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PROBLEMS OF AND PROSPECTS FOR THE DEVELOPMENT OF
RAILWAY INFRASTRUCTURE IN KAZAKHSTAN

Abstract. The rail transport remains and will in the foreseeable future
remain the main mode of transport in Kazakhstan. Its importance is enhanced by
the growing transit rail traffic between China and the European Union as well as
between the Central Asian countries and Russia, by the fact that Kazakhstan is a
landlocked country and by an active development of the Chinese Belt and Road
Initiative. This is why it is so important to consider the problems of and prospects
for the development of railway infrastructure in the country. The study is based on
the relevant literature review and interviews with representatives of major market
players and academia.

Keywords: Railway transport, railway traffic, problems and prospects,
infrastructure.
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KA3AKCTAHJIA TEMIP ’KOJI UH®PAKYPbIJIBIMBIHBIH JIAMY
MOCEJIEJIEPI MEH BOJTAIIATBI

AnHotaums. Temipxon keiniri Kazakcranmarbl jkakblH OoJialllakTa HETi3ri
KoJIIK Typi OoJbin Kana Oepesi skoHe Oonbin Kaya Oepeai. OHbIH MaHBI3ABLUIBIFBI
Kpitait Mmen Eypomanbik Opak, conpaii-ak Opranblk Asus enngepi MeH Pecei
apachIHJAaFbl TPAH3UTTIK TEMIPXKOI TaChIMAJIBIHBIH ©cyiMeH, Ka3zakcTaHHBIH
TEHI3re IIbIFa aJIMaNThIHABIFEIMEH >koHEe KpiTaiinpiH «bip Oemmey, Oip kom»
OacramachlHBIH OernceHal JamybiMeH aprta Tycenl. COHABIKTaH —emimi3zeri
TEMIPKOJT WH(PaKYPHUTBIMBIH JAMBITY JIbIH npoOsemManapbl MEH
MEPCICKTUBAIAPBIH KAPACThIPy ©OTE€ MAaHBI3IAbL. 3EpPTTEY THICTI oMeOueTTep Il
IIOJyFa JKOHE HAPBIKTHIH HETI3T1 OWBIHIIBIIAPEl MEH aKaJeMUSIIBIK OpTa
OKUIIepIMEH cyxOaTTapFa Heri3/IereH.

Tyiiinabl ce3aep: TeMip K01 KeJiri, TEMIp KO0 KeJiri, mpodiemManapbl MEH
Oonamarel, ”HGPAKYPHUIBIM.
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ITPOBJIEMbI U ITEPCIIEKTUBbI PA3BUTHUA
AKEJE3HOAOPOXKHOU UHO®PACTPYKTYPBI B KAZAXCTAHE

AnHoTanus. JKene3HOAOpOKHBIA TPAHCIOPT OCTAeTCSI U B 00O3PHUMOM
OyIlylieM OCTaHeTCsl OCHOBHBIM BHJIOM TpaHcmnoprta B Kazaxcrane. Ero 3nauenue
YCWJIMBACTCS PACTYIUUMHU TPAH3UTHBIMU KEJIEC3HOAOPOKHBIMU IEPEBO3KAMU
Mexnay Kuraem n EBponerickum Coro30M, a Takke Mexky crpanamu LlieHTpanbHOM
Aszun u Poccueii, Tem, uro KazaxcraH HE MMEET BBIXOJA K MOPHO, a TaKXe
AKTUBHBIM PAa3BUTUEM KUTANCKOM MHULHUATUBEI «llosic U myTh». IMEHHO mTO3TOMY



TaK BaXKHO PaCCMOTPETHh MPOOJIEMBI U MEPCIIEKTUBBI PA3BUTHS JKEIE3HOJOPOKHON
uHppacTpykTypel B  cTpaHe. MccinegoBaHwme  OCHOBaHO  Ha  0030pe
COOTBETCTBYIOIIECH JUTEpPATypbl W HMHTEPBBIO C MPEACTABUTEISIMA OCHOBHBIX
UTPOKOB PHIHKA U HAYYHBIX KPYTOB.

KuaroueBbie cioBa: JKee3HOTOPOXKHBIA TPAHCIOPT, KEJIE3HOIOPOKHBIE
NepeBO3KaMHU, MPOOJIEMbI U IEPCIEKTUBBI, UHOPACTPYKTYypAa.

1. Introduction

Discussing the importance of railway infrastructure for Kazakhstan, we
should consider the following:

a. The regional rail infrastructure requires substantial improvements. This is
stipulated by: - Changed economic and political context after the collapse of the
former Soviet Union. This changed context requires new transportation routes. -
The need to improve the existing infrastructure, which was largely built during the
Soviet period. In [16] it is advised that “Transportation infrastructure in
Kazakhstan lags behind in the use of modern transport technologies and calls for
technological upgrading.”; and - Growing cargo traffic between China and the
European Union as well as between the Central Asia countries and Russia.
Kazakhstan plays an important role as a transit hub for such shipments. The growth
of Asia-EU-Asia transit container traffic via Kazakhstan shown on Figure 1 below
is a good illustration to this situation.

b. The country’s landlocked position. Such a position creates significant
additional challenges. As [22] mentions: “Lack of territorial access to the sea,
isolation from world markets and high transit costs continue to impose serious
constraints on the overall socio-economic development of Landlocked Developing
Countries (LLDCs)”. The same source mentions that “On average, LLDCs pay
more than double what the transit countries (countries through which exports flow)
incur in transport costs and take a longer time to send and receive merchandise
from overseas markets.” This circumstance adds additional importance to the
regional railway infrastructure. ¢. The country’s lies in the heart of the Chinese
Belt and Road Initiative (formerly known as One-Belt-One-Road initiative). And it
IS not a coincidence that this initiative was first announced by President Xi Jinping
in Kazakhstan in 2013. Major trans-Eurasian rail corridors developed within the
Belt and Road Initiative framework are shown on Figure 2 below.

However, there are many problems which require special attention. They
include the deterioration of most of the rail infrastructure mostly built during the
Soviet times, lack of investment, discrepancy between the location of existing
railways, again mostly built in Soviet times, and new economic realities, lack of
qualified personnel and poor management, political tensions and corruption. This
leads to a decrease in revenues, safety of operations, loss of transit traffic volumes,
transition of shippers to other modes of transport, decreased 2 E3S Web of
Conferences 471, 02006 (2024) https://doi.org/10.1051/e3sconf/202447102006
TITDS-XIV-2023 competitiveness of local products. On a large scale, these
problems negatively influence the economic development of this country and its
transport connectivity.



2 Literature review

Unfortunately, topics related to Kazakhstan do not attract much attention of
the scientific community. However, the author managed to gather several literature
sources related to the current research. Keeping this circumstance in mind, the
author used several working paper and reports prepared by international
organizations working in the region.

2.1 Rail infrastructure development in Kazakhstan There are several authors
who researched this topic, though most of them studied transportation
infrastructure in general. However, even such studies provide a substantial amount
of information. In this context it is worth mentioning such works as [9, 21, 6] etc.
At the same time, there are studies, which considered the rail infrastructure,
including [20, 7, 15] and others. Rightly points out that “the mainline railway
network is Kazakhstan’s strategic asset” [20]. Advised that “Kazakhstan has spent
nearly USD 3.2 billion in upgrading its rail lines and rolling stock since 2011 to
accommodate the growing demand for rail freight. This has resulted in 500,000
tons of rail freight movement in 2016 between the two regions™ [18].

2.2 Development of Kazakhstan’s transit potential The topic is becoming
increasingly critical, and this is reflected in various literature sources. Here, it is
worth mentioning such studies as [24, 16, 1, 4, 14], and many others An important
recommendation was made in [24]: “Capital investment... should be
complemented with a wider set of intertwined measures, including government
regulations, sector policies and necessary reforms. A stepwise approach should be
employed to develop such non-physical measures, which include enhancing the
market environment for private sector participation and sustaining transport
finance with dedicated transport sector revenue”. Support this recommendation
pointing at the need to enhance institutional development [14].

2.3 Growing rail traffic between China and the European Union The topic is
closely connected with the previous one and is covered in literature. Studied it and
provided a valuable insight on one of the reasons for its increase: “Owing to the
rising capital costs and wages in coastal areas, many manufacturing and production
companies are relocating their plants to inland cities in China, which are far away
from the Chinese commercial costal lines [18]. The companies like HP find it
difficult to export products to Europe since the commodities have to travel
thousands of kilometers east to the seaports and ship them back to the west of
Europe. The development of railroads has offered the companies in reducing
transit times and shipping of the goods from the production site 3 E3S Web of
Conferences 471, 02006 (2024) https://doi.org/10.1051/e3sconf/202447102006
TITDS-X1V-2023 directly to the Countries in the Europe.” The same source also
indicated that though “Westbound traffic between China and Europe had
traditionally accounted for the majority of the volumes transported...”, the
situation has changed and “Rail freight traffic from Europe to Chongqing in China
exceeded the traffic in westbound direction for the first time, in 2018.” There are
several other sources like the above-mentioned [13], which addressed this topic.
“The Russian Railways cargo route remains crucial for European industry, and the



EU published guidance in July (2023) clarifying goods transiting the country aren't
subject to sanctions” [5].

3 Methodology

This research is based on the data collected through: 1. Reviewing different
literature sources. 2. Interviews with representatives of transport companies and
academia. Their list is given in the Appendix. The criteria for including studies into
consideration were their relevance to the topic, reliability and objectivity. The
same principles were applied while gathering information from market players and
academia representatives. To minimise the risk of bias, the information gathered
was cross-checked. Clarification calls were made when necessary. The analytical
part of this paper was initially discussed with the respondents and then presented at
the XIV International Conference on Transport Infrastructure (TITDS-XIV4 E3S
Web of Conferences 471, 02006 (2024)
https://doi.org/10.1051/e3sconf/202447102006 TITDS-X1V-2023 2023).
Comments and recommendations received helped to improve the quality of this
article. The respondents whom the author discussed the content of this work with
agreed that the selected methodological approach is suitable for the research
questions mentioned above. The number of interviewees is small. As such, there
are not many people knowledgeable in this topic. Initially, the author contacted 81
transport professionals and people from academia, paying attention to the selection
of potential respondents (the words “interviewee” and “respondent” are used
interchangeably in this text). However, most of the contacted people either refused
to talk or revealed very limited knowledge. Eventually, the author interviewed 18
individuals. Every endeavor was made to ensure that the collected information is
unbiased and comprehensive. 11 out of 18 interviews were conducted offline. The
other 7 were conducted online. The author could not provide much information on
interviewees’ profiles as some of them strongly insisted on confidentiality. He did
not intend to transform the collected information into quantitative measures.
Statistical analyses are not applicable in this situation because of the small number
of respondents. And most of them are mid- or high-level professionals. It was
expected and this was later confirmed that approaching such individuals with
questionnaires is counterproductive and can be perceived as an annoyance.

4 Results and discussion

Below is the list of problems and their potential solutions, which was
prepared based on interviews. 1. Problem: The existing railway infrastructure
requires substantial upgrade. Solution: The respondents acknowledged the problem
though admitted the substantial progress achieved during the last years. They
pointed out that high dependence of the Kazakhstan’s economy on this mode of
transport and the growing rail traffic make the solution of this problem
unavoidable. So, a new government policy aimed at improving the existing
infrastructure and backed by sufficient financing is required. They are also of the
view that more cooperation between the governments of the neighboring countries
IS required. 2. Problem: There is a big need to build new infrastructure. Solution:
Again, the respondents acknowledged the problem and, again, admitted the
substantial progress achieved during the last years. They advised that in general



this problem is less severe than the previous one and the national government pays
proper attention to the construction of new railways. However, they advised that
the selection of new projects has to be more open and involve representatives of
freightforwarding companies, representatives of foreign transportation companies
and other interested parties usually excluded from such discussions. 3. Problem:
Insufficient financing of rail infrastructure projects. Solution: Interviewees
suggested the following measures: - Overall strengthening of order and discipline
and fighting corruption, - Attracting foreign financing and - Using prepayments
from big shippers for the improvement of rail infrastructure. Kazakhstan Temir
Zholy, the national railway company of Kazakhstan has been practicing this
method for several years already. 4. Problem: Lack of qualified personnel.
Solution: The respondents agreed that the problem is mostly caused by low
salaries. They supported a proposal to increase salaries of rail professionals,
especially those working in remote areas, with one voice. They fully understand
that this situation compromises the future of the rail transport in the country. They
also underlined the 5 E3S Web of Conferences 471, 02006 (2024)
https://doi.org/10.1051/e3sconf/202447102006 TITDS-X1V-2023 importance of
improving the quality of higher and vocational education for rail professionals.
Some of respondents advised that returning to the Soviet system when a significant
promotion could happen only after obtaining work experience in a remote area can
help. 5. Problem: Improper management of the rail infrastructure. Solution: The
interviewees are of the view that the problem is caused by (i) overall decline of the
managerial level in the country, (ii) corruption and (iii) the abovementioned lack of
qualified personnel. To address these causes, they suggested to: - undertake several
public legal trials against corrupt officials, - undertake privatization (at least
partial) of Kazakhstan Temir Zholy (national rail company), - attract an external,
preferably foreign, management to Kazakhstan Temir Zholy, ensure support from
government bodies. Some of interviewees pointed out that the passive position of
shippers who are afraid to annoy the government bodies concerned and the railway
administration is counterproductive. This problem was also addressed in [3]. The
interviewees then indicated that the national government should understand that
the danger of collapse of Kazakhstan Temir Zholy, which is not just a commercial
company (though its commercial significance is enormous). It also ensures the
overall country’s connectivity and plays a great social role as the biggest employer,
especially in remote areas. This problem generated the most conflicting
suggestions. 6. Problem: Different rail gauges in Kazakhstan and some
neighboring countries. While Kazakhstan and other post-Soviet countries use the
Russian gauge of 1520 mm, most of other countries use the European gauge of
1435 mm. This requires a bogie change at the borders between China and
Kazakhstan. If wagons travel further and enter the territories with the European
gauge (the EU or Iran) they have to change bogies again. Solution: The
respondents are of the view that the costs associated with bogie exchange as
unavoidable. To counter them, some of the biggest shippers plan and/or implement
various projects, which can reduce such costs.
5 Conclusion



Despite all the problems mentioned above, rail transport remains and will
remain the main mode of transport for the country in the foreseeable future. The
importance of railways for the economic and social development of Kazakhstan
enhances the need to upgrade the existing and to build new rail infrastructure. The
country has already become a major Eurasian transit hub and a growing volume of
transit rail traffic is expected. This creates additional development opportunities for
the country. It is necessary to organize an extensive in-depth discussion of the
recommendations above. The approved ones to be implemented. This topic is
significant for the country because the full utilization of its transport and transit
potential will support the overall national development.
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