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game changer for Kazakhstan and Central Asia”, mentioned 
Christine Lagarde, Ex-Managing Director of the International 
Monetary Fund.

The World Bank ranks Kazakhstan 25th on its Ease of Doing 
Business list among 190 countries.1  It is also worth mentioning 
access to human capital as this is a fundamental factor for a busi-
ness and the economy.  In Kazakhstan, by the government fully 
funded programme alone, over 11,000 people attended world-
class universities abroad adding to the local talent pool.2

Establishment of the Astana International Financial Centre 
(AIFC or Centre) was a timely and crucial decision in realising 
the fintech potential of Central Asia.  AIFC offers a special 
jurisdiction	based	on	English	common	law	and	unique	regula-
tory framework, including regulation in fintech.  AIFC regula-
tory sandbox (FinTech Lab) allows fintech firms (both start-ups 
and incumbents) to test and/or develop innovative solutions in 
a tailor-made regulatory environment and offer their innova-
tive financial services to the market without being immediately 
subject	 to	 the	 full	 set	of	 regulatory	 requirements	by	gradually	
complying with them.

This chapter reviews the fintech landscape, regulatory devel-
opments in the CA region, and identifies constraints to the 
growth	of	fintech	and	reviews	AIFC’s	contribution	in	unlocking	
potential growth of the industry.

The State of Fintech in Central Asia 

Banking penetration remains low for most of Central 
Asian countries

CA has a total population of over 74 million people, and 
more than half of the adult population does not have access 
to banking services.3	 	About	55.2%	of	the	region’s	population	
live in rural areas where financial inclusion is even poorer.4  
However, banking penetration is gradually increasing due to the 
development of infrastructure and government cashless initia-
tives.  Nonetheless, a substantial part of the population is still 
not provided with basic banking products.

Key barriers to financial inclusion are the trust in finan-
cial institutions, poor financial infrastructure, high costs of 
financial services, restrictive regulations and financial prod-
ucts	 offered	by	banks	 in	major	 cities	 that	 are	more	 suited	 for	
an urban population.  Almost 30% of unbanked adults in the 
region stated that their lack of trust in banks discouraged them 
from opening an account.  The deficient level of capitalisation in 
the region is proof of that.5  Less than 25% of people in the area 
get loans from official entities.6  As such, informal borrowing 
between friends and relatives is a dominant source of financing.7 
The large unbanked population of Central Asia could make 
the region opportune for fintech solutions that can attract by 
providing cheap and easy-to-use financial products and services.

Foreword 
It is my honour to introduce the exclusive Kazakhstan chapter 
to ICLG – Fintech 2020, a leading platform for legal reference.

Financial technology can facilitate a leapfrog in the 
economic development of a country.  Also, the current crisis 
caused by the global pandemic shows the need for more flex-
ible and resilient development models and instruments.  That, 
in turn, could be achieved by further digitisation as it is a way 
to provide better services, reduce costs and increase safety and 
transparency of the processes in many industries. 

This chapter is an initiative for fintechs from all around the 
world to discover the market of Central Asia.  In particular, 
the Astana International Financial Centre aims to be that plat-
form, where any potential stakeholder can benefit from favour-
able conditions and advantages of the regional market. 
Since	regulation,	or	lack	of	it,	is	one	of	the	significant	obsta-

cles for fintech development and expansion, we focus on it 
throughout the chapter.  That includes a regulatory framework 
based on English common law and first in the region fintech 
regulatory sandbox (FinTech Lab) which safeguard investors 
while utilising business opportunities of an emerging market.

Rapid tech innovations implemented in the financial 
services industry put pressure to keep up with regulating newly 
emerged products and services.  Besides being properly regu-
lated and growing digitally, it is also necessary to have industry 
expertise, tech professionals, and strong entrepreneurial 
acumen for fintechs to succeed.

I hope that the data, insights, and analytics provided in this 
chapter give you a thorough outlook for the emerging fintech 
ecosystem of Central Asia.

Dr Kairat Kelimbetov
The Governor of the Astana International Financial Centre

Introduction
Central	Asia	 (CA),	 located	between	 two	of	 the	world’s	 largest	
economies, serves as a bridge between Europe and China under 
the Belt and Road Initiative.  As a growing market, CA meets 
the key factors to become a distinguishable fintech hub on the 
map of leading financial centres.  CA comprises of the countries 
of	Kazakhstan,	the	Kyrgyz	Republic,	Tajikistan,	Turkmenistan,	
and Uzbekistan, which have common geography, mentality and, 
most importantly, a shared vision for the future.

For CA, fintech has a particularly important role to play as 
these	potential	benefits	are	associated	with	the	regions’	goals	and	
strategy.  Innovations and underlying technologies contribute to 
addressing the existing challenges such as large unbanked popu-
lations, young entrepreneurs whose growth is constrained by 
limited access to finance, undiversified economies and bureau-
cracy.  “Harnessing the power of fintech would be an economic 
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Payment segment has dominated initial fintech 
innovations in the region

Except for Kazakhstan, CA countries are in the early stages of 
their	digital	 journey.	 	According	to	the	Agency	for	Regulation	
and Development of the Financial Market of the Republic of 
Kazakhstan, the most popular fintech segment is payments.18 
The	entire	region’s	fintech	innovations	have	focused	on	retail	

payment instruments as well.  For example, electronic wallets 
(e-wallets), that are sometimes linked to cards and mobile phones, 
can be used as a form of payment, to withdraw cash, to pay bills, 
make deposits, and send or receive money transfers.  Innovations 
that have potential to improve financial inclusion, such as mobile 
financial services for unbanked populations, RegTech (credit 
scoring, risk management, and regulatory compliance), trade 
processing, Market Place Lending (MPL) and crowdsourcing are 
either in the nascent phase or are yet to emerge.   

Regulation by countries

Uzbekistan
Uzbekistan adopts new regulations to facilitate the creation and 
implementation of digital technologies.  In particular, the recent 
Presidential Decree “On the measures for further develop-
ment of the circulation of crypto assets in the Republic of 
Uzbekistan” enabled the creation of the National Mining 
Pool and the regulatory sandbox “Uzbekistan Blockchain 
Valley”.19  The initiatives to create the pool and the sandbox came 
from	the	National	Agency	of	Project	Management,	 the	Central	
Bank of Uzbekistan, the Ministry of Development of Information 
Technologies and Communications, and the Ministry of Energy.20

From February 1, 2020, all small or individual miners in 
Uzbekistan should sign up in the national mining pool, the 
goal of which is to bring together all domestic crypto market 
participants bound to pay the membership fee.  The contribu-
tion would pay off with preferential electricity rates.  All large 
(industrial) mining companies are to register with the regulatory 
sandbox and acquire a licence.  The valley will give the entities 
a chance to test their innovative financial products and services 
with no regulatory risks.21 

Uzbekistan assigned a legal status to blockchain and cryp-
tocurrency in 2018.  The Uzbek citizens were banned from 
buying and using digital money for domestic payment transac-
tions	until	this	year.		On	January	20,	2020,	the	National	Agency	
for	Project	Management,	in	close	cooperation	with	the	Korean	
Blockchain	 Business	 Association	 (KOBEA),	 opened	 the	 new	
platform for a licensed crypto exchange named the Uzbekistan 
Cryptocurrency Exchange (UzNEX).22  The UzNEX offers 
powerful Application Programming Interfaces (APIs) for safe 
and convenient digital coin trading.

Moreover, the Decree of the President of the Republic of 
Uzbekistan “On additional measures to improve the mecha-
nisms for financing projects in the field of entrepreneurship 
and innovation”, signed on May 5, 2018, provides favourable 
financial incentives for venture investors and start-ups.  Based on 
the	document,	investment	and	management	companies	are	subject	
to no licensing.  Created venture funds that co-finance high-tech 
entrepreneurial and high-tech start-ups co-financed from venture 
funds will be exempt from all types of taxes and mandatory 
payments for several years, except for a single social payment.23 

Last year, the Government announced the launch of the IT-Park 
venture fund.  The mission of the IT-Park is to create an affluent 
environment for supporting, nurturing and growing IT start-ups 

SMEs in Central Asia face barriers in accessing 
affordable financial services, but fintech can fill the gap

SMEs’	 shares	 in	 Central	 Asia	 are	 limited	 to	 relatively	 low	
figures.	 	 In	Kazakhstan,	 for	 example,	 SMEs	 account	 for	only	
23.1% of the gross domestic product (GDP).8  In the Kyrgyz 
Republic,	SMEs	produce	12%	of	the	national	GDP.9  However, 
SMEs	carry	the	potential	for	catalysing	the	substantial	economic	
development and diversification of the region.
Since	Central	Asian	states	have	only	recently	embarked	on	the	

adoption of fintech tools, the hampered access to cheap finan-
cial	services	restrains	the	SMEs’	development.		The	asymmetric	
information and high transaction costs are the primary reasons 
why	lenders	are	cautious	about	financing	SMEs.10  High collat-
eral requirements and tight credit conditions also discourage 
SMEs	from	applying	to	loans.11

Fintech	solutions,	therefore,	could	improve	the	SMEs’	access	
to financial services and create incentives for their higher effi-
ciency.  A few examples of Central Asian fintech start-ups that 
are already in the market with real customers include: 
■	 Marta,	 a	mobile	 acquiring	 service	 for	 SMEs	without	 an	

internet connection.  It offers a mobile terminal which can 
be linked with a smartphone and accept payments with 
Visa, MasterCard and UnionPay cards;

■	 reKASSA,	a	fiscal	cash	register	in	a	free	smartphone	app;	
and

■	 LendingStar,	a	financial	platform	where	SMEs	can	sell	their	
receivables and get low-cost financing for their operations.

Mobile and internet banking is on the rise

Internet access has grown significantly in the region over the past 
few	years.		CA’s	average	Internet	penetration	rate	is	estimated	at	
49% in 2019 but with significant variations between the countries.  
The level of penetration in Kazakhstan is above 79%, while indica-
tors	in	Tajikistan	and	Turkmenistan	make	up	only	26%.12  Internet 
penetration in the Kyrgyz Republic and Uzbekistan is around 
50%.13  Kazakhstan is among the countries with the highest level 
of	internet	and	smartphone	penetration	(64.9%)	in	the	region.14 

Banks are leveraging mobile and internet banking to provide 
greater financial access in remote and rural areas.  Average 
mobile	access	in	these	countries	is	more	than	60%.15  Low access 
to the formal financial sector but high and increasing mobile 
and internet penetration provide a massive opportunity for 
fintech companies in the region to offer financial services to 
traditionally underserved segments.

In 2019, the volume of digital payments in Kazakhstan 
increased	by	2.3	times	and	amounted	to	about	34.9	billion	USD.16  
The growth was due to the development of the infrastructure of 
trading	POS-terminals,	the	entry	of	Apple	Pay	and	Samsung	Pay	
to the markets of Kazakhstan, further encouragement for cash-
less payments bonuses and cashback, as well as the active use of 
cashless payments on all types of public transportation.

Volumes of the e-commerce market have been steadily 
expanding in the region with the rates of internet and mobile 
penetration increasing and digital payment infrastructure hence 
being widely improved.  Leading in the rates of internet pene-
tration, Kazakhstan has the largest e-commerce market in the 
region,	equal	to	2,143.4	million	USD.		The	market	of	Uzbekistan	
totals	643.9	million	USD.		The	Kyrgyz	Republic	is	less	compat-
ible with	 e-commerce	 market	 levels	 at	 162.8	 million	 USD.		
Tajikistan	 and Turkmenistan, lagging far behind in internet 
penetration	levels,	with	54.7	and	81.5	million	USD,	respectively,	
account for the smallest e-commerce markets in the region.17 
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Astana International Financial Centre

Aimed at developing financial and professional services and 
facilitating foreign investment, AIFC, the English language 
common	 law	 jurisdiction,	was	 established	 in	 2018.	 	Over	 430	
local	and	international	companies	have	registered	on	AIFC’s	site	
as of April 8, 2020. 
AIFC’s	 financial	 services	 regulator,	 the	 Astana	 Financial	

Services	 Authority	 (AFSA) pursues fostering financial inno-
vation in AIFC and the wider region and strives to establish 
a favourable regulatory environment for fintech enterprises.  
AFSA	 is	 independent	of	 the	Kazakhstani	 financial	 regulators,	
i.e. the National Bank of Kazakhstan (NBK) and the Agency 
on Regulation and Development of the financial market of 
Kazakhstan (Financial Agency). 

Within AIFC, there are dispute resolution authorities such 
as AIFC Court and International Arbitration Centre, guided by 
best practice in resolving civil and commercial disputes.  AIFC, 
in	partnership	with	Nasdaq	and	Shanghai	Stock	Exchange,	has	
created the Astana International Exchange, a high-tech infra-
structure for the convenience of participants and the develop-
ment	of	the	stock	market.		Goldman	Sachs	and	Silk	Road	Fund	
have also invested in this venture. 

AIFC has advantages such as tax optimisation, a special labour 
regime, a single-window system for issuing visas, obtaining 
work permits, etc, all of which make AIFC a transparent and 
safe environment for international investors and companies 
doing business in Kazakhstan. 

The Centre has a holistic approach to the development of 
fintech ecosystem by supporting start-ups, delivering attrac-
tive conditions for established enterprises to enter the regional 
market and providing a unique regulatory framework. 

AIFC Regulatory Sandbox/FinTech Lab
With the view to support the introduction of innovation to the 
financial	market,	in	January	2018,	AFSA	launched	the	first	regu-
latory sandbox in the region called the “FinTech Lab”, which 
allow firms to test out and develop the innovative financial 
products and services under a special regulatory regime with 
tailor-made regulatory requirements applicable for each indi-
vidual firm.29  In addition, FinTech Lab participant firms may 
also obtain individual guidance from the regulator about how 
the rules apply to new business models and innovative financial 
services (for more information on the advantages of the FinTech 
Lab, please follow this link: https://afsa.aifc.kz/fintech-lab, and 
watch the two-minute video).

Two years of effective functioning has proven the FinTech 
Lab to be a highly popular destination for financial innova-
tors from all over the world.  By the end of 2019, there were 25 
firms	in	total	accepted	to	the	FinTech	Lab	from	11	jurisdictions	
offering seven different types of innovative financial services.

AIFC FinTech Lab post-implementation reviews
Since	the	deployment	of	FinTech	Lab,	ASFA	made	two	post-im-
plementation reviews of rules/guidance applicable to FinTech 
Lab and introduced several corresponding amendments to the 
AIFC Acts in March and December 2019 to:
(1)  introduce two FinTech Lab regimes: (1) developing (for 

licensed	firms	in	foreign	jurisdictions	to	test	the	local	and	
regional market with minimum resources); and (2) testing 
(for tart-up or incumbent firms to test innovations with 
real clients and gradually comply with regulatory require-
ments) FinTech Lab Activities;

in	Uzbekistan.		The	fund	aims	at	accumulating	10	million	USD	
investments from state funds, international financial institutions, 
foreign investment companies and interested private investors.  
The	IT-Park	will	allocate	from	25,000	USD	to	100,000	USD	to	
each	project	depending	on	 its	development	stage.	 	The	venture	
fund has already embarked on building partnerships with inter-
national venture parties such as QazTech Ventures (Kazakhstan), 
Sturgeon	 Capital	 (UK),	 RB	 Partners	 (Russia),	 Aleinikov	 and	
Partners	(Belarus)	and	Global	Venture	Alliance	(USA).24

The Kyrgyz Republic
The Kyrgyz Republic has set its path on the adoption of digital tech-
nologies initiating the payment sector participants to look for ways 
to increase their competitiveness and efficiency, and the regu-
lator to create favourable conditions for the development of digital 
interaction and its safe, reliable and efficient implementation. 

There are currently no official regulations protecting fintech 
initiatives in the Kyrgyz Republic.  However, the National Bank 
has recently published “The Concept for the Development of 
Digital Payment Technologies in the Kyrgyz Republic for 2020–
2022” dated February 4, 2020, which implies the introduction 
of numerous novel digital technologies and their regulation.25

The National Bank, the Commerce Bank, and the 
Interbank Processing Centre are to execute the introduc-
tion of contactless technology to conduct payments in cash-
less form, along with the creation and development of a market-
place platform for payment services and products based on 
the Interbanking Processing Center (IPC), and shift to the 
ISO	 20022	 “Financial	 services.	 	 Universal	 Financial	 Industry	
Message	Scheme”	international	standard.26

Under the mandate of the Kyrgyz regulatory body, i.e. 
the National Bank and the state law enforcement agencies, 
the following is in the process of accomplishment:
■	 the development and approval of the regulatory legal acts 

on the initiation of innovative payment business models, 
processes, products and services; 

■	 the development of common standards for data exchange 
(Application Programming Interface); and

■	 the development of licensing mechanisms and regulating 
activities related to the circulation of digital (virtual) assets 
(cryptocurrencies).27 

Tajikistan and Turkmenistan
The	financial	 systems	of	Tajikistan	and	Turkmenistan	are	still	
not technically ready for the implementation of new digital 
technologies.  
Tajikistan	 is	 currently	 putting	 effort	 into	 modernising	 its	

payment	 system’s	 laws	and	expanding	 financial	 inclusion	with	
the assistance of the World Bank and the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP).  The country has made 
several attempts to employ blockchain in money transfer.28 

There is an acute insufficiency of available information on 
Turkmenistan’s	activities	in	the	field.	

Fintech Development and Regulation in 
Kazakhstan
Kazakhstan is developing its policy towards the fostering 
and development of a digital economy and innovations.  
The “Digital Kazakhstan” state programme envisages the devel-
opment of the economy through the diversification and devel-
opment of alternative financing strategy engaging the fintech.



10 The State of Fintech in Central Asia

Fintech 2020
© Published and reproduced with kind permission by Global Legal Group Ltd, London

Partnerships
AIFC is continuously working on expanding its presence in the 
international arena.  We have over 50 partnerships worldwide in 
different areas of fintech as of the end of 2019.  AIFC is a patron 
member of Global Blockchain Business Council (GBBC), the 
leading industry association for the blockchain technology 
ecosystem, which brings together innovative organisations and 
founding thought-leaders from over 50 countries to advance 
understanding of blockchain technology amongst global regu-
lators and business leaders.  

Bitfury Group, one of the top 50 most innovative fintech 
companies according to Forbes, is a participant in AIFC.30  The 
company has already opened data-centres in Kazakhstan.  Also, 
at the end of last year, UNDP and Bitfury announced they will 
work	 on	 a	 project	 to	 increase	 forest	 areas	 and	 enhance	 forest	
management practices in Kazakhstan, as well as raise public 
awareness of climate change and offset carbon emissions attrib-
utable to the company by more than 100%.  

National initiatives in fintech

Special regulatory regime
In July 2018, by virtue of amendments to the Law of the 
Republic	of	Kazakhstan	“On	the	National	Bank	of	the	Republic	
of Kazakhstan”, a “special regulatory regime”, i.e. a regula-
tory sandbox was launched by the NBK.  With the forma-
tion of a Financial Agency in November 2019, the competences 
of both financial regulators of Kazakhstan have been assigned 
regarding the regulatory sandbox as follows:
■	 the NBK introduces a special regulatory regime regarding 

the payment organisations and/or other legal entities not 
being financial organisations for the purposes of providing 
payment services and regulates their activities within its 
remits; and

■	 the Financial Agency introduces a special regulatory 
regime regarding the financial organisation and/or other 
legal entities and regulates their activities within its remits.

The Kazakhstani laws envisage a set of eligibility criteria 
(such as capability to improve competition in the market, intro-
duce new services and development to the financial market, 
protect the interests of consumers, etc.) to become a member 
of the special regulatory regime, which in turn is introduced by 
virtue of execution of the written agreement between the rele-
vant regulator and the applicant.

Open API
The NBK works on creating Open API standards and regu-
lations for commercial banks in Kazakhstan.  The NBK, within 
the framework of the “Digital Kazakhstan” state programme, 
plans to launch the “Implementation of regulation regarding 
the	 creation	 of	 open	 platforms	 (Open	 API)	 in	 the	 financial	
industry”	project.		It	aims	to	boost	competition	in	the	financial	
market by young fintech-challengers.31

The	 implementation	 of	 the	 project	would	 stimulate	 fintech	
companies’	development,	simplify	the	procedures	of	the	interac-
tion of customers with financial market participants and fintech 
companies,	 and	 ensure	 geographic	 accessibility.	 	 The	 project	
implies software requirements specification with a description 
of the interaction between participants, the composition of 
transmitted data, and examples of transmitted messages.

Venture capital financing
The Government of Kazakhstan pays attention to the devel-
opment of a regulatory framework for venture financing.  

(2) determine testing boundaries and authorisation require-
ments for FinTech Lab applicants to ensure regulatory 
certainty on the expected testing boundaries and licensing 
conditions	before	obtaining	authorisation	from	the	AFSA;	
and

(3) address lessons learnt since the launch of the FinTech Lab 
regime in January 2018.

Regulation of Private E-Currencies in AIFC
In	July	2018,	the	AFSA	developed	the	legal	framework	to	regulate	
the activities related to operations with Digital Assets such as:
(1) operating crypto-exchanges;
(2) providing custody of digital assets; and
(3)	 Initial	Coin	Offerings	(ICOs).

AIFC Crowdfunding framework
In	June	2019,	the	AFSA	with	the	support	of	the	European	Bank	
for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) and the leading 
UK law firm, Clifford Chance LLP, has developed and intro-
duced a regulatory framework for loan- and investment-based 
crowdfunding platforms in AIFC.

AIFC Framework on the extension of Regulated and Market 
Activities
In	2019,	 the	AFSA	developed	and	enacted	 the	Framework	on	
the extension of Regulated and Market Activities under which 
the existing definition of Regulated Activity of Providing 
Money	Services	 is	extended	and	two	new	Regulated	and	three	
new Market Activities are introduced to the list of regulated 
financial	services	by	AFSA.

Global Financial Innovation Network (GFIN)
AFSA,	jointly	with	world-renowned	regulators	including	the	UK	
Financial Conduct Authority, Hong Kong Monetary Authority, 
Monetary	Authority	of	Singapore	 and	others,	 in	 January	2019	
launched a network of organisations committed to supporting 
financial innovations in the interests of consumers, called the 
Global Financial Innovation Network (GFIN).

GFIN seeks to provide a more efficient way for innovative 
firms to interact with regulators, helping them navigate between 
countries as they look to scale new ideas on a cross-border basis.  
GFIN also aims to create a new framework for co-operation 
between financial services regulators on innovation-related 
topics, sharing different experiences and approaches.
AFSA,	being	a	full	member	of	the	Coordination	Group	(the	

governing body of GFIN), offered its support in all three GFIN 
workstreams, including cross-border testing, collaboration and 
RegTech, and lessons learnt.

AFSA’s plans in fintech
AFSA’s	priorities	 in	2020	will	 include	further	strengthening	of	
the fintech regulatory environment in AIFC to complement 
the existing framework and related rules.  Upcoming initiatives 
on the further development of fintech will cover development 
of the frameworks on e-money and payment services, mobile/
digital banking, venture capital financing, IP rights, e-commerce 
and others.

Start-up support programmes 
AIFC	Fintech	Hub	has	 launched	 a	Fintech	Stars	Acceleration	
Program,	Visa	Everywhere	Initiative,	and	Startupbootcamp	Fast	
Track event in Central Asia.  These programmes help fintech 
start-ups to enter broader markets as they get support from 
international	 partners	 like	 Seedstars,	 Visa,	 Startupbootcamp,	
etc.		Overall,	around	120	start-ups	have	received	assistance	from	
AIFC Fintech Hub. 
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Therefore,	 Law	No.	 174-VI	 “On	Amendments	 and	Additions	
to	 Some	 Legislative	 Acts	 of	 the	 Republic	 of	 Kazakhstan	 on	
Venture Financing Issues” dated July 4, 2018, approved basic 
concepts like venture financing, venture capital fund, venture 
manager; as well as the definition of the legal form of funds.32

A year later, the Government established the QazTech 
Ventures JSC.  It is a state company that promotes venture 
financing tools, venture capital funds support, and best prac-
tices and analysis of the venture capital market.  The QazTech 
Ventures	 signed	 an	 agreement	 totalling	 50	million	USD	with	
the	Singaporean	Venture	Fund	Asia	Quest	II	(QVAF	II).		The	
QazTech	 Ventures	 will	 join	 it	 as	 an	 anchor	 investor	 with	 10	
million	 USD	 of	 capital.	 	 According	 to	 the	 agreement	 terms,	
the mutually created fund will finance promising start-ups in 
Kazakhstan and Central Asia during the next three years.33

The QazTech Ventures also signed an agreement with the 
500	Startups,	 a	US-based	venture	 fund.	 	For	 10	million	USD	
with	 further	 financing	 of	Kazakhstani	 start-ups,	 it	 joined	 the	
500	Startups’	V	Global	Fund.		The	total	size	of	the	Fund	is	150	
million	USD.34

Overall,	 the	 National	 Bank	 of	 Kazakhstan,	 the	 Financial	
Agency and the Astana International Financial Centre are 
collaborating	to	develop	a	joint	strategy	to	foster	and	enhance	
fintech in Kazakhstan.

Conclusion
Central Asia is a one-of-a-kind emerging fintech ecosystem.  This 
is due, first, to serving as a connecting point between Europe 
and	China	under	the	Belt	and	Road	Initiative.		Second,	having	
such factors as a large unbanked population, growing mobile 
penetration, limited access to finance, and a great talent pool, 
etc., that create an immense potential for fintech.  Third, solving 
the regulation obstacle by developing relevant and modern regu-
latory	frameworks	and	jurisdictions	to	realise	fintech	potential	
and prevent risks properly.

Technology applied to the financial services industry creates 
solutions that make it easier, cheaper and more transparent 
for consumers, either a company or an individual, to do busi-
ness, invest, make payments and get insurance, etc.  Demand 
for fintech increases especially during these challenging times 
when the world is undergoing an economic crisis and facing the 
global pandemic.  AIFC could be a safe platform for fintechs to 
grow in the Central Asian region and beyond.

Acknowledgments
The authors would like to acknowledge their colleagues 
Viktoriya	Tyan,	a	Senior	Legal	Associate	at	the	Fintech	Office	
of	 the	 Astana	 Financial	 Services	 Authority,	 and	 Amirkhan	
Chikanayev, an Advising Fintech Expert at the Astana 
International Financial Centre, for their valuable cooperation in 
the preparation of this chapter.

Endnotes
1. Doing Business 2020.  Comparing Business Regulation 

in 190 Economies.  © World Bank, Washington, D.C. 
Retrieved from http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/
en/688761571934946384/pdf/Doing-Business-2020-
Comparing-Business-Regulation-in-190-Economies.pdf.

2.	 JSC	(2020).		“Center	for	International	Programs.”		Retrieved	
from https://www.bolashak.gov.kz/en/o-stipendii/istoriya 
-razvitiya.html.

3. Central Asia Population (live).  Retrieved from https:// 
www.worldometers.info/world-population/central-asia- 
population.

4. World Bank (2018).  The Little Data Book on Financial Inclusion 
2018.  © World Bank, Washington, D.C.  Retrieved from 

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/29654.		
Licence:	CC	BY	3.0	IGO.

5. Demirguc-Kunt, Asli & Muller, Cyril (April 5, 2019).  
Financial inclusion in Europe and Central Asia – the way forward? 
Retrieved April 5, 2020, from https://blogs.worldbank.org/
allaboutfinance/financial-inclusion-europe-and-central- 
asia-way-forward.

6.	 Id.
7. Id.
8. Damu (2017).  Report on the State of Development of Small 

and Medium Entrepreneurship in Kazakhstan and its Regions.  
Almaty: Damu “Entrepreneurship Development Fund”, 
JSC.

9. Asian Development Bank (2015).  Asia SME Finance Monitor 
2014.  Mandaluyong, Philippines.

10. Yoshino, N. and Taghizadeh-Hesary, F. (2018).  The Role of 
SMEs in Asia and Their Difficulties in Accessing Finance.  ADBI 
Working Paper 911.  Tokyo: Asian Development Bank 
Institute.  Available at: https://www.adb.org/publications/
role-smes-asia-and-their-difficulties-accessing-finance.

11. Id.
12.	 Kemp,	S.	(February	18,	2020).		Digital 2020: Kazakhstan – 

DataReportal – Global Digital Insights.  Retrieved from https://
datareportal.com/reports/digital-2020-kazakhstan. 

	 Kemp,	S.	(February	18,	2020).		Digital 2020: Turkmenistan – 
DataReportal – Global Digital Insights.  Retrieved from https://
datareportal.com/reports/digital-2020-turkmenistan.

	 Kemp,	 S.	 (February	 18,	 2020).	 	 Digital 2020: Tajikistan 
– DataReportal – Global Digital Insights.  Retrieved from 
https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2020-tajikistan.

13.	 Kemp,	S.	(February	18,	2020).		Digital 2020: Kyrg yz Republic – 
DataReportal – Global Digital Insights.  Retrieved from https://
datareportal.com/reports/digital-2020-kyrgyzrepublic.

	 Kemp,	S.	 (February	18,	2020).	 	Digital 2020: Uzbekistan – 
DataReportal – Global Digital Insights.  Retrieved from https://
datareportal.com/reports/digital-2020-uzbekistan.

14. Newzoo, Global Mobile Market Report 2019: Pro Version. 
(2020).  Retrieved from https://newzoo.com/insights/ 
trend-reports/newzoo-global-mobile-market-report-2019-
pro-version/.

15.	 GSMA	 (2020).	 	 The Mobile Economy Russia CIS 2019. 
Retrieved from https://www.flipsnack.com/gsmaworld/
the-mobile-economy-russia-cis-2019.html.

16.	 Доля	безналичных	платежей	в	Казахстане	выросла	до	
55%	к	концу	2019	года	[The	share	of	non-cash	payments	
in Kazakhstan had increased to 55% by the end of 2019] 
( January 30, 2020).  Retrieved from https://informburo.
kz/novosti/dolya-beznalichnyh-platezhey-v-kazahstane-
vyrosla-do-55-k-koncu-2019-goda-101594.html.

17. eCommerce  – Asia: Statista Market Forecast (2020).  Retrieved 
from https://www.statista.com/outlook/243/101/ecomm 
erce/asia.

18. Финтех	для	всех	[Fintech	for	everyone]	(March	19,	2020).		
Retrieved April 7, 2020, from https://kursiv.kz/news/
finansy/2020-03/fintekh-dlya-vsekh?page=8.

19. National mining pool to be created in Uzbekistan ( January 
17, 2020).  Retrieved April 5, 2020, from https://kun.
uz/en/news/2020/01/17/national-mining-pool-to-be- 
created-in-uzbekistan.

20.	 Securities	 Commission	 (January	 22,	 2020).	 	 Uzbekistan 
Prepares Crypto Tax Exemptions, Launches Licensed Exchange: 
Regulation Bitcoin News.  Retrieved April 5, 2020, from https://
news.bitcoin.com/uzbekistan-prepares-crypto-tax-exemp-
tions-launches-licensed-exchange/.

21. Id.



12 The State of Fintech in Central Asia

Fintech 2020
© Published and reproduced with kind permission by Global Legal Group Ltd, London

22. UZNEX (UZbekistan Cryptocurrency Exchange).  
Retrieved April 5, 2020, from https://www.uznex.com/
main.do.

23.	 Mirziyoyev,	S.		On additional measures to create conditions for the 
development of active entrepreneurship and innovation,	 PD-3697	
(2018).  Tashkent: National Legislation Database.  Retrieved 
from https://lex.uz/docs/3723266.

24.	 UzDaily	 (September	 26,	 2019).	 	The first venture capital fund 
opened in the Republic of Uzbekistan.  Retrieved April 5, 2020, 
from https://www.uzdaily.uz/en/post/52059.

25. The Concept For The Development Of Digital Payment 
Technologies In The Kyrg yz Republic for 2020–2022 (2020). 
Bishkek.  Retrieved from https://www.nbkr.kg/contout.
jsp?item=108&lang=RUS&material=96569.

26.	 Id.
27. Id.
28. Lukonga, I. (2018).  Fintech, Inclusive Growth and Cyber Risks: 

Focus on the Menap and Cca Regions.  International Monetary 
Fund.

29. National Bank of the Republic of Kazakhstan (2018). О 
регуляторной песочнице [About	 the	 regulatory	 sandbox].  
Retrieved from https://nationalbank.kz/cont/ИС_Регул 
яторная	песочница_рус.pdf.

30. Forbes (February 4, 2019).  The most innovative fintech compa-
nies in 2019.  Retrieved from https://www.forbes.com/
fintech/2019/#37b280352b4c.

31. National Bank of the Republic of Kazakhstan (2019).   
Экономическое обозрение [Economic review] (Vols 2–3).  
Retrieved from https://m.nationalbank.kz/cont/EV2-3_ 
2019rus.pdf.

32. Закон	 Республики	 Казахстан	 от	 4	 июля	 2018	 года	
№	 174-VI	 «О	 внесении	 изменений	 и	 дополнений	
в	 некоторые	 законодательные	 акты	 Республики	
Казахстан	по	вопросам	венчурного	финансирования»	
[The Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan dated July 4, 
2018 no. 174-VI “On Amendments and Additions to Some 
Legislative Acts of the Republic of Kazakhstan on Venture 
Financing Issues”].  Retrieved from https://online.zakon.
kz/Document/?doc_id=37196166.

33. АО	 «QazTech	 Ventures»	 подписал	 предварительное	
соглашение	о	 сотрудничестве	 с	 «Quest	Ventures	Asia	
Fund	 II»	 [QazTech	 Ventures	 JSC	 signed	 a	 preliminary	
cooperation agreement with Quest Ventures Asia Fund 
II]	 (November	20,	2019).	 	Retrieved	April	6,	2020,	from	
https://qaztech.vc/ps/news/4512/.

34. Zakon.kz	 (December	 11,	 2019).	 	 АО	 QazTech	 Ventures	
подписал	 Договор	 с	 500	 Startups	 [QazTech	 Ventures	
JSC	 signed	 an	Agreement	with	 500	 Startups].	 	Retrieved	
April	6,	2020,	from	https://www.zakon.kz/4998557-ao-qa-
ztech-ventures-podpisal-dogovor-s.html.



13

Assylbek Davletov is the Chief FinTech Officer of the Astana Financial Services Authority, responsible for implementing and operating the AIFC 
FinTech regulatory sandbox (“FinTech Lab”) and development of regulatory policies to facilitate the adoption of financial innovations in AIFC. 
Mr. Davletov is a graduate of Stanford Graduate School of Business (GSB), Sloan Master’s Programme, MS in Management.  He also completed 
the Public Management and Social Innovation at Stanford GSB and holds a bachelor’s degree in Law from the Kazakh University of the 
Humanities and Law.

Astana International Financial Centre 
55/18 Mangilik El ave.
С3.3, Nur-Sultan
Republic of Kazakhstan

Email: a.davletov@afsa.kz
URL: www.aifc.kz

Fintech 2020

Astana International Financial Centre

Ainur Zhanturina is experienced in financial advisory, fintech and innovation.  Currently, she works in the Fintech Department at AIFC, that is 
driven towards the digitalisation and the innovation of the financial services sector in Kazakhstan.  She carries out forward-looking research 
and provides insight into digital transformation and emerging technologies in the financial services industry.  Her research interests include 
application of technologies ranging from big data challenges to distributed ledger technology, blockchain, AI and digital transformation.

Aigerim Omarbekova is the Senior Public Relations and Communications Manager at the Fintech Hub of the Astana International Financial 
Centre.  She is responsible for supporting communications with stakeholders, coverage of fintech pillar activities, and handling media inquiries.
Ms. Omarbekova is a graduate of New York University with MSc in Public Relations and Corporate Communication.  She also holds a bache-
lor’s degree in Economics from Nazarbayev University.

Maken Ibragimov is the Manager of the AIFC Fintech Department responsible for carrying out research and analysis related to fintech theories, 
policies and practices, as well as preparing periodical reports related to financial technologies.

Astana International Financial Centre 
55/18 Mangilik El ave.
С3.3, Nur-Sultan
Republic of Kazakhstan

Astana International Financial Centre 
55/22 Mangilik El ave.
С4.3, Nur-Sultan
Republic of Kazakhstan

Astana International Financial Centre 
55/18 Mangilik El ave.
С3.3, Nur-Sultan
Republic of Kazakhstan

Tel: +7 702 217 73 51
Email: a.zhanturina@aifc.kz
URL: www.aifc.kz

Tel: +7 717 264 73 35
Email: a.omarbekova@aifc.kz
URL: www.aifc.kz

Tel: +7 700 025 60 65
Email: m.ibragimov@aifc.kz
URL: www.fintech.aifc.kz

Astana International Financial Centre (AIFC or Centre) is a special financial 
zone based on the principles of English common law.  Within the Centre, 
there is an independent financial regulator, dispute resolution authorities 
and a high-infrastructure stock exchange. 
Located in Central Asia, it serves as an essential connecting point between 
Europe and China.  AIFC has such advantages as tax optimisation, a special 
labour regime, a single-window system for issuing visas and obtaining work 
permits, etc.  All of which makes it a transparent and safe environment for 
international investors and enterprises doing business in Kazakhstan. 
AIFC offers a unique regulatory framework in fintech.  The AIFC regulatory 
sandbox (FinTech Lab) allows fintech ventures to test and develop innova-
tive solutions in a tailor-made regulatory environment and offer their inno-
vative financial services to the market without being immediately subject 
to the full set of regulatory requirements by gradually complying with them.

www.aifc.kz

© Published and reproduced with kind permission by Global Legal Group Ltd, London



Current titles in the ICLG series

Alternative Investment Funds

Anti-Money Laundering

Aviation Finance & Leasing

Aviation Law

Business Crime

Cartels & Leniency

Class & Group Actions

Competition Litigation

Construction & Engineering Law

Consumer Protection

Copyright

Corporate Governance

Corporate Immigration

Corporate Investigations

Corporate Tax

Cybersecurity

Data Protection

Derivatives

Designs

Digital Business

Digital Health

Drug & Medical Device Litigation

Employment & Labour Law

Enforcement of Foreign Judgments

Environment & Climate Change Law

Family Law

Fintech

Foreign Direct Investment Regimes 

Franchise

Gambling

Insurance & Reinsurance

International Arbitration

Investor-State Arbitration

Lending & Secured Finance

Litigation & Dispute Resolution

Merger Control

Mergers & Acquisitions

Mining Law

Oil & Gas Regulation

Outsourcing

Patents

Pharmaceutical Advertising

Private Client

Private Equity

Product Liability

Project Finance

Public Investment Funds

Public Procurement

Real Estate

Renewable Energy

Restructuring & Insolvency

Sanctions

Securitisation

Shipping Law

Telecoms, Media & Internet

Trade Marks

Vertical Agreements and Dominant Firms

The International Comparative Legal Guides are published by:@ICLG_GLG


