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Abstract. Special economic zones are one of the key instruments of the
Republic of Kazakhstan's industrial and investment policy; however, their
contribution to national exports over nearly 25 years has amounted to only
0.3%, indicating a substantial gap between their investment potential and export
performance. This study aims to identify the institutional causes of the low export
performance of Kazakhstan’s SEZ system in a context where the state provides
an extensive preferential regime and has set a target of increasing non-resource
exports to USD 52 billion by 2030. The methodological framework combines
qualitative content analysis of regulatory and strategic documents, comparative
analysis of 17 SEZs in Kazakhstan, classification of 469 priority activities by
export orientation, and comparison of SEZ export indicators with the non-resource
exports of their corresponding regions. The results show that 81.0% of priority
activities are classified as export-oriented, while 93% of products manufactured
by SEZ participants are sold on the domestic market. The existing system of
target indicators records participants’ export shares. Still, it does not provide for
regulatory consequences in the event of non-compliance. At the same time, the
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national export target has not been decomposed to the level of individual zones and
their participants. The findings confirm the institutional nature of the constraints
affecting SEZs' export function. The study proposes introducing a “preferences in
exchange for exports” principle that links preferential treatment to participants’
verifiable export commitments. The practical application of the findings lies in
improving the state support mechanism for SEZs by differentiating preferences
based on export performance, distinguishing between export-oriented and non-
export activities, and establishing an independent statistical monitoring system for
SEZ performance.

Keywords: special economic zones, non-commodity export, export policy,
priority activity lists, institutional conditionality, Kazakhstan
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AHHOTamUsl. ApHABI DJKOHOMHKANBIK aimaktap Kazakctan Pecmy0-
JUKACBIHBIH ~ OHEPKACINTIK JKOHE HMHBECTHIMSIIBIK  CAasCaTBIHBIH  HETi3Ti
KYpaJagapbIHeIH Oipi OONBITT TaOBUTANbI, aaiia ONMapIblH JKHBIpMa OeC >KbIIFa
KYBIK YaKbITTaFrbl YITTBHIK JKCTOPTKa KOCKaH yieci HeOopi 0,3%-Ibl Kypassl.
byn aiimMakTapAaslH WHBECTUIMSIIBIK QJIEYETI MEH JKCIIOPTTBHIK HOTHKELIITI
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apachIH/IaFbI eJIeYITi alIIaKTHIKTEl KOpceTe . 3epTTey MEMIICKETTIH KeH ayKbIM/IbI
npeepeHIUSIIBIK PEXKUM KanbiTacTeipbin, 2030 >kbuiFa Kapad IIHKi3aTTHIK
emec akcropT kenemin 52 mupn AKUI monnapeina AeiiiH yiiFaidTy MakcaTbiH
alKpIHIaraH karmaiga ADA JKYHECIHIH SKCIOPTTBHIK HOTHKCIUIITIHIH TOMCH
0OyBIHA ocep eTeTiH WHCTUTYITMOHAIIBIK ceOenTepai aHbIKTayFa OarbITTaIFaH.
3epTTey/iH SicHaMAalIbIK HETi3iH HOPMAaTHBTIK-KYKBIKTBIK JKOHE CTPaTETHSUIIBIK
Ky>KaTTapFa JKYpri3UITeH camalblK KOHTeHT-Tanjay, Kaszakcranmarer 17 ADA
KBI3METIH CalBICThIpMaNbl Tajaay, 469 0acklM KbI3MET TYpPIiH SKCIOPTKA
OarjapiaHy Oeirici OOMBIHINA JKIKTEY, COHJAi-aK aiiMaKTap/blH 3KCIIOPTTHIK
KOPCETKIIITEePiH THICTI OHIpAEP/iH MHKI3aTTHIK €MeC SKCIOPTHIMEH CaBICTBIPY
Kypanbel. Tanmay HoTmKeciHne OackiM KpI3MeT TyprepiHiH 81,0%-b1 skcmopTka
OarjapiaHFaH CaHATKa >KaTaThIHBL, amaiiga ADA KaThICyIIbUIAphl OHIIPreH
eoHIMHIH 93%-bI iIIKi HapbIKTAa OTKI3UIETIHI aHBIKTAIABL. KoIgaHbICTaFbI
HbICAHAJIBI HMHJUKATOPJIAp JKYHeCi KaThICYNIbUIAD 3KCIOPTHIHBIH  YJIECIH
TipKEreHIMEH, KOPCETKII OpbIHAaIMaraH >KaFJaai/ia HOpMaTHBTIK callaapiiap/isl
Ke3IeMeIi, al YITTBIK SKCIIOPTTHIK MaKcaT jKeKeJereH aiMakTap MEH OJiap/IbiH
KaThICYIIBLTAPHI IeHTeliHe JeiiH TeKOMITO3nInsIaHOaraH. AJBIHFAH HOTIDKEIEp
ADA 3KCIIOPTTHIK (PYHKIHUACHIH IMEKTEUTIH (haKTOpIapAblH WHCTHTYITMOHAIIBIK
CUIIaTBIH pacTaiipl. 3epTTey KOPBITBIHABICHI OOMBIHIIA KEHIIMIKTI PeRUMIL
KaThICYIIBUIAP/BIH ~ BEPU(PHUKAIUSIIAHATBIH  SKCIOPTTHIK ~ MiHAETTEMEIepIMEH
OaliJIaHBICTHIPAThIH «IKCIIOPTKA alibipbac peTiHe npedepeHnusuiapy KaruaaTbiH
€HTI3y YCHIHBIIAABL. 3ePTTCY HOTIKEIEPiHIH MPAKTUKAIBIK MAHBI3BI DKCITOPTTHIK
HOTH)KETUTIKTI  €CKepe OTBIPBINT  MpedepeHnrsIIapapl  capaiay, SKCIOpPTKa
OarjapiaHFaH KOHE DKCIIOPTTHIK €MeC KbI3MET TYPJEpPiH aKbIpaTy, COHIal-aK
ADA KpI3METiHE TOYeJICI3 CTaTUCTHKAIIBIK MOHUTOPUHT KYHECIH KaJbIITACThIPY
apKbLIbI MEMJICKETTIK KOJIZ[Ay TETIrIH XKETULIIPY MYMKIHITIMEH aliKbIHIaJ1a]bl.

Tyiiin ce3aep: apHaiibl SJKOHOMUKAIBIK aiiMaKTap, MUKI3aTThl €MeC HKCIOPT,
SKCMOPTTHIK, cascaT, 0aChIM KBI3MET TYpJepi, HHCTHTYIIMOHAJIBIK IIapTTHUIBIK,
Kazakcran
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AnHoTanus. CrnenuanbHble HKOHOMMYECKHE 30HBI SBISAIOTCA OJHUM U3
KJIIOYEBBIX HHCTPYMEHTOB MPOMBIIUIEHHOH W WHBECTULMOHHOW MOJUTHKU
PecnyOnmuku Kazaxcran, omHako WX BKJIaJ B HalMOHAJIBHBIM OJKCIOPT 3a
MOYTH JBajAlAaTh MATh JeT cocTaBwil Jumb 0,3%, 9TO CBHUAETENBCTBYET O
CYLIECTBEHHOM pa3pblBE MEX/Jy WHBECTUIMOHHBIM TOTEHIMAJIOM 30H MU HX
9KCIOPTHOW pe3ynbTaTUBHOCTHIO. Hacrosiiiee uccieqoBaHHe HaNpaBlIeHO Ha
BBISIBJIEHHE HHCTUTYIIMOHAJIBHBIX TPUUNH HU3KOH SKCITOPTHON pe3yJIbTaTUBHOCTH
cuctemMbl CO3 B YCIOBMSX, KOIZIa TOCYJapcTBO pacrojaraeT pa3BEpHYTHIM
npedepeHnrnanbHbBIM PEKUMOM M JICKJIapUPYET LEeNb YBEIHYCHHUs HECHIPEBOTO
skcriopta a0 52 miapa pomnapoB CHIA x 2030 romy. Mertononorndeckyro
OCHOBY MCCJIEIOBAaHUSI COCTaBWJIM KaUeCTBEHHBINH KOHTEHT-aHAJIU3 HOPMAaTHBHO-
MPaBOBBIX M CTPATETNYECKUX JOKYMEHTOB, CPaBHUTEIBHBIN aHATN3 JIEATEIbHOCTH
17 C33 Kazaxcrana, kinaccupukanust 469 NpuOPUTETHBIX BHIOB IESATEIBHOCTH
[0 MpPHU3HAKy HKCIIOPTHOM OPHMEHTAllMH, a TAK)XKE COMOCTAaBJIEHHE SKCIOPTHBIX
rokasaTeslel 30H C HECBIPbEBBIM JKCIOPTOM COOTBETCTBYIOLIUX PETHOHOB.
VYcranosneno, 4yto 81,0% NPUOPUTETHBIX BHJIOB JESATENBHOCTH OTHOCATCS
K DKCIIOPTHO-OPUEHTHUPOBAHHBIM, TpHU 3ToM 93% TNpOayKIUU YYaCTHHKOB
CDO3 peanusyercsd Ha BHYTpEHHEM pbIHKe. [leficTByromias cucremMa LEIeBBIX
WHAUKATOPOB (QUKCUPYET AOJI0 HIKCTIOPTA yYaCTHUKOB, OJHAKO HE TPy CMaTpUBAET
HOPMaTHUBHBIX MOCJEICTBUI 3a €€ HEBBINOJHEHNE, @ HallMOHAJIbHAs SKCIIOPTHAs
LeJdb HE JEKOMIIO3MpOBaHa JO0 YPOBHSA OTAEIBHBIX 30H M HX YYaCTHHUKOB.
[TomydeHHble pe3ynbTaTbl MOATBEP)KIAIOT WHCTUTYLMOHAJIBHBIA  XapakTep
orpaHudeHuil skcnoptHoit ¢ynkmmu CO3. Caenan BBIBOJ O HEOOXOTUMOCTH
BHEIPEHMS TIPUHINIA «TpedepeHIUr B 0OMEH Ha SKCIIOPT», IPEAIOIararnuero
MPUBS3KY JITOTHOTO PEKUMa K BEpUPHUIIIPYEMBIM HKCIIOPTHBIM 00513aTeILCTBAM
ydacTHUKOB.  [IpakTmdyeckoe TNpUMEHEHHME  pe3yabTaTOB  HMCCIEAO0BaHUSA
CBSI3aHO C BO3MOXKHOCTBIO COBEPILIEHCTBOBAHMSI MEXaHHM3Ma TOCYJapCTBEHHOM
nojepxkku CO3 mocpenctBom nuddepeHnuanuu npedepeHuud ¢ yuy€rtom
9KCIMOPTHOW PE3yJIBbTaTUBHOCTH, pPa3TPaHUUYEHUS] SKCIIOPTHO-OPHEHTHPOBAHHBIX
W HEIKCHOPTHBIX BHJOB JCSTEIBHOCTH, a Takke (OPMUPOBAHUS CHCTEMBI
HE3aBUCHMOI'0 CTaTUCTUYECKOIO0 MOHUTOPUHTA JIEATEIBHOCTH 30H.

KuroueBsle ci1oBa: crieninaabHble YJKOHOMUYECKHE 30HBI, HECBIPBEBO AKCIIOPT,
roCydapCTBEHHAs TOJINTUKA, SKCIOPTHO-OPUEHTUPOBAHHAS IPOMBIIIIEHHOCTS,
9KCIOPT, MUPOBAasi TOPTOBJIA, SKCIIOPTHAS MOJUTHKA.
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Introduction. Shaping an effective export policy remains one of the priority
tasks of the economic development of the Republic of Kazakhstan. The continuing
dependence of national exports on a narrow range of commodity goods, the
growing instability of global commodity markets, and mounting competitive
pressure on investment resources make the structural diversification of foreign
trade activity necessary. In this context, the state has consistently been building a
regulatory framework to develop non-resource exports.

The Concept of the Trade Policy of the Republic of Kazakhstan sets a target
to increase exports of non-resource goods and services from USD 41 billion to
USD 52 billion by 2030 (Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2025a).
The Concept of the Investment Policy until 2030 establishes, as a priority, the
attraction of investment into industries with high export potential and provides
for bringing the infrastructure readiness of effective special economic zones up
to 100% (Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2025b). The Concept for
the Development of the Manufacturing Industry for 2023-2029 sets, as a strategic
objective, the creation of a highly productive, export-oriented industry with a
growing share of value added (Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2018).
The 2019 Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan “On Special Economic and Industrial
Zones” integrates special economic zones into the country's overall industrial and
investment policy (Republic of Kazakhstan, 2019).

At the same time, despite an extensive regulatory framework, the gap between
the declared goals and the actual performance of SEZs remains significant.
According to the Supreme Audit Chamber of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 93%
of output from special economic zone participants is sold on the domestic market
(Supreme Audit Chamber of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2021). The zones'
cumulative contribution to national exports over their entire period of operation
amounted to 0.3%. At the same time, the existing system of target indicators, which
monitors the share of exports in total output within SEZ territory, is not linked to
any regulatory consequences for participants who fail to meet the relevant targets.
The national export target set out in the Concept of the Trade Policy has not been
disaggregated to the level of individual zones. It has not been translated into
obligations for specific participants.

Under these conditions, special economic zones represent an instrument with
considerable potential for developing non-resource exports, yet one that realises
this potential only to a limited extent. Their institutional role is defined not only
by the preferences they provide but also by their capacity to create an environment
conducive to locating export-oriented production, deepening processing, and
integrating domestic enterprises into global value chains.

Literature review. A substantial body of research has accumulated on the role
of special economic zones in stimulating exports and attracting foreign direct
investment. The experiences of China and India are traditionally regarded as
the most instructive. In both countries, SEZs made a significant contribution to
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economic growth by expanding export supply and foreign capital inflows (Leong,
2013). The Indian model deserves particular attention: the SEZ Act, adopted in
2005, laid the foundation for accelerated export-led industrialisation, although
the policy's implementation was accompanied by several structural contradictions
related to infrastructural unpreparedness and weak inter-agency coordination
(Mukherjee & Zafar, 2016; Sarangedevot et al., 2014; Shukla, 2016). Studies of
sub-Saharan African countries show that SEZs can reduce export concentration
and increase diversification, even without a radical restructuring of sectoral
composition, which is especially relevant for resource-dependent economies
(Sukadi, 2025). European evidence indicates that participation in an SEZ regime
increases the probability that firms enter foreign markets, although the intensity of
this effect varies with country-specific conditions (Nazarczuk & Uminski, 2018).
With respect to the Kazakhstani context, particular interest attaches to the study
of the “Qyzyljar” SEZ, which showed that such zones can also serve as platforms
for human capital development alongside their production functions (Alibay et al.,
2025).

At the same time, several studies record systemic constraints characteristic of
SEZs in transition economies. T. Farole found that infrastructure gaps substantially
reduce the attractiveness of zones to investors, especially in landlocked and
transition economies: a preferential tax regime does not compensate for the
absence of a ready-made production site (Farole, 2011). UNCTAD notes that
modern SEZs achieve sustainable outcomes only when they foster cluster synergies
between domestic enterprises and global partners, thereby ensuring technology
transfer and productivity growth (UNCTAD, 2019). In the context of post-Soviet
countries, studies record similar patterns: policy inconsistency, weak subnational
governance, and infrastructure bottlenecks lead SEZs to reproduce an enclave
model of development without meaningful links to the local economy.

With respect to Kazakhstan, the most systematic assessment is provided by a
diagnostic study by the Asian Development Bank (2018). The report states that
only a small number of zones have partially achieved their planned indicators,
while most SEZs fall substantially short of expectations. Among the reasons
cited are incomplete infrastructure, low levels of foreign investment, limited
export orientation, and high per-job expenditure. Institutional problems, including
insufficient managerial autonomy and departmental fragmentation, are treated as
structural rather than situational.

The existing literature thus presents a consistent set of determinants of SEZ
effectiveness; however, notable gaps persist: a systematic comparison of zones
by export-orientation indicators and an analysis of the institutional gap between
national export targets and the obligations of specific zone participants remain
insufficiently studied. It is precisely this aspect that constitutes the subject of
the present study. This study aims to identify the institutional opportunities and
constraints of the Republic of Kazakhstan's existing system of special economic
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zones as an instrument of state export policy. The study hypothesis is that the long-
term effectiveness of SEZs is determined not by the scale of the tax preferences
granted, but by the quality of the institutional environment, including the presence
of reciprocal obligations on the part of participants, the level of infrastructure
readiness of the sites, and the ability of the zones to ensure a sustained flow of
competitive non-resource exports.

Materials and Methods. The methodological basis of the study is a qualitative
analysis of the legal acts and strategic documents of the Republic of Kazakhstan
that regulate the creation, operation, and state support for special economic zones
and define the country's industrial, investment, and export development priorities.

The empirical basis of the study comprised: the Concept of the Trade Policy
until 2030 (Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2025a), the Concept of
the Investment Policy until 2030 (Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan,
2025b), the Concept for the Development of the Manufacturing Industry for
2023-2029 (Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2018), the Law “On
Special Economic and Industrial Zones” of 2019 (Republic of Kazakhstan, 2019),
the results of the state audit conducted by the Supreme Audit Chamber on the
effectiveness of SEZ operations (Supreme Audit Chamber of the Republic of
Kazakhstan, 2021), and Order No. 72 of the Minister of Industry and Construction
of the Republic of Kazakhstan of February 22, 2024 (Ministry of Industry and
Construction of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2024), which establishes the lists of
priority activities for each of the 17 special economic zones.

The study applies qualitative content analysis of regulatory and strategic
documents using a predefined system of categories: attraction of investment,
industrial development, export orientation, reciprocal obligations of participants,
and clustering. A frequency analysis of these categories across documents from
different time periods made it possible to trace the evolution of the state's approach
to SEZs: from an instrument for attracting capital to an element of industrial and
export policy.

An additional analysis was conducted of the lists of priority activities for all
17 SEZs. Each priority activity was classified according to its export orientation.
Activities in Section “C” of the National Classifier of Economic Activities
(NCEA), IT services, and R&D were classified as export-oriented; construction of
social and residential facilities, medical activity, tourism, trade, and utility supply
were classified as non-export. Based on this classification, the share of export-
oriented priority activities was calculated for each zone, along with a coefficient of
regulatory redundancy, defined as the ratio of the total number of priority activities
to the number of export-oriented ones.

To assess the contribution of SEZs to regional economies, data on the cumulative
exports of zone participants for 2021-2024 were compared with the non-resource
exports of the corresponding regions, using data from the Bureau of National
Statistics and the Committee of State Revenues. This approach makes it possible
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to distinguish the region's scale effect from the actual relative contribution of a
specific zone.

The comparative analysis of international experience is structured according to
a single matrix: type of zone, key institutional mechanism, export outcome, and
applicability to Kazakhstani conditions. The experience of China, India, Vietnam,
Malaysia, Poland, Ethiopia, and sub-Saharan African countries is examined.

The study is qualitative and analytical in character. Its subject is not a
quantitative assessment of individual indicators of participants' activity, but the
institutional logic of state policy, within which SEZs are expected to perform
investment, industrial, and export functions simultaneously.

Results. Evolution of SEZ regulation: from a preferential regime to an
element of industrial policy. An analysis of the regulatory framework shows that
Kazakhstan's SEZ system has gone through several stages of development. At the
initial stage, zones were created primarily as territories with a special regime to
attract investment and stimulate entrepreneurial activity through tax and customs
preferences. A link to industrial or export policy was practically absent from the
regulatory documents of that period. As the legislative framework developed, the
function of SEZs became more complex. The adoption of the Law “On Special
Economic and Industrial Zones” in 2019 established a qualitatively different model:
zones came to be regarded as elements of the country's overall system of industrial
and investment policy, rather than as isolated preferential enclaves (Republic
of Kazakhstan, 2019). The Concept for the Development of the Manufacturing
Industry for 2023-2029 and the Concept of the Investment Policy until 2030
assigned SEZs the function of an infrastructural base for locating export-oriented
production (Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2018, 2025b). At the
same time, content analysis of documents from different periods shows that this
shift is largely declarative. The category “export orientation” appears considerably
more often in the regulatory documents of the most recent period than in earlier
editions. In contrast, the category “reciprocal obligations of participants” remains
weakly operationalised. Preferences are granted for the fact of registration and the
launch of production, rather than for a verifiable export outcome.

Table 1 — Stages in the evolution of the role of SEZs in Kazakhstan's state policy system

Stage Main focus Role of SEZs Main constraint
Initial Special legal regime and Preferential Weak link with industrial
attraction of investment territory and export policy

Intermediate Industrial-innovation Site for locating Limited cooperation and
development production weak export selectivity

Current Non-resource growth, Institution of Incomplete infrastructure
manufacturing industry, export industrial and readiness, absence of
transformation export policy reciprocal obligations

Infrastructure readiness and investment results. According to the Concept of
the Investment Policy until 2030, 17 SEZs are currently operating in the country,
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with a total area of 20.4 thousand hectares. The infrastructure readiness of the
sites is estimated at 57.6% in official documents. However, this figure relates
predominantly to long-established zones. Taking into account new SEZs, where
engineering preparation is only just beginning, actual readiness, according to
available estimates, does not exceed 54%.

Between 2002 and 2022, 321 projects were launched on SEZ territory, more
than 22 thousand jobs were created, and tax revenues amounted to KZT 341.4
billion, while infrastructure expenditure totalled KZT 399 billion. The volume of
investment attracted reached KZT 2,610.9 billion, corresponding to an investment
multiplier of 6.6: for every tenge of budget funds invested in infrastructure, 6.6
tenge of private investment was attracted.

At the same time, more than 65% of industrial investment in SEZs has been
provided by quasi-state-sector companies. International experience, above all the
Chinese model, indicates that commercial independence of managing companies
and a predominance of private capital are necessary conditions for genuine export
competitiveness.

Export results: the gap between potential and reality. The cumulative
contribution of SEZs to national exports over their entire period of operation
amounted to 0.3% (Supreme Audit Chamber of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2021).
According to the Supreme Audit Chamber, 93% of output from zone participants
is sold on the domestic market. Over the period 2021-2024, the cumulative exports
of SEZ participants differed substantially across zones. The leaders in absolute
export volume are NINT (USD 382 million), Pavlodar (USD 273 million), and the
“Astana — New City” SEZ (USD 255 million). Five zones — TURAN (formerly
Turkistan), Jibek Joly, Astana-Technopolis, Alatau, and ICBC “Khorgos” — show
zero or near-zero exports over the period analysed.

At the same time, absolute export indicators provide a distorted picture because
they do not account for the scale of the regional economy. A more accurate measure
is the share of SEZ exports in the region's non-resource exports. By this indicator,
the leaders are Pavlodar (13.0%), the “Astana — New City” SEZ (8.6%), and
“Ongtustik” (7.5%). NINT, which ranks first in absolute terms, accounts for 6.6%
of the Atyrau region's non-resource exports. It is fundamentally important that
TURAN, with an accumulated investment of KZT 536 billion, has a zero share
in the Turkistan region's exports. This clearly confirms that investment outcomes
and export outcomes are fundamentally different indicators that should not be
conflated when assessing the effectiveness of the zones.

Analysis of priority activities: the export orientation of the lists. Across the
system of 17 SEZs, a total of 469 priority activities were recorded, of which 380,
or 81.0%, are classified as export-oriented production, while 89, or 19.0%, are
activities whose market is domestic consumption. The average share of export-
oriented priority activities within a single zone is 83.5%.

The lists that are cleanest from the standpoint of the export function belong to
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the “Ongtustik” and “Atyrau” SEZs — 100%. NINT shows 95.8%, and “Korkyt
Ata” — 94.7%. At the opposite end of the scale are ICBC “Khorgos” (43.8%) and
TURAN (59.0%). These cases, however, are fundamentally different: the ICBC
was created as a trade-and-service zone, whereas TURAN has a full-fledged
production core of 23 positions from Section “C” of the NCEA, supplemented by
a block of 16 construction, tourism, and service positions.

Table 2 — Share of export-oriented priority activities by SEZ in Kazakhstan

SEZ Region Total priority = Export-oriented = Share,
activities priority activities %

Ongtustik Shymkent city 23 23 100.0
Atyrau Atyrau region 7 7 100.0
NINT Atyrau region 24 23 95.8
Korkyt Ata Kyzylorda region 19 18 94.7
Jibek Joly Zhambyl region 25 23 92.0
Qyzyljar North Kazakhstan region 25 23 92.0
Pavlodar Pavlodar region 25 23 92.0
Khorgos — Eastern Gate  Almaty region 28 25 89.3
Astana — New City Astana city 34 30 88.2
PIT Almaty city 33 29 87.9
Saryarka Karaganda region 27 23 85.2
Astana-Technopolis Astana city 33 27 81.8
Alatau Almaty region 30 23 76.7
Aktau Seaport Mangystau region 35 25 71.4
Aktobe Aktobe region 30 21 70.0
TURAN Turkistan region 39 23 59.0
ICBC Khorgos Almaty region 32 14 43.8
Average 27.6 23.1 83.5

Note: compiled by the author based on Order No. 72 of the Ministry of Industry and Construction
of the Republic of Kazakhstan dated 22.02.2024 and amendments thereto (Order No. 256 of
11.07.2024).

A Systemic pattern is the construction or operation of a multidisciplinary
hospital in the lists of eight of the seventeen zones. This indicates that the state
deliberately uses the SEZ mechanism to attract investment in regional healthcare,
granting medical facilities the same tax and customs preferences as those for
industrial production. From the standpoint of export policy, this means that part
of the preferential resource is directed toward subsidising activities that do not
structurally generate export flows.

Statistical accounting: an institutional conflict of interest. A reliable assessment
of the export performance of SEZs is hindered for a structural reason. The Ministry
of Industry and Construction simultaneously formulates policy toward SEZs and
reports on their effectiveness. There are no publicly available quarterly statistics
for each zone, broken down by investment, production, and exports. The Bureau
of National Statistics does not maintain such data. As a result, the target indicator
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“share of participants' exports in output,” set out in each zone's monitoring system,
cannot currently be independently verified. Uzbekistan has resolved this problem
differently: SEZ statistics there are published by the state statistics committee,
embedding them within the overall system of state accounting.

Discussion. The institutional gap between the national target and participant
behaviour. The findings support the conclusion that the low export performance
of Kazakhstani SEZs is not due to a lack of preferences, but to the absence of a
regulatory link between the preferential regime and a participant's export outcome.
The state has an extensive support toolkit at its disposal: zero corporate income
tax (CIT), exemptions from land and property taxes, customs preferences for the
import of raw materials and equipment, and state financing of infrastructure. At
the same time, an SEZ participant enjoys all of these preferences regardless of
whether it exports its output or sells it exclusively on the domestic market.

Of particular significance in this context is the indicator “share of exported
output in total production on SEZ territory,” established as part of the system of
target indicators for each zone. This indicator exists, but it performs an observational
rather than a regulatory function. Failure to meet it entails no consequences for
the participant. The state thereby measures what it considers important, without
creating any incentive to achieve it.

Another circumstance is also of fundamental importance. The Concept of the
Trade Policy sets a national benchmark for non-resource exports of USD 52 billion
by 2030. However, a mechanism to decompose this target at the level of special
economic zones is absent from the current regulatory documents (Government of
the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2025a). None of the 17 zones has a target indicator
that defines its contribution to achieving the national benchmark, and no participant
receives a regulatory signal regarding what its individual export outcome should
be. The state maintains two disconnected elements: a national export target at the
top level and a system of preferences for participants at the bottom level, without
building a regulatory bridge between them.

The regulatory design of priority-activity lists as a source of structural bias.
Analysis of the lists of priority activities reveals a further dimension of the problem.
The average share of export-oriented priority activities across the system is 83.5%,
which, at first glance, appears high. However, it reflects potential rather than
outcome. In the absence of reciprocal export obligations, a participant operating
under a production-oriented priority activity may focus entirely on the domestic
market while continuing to enjoy the preferential regime. This is precisely what
explains the gap between the formally high share of export-oriented priority
activities in the lists and the actual figure of 7% of participants' total output that
is exported.

Expansions of the priority-activity lists in 2024-2025 moved in two opposite
directions simultaneously. On the one hand, in several zones, production positions
from Section “C” of the NCEA were added, thereby objectively strengthening
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industrial potential. On the other hand, some of these expansions led to a dilution
of sectoral specialisation and the inclusion of activities that were structurally
unrelated to exports. Eight of the seventeen zones include in their lists the
construction or operation of a multidisciplinary hospital, which receives the same
preferences as industrial production. This indicates that SEZs are used by the state
simultaneously as an instrument of industrial, investment, and social policy, which
inevitably dilutes their export function.

An additional factor is the fragmentation of investment flows across zones with
similar priority-activity lists. In the Atyrau region, NINT and the new “Atyrau”
SEZ operate with an almost identical petrochemical profile. In Astana, “Astana
— New City” and “Astana-Technopolis” operate with overlapping lists. Instead
of concentrating a critical mass of residents at a single site, which is necessary to
form a cluster effect, resources are dispersed among several legally independent
regimes.

Infrastructure readiness as a precondition for export outcomes. International
experience clearly indicates that a site's infrastructure readiness is not incidental
but a determining factor in attracting export-oriented investors (Farole, 2011).
Ethiopia's industrial-park model is built on the principle of full infrastructure
readiness before attracting residents: it is precisely this that has enabled it to attract
major global buyers and secure a multiple increase in light-industry exports within
three years. Kazakhstan's system is moving in the opposite direction: infrastructure
is created in parallel with the attraction of residents, which creates uncertainty
about timelines and raises investment risk precisely for those industries most
sensitive to time lags — export-oriented industries.

The actual infrastructure readiness of the SEZ system, at around 54% when
new zones are taken into account, means that almost half of potential sites are not
ready for the rapid launch of production. At the same time, management teams
often lack verified data on commissioning timelines for specific infrastructure
facilities, making it impossible to provide investors with reliable benchmarks.
This institutional gap is especially critical for export-oriented production, whose
business model is built around strict external-contract deadlines.

Statistical opacity as a systemic constraint. The problem of statistical
accounting deserves separate attention. A reliable, independent assessment of the
export performance of SEZs in Kazakhstan is currently impossible for structural
reasons: the body that formulates policy for the zones simultaneously reports
on its results. This creates an institutional conflict of interest, a consequence of
which is discrepancies in data even within a single official document. Transferring
the statistical monitoring of SEZ activity to the Bureau of National Statistics
is a necessary condition not only for transparency, but for the very possibility
of verifying compliance with target export indicators. Without independent
statistics, any export threshold will remain a nominal indicator. The experience of
Uzbekistan, where the state statistics committee publishes data on SEZ activity,
represents a directly applicable institutional benchmark.
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Directions for reform. Taken together, the findings point to three interconnected
directions for reforming the SEZ system, unified by a single regulatory principle
of “preferences in exchange for exports.” By analogy with the practice already in
force in Kazakhstan of “tariff in exchange for investment,” this principle implies
that the volume of state support for an SEZ participant should be determined not
by the mere fact of its presence in the zone, but by a verifiable share of exports in
its production activity.

The first direction concerns the operationalisation of the existing target
indicator “share of participants' exports in output.” In the current system,
this indicator performs an observational rather than a regulatory function. It is
proposed to introduce a progressive scale of preferences depending on the export
share achieved. A participant exporting between 15% and 30% of its output retains
the basic preferential regime. A participant with a share of 30% to 50% receives an
expanded package that includes accelerated depreciation and priority access to the
zone's infrastructure capacity. A participant exporting more than 50% of its output
receives the maximum support regime, including priority service support through
QazTrade and KazakhExport. It would be advisable to set rising threshold values,
from 15% in 2026 to 35% by 2030, in line with the national export benchmark.
Verification should be based on customs declaration data via QazTrade and on
insurance support for export contracts via KazakhExport. This architecture does
not penalise an orientation toward the domestic market. Still, it creates a sustained
incentive to expand export activity. It provides a regulatory chain running from
the national target of USD 52 billion down to the behaviour of a specific zone
participant.

The second direction involves differentiating preferences according to the
export nature of priority activities. Production positions from Section “C” of the
NCEA should retain the full package of preferences. Construction, medical, and
tourism positions should be supported through separate, non-fiscal mechanisms.
This does not preclude the multifunctionality of zones, but it eliminates the current
equalisation of fundamentally different types of activity within a single preferential
regime. For new zones with compact and specialised lists, such as “Atyrau”
and “Korkyt Ata,” it would be advisable to establish, as a regulatory norm, the
principle of an unchanging anchor sectoral profile, making any expansion of the
list conditional on mandatory export appraisal of the positions to be added.

The third direction concerns transferring the statistical monitoring of SEZs to
the Bureau of National Statistics and introducing mandatory quarterly publication
of data for each zone broken down by production, investment, and exports. Only
with independently verifiable statistics do target indicators acquire practical
meaning, and does state policy gain an evidentiary basis for decisions on allocating
infrastructure resources among zones. The experience of Uzbekistan, where the
state statistics committee publishes data on SEZ activity, represents a directly
applicable institutional benchmark.

Conclusions. Kazakhstan's special economic zones have demonstrated the
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ability to concentrate investment and build a production base: an investment
multiplier of KZT 6.6 for every tenge of budget funds confirms that the capital-
attraction mechanism works. With respect to the export function, however, the
situation is fundamentally different. The zones' contribution to national exports
over almost twenty-five years amounted to 0.3%, and 93% of participants' output
is sold on the domestic market. The system is working exactly as it was designed:
preferences are granted for the fact of registration and the launch of production,
not for the delivery of output to foreign markets. This cannot be changed without
revising the underlying regulatory principle.

The study supports the conclusion that the causes of low export performance
are institutional rather than sectoral. Three interconnected gaps were identified.
The first is between the national export target and the instrument for achieving it:
the Concept of the Trade Policy sets a benchmark of USD 52 billion by 2030, yet a
mechanism to decompose this target into zones and specific participants is absent.
The second is the gap between the regulatory potential of the priority-activity
lists and the actual export outcome: the average share of export-oriented priority
activities is 83.5%, whereas only 7% of the output is actually exported. The third
is the gap between monitoring and the possibility of independent verification:
statistics on SEZs are compiled by a body with an interest in their results.

The study hypothesis is confirmed. The long-term effectiveness of SEZs is
determined not by the scale of the tax preferences granted, but by the quality
of the institutional environment. At the same time, improving the institutional
environment does not require the creation of fundamentally new mechanisms:
the necessary instruments already exist within Kazakhstan's system. The target
indicator for export share is enshrined in each zone's monitoring system. The
priority-activity lists have been approved and are regularly updated. The institutions
for verifying export flows — QazTrade and KazakhExport — are operational. What
is required is not the creation of a new architecture, but the reorientation of the
existing one.

The central instrument of such reorientation should be the principle of
“preferences in exchange for exports” — a progressive scale of state support under
which the volume of a participant's preferences is determined by a verifiable
share of exports in its production activity. By analogy with the existing practice
of “tariff in exchange for investment,” this principle embeds export performance
into the very logic of granting state support, rather than leaving it as an optional
monitoring indicator. A progressive scale creates an incentive not only to reach
a minimum export threshold, but also to raise it consistently, ensuring dynamics
rather than static compliance with a formal criterion.

With the consistent implementation of the proposed measures, special
economic zones could become not merely an instrument for attracting investment
but a fully fledged element of state export policy, capable of making a verifiable
contribution to achieving the Republic of Kazakhstan's national non-resource

export benchmark.
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