On board the Kazakh express as
it picks up speed
China's One Belt One Road initiative can open doors of
opportunity for its neighbour Kazakhstan
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If geography is destiny, Kazakhstan might seem condemned to
an isolated fate, cut off from today's interconnected world.
Indeed, for much of the 20th century, that was how it was for
this landlocked country with no access to the open sea.
But fate has a funny way of overturning fixed ideas, especially
when you're living next door to over-achieving China.
For Kazakhstan, it happened when China's President Xi Jinping
announced the ambitious One Belt One Road initiative to
recreate the Old Silk Route and promote trade and investment
between East and West.
Suddenly Kazakhs found their country in the middle of a
transcontinental plan to connect the world's factory to the rich
markets of Western Europe.
Imagine sleepy fishing village Singapore in the 19th century
waking up to discover it was of interest to the British empire
with the world's largest shipping fleet.
Can Kazakhstan do what Singapore did but with trains and
railways instead of ports and container ships?

I am in the office of
Mr Sergey Anashkin,
executive director of
KTZ Express, the
national transport
and logistics
company, in the
capital city of
Astana, to find out.
He spreads out a
map in front of me
and points to
Khorgos East Gate,
right at the border
with China. Here is a multibillion-dollar plan to build a logistics
and industrial hub where Chinese trains will unload their
containers to be distributed westwards to the rest of Central Asia
and Europe.
He's not talking about a railway station but a massive inland dry
container port, handling trains and freight instead of ships. In
fact, it isn't even a port but an industrial and residential centre
where manufacturing will take place and the finished goods
warehoused or exported and transhipped to the rest of the
world.
No wonder it is being called the new Dubai.
The Gulf state analogy isn't just a fanciful notion because DP
World, which runs the port in Dubai and its free trade zone, is
managing Khorgos East Gate under a 10-year contract.
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Mr Anashkin points next to
the Chinese port of
Lianyungang in Jiangsu,
4,200km away. There, a
$100-million terminal was
built in a joint venture
between the two countries,
allowing Kazakhstan to use it
as its primary export and
import point.
The rail lines linking the two
countries are part of the New
Eurasian Land Bridge which
is reported to extend as far as
Rotterdam in the
Netherlands, a distance of more than 11,800km.
According to Singapore sources, it takes 20 days to transport a
40-foot container by rail from Lianyungang to Hamburg at a
cost of US$4,500 (S$6,100). If the same container went by ship
via Singapore, the journey would take 40 days and cost
US$2,000.
The business case for an all-rail option bypassing Singapore is
clear: It would take half as long but cost more than twice as
much.
For the moment, it doesn't look like Kazakhstan will eat
Singapore's lunch but it shows how much the world can change
and how what was not possible in the past can quickly become
viable.
Who can tell, as the rail volume grows and technology improves,
how the equation might change in the future.
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The oil-rich country is betting big bucks on it, with investments
estimated to cost US$35 billion from 2010 to 2020 for the
transport infrastructure including rail, road and air. It aims to
grow the transhipment volume from China to Europe through
Kazakhstan, from 94,000 TEUs this year to 800,000 TEUs by
2020. (It was barely 1,000 TEUs in 2011.)
Kazakhstan knows that this business isn't just about moving
goods and services faster and more efficiently - it isn't only about
transport.
Throughout history whenever cities or countries have been at
the crossroads of trade and investments, they have blossomed
from the increased business activity. But a country also has to
have the wherewithal to make it happen - a strategic vision to
plan ahead, the resources to develop the infrastructure, and the
talent to manage and sustain it over the long term.
Does Kazakhstan have what it takes? I find some of the answers
at my next stop in the old city of Almaty where I meet Mr Peter
Foster, CEO of Air Astana, the country's largest airline which is a
joint venture between its sovereign wealth fund and the British
aerospace company BAE System.
Mr Foster has been running the airline for 11 years, operating 64
routes with 30 aircraft, with another 14 in the order books.
These numbers put it in the smallish league of airlines, but it is
growing steadily as the economy develops.
I like what I hear though about its approach to its business.
Kazakhstan with a population of 17 million is a small market,
and Central Asia isn't exactly bustling with air travel, so Air
Astana has set its sights on being a global airline, building up its
network over the past five years.

	
  

4	
  

"From Astana, we can fly to all of Europe in six hours, and
practically all of China in six hours," he says.
"We're replicating the railway strategy in the air."
But it's doing all this commercially, and has been profitable
every year since it started in 2002.
"We don't get any money from the sovereign wealth fund, we
don't get subsidies, nothing."
Not even subsidised fuel?
"We buy all of ours from Russia, and we pay what everyone else
pays," he says.
"If you take one cent of government money, it is poison.
Governments and airlines don't mix," he declares emphatically,
pointing to some South-east Asian airlines that have paid the
price for mixing the two.
I am impressed by the discipline.
If this is how Kazakhstan intends to develop other parts of the
economy, it will make good progress. Indeed, its economy grew
by more than 10 per cent a year from 2000 to 2008, though it
has slowed down in recent years because of falling oil prices.
I like one other aspect of its society: Seventy per cent of its
population is Muslim but the Islam they practise is nothing like
in the Middle East. It's much more relaxed and open-minded,
reminiscent of how it was in South-east Asia, including
Singapore, before the influence from Saudi Arabia spread.
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Here the women do not cover themselves, not even with
headdress, and Muslims dine together with others in
restaurants, mixing freely.
There are dozens of ethnic groups in the country and they have a
long history of peaceful co-existence.
Why hasn't the world heard more about Kazakhstan's brand of
Islam to counter the extremist version from the Middle East
that's getting louder by the day?
Perhaps it will one day, when Kazakhstan's Eurasian railway
projects are completed, the dry port in Khorgos packed with
Chinese trains and Air Astana spreads its wings as far and wide
as Singapore Airlines.
I will be rooting for that day.

RISING FROM THE SCARS OF ITS NUCLEAR PAST TO PUSH
FOR A BETTER WORLD
	
  

I am at ground zero.
In 1949, 67 years ago, a 22-kiloton atomic bomb exploded at this
nuclear test site where I am now standing.
There would be 455 more explosions, each one more powerful
and deadly than the last as the Cold War raged between the
United States and the Soviet Union.
Many of them were carried out in the open before they were
banned - the people responsible either not knowing the deadly
effects of radioactive fallout or not caring.
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Now, as I survey the vast open grassland, the air is still and
silent, the last test having ended in 1989.
I am here with 60 others at the Semipalatinsk test site in
Kazakhstan, more than an hour by plane from the capital city of
Astana and another two hours by bus.
Nothing much grows here except for the hardy grass that
occupies much of these steppes of Central Asia. But there are
signs here and there of its deadly past.
Every few kilometres, the remnants of a concrete watch tower
stand, previously occupied by soldiers and scientists monitoring
the results of those tests.
How many would later succumb to radiation sickness? No one
among us knows the answer.
It is a grim reminder of how far the powers that be would go to
produce enough weapons to annihilate all of mankind many
times over.
We had earlier attended an international conference, Building a
Nuclear-Free World, held to commemorate the 25th anniversary
of Semipalatinsk's closure and the dramatic announcement in
1991 of the country's decision to deactivate its nuclear warheads
and renounce their use.
President Nursultan Nazarbayev made the stunning move after
his country found itself suddenly independent following the
collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991.
He did not want the hundreds of nuclear warheads that were
based here as part of Moscow's Cold War arsenal.
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Instead he wanted Kazakhstan to be free of these weapons and
to be a leading player in the effort to rid the world of them.
The Kazakh population had paid a heavy price for their brief
flirtation with nuclear power, with an estimated one million
exposed to radiation from those tests.
At the conference there were the usual calls for nuclear
disarmament, made mostly by peace activists and diplomats.
Among them was Ms Ela Gandhi, the granddaughter of Indian
nationalist leader Mahatma Gandhi, who led a prayer session for
peace at the test site.
Alas, the people who matter most, the ones who have their
fingers on the doomsday button, did not attend.
Hopefully some of them will, at the Astana Peace Summit which
President Nazarbayev announced would take place in November
and to which government leaders will be invited. He also
launched a Peace Prize to be conferred on a person or
organisation which had done the most to promote nuclear
disarmament.
These efforts may not amount to much in an increasingly
dangerous world. Certainly not in North Korea, for example,
which earlier this month tested its deadliest nuclear bomb so far.
But imagine what an even more troublesome world it would be if
those nuclear warheads had remained in Kazakhstan.
Think how unstable Central Asia might have become if President
Nazarbayev had not acted so decisively 25 years ago.
Instead of a nuclear arms race, there is a different race here to
recreate the Old Silk Road and promote trade between East and
West.
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No prizes for guessing who deserves that peace prize.

A version of this article appeared in the print edition of The Sunday Times on
September 25, 2016, with the headline 'On board the Kazakh express as it picks up
speed'.
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