


CAREC Aviation: Connectivity and 

Regional Opportunities  

Brendan Sobie
CAREC Senior Aviation Specialist

Independent Aviation Analyst and Consultant



The Connectivity Conundrum

• CAREC’s air transport market (excluding PRC and Pakistan) has nearly 
doubled in size since 2019 but travelling within the region is still difficult

• Several member countries including Mongolia are not well connected to 
each other

• How long did it take you to fly here (for delegates from CAREC countries 
excluding PRC)?

a) Less than five hours (possible only with direct flight)?

b) Five to 10 hours (possible with fast non-circuitous connection)

c) 10 to 15 hours 

d) More than 15 hours



The Connectivity Conundrum

• Mongolia is only connected with one other CAREC country (excluding 
PRC) - Kazakhstan 

• But even these flights are not well known and many travel agents are 
not aware or have difficulty buying them

• Mongolia’s Hunnu Air has been serving Almaty since 2022 and has three 
weekly frequencies year-round

• Kazakhstan’ SCAT resumed twice weekly seasonal flights from Astana 
last week (initially launched in 2019 but not operated since COVID)

• How many delegates arrived in Ulaanbaatar on:

a) Hunnu’s Almaty flight

b) SCAT’s Astana flight 



The Connectivity Conundrum

• This summer Mongolia has 21 
scheduled international routes 
but Central Asia only accounts 
for two despite the relative 
proximity and ethnic ties

• Korea accounts for 4 routes and 
42% of total seat capacity with 
PRC accounting for 8 routes and 
29% of Mongolia seat capacity

  

Hunnu’s E190 flying over west Mongolia 
enroute from Almaty to Ulaanbaatar 



The Connectivity Conundrum
• Mongolia’s market has doubled in size since 2019, but the number of 

routes is nearly the same

• Republic of Korea and PRC have grown faster than the overall market and 
dominate; Istanbul and Tokyo are also major connecting points and are 
the third and fourth largest routes after Seoul and Beijing 
  

Current international nonstop routes from Ulaanbaatar (source: OAG)



The Connectivity Conundrum
• Mongolia isn’t alone – other 

CAREC countries also have limited 
regional connectivity, forcing 
passengers to fly via hubs such as 
Istanbul when travelling between 
CAREC countries 

• For example, Turkmenistan does 
not currently have flights to other 
CAREC countries except PRC

• Pakistan only has flights to 
Azerbaijan and Uzbekistan 

  

A Turkmenistan Airlines 777 – the 
largest aircraft among all CAREC 
carriers (except PRC)



The Connectivity Conundrum

• Ashgabat has 17 international routes but does not have any regional or 
short haul route (less than three hours)

• Most Turkmenistan tourists now enter via land borders with Uzbekistan 
as there are no regional flights to facilitate multi-country itineraries 
  Current international nonstop routes from Ashgabat (source: OAG)



The Connectivity Conundrum

• Overall, there are only about 
50 international routes 
within CAREC compared to 
about 700 to countries 
outside the region

• The number of daily routes 
is particularly low – only 
about 14 in summer months 
and about 8 in winter 
months

• The lack of daily services 
make it difficult for business 
travel and trade  

  

Country Routes Daily 
routes

Total int’l 
routes

Intra-CAREC 
% of routes 

Azerbaijan 13 5 77 17%

Georgia 17 4 129 13%

Kazakhstan 32 8 156 21%

Kyrgyz Republic 10 2 54 19%

Mongolia 2 0 21 10%

Pakistan 6 0 109 6%

Tajikistan 6 2 46 13%

Turkmenistan 0 0 17 0%

Uzbekistan 18 7 162 11%

# of intra-CAREC routes by country: June 2026

Source: Sobie Aviation analysis using OAG schedule data



The Connectivity Conundrum

• Regional routes (intra-CAREC excluding PRC) account 
for on average 12% of total international seat 
capacity 

• This is a very low figure compared to other regions; 
for example, in ASEAN regional routes account for 
more than 25%

• Mongolia, Pakistan and Turkmenistan have 
particularly low figures

• Almaty and Tashkent have emerged as regional 
hubs, but connections are generally still poor with 
long transit times

Country 

Azerbaijan 16%

Georgia 16%

Kazakhstan 21%

Kyrgyz Republic 13%

Mongolia 3%

Pakistan 1%

Tajikistan 9%

Turkmenistan 0%

Uzbekistan 16%

Intra-CAREC % of total international seat capacity: June 2026

Source: Sobie Aviation analysis using OAG schedule data



The Connectivity Conundrum
• Only slightly over half of intra-CAREC one-stop travel connects at hubs 

within the region, led by Almaty with about 20%

• More than 25% transits in Dubai or Istanbul despite the long travel times 
and environmental impact 

• It is not realistic for every country pair in CAREC to be connected (many 
markets are too thin), but a much higher share could potentially connect 
at hubs within CAREC, resulting in significant time and CO2 savings

Intra-CAREC one-stop 
traffic share for non-
CAREC hubs: 2025

Note: *includes Abu Dhabi, Kuwait, Bahrain, Seoul, Beijing and several Russian airports
Source: Sobie Aviation using OAG Traffic Analyzer data

Hub %

Dubai 15%

Istanbul 11%

Doha 3%

Sharjah 3%

Others* 12%

Total 44%

Mongolia-CAREC 
one-stop traffic share 
by hub: 2025

Hub %

Beijing 32%

Istanbul 26%

Almaty 25%

Seoul 10%

Others 7%



The Connectivity Conundrum

• Regional connectivity has improved in 
recent years with more routes and 
flights, but the intra-CAREC market 
remains relatively underserved

• Georgia has had rapid growth but on 
a small base and still only has regular 
flights to three of the 8 countries 

• The Mongolia and Pakistan base is 
very small, distorting the figures and 
Turkmenistan only had flights before 
COVID (to Almaty and Baku) 

  

Country Jun-2026 
vs Jun-2025

Jun-2026
vs-2019

Azerbaijan +16% +143%

Georgia +20% +383%

Kazakhstan +24% +133%

Kyrgyz Republic +57% +108%

Mongolia +190% +14%

Pakistan +44% +978%

Tajikistan +17% +138%

Turkmenistan N/A N/A

Uzbekistan +47% +260%

TOTAL +30% +177%

Intra-CAREC seat capacity growth

Source: Sobie Aviation analysis using OAG schedule data



Connectivity with PRC
• CAREC-China growth has 

been much faster than 
intra-CAREC or overall 
growth with the market 
tripling since 2019

• Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz and 
Uzbekistan have 
particularly seen rapid 
PRC growth driven by 
new visa free policies

  

Country Seat growth 
Jun-2026 vs 
Jun-2025

Seat growth
Jun-2026 vs 
Jun-2019

# routes
Jun-2026

# routes
Jun-2019

Azerbaijan +36% +67% 2 2

Georgia +103% +205% 1 1

Kazakhstan +66% +298% 20 4

Kyrgyz Republic +65% +277% 8 1

Mongolia +30% +117% 8 4

Pakistan +19% +16% 6 4

Tajikistan +50% +127% 4 1

Turkmenistan -6% +26% 2 2

Uzbekistan +71% +680% 11 2

TOTAL +49% +199% 62 21

CAREC-PRC market growth by country 

Note: The Urumqi hub has doubled but there has 
been even faster growth to hubs in non-CAREC 
regions of PRC such as Chengdu and Xian 
Source: Sobie Aviation using OAG data



Why Is Connectivity Important?

• Improving intra-CAREC and CAREC-PRC connectivity facilities 
tourism, including multi-country itineraries which are common for 
visitors from outside the region eager to follow the old Silk Road

• Land border crossings are cumbersome and provide tourists an 
unwelcoming environment due to long queues and a lack of 
facilities/amenities 

• CAREC residents typically holiday outside the region as travelling to 
other CAREC countries can be more difficult and expensive 

• More routes – and more frequent flights on existing routes – would 
facilitate trade and economic ties between CAREC countries

• More flights, particularly from low-cost carriers, are needed to 
drive down air fares which are now high compared to other regions  



Impact from Middle East Conflict

• The overall CAREC air transport 
market continues to grow this 
year despite the Middle East 
conflict

• But the growth rate has slowed 
compared to the last few years 
and Azerbaijan is experiencing 
a contraction due to a heavy 
reliance on Middle East routes

• The impact is also about the 
surge in fuel prices, which has 
dented demand and airline 
profitability  

  

Country Jun-2026
vs Jun-2025

Jun-2026
vs Jun-2019

share of 
total, 2026

Azerbaijan -7% +33% 10%

Georgia +1% +47% 13%

Kazakhstan +16% +63% 15%

Kyrgyz Republic +11% +90% 6%

Mongolia +4% +102% 4%

Pakistan +3% +22% 26%

Tajikistan +20% +119% 5%

Turkmenistan +14% +25% 2%

Uzbekistan +18% +165% 18%

TOTAL +6% +54%

CAREC international seat capacity by country

Source: Sobie Aviation using OAG data



Impact from Middle East Conflict

• Middle East hubs have reopened but 
continued closure of Iran airspace 
has impacted CAREC flights except 
for Pakistan and PRC

• Central Asian countries have been 
able to offset reductions on Middle 
East routes – impacted by weaker 
demand and much longer flight times 
– with growth in other markets 

• Pre-crisis, the Middle East accounted 
for over 30% of total capacity but 
only about 15% excluding Pakistan 

Country June-2026 
vs Jun-2025

Jun-2025
vs-Jun-2019

Azerbaijan -41% -1%

Georgia -26% +65%

Kazakhstan -58% +172%

Kyrgyz Republic -76% +231%

Mongolia N/A N/A

Pakistan +1% +18%

Tajikistan -50% +114%

Turkmenistan +30% +89%

Uzbekistan -30% +299%

TOTAL -12% +30%

CAREC-Middle East capacity growth 

Source: Sobie Aviation using OAG data



Impact from Middle East Conflict

Examples of flights double the normal duration (last week from Dubai to Ashgabat and Baku)

Source: Flightradar24



CAREC Aviation: Celebrating 10 years

• The CAREC Aviation Program was established in 
2017 following a recommendation by Pakistan’s 
PM at the 15th CAREC Ministerial Conference in 
October 2016

• An initial aviation workshop was held in 
Singapore April 2017, resulting in the 
commissioning of an initial scoping study that 
was published in 2018

• There have since been several regional studies 
and projects in individual countries (currently in 
Georgia, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan) 

• Annual presentations at the TSCC began in 2019



CAREC Aviation: What could be next?

• A study and workshop on regional international air 
connectivity given it is a major obstacle in 
improving economic ties, including tourism, and is 
regularly cited at CAREC ministerial meetings 

• A study on improving domestic air connectivity, 
which has become a hot topic for several CAREC 
countries and would benefit from new policies for 
connecting smaller communities, including 
potential zero carbon small aircraft 

• More country specific projects supporting key areas 
such as digitalization, decarbonization and airport 
expansion/privatization



THANK YOU!

Brendan Sobie
CAREC Senior Aviation Specialist

Independent Aviation Analyst and Consultant

Email: brendan@sobieaviation.com
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