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Executive Summary 
 
The Government of Kazakhstan and the 
Secretariat of the United Nations Economic and 
Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific 
(ESCAP) reached an  understanding to explore 
options on establishing a Digital Solutions Centre 
for Sustainable Development (DSCSD) to 
strengthen the North and Central Asian 
subregion’s innovative competitive advantage 
using digital technologies, and support the 
achievement of the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs).1 The DSCSD is expected to play 
two main functions: (1) accelerate the digital 
transformation towards a sustainable, inclusive 
and resilient digital economy and society; and (2) 
strengthen coordination and cooperation among 
multiple stakeholders in the digital transformation 
process. 
 
This document considers the feasibility as well as 
options for operational modalities for establishing 
the DSCSD in Almaty, Kazakhstan, with the aim 
of supporting and guiding the relevant ministries 
and authorities in Kazakhstan.  
 
The document proposes the following five pillars 
for establishing the DSCSD: (1) legal foundation; 
(2) finance and budgetary; (3) human resources; 
(4) organizational and technical; and (5) 
international and regional cooperation. In 
addition, milestone-based actions are proposed, 
which are linked with major subregional, regional 
and international events such as the United 
Nations Conference on the Landlocked 
Developing Countries, Digital Almaty Forum, 
Asia-Pacific Forum on Sustainable Development 
and the ESCAP Commission Session. 
 
It is recognized that many countries have 
prioritized digital transformation in national 
policies and strategies and across diverse 
sectors, based on inspirational examples and 
blueprints, such as those from Europe (e.g., 

 
1 Askar Tazhiyev, “Towards a Central Asia-as-a-Platform Strategy 

and a Digital Solutions Centre for Sustainable Development”, Asia-
Pacific Information Superhighway Working Paper Series, No. 
08/2021, November 2021. Available at 
https://www.unescap.org/kp/2021/towards-central-asia-platform-

European Green Deal) and the Digital New Deal 
of the Republic of Korea. In line with this global 
trend, the working paper recommends leveraging 
support for the DSCSD from member States, 
international and subregional organizations, 
businesses and academia, and securing a 
shared vision and ownership of the DSCSD 
among regional stakeholders through active and 
regular consultations with relevant entities.  
 
In implementing the roadmap, this working paper 
proposes setting-up a task force that is headed 
by a senior official and comprised of 
representatives of the State bodies concerned at 
an executive level supported by respective 
working level staff. The task force would report to 
the national digital officers that are coordinating 
actions to establish the DSCSD. 
 
 

Options for Operational Modalities  
 
The paper identifies three operational modalities   
of the Center for the consideration of the 
Government of Kazakhstan.   
 
The first option model is that the DSC could 
function as a new regional institution of UN 
ESCAP hosted in Kazakhstan, and focused on 
landlocked Central Asian countries and 
Mongolia, and supported by SPECA. Currently 
ESCAP has five regional institutions that support 
the substantive divisions of ESCAP in their goals. 
Each regional institution has its own Governing 
Council that is responsible for reviewing the 
institutes’ administration and financial status, 
implementation of the programme of work, 
advising the institute directors on the formulation 
of the programme of work. (More details are 
available at 
https://www.unescap.org/about/regional-
institutions).  
 
This option requires a process of consultations 
with ESCAP member States and consent from all 

strategy-and-digital-solutions-centre-sustainable-development; and 
John Ure, “Digital Solutions Centre in Central Asia”, Asia-Pacific 
Information Superhighway Working Paper Series, No. 07/2021, 
October 2021. Available at 
https://www.unescap.org/kp/2021/digital-solutions-centre-central-
asia. 

https://www.unescap.org/about/regional-institutions
https://www.unescap.org/about/regional-institutions
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ESCAP member States through adoption of a 
resolution at the ESCAP Commission, which will 
then serve as a basis for the establishment and 
operation of the Center. The annual operation of 
such Centres are funded by extra-budgetary 
resources, provided in full typically by the host 
government, but not excluding financial 
contributions from other donor governments.  
 
Another UN example of such a set-up is the 
UNESCO category 1 institutes and centres, 
which are institutionally part of UNESCO. These 
institutes and centres are established as an 
integral part of the Organization, upon 
recommendation of the Executive Board, on the 
basis of a formal decision of the General 
Conference. Their governing bodies are either 
elected by the General Conference or appointed, 
in whole or in part, by the UNESCO Director-
General and report to the General Conference. 
They are governed by UNESCO’s rules and 
regulations and are directed by a UNESCO staff 
member, and their overall programmes and 
priorities form an integral part of the 
Organization’s Programme and Budget. 
 
The second option is that the DSCSD could 
function as a legally independent sub-
regional entity prioritizing landlocked Central 
Asian countries and Mongolia and cooperate with 
UN entities including ESCAP through 
Memoranda of Understanding (MoU) between 
the Center and the respective UN entities.  The 
host country would be responsible for resource 
mobilization for the operational delivery of 
services by the Centre, with ESCAP and UN 
family support as stipulated in the MoUs.  
 
The analysis and suggestions presented in the 
main body of this working paper are based on the 
assumption that option 2 is the preferred option.   
 
A UN example of such a set-up is the category 2 
UNESCO 2  institutes and centres, which are 
institutions proposed by Member States to 
contribute to the achievement of 
UNESCO’s approved programme and budget,  

 
2 More information is available at 
https://unterm.un.org/unterm/display/record/unesco/na/2ad32363-
9068-4a1b-8b88-dabb8d237e77 

through the implementation of international and 
regional cooperation, research, knowledge 
production, policy advice and capacity 
enhancement. Though not legally part of the 
Organization, these institutes and centres are 
associated with UNESCO through formal 
arrangements approved by the General 
Conference and/or the Executive Board. 
Category 2 institutes and centres enjoy legal 
autonomy. Hence, UNESCO is not legally 
responsible for them and it bears neither 
responsibility nor liabilities of any kind, be it 
managerial, financial or otherwise. 
 
The third recommended model is that DSC could 
function as a sub-regional entity hosted by 
Kazakhstan associated with the United Nations 
Special Programme for the Economies of Central 
Asia (UN SPECA) through a decision of its 
members. Members of SPECA are Afghanistan, 
Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, 
Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. A tripartite MoU 
between the Centre, ESCAP and ECE would 
stipulate further operational modalities, and once 
again the host Government would be responsible 
for mobilizing the required financial resources 
with support from ESCAP and ECE. More 
information about SPECA could be found at: 
https://www.unescap.org/events/2021/2021-
speca-economic-forum and 
https://unece.org/speca. Under this model, 
consideration should be given to potentially 
lengthy time to finalize a tripartite MoU, which by 
its nature is more complex than bilateral MoUs.   
 
Under all 3 options, the primary funding 
responsibility for funding of the DSC is with the 
host country. ESCAP stands ready to provide 
additional information and assistance as needed. 
A further recommendation could be with funding 
support from the Government of Kazakhstan, the 
development of a technical cooperation project to 
further deepen the institutional and operational 
modalities of the DSC SD and facilitate dedicated 
regional consultation and dialogue meetings on 
this proposal for the setting up of a DSC for 
Sustainable Development.   

https://unterm.un.org/unterm/display/record/UNESCO/NA/c4c90514-1263-4d62-aef1-911d36f4a43a
https://unterm.un.org/unterm/display/record/UNESCO/NA/2fcf54c0-0435-4768-a5e3-f1b5dd2c4dc6
https://unterm.un.org/unterm/display/record/UNESCO/NA/2fcf54c0-0435-4768-a5e3-f1b5dd2c4dc6
https://unterm.un.org/unterm/display/record/UNESCO/NA/88f8a779-7d8a-4fb4-954f-1ccb9e7fa931
https://unterm.un.org/unterm/display/record/UNESCO/NA/88f8a779-7d8a-4fb4-954f-1ccb9e7fa931
https://unterm.un.org/unterm/display/record/UNESCO/NA/ea130720-5d28-4b2e-82b9-6bcedb09b896
https://unterm.un.org/unterm/display/record/UNESCO/NA/2fcf54c0-0435-4768-a5e3-f1b5dd2c4dc6
https://unterm.un.org/unterm/display/record/UNESCO/NA/2fcf54c0-0435-4768-a5e3-f1b5dd2c4dc6
https://unterm.un.org/unterm/display/record/UNESCO/NA/c4c90514-1263-4d62-aef1-911d36f4a43a
https://unece.org/speca
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1. Introduction  
 

1.1 Post COVID-19 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic restrictions have led to 
a surge in demand for Internet connectivity and 
services that are reliable, fast and affordable, and 
have underscored the vital and indispensable 
role of digital technologies in enabling economies 
and individuals to function daily. The pandemic 
has also demonstrated the enormous potential of 
digital transformation in responding to various 
development challenges and build-back-better 
approaches for COVID-19 recovery, as well as 
the risks of digital transformation. As millions 
shifted to teleworking and online schooling in the 
first few months of the pandemic, data traffic 
increased by at least 20 per cent, while 
cyberattacks on the health sector infrastructure 
and mobile networks increased by 150 per cent.3 

 
Moreover, the different scale and scope of digital 
transformation have not only exposed pre-
existing digital inequalities, but also shown a 
widening digital divide within and between 
countries, leaving much of the vulnerable 
population in the Asia-Pacific region far behind. 
For example, while 93 per cent of people living in 
East and North-East Asia have access to the 
Internet, less than a quarter of the people in the 
Pacific Islands and South and South-West Asia 
have Internet access. In Central Asia, nearly half 
the population (43 per cent) is not digitally 
connected, and many of the unconnected live in 
rural and remote areas.4 

 
Therefore, ensuring wide quality coverage and 
affordable digital services through digital 
infrastructure development, technology adoption, 
diffusion of innovations and capacity building, are 
instrumental to sustainable and inclusive 
development. To accomplish this, enhanced 
collaboration and cooperation among 

 
3 World Bank, ITU, GSMA, World Economic Forum, “COVID-19 
Crisis Response: Digital Development Joint Action Plan and Call 
for Action”, no date. Available at 
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/788991588006445890-
0190022020/original/SpeedboatPartnersCOVID19DigitalDevelopm
entJointActionPlan.pdf. 

governments, businesses, academia, and 
international and regional organizations is critical. 

 

1.2 The United Nation Secretary-
General’s Roadmap for Digital 
Cooperation and United Nations 
Initiatives 

 
The United Nations Secretary-General’s Initiative 
on “Our Common Agenda” highlights “Improving 
digital cooperation” through its seventh 
commitment5. This commitment emphasizes the 

need to connect all people to the Internet, avoid 
Internet fragmentation, protect data, and digital 
commons.  

 
The Economic and Social Commission for Asia 
and the Pacific (ESCAP), as a regional arm of the 
United Nations in the Asia-Pacific region has 
contributed to the advancement of information 
and communications technology (ICT) 
connectivity and digital technology applications 
through the sharing of knowledge and good 
practices. ESCAP has also facilitated the 
bridging of digital gaps through in-depth 
analyses, and capacity building programmes and 
projects, and promoted partnerships among 
stakeholders through intergovernmental 
meetings and policy dialogues under the 
overarching framework of the Asia-Pacific 
Information Superhighway (AP-IS). 

 
ESCAP has cooperated with member States to 
develop the Action Plan for Implementation of the 
AP-IS (2022-2026), which was adopted at the 
Fifth Session of the AP-IS Steering Committee on 
25 November 2021. This AP-IS Action Plan 
2022-2026 serves as a blueprint for regional 
cooperative actions for universal digital 
connectivity, digital transformation and a more 
inclusive digital society. 
 
The AP-IS Action Plan 2022-2026 consists of 
three main pillars with 25 actions, centred on: (1) 

4 Lilia Burunciuc, “How Central Asia can ensure it doesn’t miss out 
on a digital future?” World Bank Blogs, 21 June 2021. Available at 
https://blogs.worldbank.org/europeandcentralasia/how-central-
asia-can-ensure-it-doesnt-miss-out-digital-future. 
5 United Nations, United Nations Secretary-General’s Report ‘Our 

Common Agenda.’ Available at https://www.un.org/en/content/common-

agenda-report/#download 
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Connectivity for All; (2) Digital Technologies and 
Applications; and (3) Digital Data. This action 
plan supports the United Nations Secretary-
General’s Common Agenda on Improving Digital 
Global Cooperation and the Action Lines of the 
World Summit on the Information Society that 
aim to connect all people to the Internet, avoid 
Internet fragmentation, protect data, and promote 
digital commons as a global public good. 
 
At the regional level, the action plan 2022-2026 
contributes to the implementation of the ESCAP 
resolutions 75/76, 77/17, and 78/18 adopted in 
2019, 2021 and 2022, respectively.  In ESCAP 
resolution 78/1 adopted in May 2022, members 
and associate members committed to strengthen 
digital cooperation with the intention of 
cooperating at all levels including ministerial level 
in closing digital connectivity divide, ensuring 
digital skills training, strengthening digital 
connectivity, addressing digital trust and security 
and promoting inclusive digital economy and 
society. In this regard, it was recognized that the 
Asia-Pacific Information Superhighway could 
provide one of the useful regional platforms to 
promote digital cooperation.  

  

1.3 The Challenges of Digital 
Transformation 

 
Digital transformation is a global challenge. The 
concept of digital transformation represents a 
whole-of-government, whole-of economy and 
whole-of-society paradigm shift in value creation, 
management, application and distribution of 
disruptive digital technologies such as AI, digital 
data, connectivity and networks.9 
 
Digital transformation could potentially help 
address global challenges such as climate 
change, and the achievement of net-zero goals 

 
6 ESCAP/RES/75/7, “Advancing the implementation of the Asia-

Pacific Information Superhighway initiative through regional 
cooperation”, 4 June 2019. Available at 
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/d8files/event-
documents/E75_Res7E.pdf. 
7 ESCAP/RES/77/1, "Building back better from crises through 

regional cooperation in Asia and the Pacific", 29 April 2021. 
Available at https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/d8files/event-
documents/ESCAP_RES_77_1_E.pdf. 
8 https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/d8files/event-

documents/ESCAP_RES_78_1_E.pdf 

and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
Investments into digital literacy, capacity 
development, education and lifelong learning, all 
play crucial roles in achieving the SDGs. 
According to World Bank’s research, a 10 per 
cent increase in broadband connectivity could 
add at least 1 per cent to economic growth, while 
a 1 per cent increase in Internet connectivity 
corresponds with a 4.3 per cent of export 
growth”.10 

 
At the same time, rapid and widespread digital 
transformation contributes to the growing number 
of data centres, and the growing demand and 
supply in digital hardware and services. This 
raises serious concerns over increasing carbon 
emissions, energy consumption and e-waste. 
According to the outcomes of the 2021 United 
Nations Climate Change Conference (COP26), 
the key to leveraging the full potential of digital 
innovations and transformation in tackling climate 
challenges lies in integrating digital technology 
and sustainability. 

 
In this context, the Digital Solutions Centre for 
Sustainable Development (DSCSD) aims to 
serve as the central digital platform in North and 
Central Asia that leverages the potential of digital 
technologies and connectivity to achieve net-zero 
goals and the SDGs. By actively engaging with 
governments, businesses, academia, 
international organizations and other 
stakeholders, the DSCSD could support 
governments of North and Central Asian 
countries in developing solutions for digital 
agendas and coordinate a wide range of 
subregional initiatives. For instance, the DSCSD 
could explore digital policy actions for low-carbon 
emissions, facilitate dialogues and best-practice 
exchanges on developing digital strategies and 
international digital standards, encourage 

9 Digital transformation is different from digitalization. Digitalization 
is the process of leveraging digital technology and data to improve 
business processes, models and values, and optimize productivity 
and cost of economic and social activities. 
10 World Bank, “COVID-19 Prompts Urgency of Bridging Digital 
Divide in Central Asia”, Press Release, 2 December 2020. 
Available at https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-
release/2020/12/02/urgency-of-bridging-digital-divide-in-central-
asia-increases-as-a-result-of-the-covid-19-pandemic. 

https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/d8files/event-documents/E75_Res7E.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/d8files/event-documents/E75_Res7E.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/d8files/event-documents/ESCAP_RES_77_1_E.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/d8files/event-documents/ESCAP_RES_77_1_E.pdf
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responsible and efficient application and uptake 
of digital technologies, and enhance digital 
cooperation. 

 
Led by strong initiatives of the DSCSD, the North 
and Central Asian countries could revisit 
development visions and strategies and 
incorporate the components of digital 
transformation and climate change into new 
national agendas towards building an inclusive 
digital society. This would allow for the 
development of the subregion’s innovative 
competitive advantage. Such an integration of 
national digital components in North and Central 
Asian countries would require three key 
components: (1) digital connectivity 
infrastructure, (2) digital technology applications, 
and (3) digital data. 
 

1.4 Objective of study 
 
This discussion document aims to facilitate 
deliberations for establishing the DSCSD in 
Almaty, Kazakhstan, for the further consideration 
and decisions of the relevant ministries and 
authorities in Kazakhstan. 

 

2. Overview of the Proposed 
Functions of the DSCSD 

 

2.1 Sectoral Integration in Digital 
Transformation 

 
New and emerging technologies have been used 
to improve the productivity and efficiency of 
systems in socioeconomic, environmental, 
sustainable and climatic research applications.11 
This explosion of digital technology applications 
is expected to lead to the development of 
innovative convergence technology, provide new 
forms of welfare and services, create new 
industries and jobs, and ultimately pursue 

 
11 Maria E. Mondejar and others, "Digitalization to achieve 
sustainable development goals: Steps towards a Smart Green 
Planet," Science of The Total Environment, vol. 794 (November 
2021). Available at 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0048969721036
111?via%3Dihub. 
12 UNFCCC/PA/CMA/2019/6/Add.1, “Report of the Conference of 
the Parties serving as the meeting of the Parties to the Paris 

inclusive sustainable development with a full 
awareness of climate change concerns. However, 
the identification and development of leverage 
points that enable steady digital transformation in 
different sectors is a major challenge. 
 
Moreover, many global challenges, such as 
climate change, cut across sectors, and solutions 
need to be coordinated at both institutional and 
inter-sectoral levels. The United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC)12 acknowledges that climate change 
is a common concern of humankind. Advanced 
digital technologies could be used to address 
climate change challenges. Digital technologies 
could support analytical research, conduct 
environmentally-sound designs (such as digital 
twin), and promote the foundation for innovation 
by deploying digital networks, technologies and 
products in a speedy manner. This includes 
improving energy and resource efficiency, and 
reducing emissions, pollution, biodiversity loss 
and environmental degradation, as well as 
adapting to climate change impacts. H.E. Mr. 
Kassym-Jomart Tokayev, President of 
Kazakhstan, announced at the Climate Ambition 
Summit held on 12 December 2020 that 
Kazakhstan will reach carbon neutrality by 2060 
as part of the nation’s strengthened national 
climate plan. 

 

2.2 The Concept and Perspectives of 
the DSCSD 

 
The key objectives of the DSCSD could be to 
accelerate digital transformation for achieving 
SDGs by providing practical digital solutions, and 
coordinate digital-related agendas and 
cooperation by connecting member States, 
United Nations agencies, and international and 
regional organizations such as the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB), regional cooperation 
platforms such as the United Nations Special 
Programme for the Economies of Central Asia 

Agreement on its second session, held in Madrid from 2 to 15 
December 2019 – Addendum – Part two: Action taken by the 
Conference of the Parties serving as the meeting of the Parties to 
the Paris Agreement at its second session”, 16 March 2020. 
Available at 
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/cma2019_06_add.01_.
pdf. 
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(SPECA), and regional initiatives such as the 
Asia Pacific Information Superhighway (AP-
IS). Particularly, the proposed DSCSD would 
conduct research, analysis and regional 
multistakeholder policy dialogues that lead to the 
identification of digital market opportunities 
through digital cooperation in the region. High-
level policy makers would be key stakeholders so 
that the policy and regulatory frameworks are 
supportive and enabling requirements for 
developing digital solutions and expanding cross 
border digital markets in Central Asia region and 
beyond, in particular networking with digital 
markets of the North and East Asia region.  
 

2.3 Key Roles and Services of the DSCSD 
 
The DSCSD is expected to play two main 
functions. Firstly, the DSCSD would serve as 

an accelerator to achieving the SDGs. More 
specifically, the DSCSD aims to develop and 
realize the proposed Central Asia-as-a-Platform 
Strategy for digital transformation towards a 
sustainable, inclusive and resilient digital 
economy and society. 

 
Secondly, the DSCSD would function as a 
coordinator of digital-related agendas and 
promote cooperation among multiple 
stakeholders in the path for the identification of 
market opportunities, investment sources and 
digital solutions.  The DSCSD would engage with 
public and private stakeholders from the digital 
sector and from development sectors such as 
agriculture, energy, industry, transport, trade and 
water, and facilitate their collaboration. The 
detailed functions of DSCSD are provided in 
Table 1.

 

Table 1: Key focus areas of the DSCSD 
 

Mega Challenges: Pandemics, Climate Change, Digital Divide, Poverty 

Digital Transformation → Digital Integration and Cooperation 

Government Sector       ↔         Business Sector        ↔       Citizen Sector 

← Supply Value Chain → 

Rural Development, Agriculture, Environment, Industry, Government Services, Trade, Tourism 
(Science and research for digital values towards digital society) 

Rural 
development 
examples: 
Cloud-first 
policy, 
rural Internet 
connectivity, 
5G/6G 

Agriculture 
examples: 
Digital 
agriculture 
and 
agriculture 
extension for 
food 
security, 
blockchain 
for contract 
farming 
 

Energy and water 
examples: Internet 
of Energy, 
dashboards for 
energy 
management, water 
management, 
disaster risk 
management and 
emissions audits 

Industry 
examples: 
Industry 4.0,  
digital startup 
programme 

Government 
service 
examples: 
Application of 
AI, smart city, 
big data 
analytics,  
data sharing 
portal, digital 
payment 
system, digital 
wallet 
 

Trade 
examples: e-
trade, e-
payment, 
paperless 
customs, 
intelligent 
transport 
system 

Foundational Challenges: Physical, virtual and ubiquitous (cellular, Wi-Fi, Internet of Things) fast 
broadband Internet network, cloud computing, intelligent road networks + digital literacy and skills 

Digital Solutions Packages  

• Whole-of-government digital applications, e.g., cloud-based COVID-19 track and trace 

• Whole-of-economy digital applications, e.g., platform enterprises, digital payment system and 
digital identification 
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• Whole-of-society digital applications, e.g., QR code payments linking to personal accounts, digital 
skills of people and digital trust system 

 
Sources: Askar Tazhiyev, “Towards a Central Asia-as-a-Platform Strategy and a Digital Solutions Centre for Sustainable Development”, Asia-
Pacific Information Superhighway Working Paper Series, No. 08/2021, November 2021. Available at 
https://www.unescap.org/kp/2021/towards-central-asia-platform-strategy-and-digital-solutions-centre-sustainable-development; and John Ure, 
“Digital Solutions Centre in Central Asia”, Asia-Pacific Information Superhighway Working Paper Series, No. 07/2021, October 2021. Available 
at https://www.unescap.org/kp/2021/digital-solutions-centre-central-asia. 

 
Three phases of development are proposed for 
the DSCSD: (1) foundational; (2) adaptation; and 
(3) acceleration. The actions for each phase are 
listed below. 
 

2.3.1 Institutional partners of the Centre  
 

The study paper suggests the Center to 
strengthen cooperation and partnerships with 
global and regional partners such as ESCAP, 
CAREC13, and the World Bank and, as well as 
national organizations such as Kazakhstan’s 
Center of Digital Transformation, and businesses 
and civil society communities, which are key in 
establishing transparency and trust, as well as 
identifying practical and actionable solutions 
towards a digital economy and society. 

 
13 Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation Programme 
14 On 20 September 2021, the United Nations approved a 

proposal by the President of Kazakhstan, Kassym-Jomart Tokayev, 
to create a hub in Almaty to help the Afghan people and to 
consider redeployment of the United Nations Assistance Mission in 
Afghanistan to Almaty. Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of 

The idea to strengthen cooperation and 
partnerships with global and regional partners on 
digital cooperation is aligned with the President of 
Kazakhstan, Kassym-Jomart Tokayev’s initiative 
to establish a logistical hub in Almaty by providing 
digital solutions for humanitarian aid to 
Afghanistan through establishing the digital 
solutions center.14  
 
The newly established Secretariat of United 
Nations SPECA can also support the Centre by 
facilitating policy dialogues, developing policy 
guidance, and conducting joint analytical 
research, workshops and training programmes on 
digital solutions for policymakers of Central Asian 
countries.

Kazakhstan, "Kazakhstan provides humanitarian aid to 
Afghanistan, including 5,000 tonnes of flour", 19 October 2021. 
Available at 
https://www.gov.kz/memleket/entities/mfa/press/news/details/2718
04?lang=en. 

https://www.gov.kz/memleket/entities/mfa/press/news/details/271804?lang=en
https://www.gov.kz/memleket/entities/mfa/press/news/details/271804?lang=en


Figure 1: Framework of the Central Asia-as-a-Platform Strategy 

Source: Askar Tazhiyev, “Towards a Central Asia-as-a-Platform Strategy and a Digital Solutions Centre for Sustainable Development”, Asia-
Pacific Information Superhighway Working Paper Series, No. 08/2021, November 2021. Available at https://www.unescap.org/kp/2021/towards-
central-asia-platform-strategy-and-digital-solutions-centre-sustainable-development. 

 

2.5 Modalities of setting up the DSCSD 
 
The paper proposes to the Government of 
Kazakhstan three options.   
 
The first option is that the DSC could function 
as a new regional institution of UN ESCAP 
hosted in Kazakhstan, and focused on 
landlocked Central Asian countries and 
Mongolia, and supported by SPECA. Currently 
ESCAP has five regional institutions that 
support the substantive divisions of ESCAP in 
their goals. Each regional institution has its own 
Governing Council that is responsible for 
reviewing the institutes’ administration and 
financial status, implementation of the 
programme of work, advising the institute 
directors on the formulation of the programme 
of work. (More details are available at  
https://www.unescap.org/about/regional-
institutions).  
 

This option requires a process of consultations 
with ESCAP member States and consent from 
all ESCAP member States through adoption of 
a resolution at the ESCAP Commission, which 
will then serve as a basis for the establishment 
and operation of the Center. The annual 
operation of such Centres are funded by extra-
budgetary resources, provided in full typically 
by the host government, but not excluding 
financial contributions from other donor 
governments.  
 
Another similar UN example of such a set-up is 
the UNESCO category 1 institutes and centres, 
which are institutionally part of 
UNESCO. These institutes and centres are 
established as an integral part of the 
Organization, upon recommendation of 
the Executive Board, on the basis of a formal 
decision of the General Conference. Their 
governing bodies are either elected by the 
General Conference or appointed, in whole or 
in part, by the UNESCO Director-General and 
report to the General Conference. They are 

https://www.unescap.org/about/regional-institutions
https://www.unescap.org/about/regional-institutions
https://unterm.un.org/unterm/display/record/UNESCO/NA/c4c90514-1263-4d62-aef1-911d36f4a43a
https://unterm.un.org/unterm/display/record/UNESCO/NA/2fcf54c0-0435-4768-a5e3-f1b5dd2c4dc6
https://unterm.un.org/unterm/display/record/UNESCO/NA/88f8a779-7d8a-4fb4-954f-1ccb9e7fa931
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governed by UNESCO’s rules and regulations 
and are directed by a UNESCO staff member, 
and their overall programmes and priorities 
form an integral part of the Organization’s 
Programme and Budget. 
 
The second option is that the DSCSD could 
function as a legally independent sub-
regional entity under the auspices of ESCAP 
prioritizing landlocked Central Asian countries 
and Mongolia and cooperate with UN entities 

through Memoranda of Understanding (MoU) 

between the Center and the respective UN 

entities.  The host country would be 

responsible for resource mobilization for the 
operational delivery of services by the Centre, 
with ESCAP and UN family support as 
stipulated in the MoUs.  
 
A UN example of such a set-up is the category 
2 UNESCO15 institutes and centres, which are 
institutions proposed by Member States to 
contribute to the achievement of 
UNESCO’s approved programme and budget,  
through the implementation of international and 
regional cooperation, research, knowledge 
production, policy advice and capacity 
enhancement. Though not legally part of the 
Organization, these institutes and centres are 
associated with UNESCO through formal 
arrangements approved by the General 
Conference and/or the Executive Board. 
Category 2 institutes and centres enjoy legal 
autonomy. Hence, UNESCO is not legally 
responsible for them and it bears neither 
responsibility nor liabilities of any kind, be it 
managerial, financial or otherwise. 
 
The third option is that DSC could function as 
a sub-regional entity hosted by Kazakhstan 
associated with the framework of the United 
Nations Special Programme for the Economies 
of Central Asia (UN SPECA). Members of 
SPECA are Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, 
Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. A tripartite MoU 
between the Centre, ESCAP and ECE would 
stipulate further operational modalities, and 
once again the host Government would be 
responsible for mobilizing the required financial 
resources with support from ESCAP and ECE. 
More information about SPECA could be found 
at: 
https://www.unescap.org/events/2021/2021-
speca-economic-forum and 
https://unece.org/speca. Under this model, 
consideration should be given to potentially 
lengthy time to finalize a tripartite MoU, which 
by its nature is more complex than bilateral 
MoUs.   
 
ESCAP stands ready to provide additional 
information and assistance as needed. One of 
the actions could be with funding support from 
the Government of Kazakhstan, the 
development of a technical cooperation project 
to further develop the institutional and 
operational modalities of the DSC SD and 
facilitate dedicated regional consultation 
meetings on this agenda.   
 

3. Framework for Establishing the 
DSCSD 

 
The framework for establishing the DSCSD is 
based on the following five pillars: (1) legal 
foundation; (2) finance and budgetary; (3) 
human resources; (4) organizational and 
technical; and (5) international and regional 
cooperation. Recommended actions for each 
pillar are provided in Table 2 and Figure 3 as a 
prototype.  
 
The detailed actions under each pillar for 
building the DSCSD could be slightly different 
based on three model options.   

 

 

 
15 More information is available at 
https://unterm.un.org/unterm/display/record/unesco/
na/2ad32363-9068-4a1b-8b88-dabb8d237e77 

https://unterm.un.org/unterm/display/record/UNESCO/NA/ea130720-5d28-4b2e-82b9-6bcedb09b896
https://unterm.un.org/unterm/display/record/UNESCO/NA/2fcf54c0-0435-4768-a5e3-f1b5dd2c4dc6
https://unterm.un.org/unterm/display/record/UNESCO/NA/2fcf54c0-0435-4768-a5e3-f1b5dd2c4dc6
https://unterm.un.org/unterm/display/record/UNESCO/NA/c4c90514-1263-4d62-aef1-911d36f4a43a
https://unece.org/speca
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Table 2: The five pillars and action areas for establishing the DSCSD 
 

 Pillars Actions Areas 

1 Legal 
foundation 
 

1. Prepare a charter or statute of the DSCSD, including the vision, 
mandates, key objectives and governing structure, in accordance with the 
laws of Kazakhstan. 

2. Prepare a ToR with details of the administration and operation of the 
DSCSD. 

3. Prepare an agreement template for cooperation with concerned 
ministries, city governments and government authorities in Kazakhstan. 

4. Prepare an agreement template for cooperation with United Nations 
agencies and international and regional organizations. 

 

2 Finance and 
budgetary 

1. Prepare a financial plan and budget estimate for establishing the DSCSD 
and operating it over a three-year period. 

2. Prepare the budget/cost estimate based on structure of the DSCSD and 
propose to the budget office of Kazakhstan.  

3. Negotiate with the budget office of Kazakhstan and the parliament to 
secure the budget for establishing the DSCSD and operating it over a 
three-year period.  

4. Secure technical assistance and financing from international financial 
institutions and donors such as the Astana International Financial Centre 
(AIFC) Green Finance Centre. 

 

3 Human 
resources 

1. Prepare a plan for recruiting staff of the DSCSD, including development 
of selection guidelines. 

2. Prepare a plan for securing staff from other entities as secondment 
through consultations. 

3. Prepare justification for the inter-agency budget commission chaired by 
MFA. 

 

4 Organizational 
and technical 

1. Develop the organizational chart and plan the design of the DSCSD office. 

2. Prepare a plan for establishing the DSCSD office premise, and for 
procuring equipment and software through a budget plan and agreement 
with the city government of Almaty. 

3. Prepare a plan for securing technical components such as office, 
equipment, software and servers. 

4. Recruit an executive director for the DSCSD. 
 

5 International 
and regional 
cooperation 

1. Prepare and initiate the negotiation process for cooperation agreements 
with governmental entities outside of Kazakhstan. 

2. Promote partnerships with United Nations agencies (e.g., UN-OHRLLS, 
FAO, ITU), World Bank, ADB, and other international and regional 
organizations such as: 

• Asian and Pacific Training Centre for ICT for Development on ICT for 
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sustainable development trainings for government leaders in Central 
Asian countries 

• International Innovation Center for Aral Sea Basin (Uzbekistan) 

• Regional Environmental Centre for Central Asia concerning the 
Central Asian Climate Information Platform 

3. Prepare a detailed plan for leveraging international and regional events to 
discuss and secure cooperation and partnerships. 

 

Figure 3: The five pillars and actions areas for establishing the DSCSD 
 

 
 

3.1  Legal Foundation Pillar 
 
The establishment of a centre requires a strong 
legal foundation. Considering the role of DSCSD 
as a subregional intergovernmental entity, two 
types of legal bases may be needed – domestic 
and subregional. Domestic legal requirements 
for establishing and operating the DSCSD 
include the governing structure, mandates, 
functions and administration agendas. The 
establishment and operation of the DSCSD 
must be carried out in accordance with the laws 
of Kazakhstan. 

 
The charter or statute of the DSCSD, including 
the governing and operating structures, need to 
be prepared and submitted to the relevant 
decision-making bodies in Kazakhstan. In 
addition, a term of reference (ToR) needs to be 
developed to clarify administrative issues and 
functions. An agreement between MDDIAI and 
the city of Almaty may also be required to secure 
the premise of the DSCSD. 
 
As the DSCSD aims to function as a subregional 
intergovernmental entity and plans to create 
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partnerships among governments, United 
Nations agencies, regional organizations and 
businesses, it is essential to draft an 
intergovernmental (or subregional) agreement, 
which would provide the legal mandate to 
implement the activities of DSCSD in 
cooperation with other countries and 
organizations. As a subregional 
intergovernmental entity, DSCSD’s mandates 
and activities also need to be governed by 
international law. Legal and administrative 
frameworks advised by the concerned ministries 
are required to deal with these matters in 
accordance with the established rules and 
practices of Kazakhstan. It may be helpful to 
engage and partner with United Nations 
agencies and international organizations in 
facilitating the subregional agreement process 
with relevant countries. 
 

3.2 Finance and Budgetary Pillar 
 
Financial and in-kind contributions by the 
Government of Kazakhstan would form a 
significant part of establishing and operating the 
DSCSD. The financial and budget plan would 
depend on the size of the DSCSD, including the 
number of staff. The budget and cost estimate, 
and the corresponding proposal to the 
government budget office would need to be 
developed with the relevant state body 
(MDDIAI/MFA). 
 
Financial integrity is critical to the successful 
establishment and management of the DSCSD. 
Therefore, defining DSCSD’s financial 
requirements for its establishment and operation 
over a three to five-year period is a top priority. 
It is important to clarify the potential financial and 
in-kind contributions from partner organizations 
that may provide support to the DSCSD, for 
example, the secondment of staff from an 
organization to the DSCSD. 
  
Budgeting needs to take place at all levels of the 
DSCSD. The executive director must identify 
who is responsible for budgeting at each level 

 
16 Intellectual property includes, without limitation, any inventions, 
improvements and discoveries, including all computer software, 
works, material and data, conceived in the course of performance 

and within each management area. A 
consultation and approval process, and a 
timetable, for establishing functional budgets 
(e.g., for research, technology transfer, etc.) 
would need to be communicated among 
concerned ministries and government agencies. 
For example, an agreement on annual budget 
and activities among MDDIAI, MFA and Akimat 
(Governor) of Almaty would ensure that the 
DSCSD has the resources to fulfil the 
commitments and activities. 
 

3.3 Human Resources Pillar 
 
The DSCSD should retain sufficient staff to 
conduct obligated mandates and activities 
indicated in the charter or statute, including 
research and support to North and Central Asian 
countries. The number and quality of staff, 
including researchers in the DSCSD, would 
affect operations. The secondment of staff from 
partner organizations, such as MDDIAI, MFA, 
Zerde and Center of Digital Transformation may 
be considered as an option for supplementary 
staffing. 
 

3.4 Organizational and Technical Pillar 
 
Based on DSCSD’s statute, mandates, 
obligations and activities, a physical office, , ICT 
equipment and software, office equipment and 
the administrative aspects of establishing the 
DSCSD need to be planned. 
 
The city  of Almaty or the United Nations building 
may provide land or premise as the office space 
for DSCSD through the signing of an agreement. 
The city of Almaty should be engaged in the 
drafting of such an agreement. 
 
With regards to products developed by the 
DSCSD, including intellectual property, 16 
software, methodological tools and any 
knowledge products, they would  be shared with 
regional stakeholders and member countries 
and the details should be stipulated in the  
statute of the DSCSD. 

of dues-funded research projects, whether or not protectable by a 
patent. 
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The executive director’s roles could be in overall 
planning, implementation, monitoring and 
reporting as key parts of the operation of the 
DSCSD. The executive director could decide to 
what extent s/he would delegate responsibility 
for specific aspects of DSCSD's operations, and 
s/he must then hire or assign employees or 
members to fulfil these functions. These details 
should be stipulated in the statute of the 
DSCSD. 
To lead actions across the first four pillars 
described, the creation of an inter-agency task 
force is recommended, particularly in ensuring 
the successful establishment and initial 
operation of the DSCSD. 
 

3.5 International and Regional 
Cooperation Pillar 

 
It is important to secure support from North and 
Central Asian countries, and from international 
and regional organizations through the 
development of corresponding agreements to 
operate the DSCSD effectively. The 
agreements, in the form of Memorandums of 
Understanding (MoUs), could be related to 
planning and implementing joint programmes 
and projects, and joint analytical research, as 
well as the provision of technical assistance and 

financial commitments. It is recommended that 
the DSCSD plans for leveraging international 
and regional events to discuss and secure 
cooperation and partnerships. Such events 
include the United Nations General Assembly in 
September, annual Commission sessions of 
ESCAP in May, regional summits, high-level 
meetings of heads of Central Asian countries 
and international financial institutions (IFIs), and 
consultation meetings with donors and 
development partners. The DSCSD may 
consider entering into agreements with 
international and regional research 
organizations stationed in Central Asia, such as 
the International Innovation Center for Aral Sea 
Basin (Uzbekistan) and the Regional 
Environmental Centre for Central Asia, to 
achieve the goals and targets of the DSCSD.  
 
United Nations agencies could support the 
drafting of subregional agreements between the 
DSCSD and relevant entities in North and 
Central Asian countries, and facilitate the 
consultation process among concerned 
stakeholders. Potential partners would be 
selected based on current and prospective 
programmes and projects and priorities for 
building and nurturing partnerships to secure 
successful knowledge transfer and 
development. 
 

 

4. Milestone and Process-based 
Actions 

 
In addition to the proposed pillars and actions for 
establishing the DSCSD, a number of milestone 

and process-based actions are provided in Table 
3 and Figure 4 for consideration. Table 3 and 
Figure 4 lay out the step-by-step process and 
schedule of action-oriented goals and activities 
by important milestone events for effective 
establishment of the DSCSD and securing of 
support from member States and partners.

 

Table 3: Milestones and activities for establishing the DSCSD 
 

Pillars Activities Phase 
1 

Phase 
2 

Phase 
3 

Phase 
4 

Responsible 
Office 

Legal 
foundation 
(Section 3.1) 

Prepare a charter or statute of the 
DSCSD, including the vision, 
mandates, key objectives and 
governing structure, in accordance 
with the laws of Kazakhstan. 
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Prepare an agreement template for 
cooperation with concerned 
ministries, city governments and 
government authorities in 
Kazakhstan. 

     

Prepare an agreement template for 
cooperation with United Nations 
agencies and international and 
regional organizations. 

     

Finance and 
budgetary 
(Section 3.2) 

Prepare a financial plan and budget 
estimate for establishing the DSCSD 
and operating it over a three-year 
period. 

     

Prepare the budget/cost estimate 
based on structure of the DSCSD 
and propose to the budget office of 
Kazakhstan. 

     

Negotiate with the budget office of 
Kazakhstan and the parliament to 
secure the budget for establishing 
the DSCSD and operating it over a 
three-year period. 

     

Secure technical assistance and 
financing from international financial 
institutions and donors such as the 
AIFC Green Finance Centre. 

     

Human 
resources 
(Section 3.3) 

Prepare a plan for recruiting staff of 
the DSCSD, including development 
of selection guidelines. 

     

Prepare a plan for securing staff from 
other entities as secondment through 
consultations. 

     

Prepare justification for the inter-
agency budget commission chaired 
by MFA. 

     

Organizational 
and technical 
(Section 3.4) 
 

Prepare a plan for setting up and 
operating an inter-ministry task force. 

     

Develop the organizational chart, 
and plan the design of the DSCSD 
office. 

     

Prepare a plan for establishing the 
DSCSD office premise, and for 
procuring equipment and software 
through a budget plan and 
agreement with the city government 
of Almaty. 

     

Prepare a plan for securing technical 
components such as office, 
equipment, software and servers. 

     

Recruit an executive director for the 
DSCSD. 

     

International 
and regional 
cooperation 
(Section 3.5) 

Prepare and initiate the negotiation 
process for cooperation agreements 
with governmental entities outside of 
Kazakhstan. 
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Promote partnerships with United 
Nations agencies (e.g., UN-
OHRLLS, FAO, ITU), World Bank, 
ADB, and other international and 
regional organizations. 

     

Prepare a detailed plan for 
leveraging international and regional 
events to discuss and secure 
cooperation and partnerships. 

     

The proposed actions include presenting 
proposals to relevant stakeholders, 
reflecting on institutional dimensions such 
as DSCSD’s goals, objectives and planned 

activities, inviting potential partners to 
contribute financial and human resources, 
and establishing consensus and strong 
partnerships in North and Central Asia. 

 

Figure 4: Milestones for establishing the DSCSD 
 

 

Third Quarter of 2022 
 

• World Telecommunication Development Conference17 on 6-16 June 2022 

Table 4: Suggested activities for the World Telecommunication Development Conference 
 

 
17 The ITU, through its Telecommunication Development Bureau, organizes the World Telecommunication Development Conference every four 
years to consider topics, projects and programmes relevant to telecommunication development. ITU provides LLDCs highly targeted and 
concentrated assistance across all ICT-related activities, including in the areas of market regulatory reforms, emergency telecommunications 
and disaster response, gender equality, cybersecurity, ICT infrastructure, spectrum management, and climate change adaptation. 
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Objectives Suggested Activities Time 
Frame 

Responsible 
Institutions 

Engage stakeholders to 
strengthen international 
and regional 
cooperation pillar 

Prepare and make presentation on the 
DSCSD, and include the Government of 
Kazakhstan’s initiative to create a special unit 
for Afghanistan within the DSCSD. 
  

June 2022 MDDIAI, Zerde 
MFA/KazAID 

Strengthen finance and 
budgetary pillar 

Discuss cooperation opportunities with 
stakeholders, IFIs, etc. 
 

June 2022  

 

• High-Level Political Forum 2022 under the auspices of the Economic and Social 
Council on 5-7 July and 11-15 July 2022  

 

Table 5: Suggested activities for the High-Level Political Forum 2022 
 

Objectives 
 

Suggested Activities Time 
Frame 

Responsible 
Institutions 

Strengthen international 
and regional 
cooperation pillar 

Report on outcomes of the Ninth Asia-Pacific 
Forum on Sustainable Development held on 
28-31 March 2022 related to North and Central 
Asia.  

June-July 
2022 

MFA/KazAID, 
MDDIAI, Zerde 

Strengthen finance and 
budgetary pillar 
 

Prepare and make presentation on the 
DSCSD, and report on progress made on the 
implementation of the roadmap for establishing 
the DSCSD. 
 

  

 

• 77th Session of United Nations General Assembly on 13-27 September 2022 

 
Side event by ESCAP, UN-OHRLLS, Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), and the 
International Telecommunication Union (ITU) to be planned 

Fourth Quarter of 2022 

  

• Digital Bridge International 
Technological Forum in October 
2022 

 
The event, organized by MDDIAI, Zerde 
and Astana Hub – International  

 
Technopark of ICT-startups, brings 
together representatives of the 
Kazakhstani and international ICT 
community. In 2021, the forum was held 
for the third time. Every year, President 
Kassym-Jomart Tokayev attended the 
forum. 

 

 

• Economic Forum and SPECA Governing Council in November 2022 
 
 

Table 6: Suggested activities for the Economic Forum and SPECA Governing Council 

 
Objectives Suggested Activities Time Frame Responsible 
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Institutions 

Engage stakeholders to 
strengthen international 
and regional 
cooperation pillar 
 

Participate and make presentation on the 
DSCSD at the SPECA Working Group on 
Innovation and Technology for Sustainable 
Development. 

5 October 
2022 

MDDIAI, Zerde, 
Ministry of National 
Economy, 
MFA/KazAID, 
with support from 
ESCAP and United 
Nations Economic 
Commission for 
Europe 
  

Strengthen finance and 
budgetary pillar 
 
 

Prepare projects portfolio in priority areas to 
secure finance and technical assistance 
from donors.  
 
Discuss cooperation opportunities with 
stakeholders, IFIs, etc. 
 

Nov 2022 DSCSD and SPECA 
countries 

 

• Asia-Pacific Digital Ministerial Conference in the Republic of Korea on 10 November 
2022 

 

Table 7: Suggested activities for the Asia-Pacific Digital Ministerial Conference 
 

Objectives Suggested Activities Time Frame Responsible 
Institutions 

Engage stakeholders to 
strengthen international 
and regional 
cooperation pillar 
 

Participate and make presentation on the 
DSCSD. 
 
Consider the organization of a side event. 
 

10 November 
2022 

MDDIAI, Zerde, 
MFA/KazAID 

Strengthen finance and 
budgetary pillar 
 

Prepare projects portfolio. 
 
Discuss cooperation opportunities with 
stakeholders, IFIs, etc. 
 

June 2022 
 
September 
2022 
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5. Conclusion 
 

It is recognized that many countries have 
prioritized digital transformation in national 
policies and strategies and across diverse 
sectors, based on inspirational examples and 
blueprints, such as those from the Republic of 
Korea (e.g., Digital New Deal). At the same 
time, countries are faced with pressing 
challenges related to the widening digital divide 
and climate change. 
 
The establishment of a DSCSD was proposed 
to strengthen the subregion’s innovative 
competitive advantage by providing practical 
digital solutions to senior stakeholders. The 
DSCSD could facilitate achievement of net-
zero goals and the SDGs by stakeholders and 
member States. 
 
The DSCSD is expected to play two main 
functions: (1) accelerate the transformation 
towards a sustainable, inclusive and resilient 
digital economy and society; and (2) strengthen 
coordination and cooperation among multiple 
stakeholders in the transformation process. 
The DSCSD would engage with stakeholders 
from the digital sector and from development 
sectors such as agriculture, energy, industry, 
transport, trade and water, and facilitate their 
collaboration. 
 
In term of legal status of the Center, the paper 
proposes three modalities with the 
recommendation of the first modality that DSC 
could function as a new regional institution of 
UN ESCAP hosted in Kazakhstan. Currently 
ESCAP has five regional institutions. Each 
regional institution has its own Governing 
Council. This modality requires consent from all 
ESCAP member States through adoption of a 
resolution at the ESCAP Commission. 
 
The working paper proposes the following five 
pillars for establishing the DSCSD: (1) legal 
foundation; (2) finance and budgetary; (3) 
human resources; (4) organizational and 
technical; and (5) international and regional 
cooperation.  
 

The working paper recommends leveraging 
support for the DSCSD from member States, 
international and subregional organizations, 
businesses and academia, and securing a 
shared vision and ownership of the DSCSD 
among regional stakeholders through active 
and regular consultations with relevant entities.  
 
To lead the establishment and initial operation 
of the DSCSD and implement the roadmap, it 
is recommended that the MDDIAI creates a 
task force at inter-ministerial level headed by a 
senior official and comprised of representatives 
of the State bodies concerned on an executive 
(working) level. 
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