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ABSTRACT

The largest international border between China and Kazakhstan is located at Khorgos (Koprac/-

ZE/RRHi/Xopeoc). This border site, which includes a duty-free SEZ and a dry port, connects the
Chinese city of Uriimqi with Almaty, the largest city in Kazakhstan. This border area has been
active for over a century, with periods of closure and re-opening, of growth and decline.
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The monumental symbolic gates at the international boundary crossing within the ICBC. July 2024. Credit: Andrew Grant

In the 2000s, Chinese President Hu Jintao and Kazakhstani President Nursultan Nazarbayev
agreed to establish a duty-free trade zone. Construction began in 2006 and completed in
2012. This border enclave, carved out of territory from both countries and cross-cut by
the international boundary, would become the Khorgos International Center for Border
Cooperation (ICBC).
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A shopping plaza on the Chinese side of the ICBC. July 2024. Credit: Andrew Grant

Both countries would tout the ICBC as important for their national development plans but
since 2013, Chinese officials and diplomats have also stressed that the ICBC in an important
part of the Belt and Road Initiative-branded overland Silk Road Economic Belt. To facilitate the
development of the border, China’s Khorgos City (E/REHi™) was created and became a focus
for urban and economic development.
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Kazakhstani wait to process their goods for postal delivery in the ICBC. July 2024. Credit: Andrew Grant

The Kazakhstani side would also develop, as the SEZ connected to Zharkent and the newly
founded urban centers of Nurkent and Khorgos (several sites carry this name). In 2025 another
adjacent SEZ was declared: the Khorgos Eastern Gate SEZ which is entirely within Kazakhstan.
Despite the apparent international symmetry of trans-border development in and around the
ICBC, the Chinese side has grown more quickly and expansively than the Kazakhstani side.

Covering 560 hectares, Khorgos ICBC has become a center for traders and tourists. It is packed
with shops selling clothes, make-up, shoes, cigarettes, and more. People come alone or in
groups, taking advantage of the Center’s visa- and tax-free schemes to buy small amounts or in
bulk.
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Central Square Samruk, a key site in the Kazakhstani ICBC. July 2024. Credit: Andrew Grant

The ICBC is part of a larger transboundary urbanization. Logistical upgrades have led to
the rise of freight traffic on both rail and paved highways. Overland buses have been to
connect shopkeepers in Kazakhstan to goods in China. For example, one Uyghur Kazakhstani
shopkeeper I interviewed in 2024 used to make frequent trips to Uriimgi to purchase Chinese
toys to bring back to Zharkent.

Another Kazakhstani businessman frequently traveled between Almaty and Zharkent, where
he imported advertising technologies for use by Kazakhstani businesses.

In 2024, ICBC sellers reported a decline in both Kazakhstani and Chinese consumers both
during and after the border closure. This was attributed both to the coronavirus pandemic
and to changing purchasing habits through online platforms. Today the Center on both sides
of the boundary is dominated by Chinese shopkeepers and tourists, who largely consume
Chinese goods and Chinese-derived narratives of the encounter between China and its western
neighbor.
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An image from the Barakholka market in Almaty, Kazakhstan. July 2024. Credit: Andrew Grant
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