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INTRODUCTION

• SMEs have been affected through three main COVID-19 
pandemic induced transmission channels: 

– direct impact through decline in consumption of goods 
and services, 

– indirect impact through financial market shocks, and 

– supply-side disruptions due to lockdown measures



OBJECTIVES AND METHODOLOGY
• The paper has analyzed 

– how SMEs across the Central Asia have been affected by the COVID-19 
pandemic, 

– explored the coping strategies adopted by SMEs in the Central Asian 
countries, 

– described the role of governments’ policies and stimulus measures to 
support SMEs to cope with the pandemic, and 

– drawn policy options for a ‘new normal’ resilient, digital, inclusive and 
sustainable SMEs in the region

• Secondary data and information 
– various national and international publications of the 

• ADB, OECD, World Bank and country reports of the governments 
of Kazakhstan, the Kyrgyz Republic, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and 
Uzbekistan 

• using content analysis and data triangulation method and 
• analyzed through a deductive content analysis technique



IMPACT OF COVID-19 PANDEMIC ON SMEs

• SMEs in the Central Asian region have been impacted through both 
– internal factors (such as lockdown induced business disruptions, lower 

consumption and impact on real economy), and 
– external factors (such as volatile international market prices, border 

closures and trade restrictions
• Suspended business operations

– SMEs: Uzbekistan (80%); Kazakhstan (70% )
– Self-employed workers: Kazakhstan (>70% ) 

• Completely closed their operations during the lockdown
• about 2.2% of SMEs in Kazakhstan 
• Worst affected SMEs

– trade, tourism and catering sectors (Kazakhstan)
– transport, tourism, retail, and finance sectors (Tajikistan)



IMPACT OF COVID-19 PANDEMIC ON SMEs

• SMEs hard hitted by the pandemic in Central Asian economies
– transport, manufacturing, construction, wholesale and retail trade, 

hospitality, food services, real estate, professional services, and other 
personal services 

• Faced high risks of lay off due to lockdown measures 
– hospitality, tourism, and transport, wholesale and retail trade, and 

repairs 
• SMEs impacted through SCDs in international trade 

– office equipment, electronics, chemicals, petroleum and plastic 
sectors 

• Most SMEs severely affected due to operational and liquidity constraints
• Extended restrictions led to liquidation of many SMEs in retail, cultural 

and leisure activities
• Many SMEs experienced bankruptcies 

– led to substantial closures of businesses in wholesale and retail, 
professional services, transportation and storage, information and 
communication and construction sectors 



COPING STRATEGIES ADOPTED BY SMEs



COUNTRY-SPECIFIC POLICY RESPONSES TO SUPPORT SMEs
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POLICY IMPLICATIONS

• SMEs and policymakers are shifting their focus to the post-pandemic ‘new 
normal’ economy. Therefore, SMEs should adapt to this ‘new normal’ 
economy spurred by government incentives. Governments can support 
SMEs resilience by providing investment subsidies in risk mitigating 
technologies, trade diversification and regional economic integration. 

• Employment creation and/or retention should be considered as an 
additional criterion for financial support to SMEs. Export promotion and 
trade facilitation efforts should be the basis of cheap credits to SMEs. 
Greater formalization of labour standards, contracts, job safety, domestic 
and export markets’ technical regulations and sanitary and phytosanitary 
measures should be mandatory for extending government support to 
SMEs. This requires necessary incentives to invest in skills training or 
upgrading of workers. 

• Long-term economic recovery through export promotion requires high 
competitiveness, economic diversification, and reductions in resource 
intensities. 

• All these policy measures require robust cooperation and regional 
integration along with substantial aid and support from international 
financial institutions.


