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With the Aga Khan'’s aid, the high-
lands of Tajikistan, Kazakhstan and
the Kyrgyz Republic will soon boast
an ambitious three-campus university.
David Shariamadari reports

Building a new university from
scratch is a mammoth undertak-
ing. Building one from scratch in
a poor, sparsely populated, moun-
tainous corner of the former
Soviet Union could be called folly.

Yet deep within Central Asia,
in the countries of Tajikistan,
Kazkhstan and the Kyrgyz Repub-
lic, work is under way to build the
new University of Central Asia.

Funded by the super-rich Aga
Khan, the spiritual leader of the
Ismaili Muslim community, the
university’s ambitious aim is to
bring cutting-edge higher educa-
tion and research to often over-
looked regions of the former
Soviet Union.

The idea of the university crys-
talised in 1995 when President
Emomali Rakhmonov of Tajiki-
stan and the Aga Khan jointly
vowed to create a research-active
university with world-class facili-
ties for the inhabitants of the
region’s mountain communities.

Bohdan Krawchenko, dean of
the UCA, said: “The goal is not to
be the best university in Central
Asia because that is not a particu-
larly difficult thing to achieve, but
to be among the best internation-
ally in the fields we want to offer.
That is a very big challenge.”

It is important to Professor
Krawchenko, however, that the
university’s global goals do not
overshadow one of the core pur-
poses of the UCA, which is to pro-
vide high-level educational oppor-
tunities for local inhabitants.

One of the major issues in
Central Asia is that existing
higher education provision is
based largely in regional capitals,
far removed from the inhabitants

s

of isolated rural communities.

An additional challenge is the
fact that higher education as
offered in most institutions in the
region has barely changed since
Soviet days.

Despite impressive literacy fig-
ures and a high number of gradu-
ates, graduate unemployment lev-
els are high. Observers argue that
the unreformed university system
is now not fit for purpose, if it
ever was, in a post-Soviet environ-
ment.

Professor Krawchenko wants to
build an institution that equips its
students for the reality of life in
the region. “We don’t want to edu-
cate for unemployment, which is
the case in universities in Central
Asia today,” he said.

“In Kyrgyzstan, 40,000 gradu-
ates hit the labour market every

Looking to the future: the city

year, and more than 90 per cent of
them end up unemployed. That’s
a big responsibility for us, and we
are structuring the curriculum so
that students will be very competi-
tive in the labour market.”

The UCA’s academic pro-
grammes have been drawn up
with employability in mind, offer-
ing courses that should prove use-
ful to the regional economies.
Undergraduate, graduate, doc-
toral, research, distance-learning
and economic development pro-
grammes will be offered.

“It’s going to be highly integra-
tive,” Professor Krawchenko said.
“The masters in economic devel-
opment, for example, is a two-year
programme. In the first year; stu-
dents will have a core curriculum
that includes economics, public
policy, development, manage-
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The idea of a university in Cen-
tral Asia has been circulating
since the early 1990s, when Pro-
fessor Krawchenko was in Kiev.

“The initial plan called for a
university in Khorog [the admin-
istrative capital of one of Tajiki-
stan’s main regions],” he said.
“But it became clear that there
was a lot of interest elsewhere, so
the idea evolved. Rather than
have one university with
branches in other countries, it
was decided to create one univer-
sity with three campuses.”

The governments of Kyrgyz-
stan and Kazakhstan became
involved, and in 2000 they signed
a treaty with the Aga Khan

overseen by award-
winning Japanese architect Arata
Isozaki.

The UCA, said Professor Kraw-
chenko, is borrowing the best de-
sign and the most innovative aca-
demic practice from universities
elsewhere in the world.

Identifying and hiring the aca-
demic staff is another major chal-
lenge. The intention is that the
bulk of the first generation of
academics will be local students
who are currently enrolled in
masters and PhD programmes in
Europe, North America and
elsewhere.

Professor Krawchenko was in
Europe recently to firm up
arrangements for scholarships for
students he hopes will go on to
become academics at UCA.

The university’s regional ethos
means that not only academic
staff but also the bulk of campus

n of one of the university’s three regional hubs

construction workers must come
from the region as far as possible.
According to the conditions laid
down by the Aga Khan, 80 per
cent of employees must be local.
However, the concern is that
once the UCA is running, it could
become
cess, producing highly employ-

able graduates who will Jeave to &

seek jobs outside the region.

Profe§sor Krawchenko  said:
“The issue is, what can we do to
.encourage students to stay? Part

of the answer is the way we
design our undergraduate and
graduate programmes, which are
geared to existing labour market
needs.

“Also, we place great emphasis
on entrepreneurship in our pro-
grammes because the point is to
create your own jobs and not just
to accept those that exist.

“We also have a curious situa-
tion in Central Asia where, al-
though there is substantial unem-
ployment, there is actually a
shortage of qualified personnel
because existing educational
institutions are not filling the
needs. We see this as a major
niche and have done our market
research.

“Of course there will be emigra-
tion — it happens everywhere —
but a hefty proportion will re-
main,” Professor Krawchenko
said.

Social problems, the lack of
infrastructure and the remoteness
are all major challenges to be
overcome in establishing the UCA
but, its dean believes, the people
of Central Asia are willing one of
the world’s most unlikely univer-
sities to succeed.

a victim of its own suc- \§.
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