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After experiencing significant negative external 
shocks beginning in late 2014, the Central Asian 
countries—Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, 
Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan—began to enjoy more 
favorable external economic conditions in late 2016. 
Improvements include considerable increases in 
nonrenewable commodity prices and economic 
recovery in the region’s key trading partners, includ-
ing resumption of growth in Russia, a key driver of 
remittance flows and trade for Central Asian econ-
omies.1 These favorable external factors increase 
economic activity and food security in Central Asia 
through their impact on export earnings, remittance 
flows, and investments from the region’s main eco-
nomic partners.

The significant upturns in energy and metals 
prices supported economic recovery and appre-
ciation of the Russian ruble in 2017, which in turn 
increased remittance flows to Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, 
and Uzbekistan (Figure 1).2 The combination of 
rebounding demand for migrant labor and a stron-
ger ruble led to a 34 percent increase in remittance 
flows in nominal US dollar terms from Russia to 
Uzbekistan in the first half of 2017, compared to the 
same period in 2016. Remittance flows to Kyrgyzstan 
and Tajikistan increased by 28 percent and 
22.4 percent, respectively, during the same period. 
Depreciation of the national currencies of Tajikistan 
and Uzbekistan led to even greater increases in 
remittances when accounted in the national cur-
rencies of these countries. For example, Tajikistan’s 
somoni depreciated by almost 12 percent against 
the US dollar during the first three quarters of 2017.

Income from employment and remittances 
remain the primary drivers of poverty reduction and 
improved food security in the region. Increasing 
remittance inflows, while still well below 2012–2014 

levels for Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, in combination 
with low inflation boosted the real purchasing power 
of households. Relatively stable food prices also con-
tributed to the food security of poorer households. 
Thus poverty and undernourishment rates continued 
to decline.3 However, micronutrient deficiencies—
that is, the lack of essential vitamins and miner-
als—remain common. In addition, overnourishment 
(overweight and obesity) is on the rise in all coun-
tries of the region. For instance, the overweight rate 
in Kyrgyzstan increased by more than 10 percentage 
points during the last decade and about 45 percent 
of adults were overweight in 2015.4

POLICY CHANGES IN THE REGION

Since the change of political leadership in Uzbekistan 
following the death of its first president in 2016, the 
country has embarked on a set of important eco-
nomic and governance reforms. To improve public 
administration, judicial systems, and social infrastruc-
ture, as well as to enhance economic growth and lib-
eralize trade, the government adopted a Strategy 
of Actions on Further Development of Uzbekistan, 
including a five-point action plan for 2017–2021.5 
Within the framework of this strategy to liberalize 
social and economic policy, the government adopted 
15 laws and more than 700 normative legal and pol-
icy documents within the first nine months of 2017. 
The implementation of many of these policy changes 
will have important implications for food security and 
nutrition in the country.

Liberalization of the foreign exchange market 
could be considered the keystone of the new gov-
ernment’s commitment to change. In September, 
President Shavkat Mirziyoyev signed a decree that 
allows citizens and businesses to freely exchange 
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currency and supports an enabling environment for 
more sustainable and inclusive growth.6 Devaluation 
of the official exchange rate by almost 50 percent 
and unification of exchange rate markets are 
expected to stimulate exports and attract foreign 
investment. These reforms will also create a more 
favorable environment for Uzbekistan’s agricultural 
producers, especially cotton and wheat producers, 
by eliminating the hidden tax on the sector created 
by exchange controls.

In the agriculture sector, the Uzbek govern-
ment has continued to prioritize diversification 
and a shift from cotton production to horticultural 
products. Policy reforms aim to increase access 
to machinery, fertilizers, and credit, and simplify 
export requirements for local producers.7 However, 
it is not clear how this support will be provided, 
who will receive it, or whether such support will be 
fiscally sustainable. The government is also con-
tinuing its policy of increasing land allocation for 
horticultural crop production and allocating more 
land for forage and oil crops.8 Simultaneously, 
import tariffs and excise tax rates were substantially 
decreased or abolished for a number of important 

consumer goods and raw products. Increased avail-
ability of cheaper raw materials is expected to stim-
ulate domestic production of final products and 
improve the country’s competitiveness and export 
potential, as well as stabilize consumer prices in the 
domestic market.9

Infrastructure development is one of five areas 
prioritized by the new Uzbek strategy. In addition to 
ongoing development of roads and communications 
infrastructure, support for reconstruction of local 
bazaars and establishment of supermarkets and 
hypermarkets by the private sector is also being pri-
oritized. Public support for the reconstruction of 301 
major farm markets (dehkan bazaars) throughout the 
country between 2017 and 2019 aims to create jobs, 
modernize marketing infrastructure, and improve 
food safety standards.

Reforms for food safety and nutrition were also 
introduced, including fundamental changes in veteri-
nary services.10 A new state Committee on Veterinary 
Services, formerly under the agriculture ministry, 
was established under the Cabinet of Ministers. 
The prime minister issued a resolution establishing 
a national Research Institute on Public Health and 

Figure 1 Total remittance inflows from Russia (2010–2017, quarters 1–3)
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Healthcare Administration, with responsibility for 
increasing public awareness regarding healthy life-
styles and nutrition, among other activities aimed at 
improving public health.

In 2017, Kazakhstan adopted an updated 
mid-term development strategy for 2050—
The Third Modernization of Kazakhstan: Global 
Competitiveness.11 It promotes the adoption of inno-
vative and advanced technologies in the economy as 
well as sustainability and growth in prevailing major 
economic sectors, including agriculture, by invest-
ing in information and communications infrastructure, 
training, and education. The new strategy intends to 
promote labor productivity growth through techno-
logical modernization, creating an enabling business 
environment for entrepreneurship and market liber-
alization, and ensuring the rule of law and reducing 
corruption.12 The government approved a new State 
Program for Agro-Industrial Development (2017–2021) 
that prioritizes agricultural development through sup-
port for productivity growth, improved value chains, 
increased processing, and sustainable use of water 
and land resources. The program aims to shift public 
subsidies from grains to oil crops, expand state sub-
sidies to smaller agricultural producers, and increase 
public funds for agricultural research and extension. 
The plan envisions stimulating agricultural exports by 
improving sanitary and phytosanitary compliance.

REGIONAL INTEGRATION

Poor regional integration and cooperation have 
been serious impediments to development and 
food security in Central Asia, but the recent political 
changes in Uzbekistan have created a more favor-
able environment for regional cooperation.13 The 
measures taken by the new Uzbek government have 
been welcomed by heads of state in the region and 
by major international development agencies.14

Relations are also thawing in the region more 
broadly. Diplomatic activity accelerated in 2017, fol-
lowing promising signs in 2016. This is a notable 
change for a region that has ranked poorly on almost 
all forms of regional integration, including trade, 
finance, infrastructure, migration, and institutional 
integration.15 It appears that Central Asian lead-
ers are now beginning to pay serious attention to 
improving regional ties.

The recent initiatives were largely driven by 
the change in Uzbekistan. As the only country that 
borders all four other Central Asian countries, 
Uzbekistan has had running disputes with almost 
all of them over issues such as transport, energy, 
water, and trade. In 2017, the new Uzbek leadership 
initiated outreach to its neighbors and secured 
several commitments for further cooperation. For 
example, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, which had 
fraught ties for much of their post-independence 
histories, signed agreements to jointly develop 
energy deposits in the Caspian Sea and transmit 
electricity to other countries in the region.

Tajikistan and Uzbekistan resumed air flights 
after 25 years, reflecting a normalization of ties that 
had deteriorated largely due to disputes over water 
and energy resources. Uzbek president Mirziyoyev 
appeared to signal a softening of his country’s 
opposition to hydropower projects in the region. 
Although no concrete agreement was signed 
between Tajikistan and Uzbekistan in this regard, 
the Uzbek government suggested that it was willing 
to compartmentalize the issue while pushing ahead 
with other areas of cooperation.

Furthermore, Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan 
achieved a breakthrough, agreeing to cooper-
ate in the construction of the Kambarata Dam 
in Kyrgyzstan. As was the case with Tajikistan, 
Kyrgyzstan faced opposition over concerns about 
the dam’s impact on the water supply to Uzbek farm-
ers. Although specific terms for financial cooper-
ation were not disclosed at a high-level meeting 
in September, the surprise agreement signaled a 
greater willingness among Central Asian countries 
to share resources. Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan also 
signed a landmark border demarcation treaty in 
2017, settling a long-running dispute.

In addition, government representatives from 
Central Asia’s two largest countries, Uzbekistan 
and Kazakhstan, met numerous times during the 
year, signing agreements for cooperation on agri-
culture, energy, industry, and transportation. 
Bilateral trade between Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan 
increased 35 percent through September as com-
pared with the same period in 2016; Kazakh pres-
ident Nursultan Nazarbayev spoke of setting a 
target of US$5 billion in annual bilateral trade by 
2020, a significant increase over the 2016 figure 
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of US$2 billion. Long-shuttered border crossings 
between the two countries were reopened, and a 
high-speed train link was launched between Almaty, 
Kazakhstan, and the Uzbek capital, Tashkent, 
in 2017.

While Uzbekistan’s overtures to its neighbors 
drew the most attention, other countries in the 
region also continued to develop links. On the 
trade front, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan agreed to 
increase railway cargo transport as part of their 
obligations under the Eurasian Economic Union. 
Moreover, Kazakhstan allocated US$41 million in 
technical assistance to help Kyrgyzstan modernize 
its customs procedures and sanitary and phytosani-
tary testing facilities.

Regional integration was encouraged by ini-
tiatives from outside the region, such as China’s 
continuing push to develop its Belt and Road 
Initiative. Several countries in the region, includ-
ing Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, already trade 
agricultural goods with China following a series 
of bilateral inspections and agreements. China 
and Kazakhstan agreed to further strengthen 
trade and cooperation in agriculture by signing a 
bilateral agreement in July 2017. The agreement 
includes the construction of a wheat terminal at 
the Kazakh–Chinese border and enhanced trade, 
investment, technology transfer, and innova-
tion in agricultural production, wheat process-
ing, and food safety infrastructure. Uzbekistan and 
China signed economic cooperation agreements 
worth US$20 billion in May 2017 at the first meet-
ing of the two countries’ leaders. Chinese invest-
ment in logistics and infrastructure has increased 
in Central Asia in recent years, and several high-
way and railway projects crossing the region are 
being considered.

LOOKING FORWARD

Economic improvements in the region in 2017 pri-
marily reflect recovery of commodity prices, macro-
economic stabilization, improved regional cooperation, 
and significant growth in remittance flows. Relatively 
positive price prospects for Central Asia’s major com-
modity exports support a favorable economic out-
look for the near future. Economic improvements in 
Russia and Kazakhstan will improve economic growth 
prospects, household welfare, and food security in 
other countries of the region through trade, invest-
ment, and remittances. In addition, greater regional 
cooperation and market integration in the context of 
ongoing reform efforts in Uzbekistan and other coun-
tries of the region may lead to a greater inflow of pri-
vate investment. Also, China's Belt and Road Initiative 
may provide Central Asian countries new opportuni-
ties to address the region's infrastructure needs and 
strengthen regional economic connectivity.

On the downside, the Russian economy risks a 
slower recovery due to the expansion of Western 
sanctions in August 2017.16 Moreover, the benefits for 
economic growth and household welfare of higher 
export prices and remittance inflows will likely be par-
tially offset by higher import prices, driven by higher 
energy prices and currency depreciation. Accelerating 
progress toward meeting Eurasian Economic Union 
standards for domestic production will remain a key 
challenge for Kyrgyzstan but will help Kyrgyz produc-
ers boost agricultural exports to the regional market. 
Continued challenges in the financial sector, espe-
cially in Tajikistan, may have negative impacts on the 
pace of poverty reduction and on food security as a 
result of reduced credit availability in pro-poor sectors 
of the economy and limited employment opportuni-
ties in low-skill sectors such as agriculture.17
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2018 GLOBAL 
FOOD POLICY REPORT
IFPRI’s flagship report reviews the major food policy issues, developments, 
and decisions of 2017, and highlights challenges and opportunities for 2018 
at the global and regional levels. This year’s report looks at the impacts of 
greater global integration—including the movement of goods, investment, 
people, and knowledge—and the threat of current antiglobalization pressures. 
Drawing on recent research, IFPRI researchers and other distinguished food 
policy experts consider a range of timely topics:

 ■ How can the global food system deliver food security for all in the face of 
the radical changes taking place today?

 ■ What is the role of trade in improving food security, nutrition, 
and sustainability?

 ■ How can international investment best contribute to local food security and 
better food systems in developing countries?

 ■ Do voluntary and involuntary migration increase or decrease food security 
in source countries and host countries?

 ■ What opportunities does greater data availability open up for improving 
agriculture and food security?

 ■ How does reform of developed-country farm support policies affect global 
food security?

 ■ How can global governance structures better address problems of food 
security and nutrition?

 ■ What major trends and events affected food security and nutrition across 
the globe in 2017?

The 2018 Global Food Policy Report also presents data tables and 
visualizations for several key food policy indicators, including country-
level data on hunger, agricultural spending and research investment, and 
projections for future agricultural production and consumption.  In addition 
to illustrative figures, tables, and a timeline of food policy events in 2017, the 
report includes the results of a global opinion poll on globalization and the 
current state of food policy.

For more information about the 2018 Global Food Policy Report:

gfpr.ifpri.info

INTERNATIONAL FOOD POLICY RESEARCH INSTITUTE
A world free of hunger and malnutrition

1201 Eye Street, NW | Washington, DC 20005 USA

T. +1-202-862-5600 | F. +1-202-862-5606 | ifpri@cgiar.org

www.ifpri.org

http://gfpr.ifpri.info
mailto:ifpri%40cgiar.org?subject=
http://www.ifpri.org/

