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Introduction 

In the past few years, India‟s policy towards the countries 
forming the core of Central Asia—Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, 
Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan—has shown the greatest progress since 
these states ceased to be republics of the Soviet Union. Since its 
independence in 1991, the little-known region of 62 million people has 
drawn increasing attention as the sixth-largest producer of 
hydrocarbons in the world and the fourth-largest producer of gas. It is 
also rich in other resources such as uranium and hydropower. From 
the geopolitical point of view, the Central Asian states (CAS), an 
economy of $217 billion,1 occupy a crucial position since they border 
Afghanistan and could be a hub of either regional security or, on the 
contrary, destabilization through networks of international terrorism 
and drug supply that extend from the war-ravaged nation all the way 
to Europe. It is important to note that Afghanistan can be seen as an 
extension of the Central Asian strategy and a way of conceptualizing it 
more broadly. Here, the Afghan state will be discussed as part of the 
long-term strategic and economic interests of India in the five „Stans. 

                                                 
1 International Monetary Fund GDP list for 2010. 
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The CAS‟ significance to its 
neighboring region, in which India seeks 
to play a leading role, cannot be 
overestimated. After a decade and a half 
of desultory ties, it appears that India has 
finally awakened to Central Asia, with 
which it had been connected for centuries 
by commerce along the Great Silk Road. 
This ancient network of interlinking trade 
routes in East, South, and Western Asia 
had been inactive since the fifteenth 
century, until the Partition of 1948 
severed the last of the territorial ties. 
Central Asia now possesses a modern kind 
of currency—natural resources, 
particularly oil and gas—and a number of 
states have seized upon the importance of 
its abundant wealth and strategic location. 

In April 2011 Prime Minister Manmohan Singh made his first 
official visit to Kazakhstan, signing agreements across a wide 
spectrum, including a nuclear energy pact for joint exploration and 
research of uranium that promised to deliver 2100 tons of the mineral 
by 2014 and a deal that gave India‟s Oil and Natural Gas Corporation 
Limited (ONGC) a 25% stake in an oil field on the Caspian Sea. The 
following month saw Uzbek president Islam Karimov visit India for 
the fifth time since 1994, also concluding a number of agreements, 
especially on security and energy links. For the past several years, the 
Indian Ministry of External Affairs has been actively working to 
establish bilateral ties with all five CAS and improving political 
contacts with their leaders through summits and conferences. Yet, 
India is just the latest in a cohort of countries that have been vying for 
a presence in, and ultimately influence over, the CAS; others include 
the former hegemon, Russia, the rising superpower, China, the 
neighbors Iran and, farther afield, Turkey and South Korea, and the 
more distant—the United States and the European Union. How should 
India, a latecomer to the game and at a disadvantage geographically 
and financially, strategize its arrival on the Central Asian scene?  

Despite the recent diplomatic successes on the India-Central 
Asia front, the above question is often met with pessimism from many 

How should India, a 
latecomer to the 

game and at a 
disadvantage 

geographically and 
financially, 

strategize its arrival 
on the Central Asian 

scene? 
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a diplomatic and scholarly source. A recent academic conference 
gathering some of India‟s top specialists on the subject bemoaned the 
government‟s inertia and India‟s sidelining by the more important 
CAS players, as well as its conspicuous absence from the cohort of 
countries—the U.S.A., China, Pakistan—putting forth projects to 
revive the Great Silk Road. Others evoke such obstacles as the lack of 
land connectivity and the political impossibility of establishing routes 
through Afghanistan, Pakistan, or China as insurmountable barriers to 
the expansion of energy and conventional trade between India and the 
region. Yet others note that India has already missed its chance in 
Central Asia by not acting sooner. China and Russia have invested 
there much earlier, making the CAS a playground for the big regional 
powers. Arguments about India having fallen desperately behind most 
of the others have some truth to them. Yet they bring on an 
unnecessarily defeatist attitude that impedes the Indian establishment 
and private sector from coming up with creative ways to engage with 
Central Asia, despite existing drawbacks.  

The Central Asian region is indeed ridden with complexities of 
politics and geography, in addition to being pulled in various policy 
directions by powers that have sought to influence or dominate it. Yet, 
Indian observers who characterize this situation as a new “Great 
Game” in which they can play no part are making an overly facile 
comparison to the nineteenth-century power struggle between Britain 
and Russia that had unfolded in the region. That old moniker, even 
less applicable than the overused “Cold War,” is no longer current in 
foreign policy. The Central Asian countries now are sovereign entities 
that cannot be pushed around the chessboard, and all of them pursue 
a multivector policy in which several powers, not just one hegemon, 
are given access to natural resources and preferential treatment. In 
this context, India, while not a first-rank competitor for influence, can 
still emerge as an important force in the region. Much of its strategy 
will involve a wait-and-see approach, cementing its presence and role 
until the political situation becomes such that India gets cheaper and 
more secure access to Central Asia through Afghan, Chinese, or 
Iranian territory. This process might take a long time and require 
patience from the Indian players involved as well as, crucially, India‟s 
creative partnering with Russia. 
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Twenty years ago, India‟s 
access to the Central Asian 
republics, which were some of the 
biggest markets for its goods, lay 
through the Soviet party 
headquarters in Moscow. While the 
old system has been dismantled for 
good, this study argues that the 
goodwill and the contacts initiated 
during that era between India and 
Russia and, by extension, Central 
Asia, though neglected for these 
past two decades, can still serve as a 
foundation for fruitful trilateral 
cooperation in our day. India and 
Russia already benefit from a legacy 
of close cooperation and trust and, 
in geopolitical terms, are strategic 
allies whose wider goals—
multipolarism in Eurasia and 
stability in Afghanistan—align, or at 
least do not clash with one another. 
Russia staunchly supports India‟s 
gaining full membership in the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization 
while India has displayed none of 
the suspicion of Western countries 
have at Prime Minister Vladimir Putin‟s recent proposal regarding the 
formation of a “Eurasian Union.” The two countries have also taken 
similar stances on the mid-East crises, including Syria, and made a 
statement on this and the Afghan situation at the 12th India-Russia 
summit in December 2011.  

Although positive, the India-Russia bilateral relationship has 
admittedly suffered from benign neglect in the past, and the two are 
currently passive allies in Central Asia. Yet, the strategic partners have 
much in common there, since Russia, like India, is in some sense a 
latecomer, having been preoccupied with reviving its own economy 
and infrastructure in the 1990s and failing to create a coherent 
strategy in the „Stans for years. Given Russia‟s precipitous loss of clout 

India’s status as a 
side player trying to 
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in the CAS and its current budgetary constraints, it might never 
reestablish its position as a considerable force there unless it has a 
partner. India‟s status as a side player trying to get access to the 
region‟s natural resources and Russia‟s as a former hegemon 
attempting to restore its diminishing economic and cultural 
significance all suggest there is ample ground for more active 
cooperation. While the CAS present great strategic value for both 
India and Russia, neither has significant investable resources there. 
They would thus greatly benefit from sharing the burden of the labor, 
expertise, and costs involved in spreading their influence. 

At present, India‟s and Russia‟s side-by-side involvement in 
Afghanistan, which includes both civilian and military missions, 
creates a strong basis for their future cooperation in the region. 
Russia‟s quest for Afghan security is propelled by the threat of Islamic 
radicalism that threatens to spread further into Central Asia and into 
its own territory. No less pressing is Russia‟s need to curb the supply 
of drugs that has been streaming there from Afghanistan through 
Central Asian routes. Meanwhile, India also recognizes the importance 
of a stable Afghanistan that is free from the danger of terrorism for its 
surrounding region. It has been increasing its activity there, looking to 
the prospective NATO pullout in 2014 while seeking to curb the 
competing influence of Pakistan, which has made diplomatic and 
commercial forays into the country through a number of trade deals.  

While it remains unclear what forces will ultimately hold sway 
in Afghanistan, both India and Russia would benefit from having a 
partner that helps assure stability after the end of the NATO 
operation. Given the complementarity of their main goals, the two 
should pool their resources in the giant task of the war-devastated 
nation‟s development. India can benefit from Russian technical 
expertise and specialists, while Russia, perpetually short of 
manpower, is in need of India‟s vast human resources. There are also 
opportunities for the two to provide joint anti-terrorism training for 
local troops and oversee security measures. Their Afghan involvement 
appears likely to dominate Indo-Russian relations for years to come, 
which in turn signals a more active engagement for the two powers in 
neighboring Central Asia. If India and Russia cooperate in 
Afghanistan—this paper suggests that neighboring Tajikistan, where 
Russia stations some troops and has a strong relationship—is the place 
to start while war is ongoing—they can jointly help improve the 
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security situation. And, whenever the pipelines, whose functioning 
depends on a peaceful Afghanistan, will be given the green light, their 
commitment to and, hopefully, participation in these projects will be 
ensured.  

Although the business climate in Central Asia is currently 
difficult and India‟s bilateral trade with all five countries is 
underperforming, an economic partnership with Russia can create 
greater investment opportunities. The determination of Russia to 
enshrine its economic influence in Central Asia by breaking down the 
barriers with its states serves as another channel for India to establish 
greater ties with the region. The Customs Union that Russia created 
together with Belarus and Kazakhstan in 2010, with Kyrgyzstan and 
potentially Tajikistan likely to join, leading to a common market 
planned for 2012, provides for a unique opportunity for Indian 
business. India, which has a reasonably robust trade turnover with 
Russia of some $8 billion a year, can use Russia as a gateway to 
Kazakhstan, India‟s strongest ally in the region, and any other CAS 
that might join in the future.  

On the state level, then, India and Russia should be exploring 
the ways they can solidify their partnership in Central Asia through 
treaties that will bring them more firmly into each other‟s economic 
orbit. The conversation should be broadened as the two countries also 
work together to develop joint economic development projects in the 
region which would benefit from their private sectors‟ greater mobility 
and creative potential. This paper explores suggestions for specific 
projects that the two countries‟ corporate players can pursue jointly:  

 
1) Encourage joint Russia-India IT projects in region with a 
transfer of their skills  
2) Coordinate aid and pool funding through joint facilities 
3) Cooperate on aero-space industry projects building on the 
platform of the existing relationship with Baikonur Cosmodrome 
in Kazakhstan 
4) Collaborate on infrastructure development in region 
5) Create partnerships through educational and medical 
institutions for training Central Asian specialists  
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This study therefore introduces the 
dilemma of both India and Russia, 
whose state-owned energy companies 
are forced to operate in a region where 
Chinese government corporations have 
been dominant for the last several years. 
The two countries should continue to 
pursue opportunities in Central Asia and 
work on their bilateral relationships with 
each of the „Stans as they wait for the 
complicated political situation in Iran 
and Afghanistan to stabilize. In the 
meantime, India and Russia should 
cooperate with each other to pool their 
financial, political, and human resources 
and doubling their impact in Central 
Asia while making up for each other‟s shortcomings in the region. 
This, effectively trilateral, partnership would not be easy to execute 
but needs to be on the long-term agenda for both states. Central Asian 
countries should also be involved in identifying ways in which India 
and Russia can cooperate in their region. Without active involvement 
and effort expended by the two principal partners, there is a danger 
that India would resign itself to being a bit player in Central Asia—an 
unwarranted sentiment since there are long-term but realizable ways 
of advancing its interests and influence in this strategically vital part 
of the world.  
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The Central Asian States: An Overview 
 Central Asia is one of the most sparsely populated regions of 
the world, housing a population roughly the size of France over an 
area of 4 million square kilometers. While more than 100 ethnicities 
are represented among its population, the majority shares a common 
Sunni Muslim identity. This unique geographical and political entity 
has long emerged as attractive for outside powers due to its important 
location on the crossroads between Europe and South Asia. The five 
independent states have adjoining borders with Russia, China, Iran, 
Afghanistan, and Pakistan. No less important are their abundant, 
though mostly little explored, natural resources which include over 8 
billion tons of oil as well as gas, water, precious metals, and minerals. 
According to The Economist, “seven tenths of all the increase in oil 
output outside OPEC is now coming from Central Asia.”2 Tempering 
this attractive view of the CAS is their often hostile investment 
climate, for reasons ranging from lack of transport links in the 
landlocked, mountainous region to inadequate banking facilities to 
their sometimes volatile undemocratic regimes that are frequently in 
conflict with one another.  

Horse-riding steppe nomads, the native populations of 
Central Asia were organized into tribal khanates, the largest and most 
powerful of these being the empire of Timur (Tamurlane), who 
conquered much of the region in the fourteenth century. Subsequent 
khanates proved to be no match for the superior weapons and political 
system of their neighbor to the west. They were gradually incorporated 
into the Russian Empire during a series of campaigns that began in 
the fifteenth century and were completed by the end of the nineteenth. 
Among these, the current states of Tajikistan and Uzbekistan became 
the spoils of the Great Game between Britain and Russia, a struggle 
for predominance over the region that also saw Britain wage war for 
the conquest of Afghanistan in the 1830s-1840s and 1870s.  

After briefly gaining their independence with the overthrow of 
the tsarist empire in 1917, the Central Asian territories were 
reconquered by Bolshevik forces by the early 1920s and divided into 
five republics along majority ethnic lines. During the seventy years of 
Soviet power, the Kremlin remained central to the maintenance of 
Central Asian economies, developing and buying their cotton fiber, oil 

                                                 
2 “Make a New Plan, Stans,” The Economist, 17 December 2011. 
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and gas, animal products, and fruits and vegetables. While Soviet 
authorities ordered the local languages to be codified and 
systematized, they discouraged pan-Islamism. In fact, Kazakhstan was 
not considered to be part of Central Asia; instead, the largest and most 
developed republic in the region was officially positioned as closer to 
Russia. Some of the most important military faciliies were kept in 
Kazakhstan, including the Baikonur Cosmodrome and weapons of 
mass destruction used for nuclear testing. It was also during the Soviet 
period—an era of wanton development of natural resources—that the 
greatest environmental damage in the history of Central Asia was 
done, the drying out of the Aral Sea for irrigation purposes being the 
most egregious example. 

At the time of the breakup of the USSR in 1991, the Central 
Asian Republics had not been clamoring for sovereignty or making 
demands on the part of their ethnic populations. Generally more 
poorly developed than the other ten states in the Union, they were late 
in embracing their newfound national identity. The local populations, 
as well as the ethnic Russian ones, generally met independence with 
indifference. Former Communist party bosses therefore had no 
trouble retaining their positions as local political leaders in each of the 
five new states. The countries also maintained a relationship with the 
successor of the Soviet Union, the Russian Federation, due to the fact 
that the majority of trade and energy networks ran through Russian 
territory. All the CAS joined the Russia-led Commonwealth of 
Independent States (CIS), a loose confederation of the majority of 
former Soviet republics formed in 1992.  

Since independence, there have been several attempts by 
Russia to unite the Central Asian region economically. The most active 
organization in this respect thus far has been the Eurasian Economic 
Community (EurAsEC), founded in 1996 with all CAS but 
Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan eventually joining and a Customs 
Union currently in the works between Russia, Kazakhstan, and 
Belarus. All CAS except for Turkmenistan are also members of the 
Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), the military alliance 
that is Russia‟s answer to NATO. However, the most recent trend has 
been for the increasingly self-assertive countries to pursue their own 
political agenda. Beginning in the 2000s, all have sought to attract 
investments from the various powers that have shown increasing 
interest in the region, and most have been moving away, politically, 
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economically, or both, from their former hegemon. Each of the CAS 
has tried to chart its own path, independent and distinct from its 
neighbors‟. The challenges that they collectively face are therefore the 
more difficult to overcome for lack of regional cooperation. As a recent 
report for the U.S. Congress aptly states, despite these countries‟ 
mixed ethnic groups, “the term „Central Asia‟ currently denotes a 
geographic area more than a region of shared identities and 
aspirations.”3 Given this anomie between the states despite their often 
similar history and paths of development, observers fear that the CAS 
may not necessarily grow into the success stories that the foreigners 
who invest there hope for them to become.  

 

Geopolitics and Geoeconomics State by State 
Kazakhstan, the largest—at 2.7 million square kilometers and 

15.5 million people—and most developed of the CAS, currently 
accounts for 80% of the region‟s GDP. In the past, the country has 
attracted much journalistic attention due to its rapid economic rise as 
well as the self-aggrandizing, autocratic regime of its President, 
Nursultan Nazarbayev, whose new capital, Astana, shines with ultra-
modern monuments to his leadership. The country has been under the 
firm rule of Nazarbayev ever since he became the General Secretary of 
the Communist Party of Kazakhstan in 1989. In an April 2011 vote the 
President gained what BBC News termed a “crushing” victory, 
officially winning over 95.5 % of the electorate and extending his rule 
by another 5-year term. The monopolization of power by Nazarbayev 
and his family has faced criticism, though often muted, from the West 
over the years. International monitors say that police routinely torture 
suspects and severely constrain media. Kazakhstan languishes at No. 
162 on the Reporters Without Borders‟ Press Freedom Index. 
Kazakhstan‟s main economic and political partner remains Russia, not 
least due to the fact that almost a quarter of the state‟s population is 
ethnically Russian. However, in the past decade, Kazakhstan has also 
sought to secure relations with the West and China, as well as with 
India. Much of the interest it elicits from outside powers is due to its 
considerable natural resources, thanks to which its growth has 
averaged 8% a year for the past decade. Less frequently talked about is 

                                                 
3 Jim Nichol, Central Asia: Regional Developments and Implications for U.S. Interests, 
Congressional Research Service Report for Congress, 3 January 2012, p. 12. 
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the country‟s well-educated population and quality academic 
institutions as well as its recent commitment to innovation and high 
technology, which should further stimulate its economic rise.  

The second most-developed state in the region, Uzbekistan, 
with a population of 28 million, has been vying with Kazakhstan for 
the position of unofficial leader of the Central Asian five. Its GDP is 
the second largest in the region yet, at $39 billion, makes up only a 
quarter of Kazakhstan‟s. The Uzbek economy has been growing 
moderately yet still relies on commodity production—natural gas, of 
which supplies are abundant, gold, uranium, and cotton. Like 
Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan has a president, Islam Karimov, who has 
remained at the helm since Soviet times (1990) and presides over a 
parliamentary system in which little doubt remains as to who holds 
the reins of power. In May 2005, Uzbekistan‟s military, following 
government orders, opened fire on a demonstration in the city of 
Andijan that was protesting against poor living conditions and 
corruption at the top. Estimated casulties number anywhere from a 
few hundred to 5,000, a number that has remained moot since the 
government did not allow independent investigations. After criticism 
from the United States over the massacre, the Uzbek government 
ordered the shutdown of its only American military base at Karshi-
Khanabad, which had been used for operations in Afghanistan across 
the border. Since then, however, the state has shown some signs of 
moving closer to the West politically, leaving EurAsEC in 2008, and 
has even proclaimed an interest in joining NATO in the future. 
Uzbekistan also rejoined the CSTO in 2006  after having left the 
organization in 1999, but its treatment of Russia remains wary, and 
President Karimov has expressed his intention of simultaneously 
maintaining cordial relations with the United States. 

Turkmenistan is the other Central Asian country that borders 
Afghanistan and has served as a base for U.S. military facilities and 
transport of weapons, all the while publicly adhering to a neutral 
stance. With the third-highest GDP in the region, $20 billion, 
Turkmenistan frequently plays a dual role in foreign affairs, 
strategizing to attract the greatest number of investors to its natural 
gas-rich country. The decision-makers in the ongoing negotiations and 
power struggles have been President for Life Saparmurat Niyazov who 
ruled his five million citizens from 1985 and managed his own, 
outsized personality cult until his death in 2006 and, since then, his 
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loyal successor, Gurbanguly Berdymukhamedov. Politically the most 
unreformed of all the CAS, Turkmenistan has been criticized for 
various civil rights abuses, including imposing severe travel 
restrictions on its citizens. This autocracy is completely sustained by 
sales of cotton and especially gas. The state‟s leaders have therefore 
been playing a deft diplomatic game in trying to diversify the gas 
market which has historically belonged to Russia. Turkmenistan has 
not joined any Russian regional associations, but neither has it 
committed itself to Western ones, or China-centric ones such as the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization, preferring to stay out of political 
games in favor of economic ones. 

Uzbekistan‟s and Kazakhstan‟s smaller and less developed 
neighbor Kyrgyzstan (200,000 square kilometers, 5.6 million people), 
officially a democratic parliamentary republic, has featured a 
somewhat different political trajectory over the last decade.4 While 
Soviet-era President Askar Akayev easily held on to power into the 
independence era, in 2005 he was ousted after a series of protests over 
his increasingly corrupt and authoritarian rule, in what became known 
as the non-violent Tulip Revolution. His successor, elected President 
Kurmanbek Bakiyev, was in power for five years before suffering the 
same fate in April 2010 and being replaced by interim president Roza 
Otunbayeva. Kyrgyzstan then elected the current Prime Minister, 
leader of the Social Democratic Party Almazbek Atambayev to lead the 
country beginning in 2012, with the voting judged as by and large fair 
and unobstructed by international monitors. Despite the largely 
functional electoral system, Kyrgyzstan‟s politics is rife with problems, 
not the least of which is its failure to curb ethnic tension directed at 
the country‟s sizable Uzbek minority. In the aftermath of Bakiyev‟s 
overthrow, South Kyrgyzstan was engulfed in violence between Kyrgyz 
and Uzbeks, in which up to 2,000 people, mainly Uzbeks, died and 
human rights abuses were reportedly committted by various groups 
including Kyrgyz security forces. Kyrgyzstan has also suffered from 
economic difficulties—at $12 billion, its GDP is the lowest in the 
region—having previously relied on the Soviet Union for all its 
commodity exports. While the country is rich in hydropower and 
minerals such as coal, gold, and uranium, these natural resources 

                                                 
4 For more on this, see Nirmala Joshi, “Kyrgyzstan: The Road to Stability,” 12 
September 2011, www.gatewayhouse.in 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_Democratic_Party_of_Kyrgyzstan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Almazbek_Atambayev
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remain largely undeveloped due to lack of infrastructure, especially 
transport links. The economy has been dependent on remittances 
from migrant workers and handouts from international federations, 
China, and Russia, which Kyrgyzstan‟s new leadership now views as its 
most reliable ally. President-elect Atambayev has recently announced 
his intention to close the U.S. military base at Manas when its lease 
comes up for renewal in 2014, citing his country‟s unwillingness to be 
involved in regional conflicts. Despite Kyrgyzstan already being a 
member of the WTO, Atambayev has declared his intention to join the 
new Russia-led customs union that also includes Kazakhstan and 
Belarus. The country‟s improving relationship with its former 
colonizer might even extend to uniting all of its military bases under 
Russian control, according to Atambayev‟s recent proposal. 

The mountainous country of Tajikistan, which borders on 
Kyrgyzstan and Afghanistan, ties its Kyrgyz neighbor in population 
size and has been the poorest Central Asian country until slightly 
increasing its GDP to $5.6 billion. A devastating civil war between 
different political factions followed its independence, lasting from 
1992 to 1997. President Emomali Rahmon, who won the 1994 
elections, has been in power since then. Tajikistan‟s politics is rife with 
corruption and weak governance, while its economy and rich reserves 
of hydropower and minerals such as gold and uranium remain 
severely underdeveloped. Although cotton has been Tajikistan‟s top 
commodity for decades, as with Kyrgyzstan, most of the country‟s 
income comes from remittances sent by Tajik migrant laborers, the 
majority of whom work in Russia.  

Tajikistan‟s geographic position as Afghanistan‟s neighboring 
state has defined much of its interactions with outside powers for the 
past decade. The country is used as a base for stationing troops and 
anti-terrorism training by outside powers along its Afghan border, a 
situation that it has largely welcomed. Russia maintains a military 
base near Dushanbe‟s airport while the country‟s most important 
airforce base, Ayuni, has been rebuilt by India yet is also manned by 
Russian personnel. Its principal airspace control center, OKNO, is 
under Russian jurisdiction. Tajikistan‟s infrastructure remains 
dependent on loans and assistance from other countries, such as 
Russia and Iran, which have each invested in hydropower dams, and 
China, which has lately helped improve Tajik roads and electricity 
transmission. Local initiatives have been harder to implement. 
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Although Tajikistan has the largest water resources in the region, and 
4% of the world‟s hydropower potential,5 power stations are only 
active at the Nurek Dam, fulfilling the country‟s needs but producing 
no surplus electricity. The much-touted hydro-electric project called 
CASAREM (Central Asia South Asia Regional Energy Market) has 
remained on the books since 2006 due to the political hardship of 
connecting Afghanistan and Pakistan as well as regional 
disagreements. It would deliver 1000-1300 MW surplus electricity 
from Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan to Afghanistan and Pakistan using 
Indian technology. 
 

Energy 
 Kazakhstan carries the mantle of the most natural resource-
rich, and consequently the most developed, state in Central Asia. It is 
the world‟s largest producer of uranium with an estimated 15-19% of 
the world‟s total reserves6 Extrapolating from current trends, the 
nation is poised to emerge as the number one global supplier of 
uranium in the next five years, overtaking Australia, with a presence 
across the uranium extraction, enrichment, and fuel fabrication 
markets. In hydrocarbons, Kazakhstan‟s extractable resources of oil 
are estimated to be 7.8 billion tons—on par with Kuwait—and those of 
natural gas 100 trillion cubic feet.7 The U.S. Energy Information 
Administration predicts that Kazakhstan could become one of the top 
five producers of oil in the world in the course of the next decade.8 Its 
gas reserves are 15th in the world, making it a net exporter, with 
further plans to improve production by 12% in 2011-12. Due to its 
mountainous geographic location, the exploitation of Kazakh crude oil 
and gas has necessitated a pipeline infrastructure through  

                                                 
5 Angira Sen Sharma, India and Central Asia: Redefining Energy and Trade Links, 
(New Delhi: Pentagon Press, 2010), p. 22. 
 
6 Crae Garrett and Zhibek Aidymbekova,“Uranium Mining in Kazakhstan and Pervasive 
State Participation: A Canadian Comparative Perspective,” Macleod Dixon LLP, 2008 
7 “India-Kazakhstan Relations: Challenges and Prospects,” Mainstream Weekly, Vol. 
XLVII, no. 38, September 5, 2009. 

8 Ruoxi Du, Central Asian Energy: A Point of Contention or Collaboration in Russia-
China Relations (FMSO: Fort Leavenworth, KS, 2011), p. 5. 



India in Central Asia 

  
20 

 
  

neighbouring countries, by which the resources reach international 
markets, from Russia to China. While many foreign state actors, such 
as Great Britain, the United States, and Malaysia, have bid on oil and 
gas extraction on its territory, the state itself has clearly insisted on 
remaining a prime actor in the exploration. In December 2011, the 
international Kazakhstan Petroleum Operating Consortium has agreed 
to transfer 10% of its shares in the Karachaganak oil and gas field to 
the Kazakh government, after some strong-arm tactics, including the 
imposition of fines and duties, by the latter.9 
 Uzbekistan has been a net importer of oil but an exporter of 
gas, the eighth country in the world in gas production, with explored 
resources estimated at 2.4 trillion cubic meters. However, due to 
poorly developed infrastructure, nearly eighty percent of this gas stays 
on Uzbek territory and is reserved for domestic use at subsidized 
rates. Of the remaining natural gas that Uzbekistan exports, more 
than half is presently piped to Russia through routes laid in the Soviet 
period, and the remainder to neighboring CAS Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Ukraine. Because of problems with state 
planning, this equation is sometimes altered. In November 2011 both 
Russian and Kazakh governments complained about Uzbekistan 
withholding gas in favor of its own domestic markets during an 
especially cold winter; Kazakhstan, most of whose gas resources are 
piped abroad, was even forced to conclude an agreement to obtain 
more gas via its pipeline with China.10 Such constraints, and 
Uzbekistan‟s poorly developed investment climate, have mostly kept 
its profitable gas market closed to shareholders outside of the 
Eurasian region. 
 Turkmenistan is a net oil exporter, with enough supplies to 
feed its domestic market. However, its gas reserves have made the 
nation an international darling. The Turkmen state is the fourth in the 
world in natural gas reserves after Russia, Iran, and the United States 
with approximately 8 trillion cubic meters of which 70 billion cubic 
meters being produced each year. Turkmenistan‟s prospecting 
potential stands at 38.1 trillion cubic meters and 21 trillion cubic 
meters alone at its largest, and the world‟s second-largest, gas field, 
the South Yolotan. Large volumes of Turkmen gas are available for 

                                                 
9 See Jim Nichol, Central Asia: Regional Developments and Implications for U.S. 
Interests, Congressional Research Service Report for Congress, 3 January 2012, p. 49. 
10 Ibid, p. 53. 
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export because of high production capacity—unlike the case of the 
comparatively more gas-poor Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan. In 2008, 
49 billion cubic meters of Turkmenistan‟s 71 billion cubic meter gas 
production went for export via pipelines to Russia, China, and Iran.11 
While Turkmenistan has historically shipped most of its gas to the 
Soviet Union and later Russia, whose share of the Turkmen gas pie 
still stands at one-third, its gas export portfolio is now rapidly 
changing in favor of China. It is also considering taking part in the EU 
and U.S.-led Nabucco pipeline, designed to provide an alternative to 
Russia‟s gas pipelines to Europe via the Caspian states. 
 Energy is thus the main source of wealth in Central Asia—save 
for the poorer Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan—fought over by the foreign 
investors that struggle to influence the local state-owned energy 
companies and assert their place in the division of spoils that the 
region has become. However, as discussed below, serious problems 
plague these resource-rich yet overall poorly developed states whose 
continued stability—never a given in autocratic regimes—remains 
under question. These problems demand the attention of foreign 
powers if they are seriously interested in investing in Central Asia‟s 
infrastructure, developing its trade potential, and generally becoming 
more meaningful players in the CAS. 
 

Counter-Terrorism and Anti-Drug Trafficking 
Efforts 

All of the CAS have repeatedly divorced themselves from any 
associations with militant Islamism, pursuing the minor terrorist 
groups that have intermittently held sway among some members of 
their populations. The largest among these have been based in 
Uzbekistan since the early 1990s: the international Hizb-ut-Tahrir and 
the local Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), which has 
frequently operated from Afghanistan. Its goal is to oust Karimov and 
institute a Sharia-, or Islamic law-based state. Neither movement has 
attracted a following of more than a thousand people in Uzbekistan. 
However, both have maintained a troubling presence there to this day 
and been periodically suppressed, in 1999 and 2000, when they 
invaded neighboring Kyrgyzstan, and again in 2006. In Tajikistan, a 
terrorist group associated with the IMU, Jamaat Ansarullah, was 

                                                 
11 Russian Analytical Digest, No. 71, 25 January 2010, p. 14.  
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behind dozens of deaths in 2009-10 after twenty-five militants 
escaped from jail; the movement was speedily suppressed. A militant 
group, the Jama‟at Kyrgyzstan Jaish al-Mahdi, has also emerged in 
Kyrgyzstan and was responsible for several lethal bombings in 2010-
11. In Kazakhstan, there were several attacks by the Soldiers of the 
Caliphate, a new terrorist organization, in 2011; the government has 
claimed to liquidate it. Stability and security from any outside or 
internal threat are thus paramount for all the CAS leaders. These goals 
lie at the basis of an anti-democratic pact with their populations that 
has worked thus far. 

The great amount of illegal drugs passing through the Central 
Asian region is another potential source of volatility that has not been 
managed to a similar extent. An illegal, yet widespread, source of 
income in Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan is the heroin trade 
that originates in Afghanistan, the source of seventy-five percent of 
opium in the world. Ninety percent of the drug eventually comes to 
Russia where it is responsible for 30,000 deaths a year, according to 
Russian official sources, and, to a much smaller extent, to Western 
Europe.12 Notably, the Indian markets are indirectly implicated in the 
regional drug trade system, which makes it imperative that the 
country join the efforts to end it. The world‟s largest producer of legal 
opium for the pharmaceutical markets, India sees an undetermined 
quantity of the substance diverted to international drug markets and 
serves as a transit point for illicit narcotics manufactured throughout 
Western Asia which borders on the CAS.13 Local Central Asian 
authorities have been ineffectual in dealing with the profitable traffic 
which is estimated to bring $20 billion into the region yearly and also 
benefits rural Afghan populations and Taliban militants. After the 
ouster of Kurmanbek Bakiyev in Kyrgyzstan, however, the interim 
Rosa Otunbayeva government decided to restore its anti-drug 
watchdog under the auspices of the United Nations. More than $3 
million is earmarked for anti-drug trafficking efforts by this agency, 
whose creation had been actively lobbied by Russia. The United States 

                                                 
12 “Central Asian Drug Trafficking at $20 Billion Yearly—Russia‟s Anti-Drug Watchdog,” 
RIA Novosti, 24 March 2011 and “UN to Launch New Anti-Drug Programs in 
Afghanistan, Central Asia,” RIA Novosti, 25 April 2011. 
13 See CIA World Factbook, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/fields/2086.html 
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is also reportedly planning joint operations with Russia to destroy 
drug laboratories in Afghanistan.14 

 

Inter-State Tensions 
With each of the CAS having its own natural resource profile 

and many stymied by their inhospitable terrain which prevents easy 
trade within the region, the relationships between the individual states 
are often fraught. Some conflicts have been going on constantly since 
1991, when Moscow relinquished central control to the sovereign 
states. Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, known as the disadvantaged CAS, 
nonetheless hold an important trump card over the other three—they 
are upstream river countries, possessing a surplus of water and eager 
to exchange it for the energy which the downstream countries of 
Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan produce in abundance.15 
Furthermore, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan need water for hydroelectric 
production as well as irrigation, while Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan use 
water primarily for irrigation. A complex system of swaps has resulted, 
which often leads to demands for delivery charges and hold-ups of 
water by the upstream republics while energy supplies are hoarded by 
the downstream countries for non-payment of debts. The ongoing 
depletion of environmental resources for irrigation has been another 
byproduct. Recently, Tajikistan‟s announced plan to build a giant 
hydropower dam to ensure adequate electricity provision for its 
population has resulted in protests from Uzbekistan.16  

Such inter-state tensions impede the region‟s collective 
development and can devolve into inter-ethnic ones, as seen in 
Kyrgyzstan‟s recent violence against resident Uzbeks. In general, as 
the previous discussion has made clear, the potential for instability in 
Central Asia is significant. This might especially become the case 
during any future transition of power from the aging Soviet-era 
leaders or in the event of a current head of state losing credibility, as 
was the case with Kyrgyz presidents Akayev and Bakiyev. The late 2011 

                                                 
14 Ibid. 
15 For more on this, see Gregory Gleason, “Upstream-Downstream: The Difficulties of 
Central Asian Water and Energy Swaps,” www.eurasianet.org, 5 February 2001 and Urs 
Luterbacher and Dushan Mamatkhanov, Water and Mountains, Upstream and 
Downstream Relationships: Analyzing Unequal Relations (Geneva: IELRC, 2009). 
16 James Brooke, “Tajikistan Plans to Build World‟s Tallest Hydro Dam,” VOA News, 16 
November 2011. 
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outbreak of violence in Kazakhstan is a case in point. Following upon 
strikes by disgruntled energy sector workers that resulted in sixteen 
deaths and more injuries at the hands of the state police, President 
Nazarbayev fired both his Vice President and his son-in-law, the head 
of the sovereign wealth fund who had been touted as his heir 
apparent; the septuagenarian leader‟s succession is now uncertain. 
The centralized nature of all five regimes, the lack of alternative 
political figures outside of the rulers‟ circle, and the high levels of 
corruption all make the situation volatile, especially in the context of a 
small yet increasingly sophisticated middle class rising across most of 
the CAS. The possibility of a violent revolt or even a revolution—
already borne out in Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and to a lesser extent in 
Uzbekistan—is never far from the horizon in poverty-ridden Central 
Asia. The international community‟s new darling thus needs much 
help from the said community aside from pure exploitation of its 
considerable resources to be kept stable. This requires a multi-lateral, 
multi-vector approach that foreign powers, especially nearby India, 
should strive for. 
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Outside Powers in Central Asia 

Russia: The Onetime Hegemon and its 
Competitors 
 In a June 2011 interview to Russia‟s government newspaper, 
Rossiyskaya gazeta, leading Central Asia scholar Aleksei Malashenko 
assessed the situation in his region of study with the following 
statement: “Central Asia is fated for stable stagnation.” The main 
reason for these blunt words was to reassure the readership that 
Russia would not have an Arab Spring in its backyard and traditional 
zone of influence, as some had feared. Malashenko‟s task, however, 
was not a political analysis of the CAS but a critique of Russia‟s policy 
of giving substantial aid to the erstwhile Soviet republics for the 
purpose of keeping them in its orbit. The reason? “We don‟t have the 
money to pay for allied relations.” The rest of the interview bemoaned 
the reluctance of Central Asian economies—bar Kazakhstan—to pick 
up steam and of their leadership to renew itself despite occasional 
evidence of popular dissatisfaction. All this was meant to explain why 
Russia should no longer indiscriminately pour money into such 
“backward” states as Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan but act on its own 
economic interests, as an “equal partner.”17  

The influx of millions of migrant workers from the 
aforementioned two states has indeed put a strain on the Russian 
economy and seen many of the workers‟ Moscow jobs come under 
threat and themselves increasingly the objects of racially motivated 
attacks and violent crime. A recent incident highlighted the 
precariousness of this community: in early November 2011 a Russian 
and an Estonian pilot who made an emergency landing in Tajikistan 
while flying back from Kabul were arrested and sentenced to eight and 
a half years on the charges of smuggling, illegal border crossing, and 
flight rules violations. The verdict caused an outcry in Russia, where 
there was already some ill-will towards President Rahmon for not 
sending Tajik troops to patrol the porous Tajik-Afghan border. In 
retaliation, Russian authorities rounded up hundreds of Tajik 
migrants working in Moscow and announced the mass deportation of 
all Tajiks from the capital for the reason, announced by Russia‟s 

                                                 
17 Yevgeny Shestakov, “Tsentral‟naya Aziya obrechena na stabil‟nyi zastoy,” Rossiyskaya 
gazeta, 17 June 2011. 
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health minister, of them being carriers of HIV and tuberculosis. On 
November 22, the two jailed pilots were freed by the Tajik court in 
what was seen as an early election victory for Russia. While the storm 
has passed, Russia‟s outsized, heavy-handed reaction shows it as 
prepared for a souring in relations with at least one of its former 
satellites and makes their former aid-based relationship less likely in 
the future.18 

Indeed, Russia, hit hard by the global economic crisis and 
suffering the consequences of a financial downturn since 2008, stands 
unprepared to honor its erstwhile commitment to provide $7.5 billion 
in loans to Central Asia, including such projects as building new 
hydropower dams and shoring up infrastructure. Neither has it 
engaged in any technical or scholarly partnerships as of late. 
According to Malashenko, Russia‟s position has already been shaken 
by the region‟s desire for complete independence from it. He says he is 
resigned to watching other powers, specifically China, make inroads 
into Russia‟s former economic domain. Such an admission comes after 
twenty years of Russian policy that has claimed the CAS as its 
privileged sphere of interest and during which Russia played a 
significant role in the Central Asian economy, even while maintaining 
a status quo vis-à-vis the individual states‟ politics. It comes despite 
the fact that Russia had until recently retained a leading, though 
decreasing, share in Central Asian trade—$10 billion in imports and 
$18.6 billion in exports, including transshipments, in 2007.19 It 
remains commercially strong in most of the states, especially as an 
import partner, primarily through sales of dilapidated, Soviet-era 
military equipment and second-rate goods, still in demand given the 
laggard and non-diversified manufacturing sector in most of Central 
Asia.20 Another important source of investment is the Central Asian 
mobile telephone industry, where the principal Russian companies are 

                                                 
18 See, for example, “Moscow Outrage at Tajik Sentence for Russian Pilots,” rt.com, 8 
November 2011, Michael Schwirtz, “With a Russian in a Tajik Jail, Moscow Aims Its 
Reprisal at Migrant Workers,” The New York Times, 16 November 2011, “Tajikistan 
Loses Nerve and Backs Off Russian Pilots,” eurasianet.org, 22 November 2011, and 
“Tajikistan Releases Russian and Estonian Pilots,” BBC News, 22 November 2011.  
19 “Russia‟s Economic and Security Relations with Central Asia,” Russian Analytical 
Digest, no. 71, 25 January 2010, p. 3. 
20 For more on Russia-Central Asia trade, see Martin C. Spechler, “Russia and the 
Central Asian Economies: From Colonial Subordination to Normal Trade,” Russian 
Analytical Digest, no. 71, 25 January 2010. 
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represented. And, culturally, Russian remains the lingua franca of the 
region, the vernacular spoken among its many ethnicities, ubiquitous 
in television programming and on the internet. Despite this, 
Malashenko bemoans his country‟s and language‟s loss of “cultural 
influence” in the CAS21 and Russia‟s Foreign Ministry evokes the 
recent trend of Central Asian students seeking out Western, rather 
than Russian, universities.22  
 Russia may indeed be reluctantly stepping away from the role 
of Big Brother in the CAS‟ economies and collective cultural sphere 
given its lack of funding and resistance from the countries in question. 
However, Malashenko‟s analysis does not tell the entire story of the 
persistent hydrocarbon diplomacy that has been key to Russia‟s 
influence in the region. In energy, Russia has a long history of 
domination that it can build on: since Soviet times, the only outlet for 
energy from Central Asia was through Russian territory via its 
pipelines. And, for the past twenty years, the crucial goal that Russia 
set for itself in the region was to protect those energy routes, regulate 
favorable prices for the oil and gas that they deliver, and prevent the 
construction of new ones that would bypass its territory. While Russia 
is the world‟s top gas producer, many of its fields are difficult to 
exploit or underdeveloped, and it has sought the gas supplies of 
Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and especially Turkmenistan to make up for 
the gap. Oil supplies, which Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan possess, 
happen to be a different story; since it is already a major producer, 
Russia‟s oil pipeline policy acts primarily as a security measure. Some 
scholars state outright that the Russian requirement for Central Asian 
petroleum “is mostly political and strategic in nature,” used as a 
vehicle of influence and political power.23 
 In Kazakhstan, two of the major three oil pipelines, the Russo-
Kazakh Caspian Pipeline Consortium (CPC) and the Samara-Atyrau 
pipeline, lead to Russia—the third, built in 2010, is the first Kazakh 
pipeline to China. Russia is also a transit point for the Omsk-Pavlodar-

                                                 
21 Yevgeny Shestakov, “Tsentral‟naya Aziya obrechena na stabil‟nyi zastoy,” Rossiyskaya 
gazeta, 17 June 2011. 
22 Dmitry Trofimov, “Russian Foreign Policy Objectives in Central Asia,” The 
International Institute of Strategic Studies,” Russian Regional Perspectives Journal, 
Volume 1, Issue 2, p. 16. 
23 See “Great Power Politics in Central Asia Today” in Islam, Oil, and Geopolitics, ed. 
Elizabeth Van Wie Davis and Rouben Azizian (Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2006), 
p. 167.   



India in Central Asia 

 

 

  
29 

 
  

Shykment-Turkmenabat pipeline, originating in Russia and ending in 
Turkmenistan. When the CPC was negotiated in the 1990s, it was 
hailed as an example of the region‟s first transparently run and 
liberally managed pipeline consortium, especially in the United States, 
which has long sought to break the Russian government‟s stranglehold 
over the Central Asian petroleum industry. The Caspian Pipeline 
Consortium was initially shared 50-50 percent between original state 
investors Russia, Kazakhstan, and Oman on the one hand, and 
international private oil companies on the other. However, soon after 
the inception of the consortium in 2001 and especially since the 
transfer of Russia‟s majority stake of 24% to its state oil company 
Transneft in 2007, Russia has vehemently opposed the expansion of 
the CPC to include more foreign companies and demanded higher 
transit fees.24 While Chevron and Mobil still own minority stakes, 
shareholder BP has been persuaded to sell its stake to another state-
owned Russian conglomerate, Lukoil, in 2009. Russia‟s stubbornness 
on this point has been widely interpreted as a desire to reassert 
control over the crucial pipeline that goes through its territory, to the 
extent of incurring financial loss to pursue its political goals. 
Kazakhstan‟s oil processing capabilities are low; thus, it depends on 
Russia to process over half of its oil supply.25 All the Kazakh gas 
pipelines, including the transit routes from Turkmenistan and 
Uzbekistan, similarly used to lead to Russia, ending up at its Orenburg 
processing plant. China‟s recent building of its CAGP gas pipeline 
from Turkmenistan through Kazakhstan has opened up a new front 
(discussed below). Yet, despite the inroads the Chinese state has 
made, the Russian share of the Kazakh oil and gas market is still 
significantly larger.  

The Russia-Uzbekistan energy ties, strong in the Soviet Union, 
have been gradually revived beginning in the 2000s and especially 
after 2006, the year after the Uzbek government shut down its U.S. 
military base.26 Uzbekistan currently sends 70% of its gas production 

                                                 
24 For more on this, see Adrian Dellecker, “Caspian Pipeline Consortium, Bellwether of 
Russia‟s Investment Climate?” IFRI, Russia/NIS Center, June 2008. 
25 Bek Ali Yerzhan, “Kazakhstan‟s Energy Strategy” in Central Asia and South Asia: 
Energy Cooperation and Transport Linkages, ed. K. Warikoo (Delhi: Himalayan 
Research and Cultural Foundation, 2011), p. 69. 
26 For a more detailed summary, see “Russia and Uzbekistan: Oil and Gas Cooperation,” 
RIA Novosti, 20 July 2010.  
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to Russia and also serves as a transit point between Turkmenistan, 
Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan. Gazprom, Russia‟s state gas company, is 
a significant investor in the country. It was successful in winning 
contracts through a price renegotiation in 2009, which was more 
aligned with higher European gas costs. Gazprom had announced 
plans to spend $400 million for exploration between 2006 and 2011 
while the total amount of money the Russian government estimated to 
invest in the exploration and modernization of the Uzbek energy 
sector by 2012 was between $4.7 and $ 6.2 billion. It remains to be 
seen whether this sum will have to be adjusted in view of Russia‟s 
economic downturn.27 Other prospectors, such as Malaysia‟s Petronas, 
are also present, yet most are put off by Uzbekistan‟s little-developed 
gas fields. China, however, has already built one gas pipeline between 
its territory and Uzbekistan, ending in Turkmenistan, by 2009 and is 
planning to start on another by 2012.28  
 Turkmenistan used to have what could be characterized as the 
most secure energy relationship with Russia of all the CAS, although 
here, too, Russia is starting to get challenged by other powers.29 An 
overwhelming majority of Turkmenistan‟s pipelines pass through 
Russia after transiting through Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan (since 
Turkmenistan and Russia do not share a border). In the past, Russia 
has been willing to pay higher prices for the gas to prevent other 
countries from building their own pipelines which would not pass 
through its territory. Through 2008, cheap Turkmen gas allowed 
Russia to maintain steeply discounted costs for Belarus and Ukraine, 
until the rates were renegotiated under threat of external competition. 
Russia has also not stopped at obstructing to keep its share of the 
market. For the past two decades it has resisted the construction of the 
Trans-Caspian Gas pipeline proposed in 1996 by the United States, 
which is meant to pass from Turkmenbashi in Turkmenistan to Baku 
in Azerbaijan and thenceforth to Central Europe, circumventing 
Russian and Iranian territory. The U.S. is also planning the Nabucco 

                                                 
27 Ibid. 
28 See Interview on Uzbekistan Energy Market with Pierre Buisson, Enerdata, 
http://www.enerdata.net/enerdatauk/press-and-publication/energy-
features/uzbekistan-energy-market-interview.php 
29 For more on Turkmenistan‟s energy, see Alexandros Petersen and Katinka Barysch, 
Russia, China, and the Geopolitics of Energy in Central Asia (Centre for European 
Reform, 2011), pp. 47-55. 
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pipeline, which would run from Turkey to Hungary and link up with 
the Trans-Caspian. However, severe criticism from the Russian side 
and Turkmenistan‟s refusal to pursue the project thus far—attributed 
to its fear of gas supply shortages more than a political agenda—have 
kept it on the drawing board.30  

In the meantime, Turkmenistan has opened up its gas offers 
to other countries: its first non-Russian pipeline was constructed to 
Iran in 1997 and another one, the Central Asia-China gas pipeline 
(CAGP), the longest pipeline in the world which runs from 
Turkmenistan through Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, opened in 2009. 
Meanwhile, the deal to expand and refurbish the Turkmen-Russian 
Prikaspiisky Pipeline was suddenly called off by Turkmenbashi in 
2007 and not restarted since.31 Furthermore, Russia‟s straightened 
economic circumstances have diminished the leverage with which it 
can wield its power over Turkmenistan‟s gas route. Although, in 2009, 
the two countries negotiated a deal according to which Russia would 
increase its purchased gas amount up to 30 billion cubic meters a 
year, it was only able to buy about a third of this sum in 2009-10.32 
Turkmenistan has also been attracting other foreign investors to 
explore its offshore gas fields including Petronas, Germany‟s RWE, 
and the United States‟ Chevron and ConocoPhillips. China has been 
the only country to gain access to an onshore field, Bagtyyarlyk by 
extending $4 billion loans to Turkmenistan in 2009 and 2011, which 
the state has pledged to return in gas deliveries. Fifty percent of 
Turkmen gas production now goes to China and, despite noted 
dissatisfaction over the Chinese paying lower prices for it than 
expected, the Centre for European Reform‟s prognosis states that it 
will soon replace Russia as the principal market for Turkmen gas.33 

                                                 
30 For a more detailed discussion of the Russia-Turkmenistan energy relationship, see 
Richard Pomfret, “Turkmenistan‟s Relations with Russia,” Russian Analytical Digest, 
no. 71, 25 January 2010. 
31 See “Prikaspiisky Pipeline: Temporary Delay or Fundamental Problem?” 
eurasianet.org, 25 June 2007.  
32 See Petersen and Barysch, pp. 51-52. 
33 Ibid, p. 52. 
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Russia thus faces serious challenges as it 
tries to establish demand for the energy 
pipelines it has historically dominated in 
three out of the five CAS. Given the 
desire of Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and 
Turkmenistan to diversify their 
hydrocarbon supply resources and 
Russia‟s diminishing clout—primarily 
due to its recent inability to corner the 
market—a share of this key relationship 
with Central Asia will be relinquished. In 
this context, Malashenko‟s suggestion 
that Russia should also give up on 
providing aid to the poorer Central Asian 
duo, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, is all the 
more drastic, and indicative of Russia‟s 
pessimistic mood about the region in 
general. Most of its investments 
currently have to do with the exploitation of Central Asia‟s natural 
resources, and its sales—with typically subpar manufactured items. 
There are many other opportunities that Russia could be pursuing, 
such as joint IT programs, infrastructure development, and small- and 
medium-scale aid programs, yet because of the lower priority they 
have been accorded, little financing and even fewer creative solutions 
are forthcoming in these spheres. Much more effort should be 
expended in not letting Russia lose its cultural influence in the region, 
which it has built up in the course of centuries. As one scholar has 
stated, “As long as Russia considers Central Asia as a place that solely 
offers cheap oil and gas, its central position will be in jeopardy.”34 
Clearly, it would be to Russia‟s advantage to partner up with another 
foreign power in Central Asia to advance its interests and to salvage 
bilateral relationships that have lapsed considerably over the last few 
years.  
 
 
 

                                                 
34 Jos Boonstra, “Russia and Central Asia: From Disinterest to Eager Leadership,” EU-
Russia Centre Review, Issue 8 “Russia Foreign Policy,” October 2008, p. 77. 
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China: Central Asia’s Future? 
 In his aforementioned article, 
Aleksei Malashenko readily agreed that 
Russia‟s recognized main competitor in 
Central Asia, China, has embarked on a 
route of expansion in Russia‟s own 
“backyard,” a phenomenon that has often 
been discussed in foreign policy circles in 
the last two years.35 While some 
comments point to Russia‟s anxiety about 
being sidelined,36 little seems to suggest 
that we are witnessing a situation of overt 
financial or diplomatic warfare between 
these global powers. On the contrary, the 
two have been expanding their economic 
and military partnership and have 
multiple reasons to further enhance their 
strategic cooperation.37 A number of 
analysts and scholars actually claim that a 
kind of high-level accommodation has been reached in which Russia 
has given China a free hand in dominating the Central Asian markets 
where it can no longer hold sway itself due to its financial and strategic 
difficulties.38 Although Russia has an interest in becoming a more 
important Central Asian player again, it is, for the moment, 

                                                 
35 See, for instance, James Brooke, “China Displaces Russia in Central Asia,” Voice of 
America, 16 November 2010 and “China—the new hegemon?” Petersen and Barysch, 
Russia, China, and the Geopolitics of Energy in Central Asia, pp. 39-45. 
36 See, for example, Raffaello Pantucci and Alexandros Petersen, “Russia‟s Eastern 
Anxieties,” The New York Times, 17 October 2011  
37 For more on this, see Van Wie Davis and Azizian, Islam, Oil, and Geopolitics, pp. 207-
208. 
38 See, for instance, Aleksei Voskressenski, “Vneshnyaya politika Rossii v Severo-
Vostochnoy i Tsentral‟noy Azii: vyzovy, vozmozhnosti, perspektivy ” and Voskressenski 
and Sergei Luzyanin, “Kitayskiy i rossiyskiy faktory v Tsentral‟noy Azii: traditsionnye 
vyzovy i novye vozmozhnosti” in Severo-Vostochnaya i Tsentral’naya Aziya. Dinamika 
mezhdunaronykh i mezhregional’nykh vzaimodeystviy, ed. Alexei Voskressenski 
(Moscow: MGIMO-Universitet and Rossiyskaya politicheskaya entsiklopediya, 2004). 
Richard Weitz, “What Russia Fears in Asia,” The Diplomat, 6 June 2011, and Raffaello 
Pantucci and Alexandros Petersen, “Russia‟s Eastern Anxieties,” The New York Times, 
17 October 2011. 
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acquiescing to the reality on the ground of China having engineered an 
economic takeover in the region. 

The two countries‟ membership in the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization, discussed below, and their frequent high-level 
interactions serve as stabilizing and reinforcing forces in this unequal 
balance of power. In return, Russia expects to get an economically 
stable Central Asian region where the largely ossified political systems 
are kept at an equilibrium. This is to be achieved through the steady 
growth of Chinese commercial links, aid programs, and also military 
support in countries whose own militaries are often weak and 
ineffective. The result, for Russia, would be a diminution in the spread 
of drug trade and Islamic radicalism from Afghanistan and, on the 
civilian side, a secure market for its goods. Thanks to this unspoken 
division of forces, China has gained Russia‟s support for its acquisition 
of natural riches—such as hydrocarbons, uranium, and rare-earth 
minerals—that will sustain the former in the competition with the 
United States, Europe, Japan, and the ASEAN countries. Offsetting 
the American influence in Central Asia—even by means of China—has 
also been a longtime goal of Russia. Another, little discussed, side 
effect of this cooperation is its potential to enshrine the political 
authoritarianism that China, with its laissez-faire business approach 
and government-to-government dealings, pursues in the CAS. Its 
indifference is even greater than that of quasi-authoritarian Russia, 
which has largely tolerated Central Asian dictators yet spoke out in 
favor of the 2011 Kyrgyz revolution. 

China‟s advancement in Central Asia was slow and steady 
since the states‟ independence, obeying a strategy that seemed to be 
designed for a twenty- to fifty-year period. However, it followed a 
rapid speed-up since 2009, in the context of China‟s booming 
economy and newfound energy hunger. According to the U.S. 
Department of State, China‟s demand for oil will double to 6 million 
tons per day by 2020 and its demand for gas will triple to 100 billion 
cubic meters per year.39 According to another estimate, China needs to 

                                                 
39 Sébastien Peyrousse, “Comparing the Economic Involvement of China and India in 
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raise its energy consumption by about 150% to maintain its present 
economic growth rate of around 10% a year.40 The presence that China 
has since established in each of the five CAS through energy linkages—
it can be estimated to control one-fifth of the hydrocarbon output 
from the three major producers, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, and 
Uzbekistan41—and also commercial ties, state aid, and informal 
diplomatic channels appears to be in the region for the foreseeable 
future. China‟s General Liu Yazhou has been quoted as dramatically 
stating that Central Asia is “the thickest piece of cake given to the 
modern Chinese by the heavens.”42 So what are the lessons to be 
learned by other powers, especially India, from China‟s spectacular 
emergence as the single most important outside force in the CAS? 
 In 1997, China and Kazakhstan agreed to construct an oil 
pipeline from the Kazakh shores of the Caspian across Kazakhstan and 
into its north-western province of Xinjiang. The mammoth project was 
finally completed twelve years later, now transporting 20 billion tons 
of oil a year to China. Further developing the energy infrastructure in 
Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region—where the 2009-built CAGP 
from Turkmenistan now ends as well—quickly became a priority for 
security reasons as much as economic ones. China‟s plans were to 
raise the backward province out of poverty, turning it into a 
prosperous regional outpost and thereby staving off the local 
population‟s separatist demands and threats of terrorism. Yet, the 
Central Asian push was just beginning: in the same year, the state-
owned China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) purchased a 
60% share in Aktobe Munai Gas (AMG), the fourth-largest Kazakh oil 
company—its first oil and gas acquisition in the country—and also won 
the right to own and operate the Uzen oil field in Western Kazakhstan. 
While these were important achievements, they were not yet as 
impressive as the Western- and Russian-dominated oil and gas fields 
then dominating the country; it took about a decade for the early 

                                                                                                         
International Affairs (www.cria-online.org), Caucasus Update No. 33, 19 May 2009 and 
Petersen and Barysch, Russia, China, and the Geopolitics of Energy in Central Asia. 
40 K. Warikoo, Central Asia and South Asia, p. vii. 
41 Although it is difficult to get reliable estimates of the percentages of Central Asian 
energy controlled by China, the figure cited here is based on the following 
approximations: 50% of Turkmen gas, 15% of Kazakh oil, 10% of Kazakh gas, and 5% of 
Uzbek gas. 
42 Edward Wong, “China Quietly Extends Footprints into Central Asia,” The New York 
Times, 2 January 2011. 
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Chinese efforts to bear fruit. China Daily estimates that the crude oil 
output of CNPC-AMG (CNPC acquired another share in 2003) rose 
from 2.6 million tons in 1997 to 6.3 million tons in 2010.43  
 The founding of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization 
(SCO) in 2001, a multilateral security partnership spearheaded by 
China and joined by Russia and all the CAS except Turkmenistan, has 
greatly aided China‟s efforts to spread its influence in Central Asia. 
The organization has encouraged cooperation in regional 
counterrorism activities as well as joint military exercises and security 
sharing. Later, its agenda was expanded to include economic issues. 
The potential of the SCO to collectively solve financial problems and 
act as a stimulant to trade was at first somewhat limited; as one 
scholar remarked three years after its founding, “The SCO is… an 
organization consisting of poor countries with weak economies.”44 
Nevertheless, by 2007 the SCO had initiated over twenty large-scale 
projects related to transportation, energy, and telecommunications in 
addition to holding regular meetings on security and foreign affairs. 
While the SCO, with no military forces of its own, is nowhere near as 
commanding a security body as its misleading moniker of “the Eastern 
NATO” has suggested, it does function as a high-power “crony club” in 
the confines of which security measures are agreed upon and 
important deals are made. And founding member China is reluctant to 
open up the membership to the four observer states—India, Pakistan, 
Iran, and Mongolia—which could all benefit from the networking 
opportunities provided by the SCO. 

The mid- to late 2000s witnessed a rapid increase in the 
energy deals being concluded between China and Central Asia. In 
2006-07 the arrangement for building the Central Asia-China Gas 
Pipeline and for China to operate Turkmenistan‟s onshore oil fields, 
discussed above, were both finalized. As scholars Alexandros Petersen 
and Katinka Barysch point out, this was China‟s first import gas 
pipeline as well as the first such project to challenge Russia‟s 
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44 Zhao Huasheng, Security Building in Central Asia and the Shanghai Cooperation 
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monopoly over Eurasian gas supplies.45 Gazprom‟s hold over 
Turkmenistan—as well as Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan—was now 
broken. As unprecedented as this pipeline deal was, the Chinese 
government immediately began building on it, using the global 
financial crisis, which touched it incomparably less than its 
competitors in the region, to expand its influence. By 2009, China had 
already provided approximately $13 billion in loans and investments 
to Kazakhstan.46 In 2010, China signed a $4.3 billion agreement with 
Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan to link the CAGP to their national pipeline 
systems in order to feed in their own gas for export to China. China 
also agreed to lend Turkmenistan $4 billion to develop its largest 
gasfield, South Yolotan, part of a 30-year deal that should eventually 
bring China 40 billion cubic metres of gas each year. As part of the 
same arrangement, CNPC bought Mangistau Munai Gas, Kazakhstan‟s 
fourth-largest oil company, in return for a $10 billion loan extended to 
the country. The most recent Central Asian energy projects in which 
China has been involved include widening the portion of the CAGP gas 
pipeline that lies in between the former Kazakh capital of Almaty and 
Urumqi in China‟s Xinjiang province (an estimated $2 billion).47 

Fueled by its steady growth over the past two years, China has 
not stopped at energy deals to secure its influence in Central Asia. It 
has also focused on building an infrastructure network of roads and 
railways that connect it to the region, further expanding its economic 
presence there. This trend has been described as part of China‟s new 
land-based Silk Road Strategy, stemming from fears of a new 
economic war with the West and a desire to ensure energy security. A 
rail line that runs from Urumqi to Druzhba (Dostyk) in Kazakhstan 
has been modernized; further connections now take the line to Almaty 
and from there on to Tashkent, the capital of Uzbekistan, finally 
ending in Ashgabat, the capital of Turkmenistan. This line, and also a 
highway route that leads from the Chinese border town of Khorgos, 
are used to transport manufactured products such as textiles from 
Kazakhstan to China and vice versa. Not only Kazakhstan, but also 

                                                 
45 Petersen and Barysch, p. 42.  
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Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan have shown interest in buying railway 
equipment from China, suggesting that more expansion may be 
coming in the future. Chinese companies have likewise been active in 
improving roads in Kyrgyzstan and constructing tunnels in Tajikistan. 
As a result of this feverish activity, reports China Daily, much in 
Kazakh markets, from telecommunications to food products to 
building materials, is no longer Russian as before, but exclusively 
Chinese48—one outcome of the sixteen enterprises with which China is 
currently involved in the wealthiest Central Asian state.49 2009-10 
marked the first time that China‟s net trade with the CAS exceeded 
Russia‟s. 

Another major infrastructure project undertaken by China in 
Central Asia involves developing the region‟s hydroelectric network to 
later sell electricity to neighboring states, perhaps when the 
complicated political situation vis-à-vis the upstream/downstream 
countries allows it. Negotiations are currently underway for China‟s 
construction of hydroelectric stations in Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and 
Kyrgyzstan with production destined for Chinese markets.50 Since the 
mid-2000s, China has also become active in getting concessions for 
mining precious metals in Central Asia, such as gold, uranium, and 
lead, and is currently third behind Canada and Australia in its 
endeavors.51 Kazakhstan, China‟s most significant partner in these 
ventures, is expected to provide it with approximately 24,000 tons of 
uranium before 2020.52  

Despite China Daily‟s sunny pronouncements about the influx 
of jobs as well as advances in health and agricultural development that 
the country‟s Central Asian expansion has brought to such states as 
Kazakhstan,53 more impartial sources speak with greater ambiguity. 
The scholar Sébastien Peyrousse points out that, while the CAS 
economies have benefited, their growth has been primarily in the 
heavy industry sectors which are dominated by established clans and 
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oligarchs, rather than the more dynamic small- and medium-scale 
enterprises.54 Also often cited is the unwillingness of Chinese 
companies in the CAS to hire locals, which provokes resentment in the 
countries of operation. Sometimes, this resentment boils over: in 
2009, after President Nazarbayev annouced that China was planning 
to lease one million hectares of farmland in Kazakhstan, nationalists 
took to the streets of Almaty to protest what they saw as one more step 
to Chinese economic domination. Local populations also frequently 
cite corrupt Chinese practices as a reason for their unwillingness to 
deal with the country in business matters. Central Asian leaders are no 
more eager to exchange one hegemon—the Soviet Union and later 
Russia—for another and seek to attract a variety of foreign investors 
while maintaining their independence. However, no other power has 
so far been in a position to challenge China, making the CAS‟ 
preference of doling out access to their natural wealth to a multilateral 
cohort increasingly difficult to uphold. Whatever pronouncements 
their leaders make, it appears that Chinese influence is in Central Asia 
to stay. 

The rapid advances China has made among the CAS in the last 
fifteen years testify to the efficacity of a multi-vector approach to 
regional collaboration, combining both hard power (energy, trade) 
and some soft power (the introduction of Confucius Institutes for the 
teaching of Mandarin across Central Asia).55 Also noteworthy is the 
benefit that China has derived from its cooperation and power-sharing 
with Russia, a superpower on the wane which has nonetheless deftly 
laid out its regional priorities and relied on the greater financial 
resources and labor power at China‟s disposal to meet them. All these 
are lessons from which India, in its attempts to emerge as a force in 
Central Asian affairs, can learn. 
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The Other Players: U.S., EU, Iran, Turkey, and 
South Korea 
 China and Russia  have both been well-positioned in terms of 
their geographic location and a history of massive investments in the 
five Central Asian states—much more recent and active in China‟s 
case. Both countries spared no expense in trying to hold on to their 
influence, as much as their respective budgets would permit. Yet other 
state players, however hampered by their more distant location vis-à-
vis the CAS and their comparative lack of a political and economic 
track record with the ruling elites, have also sought to make their 
mark on the region. Their specific goals, however, are necessarily 
more circumscribed in both their geopolitical significance and the 
finances apportioned for their realization. The United States, the 
European Union, Iran, Turkey, and South Korea have focused on 
using their respective strengths to achieve certain well-defined aims in 
Central Asia, be it regional security, diversification of energy 
resources, or an increase in trade. Not all have been equally successful, 
yet their limited, long-term strategies can also serve as a lesson to 
India, another second-rank power as far as Central Asia is concerned 
that is still waiting in the wings. 

Since the 1990s, the aims of the United States in Central Asia 
have involved trying to limit Russia‟s overwheening influence to aid 
regional balance and stability by encouraging the diversification of the 
region‟s resource exploitation. The planned Trans-Caspian and 
Nabucco pipelines have been part of its strategy. In addition, getting 
greater access to Central Asian energy resources via these new 
projected pipelines would prove beneficial to the world‟s largest 
hydrocarbon consumer, which is now dependent on the volatile, 
politically unstable Middle Eastern markets. However, the limitations 
that the U.S. has faced from the beginning in trying to penetrate the 
regional markets in question have been too significant for it to truly 
engage in any “dominate Central Asia” campaign. These are primarily 
its distant geographical position and the absence of political ties to 
local elites, who have not been amenable to U.S. criticism of their 
undemocratic practices. The aforementioned incident of the closure of 
the U.S. air base in Uzbekistan following some Congressmen‟s 
critiques of the Andijan killings in 2005 is one from which the 
American position in that state has not yet recovered. On a smaller 
scale, U.S. companies have shares in such important ventures as the 
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CPC in Kazakhstan and have been active in offshore exploration, for 
instance in Turkmenistan‟s gas fields.  

Since 11 September 2001, the primary lens through which the 
United States has viewed Central Asia has been that of security and 
anti-terrorism. In the past ten years, the U.S. has provided significant 
assistance to help the CAS build up their law enforcement, 
intelligence, anti-drug trade, and counter-terrorism mechanisms. In 
2010, its aid to the region totaled $436.3 million, a significant rise 
from the $72 million apportioned to the CAS in 1996 to encourage 
their private sector and a figure on par with U.S. aid to the South 
Caucasus states.56 (However, under President Obama‟s new foreign 
budget proposed in December 2011, American assistance to Central 
Asia would be trimmed for every country save Kazakhstan.)57 The 
United States has also stationed troops in CAS, specifically 
Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan, which border on 
Afghanistan. Furthermore, it has successfully lobbied most of the CAS 
for their use as fly-over zones, as bases for anti-terrorism exercises, 
and for transit of U.S. cargo in and out of Afghanistan through their 
territory. The current usage of Turkmenistan to bring American troops 
and supplies to help the Kabul regime—despite that state‟s official 
refusal to adhere to the Northern Distribution Network‟s goals in 
2009—serves as one example of the U.S.‟ approach to the CAS as 
friendly nations that can help in its fight against terrorism.  

With the U.S. withdrawal from the Afghan War envisioned for 
2014, portions of its academic and political establishment have 
adopted a geoeconomic plan that would further encourage the country 
to stay in the Central Asian neighborhood in the role of expert advisor. 
The goal is to usher in a system of greater regional cooperation by 
restoring to Afghanistan its historic function as “the hub of transport 
and trade.” This is the much-discussed Silk Road Strategy, introduced 
by Prof. Frederick Starr of Johns Hopkins University and officially 
adopted by the Obama Administration. According to Starr himself, 
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“The new US strategy is concentrated on the development of an 
integrated strategy of economic and social development in 
Afghanistan, which means construction of [a] new system of transport 
and trade routes along the ancient Silk road... A new economic 
strategy acknowledges the reality that the Afghan struggle is regional 
in scope, affecting the rest of Central Asia, Pakistan, India, China, 
Iran, etc., and must be resolved on a regional basis.” 58 Starr‟s plan 
envisions a region brought together by the common benefits of 
enhanced trade and investment through the help of a well-developed 
network of roads, railways, and air routes. It is hoped that such a 
tightly-woven economic system would keep Afghanistan on the path to 
forming a stable government and the entire region that encompasses 
the CAS safe from political instability and threats of terrorism. The 
U.S. has also officially retained its focus on encouraging 
democratization and the rule of law in Central Asia, although its 
efforts at promoting these values in negotiations with state leaders 
have been patently unsuccessful. 

In the case of even a partial realization of this Silk Road plan, 
many benefits, economic and well as strategic, would accrue to the 
United States as the chief advisor and investor in the regional projects 
that would comprise it. The U.S. would also assume a much larger role 
in Eurasia, a geopolitically important development that has so far 
eluded it—presumably, Russia will be further contained while China 
would necessarily be drawn to the negotiating table by virtue of its 
strong financial position. Despite this promising scenario for the U.S. 
and the Central Asian region as a whole, it is currently unclear 
whether the American electorate would be willing to take on the 
enormous financial responsibilities and international commitments 
involved—especially given the recent cuts in the American state 
budget. And, even if the Starr plan lasts into the next Administration, 
many of the provisions that would make it come to life are some way 
off in the future. For instance, the U.S. first needs to regulate 
interstate relations in Central Asia, and the dialogue between Pakistan 
and India needs to be restored, as Starr himself admits. The Silk Road 
Strategy may indeed be inevitable, as the U.S. administration asserts. 
However, even the author of the plan wisely does not put a timeline on 
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its realization. Meanwhile, the United States continues to encourage 
the construction of interregional linkages in Central Asia as it waits for 
the political situation to change.  

While the European Union joined the game for investment in, 
and influence over, the CAS, later than the United States—Germany 
did not lay out the EU-Central Asia strategy until 2007—the stakes 
involved for it are also high. Like the U.S., Europe is trying to prevent 
a Russian monopoly over Eurasian trade routes, a pressing problem 
since it is currently wholly dependent on the Russian gas it receives for 
the heating of its population. The EU has been working to forge an 
alternative relationship with the energy-rich CAS, and a number of 
senior officials have paid visits to the states since 2010. In October 
2011, EU Energy Commissioner Günther Oettinger announced a new 
bid on the part of the European Union to create a Trans-Caspian gas 
pipeline. This submarine route under the Caspian Sea would go from 
Turkmenistan to Azerbaijan and Central Europe, bypassing both 
Russia and Iran.59 An invitation to participate has been extended to 
Kazakhstan as well. While the idea for the project had been suggested 
by the United States in the 1990s, it was given new impetus by Europe 
after the Russia-Ukraine gas wars of winter 2006 that left swaths of 
European territory through which the gas transit routes lay with no 
heating. This is the first time the EU has come forward with a proposal 
for a new Central Asian pipeline in its history; its fate is yet uncertain, 
and both Russia and Iran have put forth vociferous objections. 

Trade between the European Union  and Central Asian 
countries has been difficult to measure. The EU was considered the 
the CAS‟ main trade partner until it was overtaken by China in 2010. 
In 2008, exports to the whole region stood at $6 billion and imports at 
$12.8 billion;60 in 2009, EU bilateral trade with Kazakhstan alone was 
reported as $16.6 billion.61 Yet, it must be kept in mind that a large 
portion of these figures is deceptive due to the reporting of products 
going to the CAS to and from Russia and Ukraine as European because 
they flow through Europe‟s ports—thus, the real figures are likely to be 
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a fraction of the ones cited.62 As far as non-commercial dealings, the 
EU‟s involvement with Central Asian development is still in its early 
stages, a situation that might last for some time given the current euro 
crisis. Only $583 million has been set aside for the region in   And, 
while the European Union has extended aid to Afghanistan, no 
coherent plan like the Silk Road Strategy has emerged. This is despite 
the tangible threat that a destabilized Afghanistan presents to Europe. 
In 2003, 95% of its heroin was Afghan in origin.63 Clearly, while the 
EU is beginning to formulate a broader approach to Central Asia as its 
path to energy diversification, no overarching strategy for extending 
its influence in the region has emerged, and domestic concerns might 
intervene to keep Europe‟s aims from becoming more than declarative 
in the near future.  

Turkey and Iran have been two other powers that have 
struggled to assert their influence in Central Asia—or reassert it, since 
both countries share their historic, ethnic, and religious legacy with 
the region‟s inhabitants. Turkey has attempted to establish an energy 
relationship with Central Asia by joining the Nabucco pipeline project 
and winning some concessions for oil and gas drilling. Thanks to good 
land connections, it has also become established as a modestly 
important trade partner of Central Asia, making up 26% of Tajikistan‟s 
export basket and 14% of Turkmenistan‟s import.64 However, recent 
reports about Turkey‟s indifference to the events in Kyrgyzstan 
suggest that the country is hampered by other allegiances and 
priorities, such as debates over its accession to the European Union, 
threats from Iran, and diplomatic conflicts with Israel.65 Similarly, 
Iran‟s standoff with the United States over its nuclear program has 
been the key concern of its foreign policy, leaving little space for 
cooperation with the CAS. While now a minor trade and investment 
partner of Central Asia, Iran would like to focus more on establishing 
pipelines in the region, in addition to the two gas routes it built from 
Turkmenistan in 1997 and 2010. However, U.S. threats of sanctions 
against companies doing business with Iran have so far stopped the 
Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India (TAPI) Pipeline and the 
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Iran-Pakistan-India (IPI) pipeline from advancing beyond the 
planning stage. (More on these projects in the next section). 

While China has asserted its dominance as a key foreign 
investor in Central Asia, other Asian powers, including Japan, 
Malaysia, and, the most successful, South Korea, have attempted to 
find an economic niche in the region alongside China. With an 
economy larger than that of either Turkey or Iran and a heavy 
dependence on oil and gas imports, South Korea has been focused on 
winning concessions in the CAS‟ energy domain. The Korea National 
Oil Corporation and the Korea Gas Corporation have gained bids 
giving them exploration rights in Uzbekistan‟s gas fields and won a 
concession for the construction of a gas treatment factory in 
Turkmenistan. The value of these projects has been estimated at $1.5-
$2.5 billion each.66 Meanwhile, purchases of uranium from 
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan have gone to fill the gaps in South Korea‟s 
nuclear energy deficit. However, it is in strategic investments that 
South Korea is truly making its presence felt in the CAS. In 2008, the 
Uzbek authorities signed a Memorandum of Understanding with 
Korean investors to renovate the Navoi airport in the southwest of the 
country and turn it into a major air transport hub. The increased 
number of flights connecting South Korean cities and Navoi that has 
resulted from this deal has contributed to the movement of people and 
goods between the two countries. And, in Kazakhstan, Korean 
companies have invested in a petrochemical complex and concluded a 
deal to build an electric power plant. During the Korean President‟s 
visit to Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan in August 2011, agreements were 
signed for a total of $12 billion in investments.67 South Korea is thus 
an example of a latecomer willing to conceive of Central Asia as more 
than an energy hub—a helpful mindset in the context of its lack of land 
connections to the region and China‟s uncontested primacy. The 
Korean authorities‟ focus on investments in infrastructure building in 
select CAS as a way to cement their presence is a lesson from which 
other countries waiting on the fringes of the Central Asian pie can 
learn. One such country is India, whose geopolitical—though not 
economic—situation resembles South Korea‟s. 
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India: Waiting in the Wings 
India‟s recent foray into Central Asia is propelled by the same 

energy hunger that drives China. India‟s oil consumption is projected 
to increase at a rapid pace, with IEA estimating growth from .5 million 
tons per day now to over .7 million per day in 2020 while its gas needs 
should rise to 51 billion cubic meters per year by 2015. India is 
currently the sixth largest energy consumer in the world, with a need 
for both energy and electricity routes; if the current growth rate keeps 
up, it will emerge in third place by 2030. Again like China, it receives 
over 65% of its crude oil requirement from the Middle East and has 
been trying to diversify this often politically unstable supply source. 
The general answer to the energy dilemma posited by some foreign 
policy experts in the Indian establishment has been to engage in 
“aggressive oil diplomacy,” as Parliament member Mani Shankar 
Aiyar has proposed in 2010: “Our failure has been to recognize that 
though we ourselves have a hydrocarbon deficiency, our immediate 
and proximate neighborhood is simply soaked in hydrocarbons… We 
are geographically fortunate in being able to potentially access by 
pipeline the gas resources of not only Turkmenistan and Afghanistan 
but also Uzbekistan, Russia and other Commonwealth of Independent 
States (CIS) countries.”68 Yet, while the necessity for India to engage 
with its neighboring regions to secure its energy needs usually brooks 
no opposition, the question remains how India should execute its oil 
and gas diplomacy with Central Asia given its lack of land connections 
to the region.       

Several energy projects set to engage India with both the 
Central Asian countries and Russia have been stalled due to the 
fraught situation in Afghanistan. One of these is the Turkmenistan-
Afghanistan-Pakistan-India pipeline, called TAPI, a project to deliver 
gas along the ancient Silk Route financed by the Asian Development 
Bank. India had hoped that Russia would both provide expert 
knowledge to TAPI and broker any disputes between India and 
Pakistan, with which Russia has an increasingly positive relationship. 
However, Gazprom has been reportedly excluded by the Turkmen side 
as a key supplier for the project.69 In the absence of Russia, the plan 
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has the backing of the United States, which made it part of Starr‟s Silk 
Road Strategy. Yet, due to the volatile regional situation, the current 
unwillingness of Turkmenistan to allow the pipeline to run through its 
territory, as well as lack of clarity about whether there is enough 
Turkmen gas available for the project, makes unrealistic the 
completion of TAPI by its current target date of 2019. Another plan 
that India had placed its hopes on as an alternative to TAPI has been 
the Iran-Pakistan-India (IPI) pipeline, suggested by Pakistan in 2009. 
The IPI would leave out Turkmenistan altogether and instead build a 
supply line from Iran‟s southern gas fields through Baluchistan (and 
perhaps Gwadar) in Pakistan and on to India. While involving fewer 
security risks, this plan has nonetheless been fiercely opposed by the 
U.S. due to its trade embargo with Iran. This, combined with disputes 
over pricing between India and Pakistan, have currently placed the 
fate of the IPI in limbo.  

An alternative pipeline/transit route project has been 
independently proposed by India‟s former Ambassador to Kazakhstan, 
Rajiv Sikri, and Devendra Kaushik of the Asian Study Institute of the 
Indian Ministry of Education. Sikri envisions a gas route running from 
Kazakhstan to Osh in Kyrgyzstan, then being rerouted from 
Afghanistan and Pakistan through China‟s Xinjiang region, across the 
Karakolam and Himalayan mountain ranges and finally into India‟s 
Jammu and Kashmir region at Rutog or Demchok in Ladakh. These 
Indian-administered towns are also part of the Aksai Chin territory 
disputed between India and China. The pipeline would run from there 
on down into the heartland of India‟s territory after bypassing Leh and 
Manali.70 Alternatively, if it proves too difficult to transport the gas 
over such long distances, Sikri posits, “Eurasian gas could be used to 
set up gas-fuelled power plants in Central Asia and Xinjiang region of 
China, and the electricity generated could be transmitted across the 
Karakoram-Himalayas ranges.”71 China could even use the same route 
to build an oil pipeline leading from India, which would transport the 
Gulf oil India imports, according to Sikri. Uniting Central Asia, India, 
and China in this way should be attractive for all participants due to 
the potential for job creation in the areas covered by the proposed 
pipeline and would erase much of the suspicion and distrust present in 
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the Indo-China relationship. Yet, the main problem with such a plan, 
as its author readily admits, is political. It is unclear whether transit 
might be possible through Aksai Chin.  

Analogous issues hinder Devendra Kaushik‟s proposal of an 
overland route along the same terrain, for which “India has only to 
join the Tibet-Xinjiang road built by the Chinese through the disputed 
Aksai-Chin territory.” While both authors promote their optimistic 
belief in energy routes having the power to resolve political standoffs, 
neither proposal has so far drawn the attention of the Indian 
government. Not since the last tenure of Prime Minister Atal Bihari 
Vajpayee (1998-2004) did India actively endorse friendship with 
China as part of its greater “Silk Route Strategy” which saw the 
opening of the Nathu La pass through Sikkim into China. The route 
through economically backward Sikkim did not work as a foundation 
for a new trade relationship then. Now, especially, given the reality of 
continuing distrust and territorial conflict between the two countries, 
such sunny pronouncements no longer seem to have a place in foreign 
policy.  
 As it has no pipelines to Central Asia due to its faraway 
location and the current geopolitical situation in the region, India does 
not enter into the list of top ten countries involved in its hydrocarbon 
exploitation.72 However, India has competed for stakes in several 
fields across the five states, winning a number of concessions. The 
Indian company Punj Lloyd has gained bids for building crude oil 
pipelines in Kazakhstan through its subsidiary, in addition to taking 
on several infrastructure projects. In Kyrgyzstan, Jagson-Oil, a 
subsidiary of India‟s Jagson International Limited, invested over $1 
million to market its petroleum products and build its own fueling 
stations in the Osh region.73 Other deals for exploration or exploitation 
of Central Asian oil and gas fields have not left the Memorandum of 
Understanding stage, or needed to be called off due to exploratory 
failures. India has also been outbid a number of times, especially by 
China. When CNPC bought Kazakhstan‟s Mangistau Munai Gas in 
return for a $10 billion loan, India, one of the other bidders for this 
deal, stood no chance. These desultory attempts to win a stake in the 
energy market cannot add up to a coherent strategy and certainly lack 
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the kind of vision that Mani Shankar Aiyar has called for. In addition, 
even if India‟s budget for these ventures increases and it secures more 
concessions in the future, this will not cover its energy shortage. 
According to Sikri, the anticipated output from all of the country‟s 
exploratory hydrocarbon blocks abroad is not expected to fulfill more 
than 25% of its needs.74      
    India has admittedly made some 
strides in its Central Asian energy quest within the past year. In late 
2011, it was announced that India was providing a $17 million grant 
for the modernization of a hydropower plant in Tajikistan.75 Other 
developments have been mostly due to its growing bilateral 
relationship with Kazakhstan. These include a nuclear energy pact that 
covers joint exploration and research of uranium, collaboration on the 
construction and operation of nuclear power plants, and, as previously 
mentioned, a commitment by Kazakhstan to supply India with over 
2,000 tons of uranium by 2014. The two sides also concluded a long-
negotiated $3.6 billion deal that gave India‟s ONGC a 25% stake in the 
Satpayev oil field on the Caspian Sea. However, to put things into 
perspective, the Satpayev field is relatively small—it is estimated to 
hold in place reserves of 253 million tons of recoverable deposits (or 
1.85 billion barrels)76, amounting to 3% of known Kazakhstan reserves 
and providing sufficient oil to meet India‟s needs for only 1.5 years. 
And, due to the absence of stable, reliable land routes, the oil will not 
enter the Indian market directly, but will be sold within the region 
with compensating oil purchases from India‟s traditional oil market 
counterparts. The value of the deal lies more in the diversification of 
India‟s strategic oil sources and the potential for larger future 
transactions if the current operation proves to be a success.77  
 In terms of trade with Central Asia, India is also far behind 
the first- and second-rank players although its commercial relations 
with the region are growing steadily and rapidly. The total figure from 
its bilateral commerce with the CAS was estimated at $200 million in 
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2008, a far cry from China‟s $15 billion though a dramatic increase 
from the paltry $ 95,000 recorded in 2000.78 It was listed as the 16th 
most important trading partner for Uzbekistan and the 22nd most 
important for Tajikistan. The next two years showed a further 
increase, with the total figure for India-Central Asia trade reaching $ 
467.7 million. Kazakhstan made up two-thirds of this figure at $ 
305.72 million and Uzbekistan followed in far second place at $ 71.82 
million.79 A significant minority—30%—of India‟s export to the CAS 
belongs to pharmaceuticals, and pharmaceutical plants also make up a 
share of its investments in the region. Other export commodities are 
tea, medical equipment, machinery, tobacco, and consumer items. 
Major items of import for India beyond the energy field are asbestos, 
wheat, steel, aluminium, wool, and raw hides. India‟s FDI in the 
region is meanwhile too low to figure in reports. The only Indian 
company that has established itself in Central Asia so far is 
ArcelorMittal—Indian only in origin, but based in Rotterdam—which 
specializes in metallurgy in Kazakhstan. 

 
India-Central Asia Trade (2001-10) (Trade in $US millions) 

 
Country 2001-02 2003-04 2005-06 2007-08 2009-10 

Uzbekistan 23.80 42.84 50.57 56.40 71.82 

Turkmenistan 6.30 28.55 31.18 44.66 32.04 

Tajikistan 2.56 8.42 12.13 22.11 36.61 

Kazakhstan 53.09 84.07 117.16 188.74 305.72 

Kyrgyzstan 11.52 38.74 29.57 32.48 21.51 

 
Source: Export-Import Data Bank, Ministry of Commerce and 

Industry, Department of Commerce, Government of India 
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In contrast to most of its aforementioned competitors, India‟s access 
to Central Asia is currently practical only by air, an expensive option, 
especially since there are no daily flights between any Indian and 
Central Asian cities. A poorly developed financial infrastructure is also 
cited by the Ministry of External Affairs as contributing to India‟s 
difficulties in establishing commercial ties and investments. While 
these problems affect all the countries striving to get a foothold in the 
CAS, China and Russia can often “get around” the problem by using 
public-to-public ties and employing their personal connections. 
Anecdotally, high-level bribes have been known to change hands 
regularly in all of the „Stans, which rank from a low 120 (Kazakhstan) 
to a dismal 177 (Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan) in the 2011 
Transparency International Corruption Perceptions Index, with 1 the 
best and 183 the worst.80 While India‟s public sector is insufficiently 
knowledgeable about or conversant with the Central Asian ones, its 
private sector, which makes up 70% of the Indian economy, is hesitant 
to invest in the CAS. As in the Indo-Russian strategic partnership, the 
lack of trust in or knowledge of the bilateral partners and the 
insufficient banking facilities that represent the respective nations on 
each other‟s territory have been a barrier to growth of trade. 
 While India‟s commerce with Central Asia has met with 
considerable difficulties, its gradual growth nonetheless stands 
testimony to the fact that both the inventory and the scope of the 
commodities exported to the region can be further expanded. One 
underexplored area is information technology, in which India has 
already made strides by opening centers in all the CAS. In 2011, India 
and Kazakhstan signed an MoU for establishing a joint IT center at the 
University of Astana. While this is a beginning, there are more 
opportunities for higher levels of collaboration here, such as a 
reinvigorated set of cooperation initiatives between the Indian 
technology sector and the innovation city in Kazakhstan‟s Alatau, 
called Park of Information Technologies (PIT) Alatau, which was 
established in the wake of a 2002 agreement.81 More IT partnerships 
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with local universities and R&D centers in 
other CAS, particularly Turkmenistan and 
Uzbekistan, which boast several excellent 
educational institutions, should be 
undertaken. 

Some infrastructure, health, and 
education initiatives have been started by 
India in Central Asia. The most 
significant—and, ultimately, the most 
disappointing—of these was the extensive 
renovation that the Indian government 
undertook of the air force base Ayuni 
outside of Tajikistan‟s capital Dushanbe for 
a reported $70 million, resulting from a 
2002 agreement concluded amidst 
growing defense ties between the two 
countries. The end goal of this project was 

for India to set up its own air base in Tajikistan, its first in Central 
Asia, in order to use it as geostrategic entry point to the region. With 
Russia growing increasingly uneasy over this arrangement, plans for a 
power-sharing agreement at Ayuni between India, Russia, and 
Tajikistan were then reported. However, in 2010, the Tajik Foreign 
Minister announced that no power-sharing between India and Russia 
was foreseen at Ayuni, and the base is currently manned solely by 
Russian forces.82 

As Indian bilateral ties with its five CAS partners show, 
despite the best of intentions, the India-Central Asia relationship has 
been rife with slow-starters, dead ends, and missed opportunities, due 
to the combined force of circumstances and lack of imaginative 
thinking. The next section will argue that India should engage more 
actively in the region‟s economic development—a holding strategy as it 
awaits better access to Central Asia‟s energy resources. To succeed in 
this strategy, however, India should team up with another power with 
whom it already has a strong relationship and from whose experience 
in the region it can learn. As Ambassador Rajiv Sikri wrote in 2007, 
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“in order to protect and preserve its interests in the region, India has 
no alternative but to closely consult and cooperate with the other 
major powers who have an interest and a presence in Central Asia.”83 
It is now time that the Indian government took this advice since it 
patently cannot act alone successfully in the CAS and requires a 
strategic partner which is also invested in securing better access to 
Central Asian resources and the geopolitical influence they bring—
namely, Russia. 

India-Russia: Ways of Cooperation in 
Central Asia 

Commercial Cooperation 
Current Russia PM Vladimir 

Putin‟s announcement in November 
2011 concerning his intention to form a 
Eurasian Union of ex-Soviet states, the 
cornerstone of his foreign policy if 
elected president, was met with 
suspicion by most Western countries as 
an idea smacking of a revival of the 
USSR.84 At face value, however, this 
hypothetical body would function as an 
extention of the already existing Russia-
Kazakhstan-Belarus Customs Union that 
the Russian government is seeking to 
expand. The Customs Union is the latest 
expression of Russia‟s quest to reassert 
its commercial—if not necessarily 
political—dominance over the entire post-Soviet region, pursued since 
the founding of EurAsEC in 1996. Kyrgyzstan recently announced its 
plans to accede to the Customs Union; Tajikistan has also expressed 
interest. It is not clear whether the hypothetical Eurasian Union would 
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materialize—the Baltic countries, as well as Ukraine, Georgia, and 
even at times Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan have not been on positive 
terms with Russia—or if it could ever serve as a counterpart to the 
European Union, as Putin evidently intends. Yet, its nucleus, the 
Customs Union, could be the basis for closer cooperation between 
India and Russia as well as between India and Central Asia. India‟s 
trade volume with the CAS—key to a more meaningful engagement—
could see a significant increase if it partners up with Russia‟s 
economic mechanism in the region.  

In December 2011, Russia finally cleared all hurdles to 
become a member of the World Trade Organization. Since its WTO 
accession had been a precondition for India to conclude any trade 
treaty with Russia, a promising road is now open. The Indian and 
Russian governments have long discussed their intention to sign an 
FTA (Free Trade Agreement) or a CEPA (Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership Agreement) that will draw the economies of Russia and 
India closer together and work to increase their trade turnover, if not 
in the immediate future, then some years down the line. Another 
measure being considered by India‟s Ministry of External Affairs as 
having even greater potential is a trilateral trade treaty joining India, 
Russia, and Kazakhstan.85 This treaty would let India “feed into” the 
privileged trade agreement already operating between Russia and 
Kazakhstan, with its preferential trade terms: the Union in its current 
triumvirate form is set to remove all customs barriers between the 
member countries as well as to have a single currency by 2012. As 
more Central Asian states join the Union, India‟s commercial links 
with the region will grow. At the very least, concluding a financial 
agreement with Russia and Kazakhstan should maintain and improve 
India‟s trade links with what is already its most promising partner for 
both energy and commerce in the Central Asian region. 
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Cooperation on the Reconstruction of Afghanistan 
The neighboring Afghanistan, with its ten-year NATO-led war 

just winding down, could be a potential factor in the region‟s 
destabilization, as it is the source of most Islamic radicalist 
movements that have flared up in Central Asia as well as in Pakistan 
since the 2000s—a grave concern for both India and Russia. Another 
concern is the pernicious drug trade that, dating from the Soviet War 
in Afghanistan (1979-89), has made Russia the number one user of 
heroin, a derivative of opium. The heroin use has in turn sparked an 
HIV/AIDS epidemic, both grave threats to a country already in the 
grip of a depopulation spiral. It is thus equally in India‟s and in 
Russia‟s interest to keep Afghanistan as stable as possible to help 
eliminate it as a potential source of volatility in their immediate 
neighborhoods. Both countries have already been active on Afghan 
territory in a military as well as a civilian capacity, and it is reasonable 
to surmise that the two will stay there for some time to come. 
Afghanistan thus forms a necessary venue of cooperation between 
Russia and India in the greater Central Asian region, especially after 
the prospective NATO pullout when neither country will be able to 
ensure Afghan stability by itself. 

The two powers benefit from their respective strengths in 
Afghanistan. India‟s influence in the country has been growing—partly 
because it has been trying to counteract Pakistan‟s growing 
commercial clout there. In 2001, India set up a hospital at Farkhor in 
Tajikistan, near the Afghan border, where injured Northern Alliance 
fighters were treated, and from there channeled equipment to the 
Northern Alliance. The site is now considered to be the Farkhor Air 
Base, although its usage as such by India has not been officially 
confirmed. In total, since the beginning of the war, India has offered a 
$1.3 billion package for Afghanistan's reconstruction, making it the 
largest regional donor to the country. In 2009, Indian officials stated 
there were close to four thousand Indian workers and security 
personnel (including 500 paramilitary police) engaged in relief and 
reconstruction work in such areas as telecommunication 
infrastructure, education sponsorship, food aid, and solar 
electrification.86 One of the most substantial recent projects has 
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involved the building of hydropower dams on Afghan rivers to provide 
the war-ravaged nation with consistent electricity. According to 
Gulchan Sachdeva, a 2009 poll conducted by British, American, and 
German news teams found that 71% of Afghans had a very favorable or 
favorable opinion about India.87 As the United States and its NATO 
allies have pledged to gradually end their involvement in the Afghan 
War in 2014, India has signed a formal agreement to boost its security 
forces in Afghanistan past the troop withdrawal date and launched a 
$2 billion civil aid effort building highways, power transmission lines, 
and more dams. Under a strategic partnership agreement signed in 
November 2011, India plans to train top Afghan army units at counter-
insurgency schools as well as to provide light weapons to the Afghan 
army and prepare pilots and ground staff for the nation's small air 
force. In early 2012, some Russian analysts were in fact saying that 
India might contribute to the NATO-led war effort by letting its 
territory be used for the transfer of military equipment to Afghanistan, 
as the Pakistan route was closed for political reasons.88 

In the meantime, Russia, which has a painful legacy of war in 
Afghanistan and a distrust of U.S. ambitions in the region, has refused 
to send troops to join the conflict while allowing the use of some of its 
military equipment by the Northern Alliance. In the period since 2001, 
it has also been more active in building defenses in the region, for 
instance persuading the CAS to grant it the right to build military 
bases and station troops—it currently has both in Tajikistan, 
Kyrgyzstan, and Kazakhstan—as well as to strengthen security 
cooperation on the Afghan borders. Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan 
have resisted, suspicious of Russia‟s possible neo-colonialist 
motivation to “never leave” their region. Russia has also expanded the 
scope of the CSTO when, in 2009, it set up a Collective Rapid Reaction 
force, using independent military units from the CSTO membership to 
deal with terrorism and narco-trafficking.89 Under this agreement, 
Russian President Dmitry Medvedev called for the creation of a 5,000-
strong international military force to be staged in the region—a move 
that also did not go down well with member Kazakhstan, which has 
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expressed its apprehension about Russia trying to create a new 
military alliance under the CSTO umbrella.90  

On the humanitarian side, Russia has not been as active as 
India, pledging only $40 million to Afghanistan‟s reconstruction. 
However, it has also delivered foodstuffs, rail cars, and winter tents to 
the country. In the 2000-10 period, Afghanistan was twice the top 
recipient of Russian aid. Furthermore, the Kremlin decided to cancel 
90 percent of Afghanistan‟s sovereign debt worth $ 11 billion, most of 
which consisted of military sales to the People‟s Democratic Party 
regime during the 1970's and 1980's. The latest development in 
Russia‟s growing involvement in Afghan reconstruction has been a 
September 2011 meeting of the presidents of Russia, Pakistan, 
Afghanistan, and Tajikistan in Dushanbe, following on an August 2010 
meeting in Russia‟s Sochi. According to the official release, the heads 
of state discussed “trade and economic cooperation opportunities, 
joint projects in the energy, construction, and agriculture sectors.” The 
larger topic under consideration was the powers‟ cooperation in 
Afghanistan during the coming years. The four pledged to curb 
terrorism and drug trafficking, as well as to develop the country‟s 
hydroelectric capacity, building on its already existing hydropower 
plants.91  

India‟s not invited status to the aforementioned four-way 
presidential meeting (due in part, no doubt, to its strained relations 
with Pakistan) suggests that its government should put more thought 
into ways in which it could be an effective partner for Russia in the 
postwar Afghanistan. For instance, a logical place for Russia and India 
to begin their cooperation while waiting for Afghanistan‟s hoped-for 
stabilization is Tajikistan, where Russia has until recently maintained 
a strong position and India has engaged in several infrastructure 
projects in hydroelectricity. Russia has retained a military presence in 
Tajikistan in its 201st motorized infantry division that has been 
stationed in the country since the Soviet era. In 2004 the Russian 
government signed a 10-year basing agreement that formalized this 
arrangement, its most significant military presence abroad besides the 

                                                 
90 For more on this, see Sultan-Khan Zhussip, “Russia Expands its Military Presence in 
Central Asia,” Radio Free Europe-Radio Liberty, 16 December 2011.  
91 See the website of the President of Russia for the official release: 
http://eng.kremlin.ru/news/2767 

http://eng.kremlin.ru/news/2767
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Black Sea Fleet in Ukraine.92 This is a 
strategically important position to have 
achieved since Tajikistan has long served 
as a supply route and launching pad for 
many operations in Afghanistan. Provided 
that the diplomatic conflict over Russian 
pilots and Tajik migrant workers leaves no 
lasting scars on this bilateral relationship, 
and that the two countries can settle their 
financial arrangements—Tajikistan has 
been unsuccessfully pressuring Russia to 
pay for the basing agreement for years—
Russia can use Tajik territory as a base 
from which it will develop its relationship 
with the new Afghanistan with India‟s 
help. In trade terms, India and Russia can 
jointly invest in Tajikistan‟s 
underdeveloped infrastructure and 
private sector and thereby facilitate the 
growth of trade and flow of goods across 
the border. And, in military terms, the two 
can use the Russian infantry division as a 
basis for counter-terrorism operations 
centered on Afghanistan. 

India‟s and Russia‟s cooperation 
in the region should concentrate on providing joint humanitarian 
assistance which would benefit from Russian professional, especially 
technical, expertise, on the one hand and the great Indian labor pool 
on the other. Building on their already existing initiatives, the two can 
join efforts in reconstructing highways, opening new schools, and 
giving professional training to the local population. And, while slowing 
the drug flow to Russia from Afghanistan via Central Asia will be a 
difficult task given the entire region‟s economic investment in the 
narcotics trade, Russia has an incentive to try, perhaps in cooperation 
with India. Furthermore, providing joint military training on Central 
Asian and Afghan bases is a possibility for the strategic partners, 

                                                 
92Jim Nichol, Central Asia: Regional Developments and Implications for U.S. Interests, 
Congressional Research Service Report for Congress, 3 January 2012, p. 10. 
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although they would have to tread carefully to avoid suspicion of 
regional domination from CAS nations as well as Pakistan. Here, the 
goodwill India has earned through its development activities in 
Afghanistan will be a great boon to its further efforts. As the two 
countries prepare for the reality of a new, post-war Afghanistan, they 
need each other as allies in a region where their combined economic 
and military activities should provide a better hedge against future 
destabilization. 
 

Private-Sector Cooperation on Economic 
Development 
 In her work on India and Central Asia, scholar Angira Sen 
Sharma claims that India‟s best strategy to get closer to the CAS‟ 
resources is to extend its soft power and thus enhance the goodwill 
that local populations already feel towards her nation as a neutral, 
non-aggressive partner. She cites infrastructure development, 
hospital- and school-building, and tourism as some of the potential 
areas of focus. The Indian government has indeed been working in 
these directions, yet progress is very slow given inadequate funding 
and a lack of initiative. While state-directed soft power can be an 
important aspect of India‟s growing presence in Central Asia, this 
approach should be broadened intoa  plan where the government 
creates incentives for private sponsors to launch a number of new 
projects in the region. Admittedly, the experience of India‟s companies 
in CAS business is currently low. Therefore, pairing up with its 
strategic partner Russia whose companies have greater exposure to 
the region should enable the Indian private sector to improve its 
penetration of a number of Central Asian industries. Russia‟s superior 
expertise and training in such areas as technology and heavy 
machinery operation would be an additional aid. Moreover, the 
Russian investment in education should take India‟s own efforts to 
open higher-learning institutions in Central Asia further. Together the 
two countries can bring in experts and devise training programs while 
their joint commitment would limit the financial risks that come from 
launching such undertakings. Discussed below are several ideas for 
specific projects on which Indian and Russian private sectors can 
collaborate in the CAS. 
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1) Encourage joint Russia-India IT projects in region with a 
transfer of their skills 
There are opportunities for high levels of collaboration here, such as a 
set of joint initiatives between the Indian and Russian IT sectors and 
the rising IT industry in several of the CAS. This is an area where the 
deep pool of Russian programming and engineering talent can be 
combined with India‟s skilled labor and well-developed IT services. 
One example is in Kazakhstan, the state with the most advanced IT 
sector, which signed a collaboration agreement between India and its 
innovation hub PIT Alatau in 2002.93 Additional links can be made 
between Alatau, the rising Russian innovation hub of Skolkovo, and 
India‟s Bangalore-based “Silicon Valley.” A trilateral IT partnership 
between Indian, Russian, and Kazakh entrepreneurs could further 
strengthen the three states‟ collaboration in other high technological 
fields, particularly bio- and nano-technology, clean and renewable 
energy—an area Russia is trying to develop—and water conservation. 
And, once the paths to cooperation are established, India and Russia 
can work together on providing professional training via IT centers 
opened throughout the Central Asian region, with the goal of raising 
the qualification level of local specialists. 
 
 
 
2) Coordinate aid and pool funding through joint facilities 
Both Russia and India already have development financing that they 
provide to poorer countries. They can increase and coordinate their 
aid giving to the CAS, particularly as India scales up its new central 
foreign aid agency, tentatively called the Indian Agency for 
Partnership and Development. Potentially, the two countries can enact 
this aid giving increase by creating a joint Central Asian fund for 
private sector development with initial contributions by both 
governments on a 50-50 basis. The fund would have downstream 
linkages to Russian and/or Indian markets in Central Asia. Such an 
arrangement can also benefit the small-craft industries of the CAS 

                                                 
93 “India's Substantial Participation in IT Park, Alatau. Almaty,” Embassy of India, 
September 15, 2006 http://www.indembassy.kz/150906.html and “India and 
Kazakhstan: Strategic Importance,”  
http://www.indiandefence.com/forums/f5/india-kazakhstan-strategic-importance-
5771/, April 17, 2011. 

http://www.indembassy.kz/150906.html
http://www.indiandefence.com/forums/f5/india-kazakhstan-strategic-importance-5771/
http://www.indiandefence.com/forums/f5/india-kazakhstan-strategic-importance-5771/
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such as textile embroidery, silver smithing, ceramics production, and 
leatherwork. The fund can also provide subsidies to small-scale 
manufacturers and markets. 
 
3) Cooperate on aerospace industry projects building on the 
platform of the existing relationship with Baikonur  
Cosmodrome in Kazakhstan 
Indo-Russian space cooperation has been proceeding at a steady pace 
since the 1960s. The teams of scientists from the two countries that 
have a history of working together can now join their efforts to 
improve the nascent space industry of Kazakhstan.94 Unlike India or 
urban Russia, Kazakhstan is one of the most sparsely populated 
countries on earth and, while it does not offer specific space industry 
advantages, it is on good terms with both India and Russia and could 
thus provide a welcoming and neutral environment. Crucially, 
Kazakhstan is the site of the Baikonur Cosmodrome, the principal 
space facility in the Soviet Union and still the launching pad of over 
seventy percent of Russia‟s space rockets. One of the first venues of 
joint cooperation for India and Russia there could be setting up large 
facilities for R&D and testing grounds, where joint experimentation 
can be done. The two countries could also jointly establish simulation 
facilities for flights and spaces for training astronauts. Secondly, 
Kazakhstan‟s large, empty spaces could be used to set up facilities for 
processing rocket fuel and other hazardous operations. Thirdly, 
Kazakhstan‟s territory could be used for space launches, such as the 
man-in-space operation that India has long been preparing for, and 
with which Russia has been helping. Fourthly, Indo-Russian 
cooperation could be extended not just to civilian space but also to the 
military sphere, going beyond space missions to jointly produce 
military satellites and launch vehicles. The India-Russia cryogenic 
rocket engine program, ended in 1992 under pressure from the United 
States that was also eager to enter the market,95 might be given new 
impetus. All of the aforementioned projects would benefit from the 
participation of Kazakh scientists, building up on the country‟s teams 

                                                 
94 The author is grateful to Mr. Kiran Karnik, the former President of NASCCOM and 
specialist at the ISRO, for the ideas he provided for this discussion of Indo-Russian 
space cooperation, summarized here. 
95 For more on this, see J. N Dixit, My South Block Years: Memoirs of a Foreign 
Secretary (New Delhi: UBS Publishers‟ Distributors Ltd, 1996), p. 224. 
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of educated specialists as well as the expertise of representatives of the 
Indian and Russian space industries, to build up the country‟s core 
knowledge and skills regarding space. 
 
4) Collaborate on infrastructure development in region   
All of the Central Asian republics suffer from a lack of infrastructure 
such as railways, roads, and power plants. So far, this domain has 
been the purview of China, which has been especially active in railway-
building projects in Kazakhstan, as discussed above. However, Russia 
and India are both likewise well positioned to jointly propose and bid 
on projects involving infrastructure building. India, which has been 
successfully involved in road and house building in Afghanistan, the 
Middle East, and East Africa, has both skilled labor (a well-established 
managerial chain) and unskilled labor that can contribute to such 
projects in Central Asia. Furthermore, Indian companies experienced 
in leasing and financial services can be a boon for construction 
cooperation in the region. Meanwhile, Russia can contribute with its 
deep pool of engineers and heavy machinery—to this day one of its top 
exports in the world. One idea would be for Russians to construct 
hydroelectric power plants in Central Asia with the help of Indian 
labor, providing the region with a much-needed steady supply of 
electricity. Both countries can and should involve skilled and unskilled 
labor force from the „Stans in their collaborative projects—something 
that China has been notoriously unwilling to do, engendering much ill 
will at the local level. 
 
5) Create partnerships through educational and medical 
institutions for training Central Asian specialists 
Indian and Russian corporate sponsors can open universities jointly, 
projects that would benefit from India‟s abundance of English-
language educators and Russia‟s pool of talented specialists across a 
number of disciplines. A Silk Road Institute could be created that 
would be jointly administered by the two nations and hire Indian and 
Russian educators as well as local experts. This Central Asian 
institution should have affiliations with reputable, internationally 
known universities in the two countries, such as Jawaharlal Nehru 
University in Delhi and Moscow State University. One model is the 
American University in Central Asia, based in Kyrgyzstan, which 
trains students from all over the „Stans, handing out U.S.-accredited 
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degrees from Bard College. The Indo-
Russian institution could have branches 
in all five CAS with headquarters in 
Kazakhstan, which already has a well-
developed educational sector and strong 
links to both India and Russia. The focus 
for this Silk Road initiative would be 
technological, with the goal of training a 
new generation of Central Asian 
specialists who would be able to fill the 
great unemployment and development 
gap in their countries. Another direction 
that can be pursued is programs focused 
on advancing the medical infrastructure 
in Central Asia. This can be a combination 
of promoting Indian pharmaceutical 
products, low-cost Russian technologies 
(with which the Central Asian region is 
already familiar), and founding medical 
education exchanges and doctor upscaling 
programs focused on the CAS in both 
Russia and India. 
 
Ultimately, India and Russia would need 
to focus on all the three aspects discussed 
here—cooperation on reconstructing 
Afghanistan, commercial partnership, and 
joint economic development projects with 

an entrepreneurial angle—to achieve a meaningful level of 
collaboration in Central Asia. At the present time, the onus is on 
India—the emerging power in the region whose future level of 
involvement is still uncertain to others, including, perhaps, itself—to 
prove its commitment to establishing a more meaningful Central 
Asian presence. While working on strengthening bilateral relations 
with all five of the CAS, the Indian diplomatic community should also 
be making efforts to transition its positive and trust-laden cooperation 
with Russia into a broader regional one. The two powers‟ desire for a 
politically stable Central Asia at their borders, especially after NATO‟s 
Afghan pullout, is shared, as is their search for trade outlets in their 
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neighborhoods. At the same time, Russia‟s and India‟s combined 
status as secondary influence to China in most of the CAS makes them 
natural partners in establishing a more far-reaching role given the 
seemingly unstoppable rise of the Chinese markets. India may have 
missed out on the first round of foreign investment distribution in 
Central Asia. Yet, with the help of Russia, its budding projects in the 
CAS in such areas as IT, infrastructure development, and education 
will gain greater reach and significance. By establishing a more 
meaningful presence in Central Asia, India will be better positioned 
for the future distribution of energy resources and avoid becoming an 
also-ran in the modern iteration of the power struggle over the „Stans.
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