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WHY UZBEKISTAN’S GLOBAL MARKET 

PUSH MATTERS BEYOND FINANCE

by  

Muhammad Khujanazarov

The numbers from Tashkent’s first international equity 
listing tell a striking story. Uzbekistan’s government raised 
US$604 million through the London Stock Exchange 
debut of its National Investment Fund (UzNIF) on May 
13, 2026, making it London’s first major IPO of the year. 
Demand exceeded supply by a factor of four. Cornerstone 
investors, including asset managers BlackRock and 
Franklin Resources, committed US$300 million before 
the book even opened. For a country that remained 
largely closed to global capital less than a decade ago, 
the reception was remarkable. But interpreting this as 
simply a finance story—a developing economy tapping 
liquidity—misses the more consequential argument 
embedded in what just happened.

What UzNIF Brings to the Table
The distinction between a transactional capital event 
and a structural institutional shift is not merely semantic. 
Most frontier market IPOs follow a recognizable script: 
a government monetizes a state asset, uses the proceeds 
to plug a fiscal gap or fund infrastructure, and moves 
on. The UzNIF listing departs from that script in three 
specific ways. First, the fund holds minority stakes—
between 25 and 40 percent—in 13 of Uzbekistan’s 
largest state-owned enterprises, spanning transport, 
energy, utilities, and telecommunications, including 
Uzbekistan Airways and Uzbektelecom. These are 
not peripheral assets divested to raise cash; they are 
the commanding heights of an economy that the 
government is deliberately and structurally opening to 
external scrutiny. Second, the listing creates ongoing 
disclosure obligations, not just a one-time transaction. 
Once international institutional shareholders with 
fiduciary duties and quarterly reporting requirements 
hold equity in these enterprises, the political economy 
of managing them changes. Opacity becomes costly in 
ways it has been before. Third, Franklin Templeton, 
appointed trustee and fund manager, has argued that the 
transaction could encourage more Uzbek companies to 
access public capital markets, including future IPOs of 
UzNIF portfolio firms. That pipeline—not the US$604 
million raised—is the real prize.

This matters because the central challenge facing 
Uzbekistan’s reform program has always been 
consolidation, not initiation. Since President Shavkat 
Mirziyoyev came to power in 2016, the government has 
unified the exchange rate, lifted currency restrictions, 
and simplified customs and tax rules. Those were 
administrative decisions, reversible by executive decree. 
The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has welcomed 
progress on World Trade Organization (WTO) 
accession and energy sector reform while emphasizing 
that reducing the state footprint in the economy and 
completing price and trade liberalization remain 
essential but unfinished tasks. Privatization through 
public listing achieves something that ministerial decree 
cannot: it creates a constituency of shareholders—
domestic retail investors, international institutions, and 
index funds—whose interests are structurally aligned 
with continued reform. Rolling back those commitments 
becomes politically and legally more expensive in ways 
that reversing a subsidy or regulatory preference simply 
does not.

There is a political economy argument here that deserves 
to be more sharply stated. Reforms initiated by a single 
leader are inherently fragile. They depend on that 
leader’s continued commitment, political survival, and 
the preferences of eventual successors. Uzbekistan has 
experienced exactly this vulnerability in its own history: 
the relative openness of the early Karimov years gave 
way to decades of economic closure without any formal 
institutional rupture. What the UzNIF listing introduces 
is a mechanism that constrains future governments, not 
merely the current one. When a future administration 
inherits a sovereign fund with BlackRock and Franklin 
Templeton on the shareholder register, the cost of 
reversing course is no longer merely reputational—it 
is contractual, regulatory, and measurable in terms of 
capital flight. This is reform architecture, not reform 
theater.

Implications for Strategic Engagement
For the European Union, the UzNIF IPO arrives at a 
moment of accelerating strategic engagement with 
Central Asia. The inaugural EU-Central Asia Summit 
held in Samarkand in April 2025 produced pledges of 
billions of euros through the Global Gateway Initiative, 
including major investment commitments for critical 
raw material supply chains. Brussels wants to reduce 
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dependence on Chinese-dominated supply networks, 
and Uzbekistan—with its mineral resources, reform 
trajectory, and growing role as a Middle Corridor 
transit hub—is central to that ambition. A more 
transparent, internationally listed Uzbek state sector is 
precisely the kind of counterparty European institutions 
and development finance bodies are prepared to engage 
with at scale. The London listing, in this sense, is not 
just a bilateral capital markets event; it functions as a 
credentialing mechanism for a country that is actively 
repositioning itself within global economic governance.

For China and Russia, the picture is more structurally 
complicated than it first appears. Both maintain deep 
economic relationships with Uzbekistan: Beijing 
through Belt and Road investments and trade financing, 
Moscow through labor remittance flows and legacy 
security arrangements. Tashkent’s multi-vector foreign 
policy, particularly since 2016, has sought to diversify 
external partnerships by simultaneously deepening 
engagement with major powers such as Russia and 
China while expanding pragmatic cooperation with 
Washington, Brussels, Ankara, and New Delhi across 
economic, security, and connectivity dimensions. The 
UzNIF listing does not rupture those relationships. 
But it introduces an asymmetry that did not previously 
exist. When global asset managers hold equity stakes 
connected to national infrastructure and strategic 
industries, the institutional logic of the economy 
gradually tilts toward the standards, expectations, and 
dispute-resolution mechanisms of international capital 
markets—mechanisms that operate under Western legal 
jurisdictions, not Shanghai Cooperation Organisation 
frameworks. This does not make Uzbekistan Western; 
it makes the country more legible to Western capital, 
which is a different and more durable form of alignment.

The domestic dimension of this story is equally important 
and often underappreciated. Uzbek retail investors 
purchasing shares up to a certain threshold were 
offered discounted access to the Tashkent tranche—a 
deliberate attempt to broaden financial inclusion in 
a country where equity ownership has historically 
remained the preserve of the politically connected. 
When ordinary citizens become shareholders in the 
companies operating the national electricity grid and 
the flagship airline, the political relationship between 
the state and the economy begins to evolve in ways 

that are difficult to quantify but structurally significant. 
Accountability is not guaranteed by ownership alone. 
But the preconditions for accountability—transparency 
obligations, pricing discipline, and fiduciary duties to 
dispersed shareholders—improve materially when a 
state enterprise has a listed valuation and public float, 
however partial.

Reform Still an Uphill Road
None of this happens automatically, and the risks deserve 
equal attention. The IMF has noted that major structural 
vulnerabilities persist, including the still-substantial 
state footprint in the economy, rising external debt, and 
vulnerability to commodity price cycles. The companies 
within UzNIF’s portfolio remain state-controlled, and 
minority listings alone do not transform governance 
cultures. Boards can be managed, disclosures can be 
minimized while remaining technically compliant, and 
international investors can be managed through investor 
relations without substantive accountability. Reform 
within those enterprises will require sustained political 
commitment—legislative, regulatory, and managerial—
that no IPO can substitute for. The listing creates the 
architecture for accountability; it does not guarantee 
that it will be fully realized.

What the London listing does accomplish, however, is to 
make retreat from reform more observable, more costly, 
and more internationally consequential than before. 
Uzbekistan has spent nearly a decade signaling that its 
economic opening is genuine and durable. In May, it 
gave international capital markets a mechanism to test 
that claim continuously, quarter by quarter, disclosure 
by disclosure. The significance of the UzNIF listing 
therefore lies not simply in the capital it raised, but in 
the institutional direction it encodes. Uzbekistan is no 
longer merely opening its economy. It is attempting to 
embed itself within the disciplines, expectations, and 
political economy of global capital markets—and to use 
that embedding as the most credible possible constraint 
on its own future behavior.
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