, 
the first Kazakhstan–Kyrgyzstan interregional forum, during which contracts worth 
a relatively modest $60 million were signed, took place only in 2023 (Auelbekova 
2023). 

A key domain of Kazakhstan–Kyrgyzstan CBC is both formal and informal 
cross-border trade, including the development of logistics and transit routes through 
Kazakhstan between Kyrgyzstan and Russia. As early as the 2000s, Kazakhstan 
and Kyrgyzstan initiated the establishment of international cross-border coopera-
tion centers “Aukhatty-Ken Bulun” and “Aysha Bibi-Chon Kapka,” primarily aimed 
at addressing logistical challenges but also facilitating other cross-border interac-
tions (Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan 2008). The effectiveness of these 
centers has been unfortunately limited by bureaucratic hurdles and frequent delays 
at the border due to periodic tightening of controls. 

As noted earlier, in 2023, an agreement was signed to create a production and trade-
logistics complex (spanning 7.6 sq. km and designed for producing dairy, fruit and 
vegetable, meat, textile, and pharmaceutical goods) near the “Karasu” and “Ak-Tilek” 
road checkpoints (Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan 2023c). However, the 
implementation of this agreement has been delayed, reportedly due to corruption-
related challenges in identifying investors (Tusupbekova 2024).
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Most projects aimed at creating new and developing existing transport corridors 
remain largely at the discussion stage. Some efforts are being made to foster cooper-
ation between Almaty and Bishkek, including the development of a multifunctional 
corridor linking the two cities. 

A cooperation agreement between the two metropolises was signed as early as 
November 1997 (Panorama 1997), and in November 2014, within the framework of 
the Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation program, the authorities of both 
cities signed a memorandum on developing an economic corridor. This initiative 
aimed to create jobs, diversify the economy, and promote the sustainable develop-
ment of both cities (Pestriakova 2014). The outcomes of this project, funded by 
the Asian Development Bank and implemented in 2017–2022, proved to be modest 
(Rosbach 2023); yet the role of the two cities in the Kazakh–Kyrgyz CBC remains 
significant anyway. For instance, in 2019, Almaty accounted for approximately 27% 
of Kazakhstan’s external trade with Kyrgyzstan (Kazakh Invest n.d.). As mentioned 
earlier, the project to construct a highway connecting Almaty with Lake Issyk-Kul 
remains at a preliminary stage, despite similar ideas being discussed as far back as 
the 1990s. 

Another important area of cooperation is water management, particularly the regu-
lation of the use of water resources and hydraulic infrastructure on the transboundary 
Chu and Talas rivers. A 2000 agreement stands out as unique in Central Asia, as it 
formalizes the principle of shared financial responsibility for the operation of water 
management facilities located in Kyrgyzstan (such as dams, reservoirs, and canals) 
(Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan 2002). 

The relations between the two countries regarding the regulation of cross-border 
and transboundary issues are far from smooth. Disagreements over the manage-
ment of transboundary flows and the consumption of water resources occasionally 
lead to stricter border controls and delays at crossing points. Overall, Kazakhstan– 
Kyrgyzstan cross-border interactions are marked by numerous minor conflicts, which 
are generally resolved through compromises. 

In 1998, Kyrgyzstan joined the WTO, turning its territory into a transit hub for 
Chinese goods entering Kazakhstan. This development led to the spread of prac-
tices involving the illegal importation of Chinese goods across the Kyrgyz–Kazakh 
border, prompting Kazakhstan to tighten its border controls. Tensions over border 
regulations resurfaced during the mass unrest in Kyrgyzstan in April 2010, which 
resulted in a change of government. Kazakhstan responded by closing its border, fully 
lifting the restrictions only in July, a move that caused severe economic difficulties 
for Kyrgyzstan (Vesti.kz 2010). Another round of disagreements between Bishkek 
and Astana emerged after the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) Customs Union 
was launched in 2011 on the external borders of Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Russia. 
This again prompted Kazakhstan to implement stricter customs controls along its 
borders with Kyrgyzstan, leading to periodic border congestion and related disputes 
(Zakon.kz 2011). The situation eased with Kyrgyzstan’s accession to the EAEU in 
2015, which eliminated customs controls at the border. 

However, congestion has continued sporadically due to overloaded border infras-
tructure (Skripnik 2017), suspicions by Kazakh authorities of underreporting the
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customs value of goods imported via China (Bekbasova 2017), false transit claims 
for Kyrgyz goods ostensibly destined for Russia but actually sold within Kazakhstan 
(Ortcom.kz 2019), and seasonal spikes in agricultural product shipments (Kapi-
tanova 2024). Disputes over the allocation of water resources from shared rivers also 
arise periodically, though both sides typically seek to resolve differences through 
negotiations and compromise. 

Uzbekistan is Kazakhstan’s most economically attractive partner in the region, 
with the bulk of activity concentrated in the densely populated area (over 8 million 
residents) between Turkestan and Tashkent regions. This area includes the indepen-
dent administrative entities of Shymkent and Tashkent and accounts for approx-
imately two-thirds of Kazakhstan’s total trade with neighboring Central Asian 
countries (Bureau of National Statistics of Kazakhstan n.d.). 

Historically, the populations of these territories maintained close cross-border 
ties. Post-Soviet tightening of the Kazakhstan–Uzbekistan border regime and the 
construction of physical barriers have pushed some of these interactions into ille-
gality, including thriving industrial goods smuggling and local facilitation of unautho-
rized crossings. In the 1990s, territorial disputes between the two countries compli-
cated cross-border contacts but were resolved through delimitation agreements in 
2001–2002. 

Official interactions between the border regions—primarily South Kazakhstan 
(now Turkestan) and Tashkent—did occur but were relatively infrequent, unstable, 
and heavily influenced by the broader political climate. Still, during one period of 
warming relations in 2007, an official delegation from South Kazakhstan, including 
business representatives, visited Uzbekistan and signed a memorandum of bilat-
eral cooperation with the Tashkent region (Kazakhstanskaya Pravda 2007). Another 
memorandum was signed during a subsequent visit by the South Kazakhstan dele-
gation in 2013 (Dobrota 2013). That same year, Uzbekistan opened trade houses in 
Shymkent and Saryagash (CA-News 2013), and in 2014, a Kazakh-Uzbek business 
forum was held in Shymkent (Kazakhstanskaya Pravda 2014). 

The situation changed cardinally after Shavkat Mirziyoyev assumed the pres-
idency of Uzbekistan in 2016. He implemented reforms such as introducing free 
currency convertibility for the Uzbek sum, promoting regional cooperation with 
neighboring countries, and even proposing the creation of an Association of Heads 
of Border Regions of Central Asian Countries (Sultan 2018). 

Already by 2017, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan signed an agreement on interre-
gional cooperation, which outlined mechanisms such as working groups, consulta-
tions, roadmaps, experience sharing, coordination of infrastructure planning, busi-
ness events, support for contract negotiations, and mutual information exchange, 
although it did not explicitly define the powers of regional authorities (Government 
of the Republic of Kazakhstan 2017). That same year, several memorandums of coop-
eration between regions of the two countries were signed (Baimanov 2017). Since 
2018, regular Kazakh–Uzbek interregional cooperation forums have been held, with 
four convened as of late 2024. In 2024, construction began on the Darbaz–Maktaaral 
railroad section in the Turkestan region, bypassing the congested Saryagash station.
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Systematic efforts to enhance proximity between Shymkent and Tashkent have yet 
to be undertaken, although some sporadic steps in this direction have been made. In 
2019, the Asian Development Bank and CAREC promoted the idea of establishing an 
economic corridor connecting Shymkent, Tashkent, and Khujand (Gazeta.uz 2019). 

Amid the growing momentum of cross-border cooperation, the governments of 
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan proposed in October 2016 the establishment of a trade 
zone along the border between the South Kazakhstan and Tashkent regions (Kursiv.kz 
2016). By 2019, this proposal evolved into an agreement to create the Central Asia 
International Trade and Economic Cooperation Center (Baigarin 2019). However, by 
December 2021, construction had not yet begun, and during subsequent negotiations, 
a decision was made to shift the center’s focus toward industrial collaboration (Kun.uz 
2021). In 2023, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan signed an agreement to establish the 
Central Asia International Center for Industrial Cooperation. Spanning an area of 1 
square kilometer, the center is designed to serve as a logistics hub and a platform for 
joint production involving industrial enterprises, including small businesses, from 
both countries (Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan 2023b). 

While the primary focus of cross-border cooperation between Kazakhstan and 
Uzbekistan is concentrated in the relatively narrow zone between the Turkestan and 
Tashkent regions, some activity also takes place under less favorable conditions in 
the western border area, particularly between Kazakhstan’s Mangystau Region and 
Uzbekistan’s Republic of Karakalpakstan. This cooperation is shaped by Mangystau 
Region’s status as one of Kazakhstan’s wealthiest areas, with its port serving as 
Uzbekistan’s gateway to the Caspian Sea, while Mangystau itself relies significantly 
on imports of Uzbek fruit and vegetables. Despite its relatively unfavorable posi-
tion for CBC—lacking direct land connections with its neighboring region—another 
western Kazakh region, Kyzylorda Oblysy, has played an important role since the 
1990s in bilateral and multilateral international efforts to address the Aral Sea crisis 
and manage the Syr Darya River’s water usage. 

Kazakhstan–Uzbekistan cooperation in the western border area gained 
momentum in the late 2010s. In 2019, Uzbekistan opened a consulate in Aktau. 
Efforts have been made to modernize cross-border transport routes between 
Mangystau Region and Karakalpakstan, alongside an increase in tourism cooper-
ation. Mangystau is being promoted as a resort destination, while Karakalpakstan is 
positioned as a hub for ethnographic tourism (Mangystau Media 2022b; Zhaik Press 
2024). 

A significant boost to ecological cooperation involving Kyzylorda Region came 
with the establishment of the Kazakhstan–Uzbekistan working group on saving the 
Aral Sea in 2018. The governments of both countries committed to intensifying and 
closely coordinating their efforts, including sharing innovative practices for planting 
saxaul and tamarisk on the dried lakebed (Kuandykov 2018). These efforts received 
recognition from the United Nations General Assembly, which declared the Aral 
Sea region a zone of ecological innovations and technologies in May 2021 (United 
Nations General Assembly 2021). 

The toughest regime for cross-border contacts, exacerbated by the non-
convertibility of the Turkmen manat, persists along the Kazakhstan–Turkmenistan
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border. This border will be discussed in greater detail in the following section on 
Turkmenistan’s perspective. 

Certain CBC projects in the western border areas of Central Asia have a trilateral 
dimension. In 2016, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan successfully collab-
orated to have the “Western Tien-Shan” designated as a UNESCO World Natural 
Heritage site. This site includes 11 sections across seven nature reserves located 
within the territories of all three countries (ACBK 2021). Since 2023, Kazakhstan, 
Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan have been working together on conservation efforts 
in border-adjacent areas on the Ustyurt Plateau, aiming to establish a transboundary 
protected area by integrating reserves under the jurisdiction of each country and 
implementing cross-border environmental initiatives (Stepanova and Bekbaev 2024). 
These efforts bear similarities to transboundary conservation projects implemented 
in countries like the United States and Canada. 

Kazakhstan’s efforts to develop transportation and logistical infrastructure in 
the rapidly growing village of Beineu, the largest in the country with a popula-
tion exceeding 50,000, are also directed toward both Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan. 
These include the reconstruction of a grain terminal, which is expected to enhance 
the village’s role as a key logistical hub (Mangystau Regional Government 2024). 

3.4 Turkmenistan’s Perspective 

Turkmenistan is one of the world’s most closed countries and remains the least open 
nation in Central Asia, hindering the development of both CBC and wider regional 
cooperation. Since 1995, it has maintained a distinct foreign policy of permanent 
neutrality, officially recognized by the United Nations. The country shares land 
borders with two Central Asian states, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, as well as Iran 
and Afghanistan to the south. It also has a maritime border with the littoral states of 
the Caspian Sea. Notably, four out of five regions in Turkmenistan share an inter-
national border. Turkmenistan has long underutilized its geographic potential and 
kept its insular stance. Only recently, the Turkmen government has shown signs for 
recognizing the need for greater cooperation with the outside world including along 
the border. 

Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan share both a land border and a maritime boundary in 
the Caspian Sea. The Turkmen–Kazakh land border, spanning slightly over 450 km 
between Turkmenistan’s Balkan province (velayat) and Kazakhstan’s Mangystau 
region (oblysy), is the shortest state border for both countries. It primarily crosses 
sparsely populated desert areas, including the Ustyurt Plateau and regions near the 
Caspian Sea. This border was delimited in 2001 and demarcated in 2017, after  which  
the two nations also defined their maritime boundary. In 2018, Turkmenistan and 
Kazakhstan, along with the other three Caspian littoral states, signed the Convention 
on the Legal Status of the Caspian Sea in Aktau. Later, in 2021, they signed an 
agreement on the delimitation of their maritime border and the division of fishing 
zones in the Caspian Sea (Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan 2022). In the
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Fig. 3.6 Turkmenistan and neighboring Central Asian states 

Caspian Sea, in addition to the Mangystau Region, Turkmenistan also shares a sea 
border with Kazakhstan’s Atyrau Region (Fig. 3.6). 

As previously noted, the borderlands between Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan are 
characterized by low population density. While the reliability of Turkmenistan’s 2022 
census remains in question, the data indicated that the Balkan Province, which also 
borders Iran to the south, is the least populated region in the country, accounting 
for only 7.5% of the country’s total population. On the Kazakh side, the neig-
bouring Karakiya District, part of the Mangystau Region, had an estimated popula-
tion of approximately 36,000 people as of 2023, demonstrating the sparsely inhabited 
nature of this transboundary area. Such low population density and the border area’s 
perceived limited economic potential may partly explain Kazakhstan’s historically 
limited proactivity in cross-border cooperation (CBC) with Turkmenistan. 

Official cooperation between the regions of Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan 
remained minimal until the 2010s, although some industrial ties between enterprises 
in bordering regions have persisted since the dissolution of the Soviet Union. In May 
2013, during a high-level meeting, Presidents Nursultan Nazarbayev and Gurban-
guly Berdimuhamedow emphasized the importance of strengthening cooperation 
between Kazakhstan’s Mangystau Region and Turkmenistan’s Balkan Province, as 
well as supporting business forums (Vorotnoi 2013). As a result, consulates were 
established in the regional centers of Aktau and Turkmenbashi, a bilateral agreement 
on trade, economic, scientific, technical, and cultural cooperation was signed, and 
five-year cooperation plans were introduced.
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Since 2018, interregional business forums have been held, accompanied by a 
modest increase in official cultural exchanges. Discussions on establishing a Special 
Border Trade Zone have been ongoing since 2019 (Time.kz 2019), yet the project has 
faced significant delays with little tangible progress. In November 2023, during his 
visit to Kazakhstan, Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedov, Chairman of the Halk Maslahaty 
of Turkmenistan, reiterated the importance of creating a cross-border trade center to 
strengthen trade relations and increase mutual trade turnover to $1 billion. However, 
substantial progress toward its realization remains elusive. 

In October 2024, Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan signed a Plan for Coopera-
tion between the Administration of Balkan Province and the Akimat of Mangystau 
Region. The plan, targeting trade-economic, scientific-technical, and cultural collab-
oration through 2025, is intended to enhance the currently limited cross-border coop-
eration between the two countries. While the agreement’s details remain unclear, 
its objectives reflect a commitment to addressing shared challenges (Moskovchiuk 
2024). 

The vernacular Kazakh–Turkmen CBC is significantly hindered by Turk-
menistan’s highly restrictive policies on the movement of people. As Turkmenistan 
enforces a visa regime for virtually all countries in the world, visas are required 
for travel between Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan. An exception is made for 
registered residents of the border regions—Balkan Province in Turkmenistan and 
the Mangystau and Atyrau Regions in Kazakhstan—who are allowed visa-free entry 
for up to five days, enabling limited local cross-border movement. These interactions 
typically revolve around visits to relatives and petty shuttle trade. Turkmen citizens 
often travel to Kazakhstan to purchase items in short supply at home, including 
US dollars, which are reportedly in high demand (Radiosy Azatlyk 2024). On their 
return, they bring permitted goods back to Turkmenistan, such as low-cost home 
appliances like vacuum cleaners and television sets. In addition, Kazakh cognac and 
cigarettes are popular commodities among Turkmen buyers. Conversely, Turkmen 
agricultural produce, including tomatoes and other fresh goods, finds a market on 
the Kazakh side (Toguzbaev 2017). 

Many Turkmen citizens who travel to Kazakhstan on visas do so in search 
of employment opportunities. Considering Turkmenistan’s challenging domestic 
conditions, including widespread unemployment, it is unsurprising that the flow 
of labor is predominantly one-sided, with Turkmen citizens seeking opportunities in 
Kazakhstan rather than the reverse. Additionally, a separate group, primarily ethnic 
Kazakhs, relocates to Kazakhstan on a permanent basis. 

However, even this limited cross-border movement is often disrupted by unilateral 
border closures imposed by Turkmen authorities. This restrictive policy reflects the 
government’s heightened sensitivity to outmigration and further limits the already 
minimal human-to-human cross-border interactions. Overall, transportation connec-
tivity between the two countries remains limited. There is only one direct flight 
between Ashgabat and Almaty, which was suspended in March 2020 due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic and resumed three years later in March 2023. Turkmenistan’s 
isolation, lack of connectivity, and stringent visa policies contribute to its perception 
as a “distant” country, with little appeal as a destination for Kazakh tourists.
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Still, both Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan demonstrate a commitment to increasing 
the transborder connectivity both between the neighboring regions and as a part 
of wider international transportation corridors. Already in 2007, the project of the 
Ozen–Bereket–Gorgan railway route, which spans over 900 km and links Kaza-
khstan, Turkmenistan, and Iran, as part of the North–South Transport Corridor, was 
launched. Within this route, the longest segment, stretching 700 km, passes through 
Turkmenistan, highlighting the country’s geographic centrality to the project. The 
project, that received financial assistance from the Asian Development Bank and 
the Islamic Development Bank, was completed in 2014 (Kayir and Bupezhanova 
2014), contributing to improved cross-border connectivity and facilitating regional 
trade and cooperation. The Bolashak station, having special importance as a part of 
this route, was opened by Presidents Gurbanguly Berdymukhamedov and Nursultan 
Nazarbayev in May 2013 (Ospanova 2013). In 2024, government representatives 
of Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, and Afghanistan convened in Aktau, Kazakhstan, to 
discuss plans for a new railway line connecting Turkmenistan and Afghanistan to 
Pakistan via Turgundi–Herat–Kandahar–Spin Buldak (News Central Asia 2024). 

According to recent official data, Kazakh–Turkmen transportation has shown a 
consistent upward trend. In 2023, the volume of transported goods between the two 
countries increased by 20%, reaching 1.3 million tons. At the same time, bilateral 
trade volumes grew by 28%, amounting to $563 million. Over the past five years, 
mutual trade has nearly quadrupled, reflecting steady and modest growth in economic 
ties (Omirgazy 2024). 

At present, there is only one automobile checkpoint crossing along the Turkmen-
Kazakh border: the “Garabogaz” checkpoint on the Turkmen side and the “Temir 
Baba” checkpoint on the Kazakh side. Both Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan have 
expressed interest in enhancing the capacity of this checkpoint. In 2023, Kaza-
khstan initiated the reconstruction of Temir Baba (Mangystau Media 2022a), aiming 
for completion by the end of 2024. Similarly, Turkmenistan reported plans for the 
Garabogaz post to undergo reconstruction starting in 2024 (State Revenue Committee 
2023). 

Efforts to improve border efficiency include the adoption of digital systems by both 
nations. As of April 2024, the State Customs Service of Turkmenistan implemented 
the TIR-Electronic Pre-Declaration (TIR-EPD) system at all border checkpoints, 
including Garabogaz. This system aims to facilitate the faster movement of inter-
national cargo by allowing TIR Carnet holders to submit online pre-declarations to 
customs authorities (Golden Age 2024). In a similar move, Kazakhstan introduced an 
electronic queue system at its border checkpoints, including Temir Baba, in 2023 to 
streamline operations and reduce wait times (Business Turkmenistan 2023). More-
over, in October 2024, during President Tokayev’s official visit to Turkmenistan, 
Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan signed a protocol amending their 1997 agreement 
on international road transport of passengers and cargo. This amendment abolished 
the requirement for permits for road cargo movement between the two countries, 
facilitating more efficient and streamlined trade (KazTAG 2024). 

Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan are also developing cooperation in the Caspian Sea 
between Turkmenistan’s Turkmenbashi port and Kazakhstan’s ports of Aktau and
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Kuryk, while simultaneously competing for maritime cargo volumes. During Presi-
dent Tokayev’s visit to Ashgabat, a Memorandum of Cooperation in Maritime Trans-
port was signed between Turkmenistan’s Marine Merchant Fleet and Kazakhstan’s 
Aktau International Sea Commercial Port. 

Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan are also developing cooperation in the Caspian 
Sea region, focusing on connections between Turkmenistan’s port of Turkmen-
bashi and Kazakhstan’s ports of Aktau and Kuryk, while simultaneously competing 
for maritime cargo volumes. In October 2024, during President Tokayev’s visit to 
Ashgabat, a Memorandum of Cooperation in Maritime Transport was signed between 
Turkmenistan’s Marine Merchant Fleet and Kazakhstan’s Aktau International Sea 
Commercial Port (Akorda.kz 2024). 

Turkmenistan’s CBC with Uzbekistan is more dynamic and diverse, which can be 
explained both by more favorable conditions for cross-border cooperation specif-
ically between Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, as well as by Uzbekistan’s more 
active and purposeful policy in establishing cross-border cooperation with its neigh-
bors. Not only is the common state border long, at 1650 km, but the shared border 
regions are densely populated. For instance, two major Turkmen cities, Turkmenabad 
and Dashoguz, are located in close proximity to Uzbekistan, presenting a different 
demographic dynamic compared to the cross-border ties between Turkmenistan and 
Kazakhstan. Notably, while Turkmenistan is believed to host approximately 300,000 
ethnic Uzbeks, Uzbekistan is home to around 200,000 ethnic Turkmens (Akhal-Teke 
2023). 

Turkmenistan’s Dashoguz Province (velayat) and Lebap Province share land 
borders with Uzbekistan’s Karakalpakstan Republic, Khorezm Region, and Bukhara 
Region, respectively. The Turkmen–Uzbek border was delimited in 2019, and 
although its demarcation is still ongoing, the process appears to be progressing 
smoothly without major challenges. The Amu Darya River, which traverses both 
countries, plays a vital role in shared water and energy management across the border 
regions. In this context, the establishment of a Turkmen-Uzbek Intergovernmental 
Commission on Water Management Issues in May 2021 marks an important insti-
tutional development. The commission held its first meeting in September 2021 in 
Tashkent, followed by the second in July 2022 in Dashoguz, and the latest, fourth, 
meeting in April 2024 in Turkmenabad. A notable outcome of this collaboration was 
the signing of a bilateral agreement in July 2022 on the management, protection, 
and rational use of the Amu Darya River’s water resources. This agreement aims to 
enhance water management on the Turkmen–Uzbek section of the river. 

A key infrastructure in this cooperation is the Tuyamuyun Hydro Complex (THC), 
located downstream along the Amu Darya. The THC regulates the river’s flow and 
oversees the distribution of water and energy resources between Uzbekistan and 
Turkmenistan. It supports irrigation for 779,300 hectares of farmland in Uzbekistan 
and 425,000 hectares in Turkmenistan, generates 450 million kWh of electricity 
annually for Uzbekistan, and supplies drinking water to the Khorezm Region and 
Karakalpakstan. It is worth noting that the THC is a significant project within the EU-
funded “Central Asia Nexus Dialogue Project: Fostering Water, Energy, and Food 
Security Nexus and Multi-Sector Investment” (NEXUS) program (CAREC 2022).
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Systematic contacts between the border regions of Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan 
began to develop in 2018, when a business forum was held under the auspices of the 
administrations of the Lebap Region of Turkmenistan and the Bukhara Region of 
Uzbekistan. The First Turkmen-Uzbek Interregional Forum was held in Bukhara in 
2022, resulting, among other things, in the signing of business agreements totaling 
$451 million and the adoption of a project to create a cross-border trade center near the 
city of Dashoguz (Orient 2022), which is currently under construction. The second 
Turkmen–Uzbek Interregional Forum was held in 2024 in Turkmenabat, where 
participants discussed the expansion of cross-border trade, the development of trans-
port and logistics infrastructure, and the strengthening of cultural and humanitarian 
ties between the two countries (Türkmen Döwlet Habarlary 2024). 

3.5 Kyrgyzstan’s and Tajikistan’s Perspectives 

As previously mentioned, a significant challenge in structuring this chapter is 
avoiding duplication in the analysis of individual border situations if the perspec-
tives of all Central Asian countries are examined in detail. Cross-border cooperation 
along most Central Asian borders has already been reviewed, leaving only the situa-
tion on the Kyrgyz–Tajik border unaddressed. Considering this, we find it appropriate 
to combine the analysis of Kyrgyzstan’s and Tajikistan’s perspectives into a single 
section. 

Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, located in the southern part of Central Asia, are land-
locked, mountainous, and upstream countries. The Kyrgyz population is some 7 
million while the Tajik population is around 10 million. Economically, both coun-
tries remain underdeveloped. Tajikistan has the lowest GDP per capita in Central 
Asia, recorded at USD 1,12 thousand in 2023, while Kyrgyzstan’s GPD was USD 
1,97 thousand (World Bank 2024). It is important to note that Tajikistan’s economy 
and overall development have been significantly affected by the civil war from 1992 
to 1997 (Malashenko 2012). 

Tajikistan is governed by a highly centralized authoritarian regime, ranking second 
only to Turkmenistan in terms of political control. Kyrgyzstan, despite its declining 
democracy ranking and current classification as a “consolidated authoritarian regime” 
by Freedom House, still holds the highest democracy score among the five Central 
Asian states (Freedom House 2024). 

Culturally, Tajikistan’s uniqueness lies in its language: It is the only Central Asian 
country where the majority speaks Tajik, a variety of Persian and a non-Turkic 
language, although, as elsewhere in the region, bilingulism or multilingualism is a 
common trait. The majority of Kyrgyzstan’s population speak Kyrgyz, which is a 
Turkic language, while Russian is also widespread. 

Tajikistan shares a border of approximately 1330 km with Uzbekistan to the 
northwest and about 980 km with Kyrgyzstan to the northeast. To the south, Tajikistan 
has a lengthy border of nearly 1380 km with Afghanistan, much of which follows the 
Amu Darya River. Its eastern border with China, stretching approximately 500 km,
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Fig. 3.7 Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and the neighboring Central Asian states 

runs along the rugged Pamir Mountains (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic 
of Tajikistan 2013). The combination of these characteristics significantly influences 
Tajikistan’s cross-border interactions and its role within the broader dynamics of 
Central Asia. Like Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan borders Uzbekistan (1378 km) and China 
(1034 km). It also borders Kazakhstan (1242 km) (Fig. 3.7). 

The economic weakness and limited resources of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan 
reduce their ability to independently initiate cross-border cooperation (CBC) 
projects, largely positioning them as policy-takers in Central Asian CBC. At the 
same time, Kyrgyzstan is one of the most open countries in the region to various 
forms of cooperation, with regional authorities being relatively less restrictive in 
developing international contacts. Additionally, it boasts one of the most attrac-
tive recreational potentials in the region, primarily due to Lake Issyk-Kul and its 
established infrastructure. Tajikistan, being a more authoritarian state, still responds 
positively to cross-border cooperation initiatives from wealthier Uzbekistan and to 
transboundary projects initiated by international organizations for the development 
of the Fergana Valley. These include the above-mentioned projects aimed at fostering 
reconciliation between Tajik and Kyrgyz communities in the Isfara Valley. 

As discussed earlier, the previously strained relations between Uzbekistan and 
its neighbors Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan have significantly improved since Mirziy-
oyev’s ascession to power in Uzbekistan. The two neighbors are now experiencing
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a diplomatic honeymoon, marked by the reopening of borders and the strengthening 
of cross-border ties. 

In stark contrast, direct cross-border ties between Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan have 
halted due to the closure of the state border following military conflicts along 
their shared boundary in 2021 and 2022. These clashes resulted in casualties on 
both sides and have significantly strained bilateral relations. The September 2022 
conflict, for instance, led to over 100 deaths, including at least 37 civilians. A year 
earlier, in late April 2021, a border clash between the two nations resulted in over 
50 deaths, mainly among civilians, injured hundreds, and displaced approximately 
58,000 people (Sultanalieva 2022). Similar border skirmishes (but less violent) have 
continuously occurred in the Fergana Valley, where Tajikistan’s Sughd Region and 
Kyrgyzstan’s Batken Region meet. This densely populated area, with scarce resources 
such as water, has seen frequent disputes. The biggest flashpoint has been the Tajik 
exclave of Vorukh, surrounded by Kyrgyz territory. With a population of approxi-
mately 40,000, resolving the issues surrounding Vorukh remains difficult, unlike the 
situation with the aforementioned Barak, a former Kyrgyz exclave in Uzbekistan. 

Despite these challenges, recent developments suggest that both states continue to 
engage in border negotiations. According to the latest reports, 93% of the border has 
been demarcated, indicating progress in addressing long-standing issues. However, 
the remaining disputes in the Fergana Valley continue to be a source of friction. 
While the border in the Fergana Valley has been contentious, the border between 
Kyrgyzstan’s Osh Region and Tajikistan’s Murgab District in the Gorno-Badakhshan 
Autonomous Region (GBAO) has remained peaceful. The closure of the border, 
however, has disrupted movement and trade in this historically connected region. 
Murgab, where approximately 70% of residents are ethnic Kyrgyz, has tradition-
ally maintained close social ties with Osh. The severed connections have adversely 
affected these ties, including shortages of foods and goods in Murgab, which shows 
well the socio-economic costs of the border disputes (Pamir Inside 2021). Interest-
ingly, during Tajikistan’s civil war, the Osh–Murgab border crossing served as a 
crucial gateway for delivering humanitarian aid to GBAO. 

Further intensification and institutionalization of CBC could potentially evolve 
into a multilateral CBC framework. Notably, in April 2021, the governors of three 
bordering regions—Fergana in Uzbekistan, Sughd in Tajikistan, and Batken in 
Kyrgyzstan—met in Fergana to discuss ways to strengthen ties among the border 
regions of their respective countries. During his speech, Rajabboy Ahmadzoda 
expressed the Sughd Region’s commitment to advancing investment and joint 
projects. The forum concluded with the signing of a Memorandum of Cooperation 
between the Sughd and Fergana regions, as well as agreements between the cities 
and districts of Kanibadam and Besharik, Guliston and Buvayda, Bobojon Gafurov 
and Dangara, Isfara and Uzbekistan, and Buston and Uchkuprik (Kabar.kg 2021). 
However, cooperation among the Fergana Valley regions has primarily continued 
in the bilateral Tajik–Uzbek format. These developments underscore the potential 
for regional collaboration in the Fergana Valley, offering hope that even the more 
challenging areas of cross-border cooperation, such as the Kyrgyz–Tajik border, may 
see progress in the future.
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3.6 Conclusion 

Compared to other regions of the world, the conditions for CBC in Central Asia can 
be described as mixed. 

On the one hand, such cooperation is facilitated by the regional integration agenda, 
the aspiration of countries to overcome geographical isolation, intensive transport 
connections between major urban centers, and vibrant informal cross-border trade 
in some areas of the region. A significant positive factor has been the notable inten-
sification of Uzbekistan’s regional cooperation policies after 2016. Uzbekistan, as 
the core country of the region and the only one bordering all other Central Asian 
states, has played a pivotal role in fostering collaboration among its neighbors. On 
the other hand, CBC in the region faces obstacles such as the dominance of authori-
tarian centralized governance, limited financial resources, challenging geographical 
conditions in the western and eastern parts of the region, and high levels of corruption. 

While the mentioned factors are fairly typical in a global context, they necessitate 
careful consideration in devising regional CBC strategies that adequately account 
for local specificities. 
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Chapter 4 
Adapting Global Cross-Border 
Cooperation Experiences for Central 
Asia 

To analyze the applicability of international CBC practices to the realities of Central 
Asia, we will attempt, based on the analysis conducted in the relevant chapter and 
without claiming exhaustive coverage of the issue, to outline the typical features of 
such cooperation and assess their relevance to the models of various regions from a 
comparative perspective. The results are summarized in the Table 4.1.

The most universal feature of CBC across various regions is the support for 
cross-border infrastructure development projects, primarily funded through national 
budgets. Another relatively common practice is the use of CBC to promote the 
development of border regions. However, this approach requires significant finan-
cial commitments from central governments combined with a willingness to grant 
these regions a degree of autonomy for cross-border cooperation. A widely used 
model, particularly in Asia, involves the creation of cross-border economic cooper-
ation zones with diverse specializations, such as trade, logistics, manufacturing, and 
others. Some countries and regions have achieved considerable success in attracting 
external donor funding for the implementation of CBC projects. Some countries 
and regions are making efforts to support and formalize informal cross-border trade, 
although these initiatives have so far yielded mixed results in most cases. 

Certain aspects of national or regional CBC experiences are particularly specific. 
For instance, the EU’s initiative to establish cross-border regions with autonomous 
formal powers in certain areas has not been fully replicated outside the EU, although 
informal cross-border regionalism can be found in North America. Notable aspects 
of North American cooperation include effective project-oriented activism and the 
establishment of systematic dialogue between official and unofficial actors on border 
management issues. China has managed to combine a rigid top-down governance 
approach with flexibility in granting certain regions autonomy for implementing 
CBC initiatives. The ASEAN model of growth triangles, while original yet bearing 
some similarities to the EU’s cross-border meso-regionalism, represents one more 
distinctive approach that has been sporadically attempted in other regions.
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Table 4.1 Typical features of CBC in selected countries and regions 

Region/CBC 
feature 

EU North America China ASEAN Latin America Africa Russia 

Effective 
cross-border 
regions 

v o 

Wide formal CBC 
powers of local 
authorities 

v 

Competitive 
funding for CBC 
projects 

v o 

Сross-border 
infrastructure 
development 

v v v o v о 

Building 
cross-border 
mesoregions 

v v 

Empowering 
selected 
borderland regions 
by a central 
government 

v 

CBC as a tool for 
development of 
borderland regions 

v v o 

Border economic 
zones 

v v o o 

Project-oriented 
bottom-up CBC 

o v 

Institutionalized 
dialogue between 
official and 
non-governmental 
actors on border 
crossing 
management 

v 

Extensive 
engagement of 
third-party 
funding for CBC 
projects 

o o v

(continued)
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Table 4.1 (continued)

Region/CBC
feature

EU North America China ASEAN Latin America Africa Russia

Top-down 
cross-border 
regionalism as a 
tool for 
implementing 
governmental 
foreign policy 
strategies 

v v 

Application of 
foreign 
experiences to 
national or 
regional CBC 
strategies 

o v v o 

CBC as a tool for 
ethnic conflict 
management 

v 

Support for 
cross-border 
informal trade 

о o 

v—high degree of phenomenon prevalence 
o—moderate degree of phenomenon prevalence

The adoption of external CBC models and experiences remains limited in scale. 
Elements of the EU’s experience in CBC have been evident in Africa and Latin 
America and were also applied in Russia before 2022. Similarly, the spread of China’s 
experience with border economic zones is evident, as such zones have been estab-
lished in Southeast Asia, Russia, and Latin America. Attempts to implement the 
growth triangle model outside ASEAN have been inconsistent and not particularly 
successful. At the same time, the CBC experiences of Latin America, Africa, and 
even the relatively successful North American model remain underutilized. Yet, these 
regions have significant innovative achievements, and even the shortcomings of their 
experiences provide valuable lessons for developing more effective CBC policies. 

When assessing the applicability of international CBC practices to Central Asian 
realities, identifying the key limitations is crucial. These limitations primarily include 
the authoritarian and centralized nature of governance in Central Asian regimes, the 
limited financial resources available for funding CBC initiatives, and the high levels 
of corruption in the region. 

Centralized authoritarian political regimes in the region pose a significant obstacle 
to replicating European-style cross-border regionalism, which relies on granting 
extensive powers to regions and legally empowering cross-border region-building. 
Moreover, the authoritarian somewhat unfavorable conditions for North American-
style project-oriented cooperation, which is largely rooted in private initiative and
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activism. In both cases, the core issue lies in the likelihood that centralized authori-
tarian regimes would view any weakening of their control over their administrative 
regions or the growth of cross-border social activism with suspicion. 

This challenge is particularly pronounced in Turkmenistan, the most closed 
country in the region, which strictly limits uncontrolled interactions with the outside 
world. 

Nevertheless, it cannot be ruled out that regionalism and project-oriented activism, 
adapted to Central Asian conditions, could prove viable. Such adaptation might 
involve, for instance, liberalizing opportunities for cross-border activities carried 
out by networks and other institutions with a technocratic focus, aimed at addressing 
priority areas for the region and border territories, such as water conservation, renew-
able energy adoption, and sustainable agriculture. To encourage cross-border coop-
eration in these or other areas, Central Asian authorities could draw on the European 
experience of granting legal personality to cross-border organizations or the North 
American experience of fostering project-oriented interregional partnerships. Exam-
ples include cross-border regions like Cascadia or the less ambitious CaliBaja project, 
in which the neighboring side holds only an advisory role in initiatives predominantly 
led by one of the parties. 

The second limitation lies in the scarcity of funding available for the development 
of CBC in Central Asia. This issue is particularly pronounced in Kyrgyzstan and 
Tajikistan. Such financial constraints primarily hinder the full-scale replication of 
the EU’s Interreg program, large-scale cross-border infrastructure planning, and the 
implementation of ambitious border region development programs inspired by the 
Chinese model, or the development of cross-border infrastructure following the North 
American example. 

Some options for mobilizing funding on a smaller scale still exist. For example, 
the experience of ECOWAS—both its successes and failures—provides a useful 
reference, as it effectively attempts to implement a locally adapted equivalent of 
the Interreg program with significantly more modest funding. Another option could 
involve more active engagement of external support to implement CBC projects, 
drawing on the experiences of African and Southeast Asian countries, as well as 
Latin America in the context of establishing transboundary protected areas. Currently, 
external donors have focused most of their efforts on the Fergana Valley, and it would 
be advisable for regional countries to encourage an expansion of this geographic 
scope. Among other possibilities, the Central Asian states, with the involvement of 
Afghanistan, could seek to replicate a locally adapted version of the Greater Mekong 
Subregion format in the Amu Darya basin. This project, largely implemented by 
countries with authoritarian political regimes and backed by substantial international 
financial support, offers a potentially relevant example. 

The third significant limitation to applying international CBC practices in the 
region is the high level of corruption in Central Asian countries. Corruption can 
severely undermine the effectiveness of competitive funding projects modeled on 
Interreg, as well as programs for cross-border planning and regional development. 
Additionally, corruption has the potential to deter investors and foreign donors from 
committing to large-scale CBC projects.
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To mitigate the impact of corruption on the development of CBC in Central Asia, 
it is essential to prioritize transparency and accountability mechanisms for the allo-
cation and use of funds. In certain cases, such as implementing competitive funding 
programs for CBC projects modeled on Interreg, involving external experts from 
outside the region in overseeing such financing should be considered. Addition-
ally, conducting studies and sharing experiences with international consultants on 
anti-corruption measures in CBC project implementation would be highly advisable. 

Beyond these limitations, Central Asian countries have broader opportunities to 
draw on international CBC practices. Some aspects of this experience, such as the 
establishment of border economic zones, are already being actively implemented 
in the region. Additionally, other elements of international experience merit atten-
tion, including the creation of cross-border mesoregions modeled on European or 
Southeast Asian examples, the use of top-down cross-border regionalism as a tool 
for advancing Central Asian integration informed by Russian experience, empow-
ering selected borderland regions by central governments following the Chinese 
model, encouraging intensive institutionalized dialogue between official and non-
governmental actors on border crossing management in line with the North Amer-
ican approach, employing CBC as a tool for managing ethnic conflicts based on EU 
practices, and supporting informal cross-border trade while taking into account the 
successes and challenges of Chinese, Southeast Asian, and African experiences. It 
should be noted that the recommendations presented below are not ready-made prac-
tical solutions but rather potential strategic directions whose applicability to Central 
Asian conditions requires further detailed assessment. 

Building mesoregions could become a tool for enhancing CBC by leveraging 
more substantial potentials than those of administrative regions directly adjacent 
to the border. Additionally, promoting cross-border meso-regionalism might seem 
less problematic to Central Asian authorities than encouraging cross-border regions 
composed of two provinces from neighboring countries. This is because the risk of 
mesoregions falling out of central government control is lower, given the difficulty 
of aligning interests among a larger number of actors. 

European-style meso-regionalism, which primarily involves significantly 
expanding the number of cooperating regions to include those not directly adja-
cent to the border, could be utilized to foster cross-border cooperation in desert or 
mountainous areas with poor transport proximity. For instance, it could be considered 
to enhance cooperation among desert regions in Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and poten-
tially Turkmenistan, where the development of CBC between neighboring regions 
is hindered by the scarcity of cross-border transport links and the vast distances 
between settlements in neighboring countries. In such cases, broadening the range 
of participating regions could expand the scope of cooperation, the pool of partners, 
and the logistical opportunities by utilizing the transport and other infrastructures of 
a greater number of participants. 

Southeast Asian-style meso-regionalism, specifically the creation of growth 
triangles (or “growth polygons”), could provide a more systematic approach to 
the combined utilization of complementary potentials among participating parties.
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Despite the sharp asymmetry in economic capacities between Kazakhstan and Uzbek-
istan on one side and Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan on the other, the latter also possess 
unique advantages in water resources, energy, and (in the case of Kyrgyzstan) tourism. 
These advantages enable them to make valuable and distinct contributions to the 
formation of mutually complementary growth triangles. 

Top-down cross-border regionalism, controlled by central authorities and 
primarily limited to interregional cooperation forums, despite its constraints, can still 
play a role in intensifying cross-border interactions in Central Asia. This approach 
could contribute to enhancing the effectiveness of economic cooperation among 
Central Asian countries, fostering stronger social and cultural ties, and ultimately 
advancing regional integration. To maximize the potential of this tool, it would be 
useful to examine the experiences of countries that utilize it, such as Russia, which 
promotes it in the context of Eurasian Economic Union integration. Notably, as 
of late 2024, 20 interregional cooperation forums had been held between Russia 
and Kazakhstan and 11 between Russia and Belarus, significantly exceeding the 
number of similar forums conducted among Central Asian countries. However, when 
analyzing Russia’s experience with top-down cross-border regionalism, it is impor-
tant to consider its vulnerabilities. Efforts should focus on making such forums 
less bureaucratic, more results-oriented, and less dominated by the most powerful 
participants whenever possible. 

Empowering selected borderland regions by a central government, following the 
Chinese model, could involve encouraging provincial initiatives for developing CBC 
in a limited range of areas. These areas would not entail the creation of cross-border 
regional institutions with broad autonomy but rather focus on activities such as facili-
tating cross-border trade, fostering industrial cooperation, and developing infrastruc-
ture. Such initiatives could strategically utilize CBC as a tool for advancing those 
borderland regions capable of presenting viable development proposals, for instance, 
by improving the logistical, trade, and industrial potential through strengthened cross-
border ties. Empowered regions could receive prioritized financial support from the 
central government within agreed-upon limits, as well as benefit from privileged 
communication channels with central authorities. However, implementing such a 
model poses significant corruption risks, which must be properly addressed. 

The systematic involvement of border regions, business entities, public represen-
tatives, and research centers in dialogue on optimizing border crossing procedures, 
characteristic of the North American experience, could yield significant economic 
benefits. These include reducing border delays, stimulating cross-border business 
activity, intensifying cross-border mobility, and minimizing high-profile incidents 
related to delays that occasionally strain relations between neighboring countries. In 
the context of Central Asia, such structures should be positioned as depoliticized and 
technocratic. At the same time, care must be taken to ensure that they do not become 
mere extensions of government bodies dominated by bureaucrats. 

In the event of serious conflicts along Central Asian borders, such as the ongoing 
situation in the Isfara Valley on the border between Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, it 
would be worth considering to draw on the EU’s experience in using CBC for conflict 
management. This approach is based on a consociational model, which involves a
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measured promotion of cross-border interactions. It begins with contacts in neutral 
areas where the interests of the parties are most aligned and gradually expands the 
scope of such engagements. 

As noted earlier, one of the distinctive features of the situation in Central Asia, 
compared to the conditions fostering CBC in Europe or North America, is the 
prominent role of informal cross-border trade and border markets. While Western 
approaches do not offer relevant recipes for managing this issue, the experiences of 
China, Southeast Asia, and East Africa, with their respective successes and shortcom-
ings, may be more applicable. Although these experiences are unlikely to provide 
clear success stories or ready-made solutions, further study of them could prove 
valuable in developing a region-specific Central Asian model for addressing this 
issue. 

This study primarily focuses on the strategic aspects of CBC, paying consid-
erably less attention to more specific recommendations for improvements at the 
micro level. Among the most commonly proposed recommendations for CBC in 
the Central Asian region are the aforementioned controlled support for the informal 
cross-border economy (primarily trade) and the regulation of borderland market oper-
ations, the modernization of cross-border transport infrastructure, and the facilitation 
of cross-border mobility. Another key measure is fostering dialogue between local 
communities on the allocation of water and land resources. 

A substantial number of specific recommendations for developing local CBC 
in the Fergana Valley were proposed in the aforementioned report by the CAREC 
Institute. In addition to the previously mentioned suggestions, the report emphasizes 
the development of cross-border production aimed at creating value chains through 
the use of advanced technologies, facilitating border business access to affordable 
credit, improving the skills of producers and other entrepreneurs, and empowering 
local organizations (such as water user associations, pasture user groups, farmers, 
and women’s organizations). Further recommendations include improving access to 
information about cross-border business and employment opportunities, developing 
a complementary healthcare system and cross-border services in this area, supporting 
the organization of cross-border business forums, and encouraging cooperation in 
tourism, culture, and education (Asian Development Bank 2020). 

It should also be noted that the effective and systematic use of CBC practices from 
other regions is not yet a strong point for Central Asian states or the vast majority of 
other countries. The systematization and adaptation of such experiences could prove 
beneficial not only for Central Asia but also for other regions and countries around 
the world. 

Reference 

Asian Development Bank. 2020. Strengthening Cross-Border Community Collaboration in the 
CAREC Region: A Scoping Study, 0 ed. Manila, Philippines: Asian Development Bank. https:// 
doi.org/10.22617/TCS200414-2.

https://doi.org/10.22617/TCS200414-2
https://doi.org/10.22617/TCS200414-2


114 4 Adapting Global Cross-Border Cooperation Experiences for Central Asia

Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 
International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing, 
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate 
credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and 
indicate if changes were made. 

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the chapter’s Creative 
Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not 
included in the chapter’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by 
statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from 
the copyright holder.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Conclusion 

International experience with CBC encompasses a wide range of starting conditions, 
priorities, strategies, and practices. While the European Union’s CBC is often consid-
ered the most advanced and successful, the conditions that shaped this experience— 
such as open internal borders, integration of CBC into broader regional development 
and integration priorities, substantial funding, and significant regional autonomy to 
foster cross-border ties—are unusual on a global scale and can be seen as more of 
an exception than the rule. In contrast, the conditions under which Central Asian 
CBC evolves—characterized by authoritarian regimes, centralized governance, and 
limited funding—are not exceptional but fairly typical in a global context. This does 
not, however, present an insurmountable obstacle to applying lessons from the EU or 
other regions that deviate from the global norm. Rather than wholesale replication, 
the focus should be on selecting and adapting elements of these experiences to align 
with local circumstances. 

When considering the applicability of international experience to the realities of 
Central Asia, it is important to take into account not only the strengths but also the 
problematic aspects of such experience. 

The EU’s CBC experience can be seen as a sophisticated toolkit that includes 
instruments such as cross-border regionalism, multilevel governance, competitive 
funding programs for cross-border projects, legal mechanisms for establishing trans-
boundary legal entities, and the use of consociational CBC to address ethnopolitical 
conflicts, among others. These tools, combined with the transparency of internal EU 
borders, enable European CBC to thrive across a variety of domains. However, not 
all of these instruments function effectively even within the EU itself, let alone in its 
external CBC efforts (e.g., between the EU and its neighbors). Persistent challenges 
remain, such as insufficient incentives for active cooperation, instable cross-border 
networks, and enduring cultural barriers. 

CBC in other regions, compared to Europe, is marked by a more economical 
approach both in terms of the funding allocated for its development and the range of 
areas in which it evolves. 

North American CBC has generally been effective in reducing border control 
barriers and mobilizing cross-border activism to address environmental issues.
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However, challenges such as limited funding and the shifting political climate in 
the United States raise questions about its stability, while a lack of mutual trust 
diminishes its effectiveness along the U.S.–Mexico border. 

The Chinese model is characterized by flexibility in balancing a centralized author-
itarian political system with granting decision-making autonomy to border regions. 
Additionally, border-adjacent economic zones have proven to be a versatile and, in 
many cases, effective framework for facilitating interactions, accommodating both 
informal traders and officially registered businesses of various sizes. However, the 
challenges of the Chinese model include its unilateral approach, with insufficient 
adaptation to the contexts of its partners, as well as a lack of accountability, which 
can result in inefficient resource allocation. 

For ASEAN member states, characterized by political diversity and the predom-
inance of centralized governance systems, CBC is generally not a key political 
priority, and its outcomes are relatively modest. At the same time, ASEAN’s meso-
regionalism, exemplified by the development of growth triangles based on the pooling 
of complementary resources among participants, has proven to be a relatively effec-
tive model. Despite coordination challenges, this approach has achieved notable 
success, including its limited adoption beyond the ASEAN region. Particular atten-
tion should be given to the Greater Mekong Subregion model, which, despite its 
limited effectiveness and vague governance mechanisms, has managed to sustain 
interactions among diverse actors, including authoritarian states with centralized 
governance, Chinese regions, and major international donors. 

The experience of Latin America, where CBC demonstrates mixed results, is valu-
able not only for its significant achievements but also for the lessons that can be drawn 
from the serious challenges limiting its effectiveness—even in seemingly favorable 
conditions of cultural and linguistic proximity between the cooperating countries’ 
territories. On the one hand, states in the region strive to involve regional authori-
ties and non-state actors in CBC, fund large-scale development projects for border 
areas and cross-border connectivity, prioritize CBC within their integration agendas, 
and attract foreign funding to systematically support transboundary environmental 
projects. On the other hand, the effectiveness of such cooperation is significantly 
undermined by strict centralized control over cross-border projects and, especially, 
by severe political disagreements that periodically arise between the cooperating 
countries. 

The diverse experiences of CBC in Africa often unfold under challenging condi-
tions, including artificial borders that are poorly defined and weakly controlled by 
governments, poverty, limited financial resources of governments, political insta-
bility, and weak cross-border transport infrastructure. Nevertheless, African CBC 
has achieved noteworthy successes in some cases, such as integrating CBC into 
regional integration agendas, implementing competitive funding programs, effec-
tively securing external funding, managing some borders jointly, and supporting 
informal cross-border trade. 

The experience of Russian CBC can be considered even more contentious, as its 
effectiveness is hindered by centralized bureaucratic control. At the same time, this 
experience offers valuable lessons of both a positive and negative nature, including
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the mixed success of Russia’s attempts to adapt elements of European and Chinese 
CBC models to its own context, as well as the use of top-down regionalism as a tool 
for Russia-dominated Eurasian integration. 

The specificity of Central Asian CBC is largely shaped by a combination of polit-
ical, social, and economic conditions in the region. Politically, the region is dominated 
by authoritarian regimes with centralized governance, which significantly limits 
the autonomy of border regions in establishing cross-border connections. Neverthe-
less, Uzbekistan’s recent efforts to revitalize CBC along its borders with all Central 
Asian states demonstrate that a top-down approach can also serve as a catalyst for 
cooperation. 

Economically, the landlocked position of Central Asian countries plays a crucial 
role, driving efforts to develop regional cross-border transport networks and border 
logistics hubs. However, for most countries in the region, economic cooperation with 
one another is not a top priority, as they tend to favor more attractive extra-regional 
economic partners. The financial capacity of Central Asian states to support CBC 
remains limited. Socially, unlike the EU, Central Asia experiences population growth 
in border areas, which creates challenges for ensuring employment. Additionally, 
informal cross-border trade and border markets play a particularly significant role. 

A pressing issue for border areas is the need to address the growing scarcity 
of water and land resources, which is, in some cases, critical for preventing the 
escalation of transboundary ethnopolitical conflicts. In this regard, the ability of 
Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan to restore their currently halted cross-border ties will 
serve as an important test. Recent border negotiations and the easing of post-conflict 
tensions offer a glimmer of hope for progress. 

It is important to recognize that the Central Asian region is far from homoge-
neous, with each country possessing its own unique characteristics. Geographically, 
cooperation with neighboring countries within the region is most crucial for Uzbek-
istan, a double-landlocked country that shares borders exclusively with other Central 
Asian states and Afghanistan. Economically, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan have the 
greatest potential for such cooperation, including the ability to finance joint cross-
border projects. These two countries are better positioned than others in the region to 
act as policymakers, while Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, with more limited resources, 
are more likely to take on the role of policy-takers. At the same time, Kyrgyzstan 
has developed the region’s most liberal political system, which provides actors with 
greater autonomy to implement cross-border projects, whereas Turkmenistan has the 
least liberal system, strictly restricting cross-border interactions. 

The potential for adapting external models to Central Asian realities should be 
assessed through the lens of several constraints: the authoritarian and centralized 
nature of local governance systems, limited financial resources, and high levels 
of corruption. These constraints complicate the implementation of models based 
on cross-border regionalism, decision-making autonomy for border regions, cross-
border activism, and large-scale funding of cross-border projects without robust 
accountability mechanisms. Nevertheless, these limitations do not fundamentally 
preclude the adoption of an adapted top-down regionalism model, with limited
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regional autonomy for addressing a clearly defined set of issues, the encourage-
ment of manageable cross-border activism, or the implementation of Interreg-style 
projects on a smaller scale with well-developed accountability mechanisms. 

Beyond these constraints, Central Asia has access to an even broader arsenal of 
CBC strategies. These could include cross-border development planning for adjacent 
territories, the establishment of transboundary mesoregions modeled on European or 
ASEAN examples, the empowerment of selected border regions by central govern-
ments, institutionalized dialogue involving both governmental and non-governmental 
actors on managing cross-border flows, and more systematic efforts to create border 
economic zones, support informal cross-border trade, and attract external donors to 
fund CBC projects. Additionally, a consociational CBC model could be employed 
for conflict management purposes. 

This list is far from exhaustive, particularly given that this work is primarily 
focused on strategies rather than more specific techniques for organizing CBC. We 
hope that this study serves as a useful step toward more detailed and thorough exam-
ination of the specifics of CBC in individual regions (especially beyond the EU 
and North America), as well as the development of new comparative cross-regional 
studies on CBC and, finally, well-grounded conceptualizations of CBC in a global 
perspective. These conceptualizations should be free from the currently dominant 
Eurocentric bias while creatively evaluating the potential applicability of European 
experiences beyond their original context. While this work is centered on assessing 
the potential for adapting international experiences to the specific conditions of 
post-Soviet Central Asia, we also hope that the monograph will draw the atten-
tion of researchers and practitioners to more systematic studies of the applicability 
of global CBC practices to the specific contexts of other regions. The effective use of 
such experiences could contribute to improving the living conditions of vast popula-
tions in border areas worldwide and fostering better relations between communities 
in adjacent territories of neighboring countries.
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