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Abstract 

 

U.S. Foreign Policy Interests in Central Asia: 

Tradeoffs, Competing Interests, and Outcomes 

 

 

 

 

Emily Pauline Linehan, MPAff; MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Supervisor:  Thomas J. Garza 

 

Foreign policy making often involves the balancing of priorities and tradeoffs. 

U.S. foreign policy to Central Asia has changed over time, in response to regional 

concerns and domestic priorities.  This study examines U.S. foreign policy motivations in 

Central Asia, the limitations and counterweights in the region, and the results of U.S. 

foreign policy to the region.  Security, energy, and democracy building are the primary 

areas of U.S. interest in the region, with security having taken precedence in the 

aftermath of the 9/11 attacks.  In a complex region, surrounded by many interested 

international players, poorly calibrated U.S. policy and balancing of policy interests 

resulted in the souring of relations between the U.S. and Central Asian countries.  Many 

have charged that bungled policy and the reentrance of large neighbors Russia and China 

resulted in a turning point that led to a large and costly decline in U.S. influence. Did the 

U.S. lose Central Asia? Was it inevitable that Central Asia‘s neighbors would reemerge 
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as primary influences? This study assesses mismanagement of U.S. foreign policy 

interests, the interests and policies of Russia and China in the region, the future outlook 

of U.S. policy, and possibilities for cooperation between the U.S. and neighboring 

superpowers in the region.  
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Chapter 1- U.S. Interests in Central Asia- Motivations and 

Considerations 

 

Introduction 

Since 1991, the U.S. has been crafting policy to the newly independent states of 

Central Asia, weighing varied and sometimes conflicting interests to the region. The 

nations of Central Asia, consisting of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, 

and Uzbekistan, have been on a crash course in the development of state institutions, 

individual economies, and international relations. Relations between leaders in the 

Central Asian region (CAR) and neighboring superpowers Russia and China, and a more 

distant superpower, the United States, have fluctuated over the past 20 year, as interest in 

the region has fluctuated with changing global dynamics.  U.S. foreign policy to Central 

Asia has grown from minimal and security-related to multidimensional, reflecting 

interests in security, energy, and democracy-building. Some have argued that another 

layer has been added to U.S. interests since 9/11- permanent military positioning in the 

region for quick response and engagement. U.S. interests in the region have been 

challenged by Central Asian leaders, who have resisted political reform, and the interests 

of Russia and China, some of which come into conflict with those of the U.S.  The U.S.-

Russia-China competition for influence and power in the region has been dubbed ―The 

New Great Game‖ by many regional scholars.
1
  U.S. policy makers have weighed and 

prioritized different interests in the region, resulting in tradeoffs that highlight the 

difficulties of engaging with a region where the high stakes of national security often 

must take precedence. 

                                                             
1 The Great Game refers to the rivalry and competition between the British Empire and the Russian Empire 

for power and influence in Central Asia. The term is attributed to Arthur Conolly (1807-1842), an 

intelligence officer for the British East India Company.  



2 
 

In the immediate post-Soviet period, the U.S. had limited engagement with 

Central Asian countries, primarily having to do with nuclear weapons recovery in 

Kazakhstan.  With the events of September 11, 2001, the United States was forced to 

reevaluate the strategic importance of Central Asia, which has now come to be seen as ―a 

critical battlefield in the war on terror.‖
 2
   Operation Enduring Freedom, the war on terror 

in Afghanistan, has brought global attention to the region and the state rebuilding project 

in Afghanistan.  With an increase in aid and security and technical support, increasingly 

complex bilateral relations, more competition between the U.S., Russia, and China for 

influence in the region, and the Obama administration‘s troop escalation in Afghanistan, 

more attention has been focused on the nature of U.S. policy to Central Asia.  Central 

Asia, by virtue of its geographic location and resources, has become the object of 

international competition.  What are the motivations behind U.S. foreign policy to 

Central Asia? What has worked and what has not?  What are the tradeoffs in U.S. policy 

to Central Asia and how have they been managed? The thesis of this policy report is that 

U.S. balancing of policy tradeoffs played a large role in the loss of primary influence in 

the region, as other global powers emerged in the region, and Central Asian leaders have 

maximized political capital by playing superpowers off of each other.  Superpowers such 

as Russia and China have taken advantage of historical relationships, geographic 

proximity, and political systems that do not require the balancing of tradeoffs in security 

and economic interdependence versus issues of human rights and democracy promotion.  

U.S. foreign policy to Central Asia has evolved into a balancing act of the 

following primary interests: security, energy, and democracy.  Security interests include 

access to the theaters of operation for Operation Enduring Freedom in both Afghanistan 

                                                             
2 Martha Brill Olcott, Central Asia's second chance (Washington, D.C.: Carnegie Endowment for 

International Peace, 2005), viii. 
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and Pakistan, in addition to fighting trafficking in drugs and weapons.  Energy interests 

are increasingly important, as the U.S. continues to seek out stable energy resources for 

U.S. consumers.  Energy is also considered to be an issue of national security, but will be 

explored as a separate interest for the purposes of this paper.  Democracy interests 

include the creation of stable governments in Central Asia, in addition to the 

enhancement of social and economic development.
3
  Evan Feiganbaum argued in 2006 

that Central Asia represents a longer list which includes not only U.S. foreign interests, 

but also, ―Russia‘s resurgence, China‘s regional and global footprint, the role of Iran, the 

future of Afghanistan, terrorism, challenges posed by Islam, and the goal of democracy 

promotion.‖
4
  Indeed U.S. interests in Central Asia are not the only interests, as Russia 

and China have become more interested in regional security and the expansion of Central 

Asian energy extraction.  A 2009 Congressional Research Service (CRS) report described 

U.S. interests in the region in more detail: 

 

democratization, human rights, free markets, and trade;  

assisting the development of oil and other resources;  

and combating terrorism, the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, and 

drug production and trafficking. 
5
 

 

In authorizing aid and action in the region, Congress has played an active role in 

weighing the different priorities in U.S. policy of security and democracy building.  In 

December, 2009, the U.S. Senate held hearings to discuss and rethink the U.S. approach 

                                                             
3 Ariel Cohen, U.S. Interests and Central Asia Energy Security, report no. 1984, pg. 9, 

www.heritage.org/research/RussiaandEurasia/bg1984.cfm (accessed April 15, 2010). 
4 Elizabeth Wishnick, Russia, China, and the United States in Central Asia: Prospects for Great Power 

Competition and Cooperation in the Shadow of the Georgian Crisis, report, pg. 6, 

http://www.strategicstudiesinstitute.army.mil/pubs/download.cfm?q=907 (accessed April 15, 2010). 
5 United States, Library of Congress, Congressional Research Service, Central Asia's security issues and 

implications for U.S. interests, by James P. Nichol, RL30294 (Washington, D.C.: Congressional Research 

Service, Library of Congress, 2010), Summary, http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RL30294.pdf (accessed 

April 15, 2010). 
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to Central Asia.  Senator Robert Casey, said that the task of U.S. policy in Central Asia 

must include: help to states increase stability, tackle problems of terrorism, and 

effectively distribute energy resources.
6
 

 Some have argued that the U.S. policy agenda since 9/11 came to include the 

interest in establishing a permanent presence that would create ―global power projection 

capability.‖ 
7
  Stephen Blank argued that U.S. military engagement in Central Asia was 

part of a greater plan for military expansion, which would include bases elsewhere in 

Asia, including Japan, Southeast Asian States, and Australia.  In a 2002 interview with 

The New York Times, Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz answered a question 

about current and planned bases Uzbekistan in Kyrgyzstan and the longevity of U.S. 

presence in the region, commenting that the function of the military bases ―may be more 

political than military,‖ and further that ―we [the United States] have a capacity to come 

back in and that we will come back in, and that most of all we remain interested.‖
8
  

Critics have perceived such comments to be a reflection of underlying geopolitical 

intentions.  Charlene Barshefsky, the United States trade representative in the Clinton 

administration, commented in 2004 that U.S. foreign policy had become increasingly 

militarized, with the military portion defining all U.S. foreign policy.   

 The table below presents overall U.S. aid to Central Asia, in addition to the 

amount of total aid spent on peace and security programs, from 1992-2008. The overall 

picture of one is increasing total and security aid.  Total aid and peace and security aid 

increased sharply after 9/11, not surprisingly, followed by a substantial drop. The trend 

                                                             
6 Erika Marat, ""Golos Ameriki": Novaya Politika USA v Tsentral'noy Azii," TsentrAziya, 
http://www.centrasia.ru/newsA.php?st=1260975240 (accessed April 15, 2010). 
7 Stephen J. Blank, Toward a New U.S. Strategy in Asia, report, pg. 1, 

http://www.strategicstudiesinstitute.army.mil/pdffiles/pub663.pdf. 
8 Paul Wolfowitz, "Deputy Secretary Wolfowitz Interview with New York Times," interview by James Dao 

and Eric Schmitt, United States Department of Defense, 

http://www.defense.gov/transcripts/transcript.aspx?transcriptid=2039 (accessed April 15, 2010). 
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lines present a picture of increasing peace and security aid, with generally declining total 

aid since 2002.  

  Table 1.1 U.S. Peace and Security Assistance and Total Aid to Central Asia  

 

 

Source: Nichol, 2010.  

 

The following sections will discuss U.S. interests- security, energy, and democracy 

building, as they fit into the picture above. 

Security 

The Bush administration prioritized security and military basing
9
 in Central Asian 

states, as the U.S. embarked on Operation Enduring Freedom.  On June 27, 2002, J.D. 

Crouch II, assistant defense secretary for international security policy, testified before the 

                                                             
9 Military basing in Central Asia includes Forward Operating Bases (FOBs) and Forward Operating 

Locations (FOLs). 
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Senate Foreign Relations Committee and stated that Central Asia was crucial to the U.S. 

war against global terrorism.  Through its efforts in Operation Enduring Freedom, and 

cooperation with Central Asian states, the U.S. had prioritized the following: ―eliminating 

the threat posed by weapons of mass destruction, promoting membership in NATO's 

Partnership for Peace (PfP) program, [and] helping regional peacekeeping efforts and 

fostering greater regional cooperation.‖  Crouch reported that the U.S. and Central Asian 

countries had substantial mutual security interests, and that each Central Asian state had 

attested to its support of U.S. presence in the region, and further, that Operation Enduring 

Freedom ―addresses their security concerns.‖  As of 2002, each Central Asian state had 

offered some support for U.S. military operations.  Uzbekistan had provided K2 base for 

U.S. troops.  Kyrgyzstan hosted U.S. coalition forces at Manas Air Base (Appendix A).  

Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan extended overflight permission and the use of their 

territory for other military purposes. Finally, Tajikistan had opened Dushanbe 

International Airport to coalition aircraft for refueling. 
10

   

Crouch described bilateral relationships that were strong and mutually 

satisfactory.  He reported that the U.S. intended not only to cooperate, but also to provide 

―a democratic model, sound military advice, and tailored assistance.‖ 
11

   The terms 

‗tailored assistance‘ are sufficiently vague, and it is clear that U.S. military needs were of 

primary importance in the bilateral relationships in the immediate aftermath of 9/11.  

Within three years, bilateral relations with each Central Asian state weakened or 

completely fell apart, begging the question as to how the U.S. implemented the military 

advice and tailored assistance, and if the U.S. had set up expectations that were not met, 

                                                             
10Jim Garamone, "Central Asia Crucial to War on Terror," American Forces Press Service, June 27, 2002, 

http://www.defense.gov/News/NewsArticle.aspx?ID=43709 (accessed March 15, 2010). 
11Garamone. 
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or if the Central Asian states were going to maximize their geostrategic positions and 

relationships with all interested parties regardless.   

The Obama administration has continued to prioritize security, in addition to 

long-term stability, which is a key element in the success of Operation Enduring Freedom 

and sustainability of peace in the region.  On December 1, 2009, President Obama 

presented his plan for the war in Afghanistan.  His plan included troop escalation of 

30,000 within the next six months, in conjunction with more civilian assistance for the 

Afghan government, bringing total U.S. troops in Afghanistan to 100,000. The President 

presented an estimated cost of $30 billion for the escalation.  He also stated that troop 

withdrawal will begin in July 2011.  NATO allies responded in kind four days later with 

a pledge to send 7,000 more NATO peacekeepers to Afghanistan.
12

 The President‘s 

decision drew criticism from both sides of the aisle, as some have argued that there is a 

greater need for civilian expertise than military troops, while others have argued that the 

troop escalation is not nearly enough.
13

  The President‘s discussion of an exit date, 

success or not, has also brought criticism from those who have argued that an exit date 

sends a message of limited engagement and commitment to the country and the region.  

Other criticisms question the effectiveness of any strategy that relies on cooperation with 

President Hamid Karzai and his corrupt government.
14

 The concerns about U.S. efforts 

and presence in Afghanistan are also applicable to U.S. presence in Central Asia, as U.S. 

motivations and commitment have been questioned internally and externally.    

                                                             
12 Brian Montopoli, "Obama Lays Out New Afghanistan Strategy," CBS News, 
http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2009/12/01/politics/main5855734.shtml (accessed April 15, 2010). 
13 General McChrystal outlined a troop escalation of 40,000 , 10,000 short of President Obama‘s troop 

surge. General Petraeus‘ field manual called for 568,000 troops to accomplish the task of winning in 

Afghanistan. 
14Frank Rich, "Obama's Logic is No Match for Afghanistan," The New York Times, December 5, 2009, 

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/12/06/opinion/06rich.html (accessed April 15, 2010). 
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Russian political experts have generally viewed U.S. presence in Central Asia 

with skepticism and suspicion about U.S. intentions in the region.  Galina Maykova, a 

Russian political expert, wrote in 2006 that U.S. intentions in Central Asia are easily seen 

in U.S. strategy in Afghanistan- which continually fails to take into account history, 

culture, and mutual interests with Russia.
15

   

U.S. security priorities have been a double-edged sword in the region, as Central 

Asian governments feared that the U.S. would not provide long-term commitment to the 

regional security and development, while China and Russia have called for the U.S. to 

exit the region entirely, increasingly irritated by U.S. presence. Provoking Russia and 

China, while maybe not an express goal, may have proven costly, as both countries have 

sought to step up their own security cooperation, in addition to economic cooperation, 

which will be discussed further in Chapter 3. 

Energy 

Energy interests are an important element that explains U.S. presence in Central 

Asia, as well as Russia and China‘s vested interests in the region.  Andrew Hartman 

wrote in 2002 of the importance of energy in U.S. foreign policy crafting that: 

 

US foreign policy demands the protection of US access to foreign resources. The 

oil of the Persian Gulf is consistently assessed to be a vital resource- a resource 

necessary to protect.
16

  

Hartman attributed U.S. interest in energy as the justification for gifting $44 million 

dollars to the Taliban in 2001, which was not a government formally recognized by the 

U.S.  He argued that the U.S. had considered that the Taliban might behave like Saudi 

                                                             
15 Galina Maykova, "Afganistan Kak Zerkalo Strategii USA v Tsentral'noy Azii," Kreml'.org, June 15, 

2006, http://www.kreml.org/opinions/120880582 (accessed April 15, 2010). 
16 Andrew Hartman, "'The Red Template': US Policy in Soviet-Occupied Afghanistan," Third World 

Quarterly 23, 3rd ser. (June 2002): pg. 481, http://www.jstor.org/stable/3993537 (accessed November 2, 

2010). 
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Arabia, meeting U.S. energy needs thanks to tremendous amounts of aid.
17

  Teresita C. 

Schaffer and Vibhuti Hate summarized Central Asia‘s reserves in 2007: Kazakhstan has 

substantial oil reserves; Turkmenistan has gas; Uzbekistan has hydrocarbon reserves; 

Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan have hydropower, with the two main rivers in the region, as 

the main flows of the Syr Darya and Amu Darya rivers originate in each country 

respectively.
18

   

 Central Asian countries have been and remain in great need of financial support 

for new infrastructure to aid in energy extraction. External financing for such projects can 

promote institutional reform, but have in many cases ―encouraged rent-seeking and 

corruption among connected state officials.‖
19

 

The perception in Central Asia of U.S. actions in Central Asia has been especially 

skeptical since 9/11. One Kazakh writer for the Central Asian Agency for Policy 

Research highlighted in 2002 that ―most experts‖  believe U.S. actions not only as 

preparation for long-term presence and engagement, but also that the primary motivator 

was energy access and control. According to these experts, the U.S. wanted control of 

Caspian oil and alternative route development to bypass Russia and Iran.  Yulina Zhihor 

cited the U.S. National Energy Strategy, which outlined that the U.S. would seek to 

control the global energy balance to the extent possible.
20

   

Democracy Building 

                                                             
17 Hartman, 484. 
18 Teresita C. Schaffer and Vibhuti Hate, ―India‘s ―Look West‖ Policy: Why Central Asia Matters.‖ Center 

for Strategic and International Studies. 1.  
19 Alexander Cooley, "Western Conditions and Domestic Choices: The Influence of External Actors on the 

Post-Communist Transition," Department of Political Science at Barnard College, pg. 32, 

http://www.barnard.edu/polisci/faculty/cooley/freedm-03.pdf (accessed April 15, 2010). 
20 Yuliana Zhikhor' "Politika USA v Tsentral'noy Azii," Aziatskaya Biblioteka, 

http://asiapacific.narod.ru/countries/apr/usa_politics_car.htm (accessed March 15, 2010). 
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U.S. democracy building efforts, including protection for human rights, has been 

the major U.S. interest that is dependent upon cooperation from Central Asian leaders 

and governments, which hasn‘t been exactly forthcoming.  Critics have charged that the 

U.S. worked with known authoritarian and repressive regimes in the region when it suited 

security ends, resulting in violent clashes in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan. Democracy 

building is executed by the State Department, and many have portrayed the State 

Department and the Pentagon in direct conflict over means and ends in Central Asia.  A 

look at spending in the following table reveals how little democracy building spending 

has been allocated, as compared to the amount in security spending, which is not 

necessarily surprising given that the major reason behind the U.S. incursion in the region 

has been to support efforts in Operation Enduring Freedom.  

Table 1.2: USAID Democratic Reform Budget, excerpted from the U.S. Government 

Cumulative Budgeted Security Assistance to Central Asia FY1992-FY2008. 

 

-  

Source: Nichol, 2010. 
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The budget for peace and security reached a total of $1527.5 million, from FY92-

FY2008, while total democratic reform spending in that period only reached $9.57 

million.  In 2006, Martha Olcott wrote that ―there is very little evidence to suggest that 

the Bush administration ever saw nation building in Central Asia—that is, strong support 

of either political or economic reform—as much more than a vague long-term goal.‖
21

 

Given spending and tolerance for cooperation with regimes with poor human rights 

records, the criticism seems reasonable.  

Valerie Bunce analyzed U.S. democracy policy in the Post-Cold War era, 

pursuing answers to the questions: why is the U.S. more involved in democracy 

promotion? Should the U.S. be involved in democracy promotion at all?  She asserted 

that the U.S. has taken a more active role in democracy promotion since the fall of the 

Soviet Union (Carothers, 1999, 2004; Mandelbaum, 1996; Cox, Ikenberry, and Inoguchi, 

2000; Rose, 2000/1; Henderson, 2002; Mendelson and Glenn, 2002; Cruz, 2003; 

Aksartova, 2005; Pevehouse, 2005).
22

  Bunce further conceded that whether or not the 

U.S. should be involved in democracy promotion, this will remain on the U.S. foreign 

policy agenda, and thus another important question is how the U.S. should promote 

democracy.  

The U.S. has engaged in democracy promotion with economic assistance and 

institutional advice, as in the case of Russia, and more laborious efforts which include 

trying to help create democratic institutions where no such institutional memory exists.  

Bunce elucidated the contrast, at least in stated purpose, between democracy promotion 

in the Post-Cold War period, which is in direct contrast to the dictatorship promotion of 

the Cold War period.  Bunce, like Cooley, argued that the costs associated with 
                                                             
21 Olcott, 127. 
22 Valerie Bunce, Democracy and Diversity in the Developing World: The American Experience with 

Democracy Promotion, report, pg. iii, http://www.ucis.pitt.edu/nceeer/2005_819-03g_Bunce.pdf (accessed 

April 15, 2010). 
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democracy promotion include engendering political instability in target countries, and 

increased political and social repression by authoritarian governments seeking to insulate 

themselves from total U.S. influence, as in the case of Uzbekistan.
23

   

CAR countries in the Post-Soviet period have displayed different levels of interest 

in Western democratic and economic transformation.  Irrespective of interest or rejection 

of Western norms, Alexander Cooley reported that all states in Central Asia proved 

resistant and unwilling to make the transition: 

 

Even those post-Soviet countries that presented themselves as eager Western-style 

reformers at the outset of their transition—most notably Armenia, Georgia, 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Moldova, and even Russia— often used the material 

resources offered by external actors not to enact sustained reforms, but to 

maintain the political power of Soviet-era elites and state agencies.
24

 

 

The U.S. provided aid to Central Asian countries, which emboldened leaders to maintain 

authority and suppress oppositional groups in the name of anti-terrorism.  Foreign direct 

investment to Kazakhstan between 1992 and 2001 reached $11 billion dollars, which has 

gone primarily to development in hydrocarbon extraction, which has a known 

troublesome correlation with authoritarianism.
25

  Unfolding domestic politics in Central 

Asian countries caught the U.S. with a contradictory agenda, and Central Asian leaders 

took advantage of the financing and opportunities to proceed in their own best interests.  

Clearly this was not the intent of U.S. policymakers, suggesting that either new priorities 

or better execution of multifaceted policy is needed.  

In considering the purpose and progress of U.S. democracy building efforts in 

CAR, survey results from two countries taken 14 years apart provide insight into Central 

Asian priorities and understanding of democracy itself.  Nancy Lubin and Arustan 
                                                             
23 Bunce, 4.  
24 Cooley, 26. 
25 Cooley, 29. 
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Joldastov reported in 2009 survey results from Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan from the years 

1993 and 2007. Results compare attitudes about regime type, economic reforms, foreign 

assistance, and attitudes toward the sources of foreign aid.  As is shown in Table 1 of 

Appendix C, respondents in Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan preferred ―Any System that 

Would Bring Order to the Country‖ over ―Democracy‖ by considerable margins. The 

respondents continued to perceive democracy as ―an ideal for some distant future,‖ but 

not the solution for current problems. Lubin and Joldastov argued that democracy 

remains an idea rather than a solution because of the countries‘ lack of experience with 

democracy, and the emergence of weak governments from regional ―color revolutions.‖ 

Respondents did, however, support several elements of democracy more in 2007 than in 

1993.  In both countries more than 60% of respondents believed that securing free press 

and free speech was one of the most important challenges facing the country, up from 

less than 50% support in both countries.
26

 More detailed questions and results are 

provided in Appendix C.  Lubin and Joldastov concluded that U.S. aid could benefit from 

having more information about what Central Asian populations value and want from their 

own countries.  U.S. policy and assistance were ―at least initially predicated on 

assumptions of public attitudes that have increasingly been brought into question.‖
27

 

Perhaps in light of the ineffectiveness of democracy building policy of the 

previous administration, the Obama administration has put less of a premium on 

democracy building, as President Obama stated before his inauguration that his 

administration would focus on democracy promotion that is ―less obsessed with form, 

more concerned with substance.‖ Secretary of State Hillary Clinton further reinforced this 

                                                             
26 Lubin and Joldastov, 4-5. 
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idea, identifying a ―policy of the ―Three D‘s‖- defense, diplomacy, and development.‖
 28

 

Critics of the previous administration have taken issue with both democracy promotion 

itself, but some have only taken issue with the implementation of the democracy building 

agenda.  Whether or not the U.S. should be in the business of spreading democracy, the 

current administration has been moving in the direction of focusing on high priority 

bilateral issues, downgrading the role of rhetoric.   

Policy Cohesion 

U.S. policy toward Central Asian countries in the 1990‘s has been described as 

lacking in general coherency, a ―patchwork of security, economic and political 

relationships.‖
29

  The patchwork of the 1990s evolved into a primarily anti-terrorist and 

military focus in the immediate 9/11 aftermath.  It was in 2003, after the U.S. embarked 

on the war in Iraq, that Central Asia became a more multi-dimensional conflict 

representing the security interests, energy interests, and domestic reform.  Almost 

immediately after the beginning of Operation Enduring Freedom, as more of the U.S. 

budget was used to finance the war in Iraq.  Questions remain about U.S. plans and 

expectations for Central Asia and whether or not they have been fulfilled.
30

  

The tradeoffs of U.S. policies of security and democracy-building have been 

questioned, as the U.S. created and worked to maintain relations with known 

authoritarian regimes with poor human rights records. Alexander Cooley reported on the 

tension between the two agendas, asserting that security won out: 

 

Although some in Washington acknowledge this tension, they generally argue 

that the strategic benefits of having U.S. bases close to important theaters such as 

                                                             
28 Peter Baker, "Obama Rethinks the Goal of Democracy-Building," The New York Times, February 22, 

2009, http://www.nytimes.com/2009/02/22/world/americas/22iht-democracy.1.20349875.html (accessed 

May 05, 2010). 
29 Wishnick 5. 
30 Wishnick 7. 
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Afghanistan outweigh the political costs of supporting unsavory host 

regimes…They claim that a U.S. military presence in repressive countries gives 

Washington additional leverage to press them to liberalize.
31

   

Others have criticized that the U.S. was more than ready to cooperate with countries, 

―prepared to reject human rights concerns and often accepted the lies told by regimes.‖ 

Ahmed Rashid argued that U.S. willingness to cooperate with other countries to fight the 

war on terror not only emboldened Central Asian authoritarian regimes, but also China, 

which was able to pursue harsher tactics in the fight against separatists in Xinjiang 

province, free from U.S. criticism.
32

 Chapter 2 goes into greater detail about U.S. policies 

to individual countries, and the tradeoffs visible in those bilateral relations.  

Central Asia in profile 

Central Asia is a region at a crossroads, surrounded by powerful and sometimes 

volatile neighbors, which include Russia, China, Pakistan, Afghanistan and Iran, as 

shown in Figure 1. Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan 

were founded in 1991, having no formal state history prior to their memberships in the 

Soviet Union.  In 1991, the states, loosely arranged by ethnicity, became independent 

states, without systems of government, institutional memory, or experience in civil 

society building.   They emerged in the Post-Soviet period with a strong legacy of secular 

traditions and suspicion of Islamic extremism, in addition to a wide range of economic 

problems including water shortages (due to Soviet era mismanagement of the major water 

sources in the region), inefficient industrial complexes, and widespread unemployment.   

Demographics 

                                                             
31 Alexander Cooley, "Base Politics," Foreign Affairs 84, no. 6 (November/December 2005): pg. 79-80, 

http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/stable/pdfplus/20031778.pdf (accessed May 6, 2010). 
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The countries of Central Asia share a common history from the Soviet period, but the 

countries differ in size, ethnic composition, natural resources, and economic status.  

Kazakhstan has a population of 15.4 million, consisting of two primary ethnic groups, 

Kazakhs and Russians, at 53.4% and 30% respectively.  Kazakh is the official language, 

though only 64.4% of the population are speakers, while 95% of the population speaks 

and uses Russian.
33

  President Nursultan A. Nazarbayev has been President since 

December 1, 1991.  Kazakhstan is the largest post-Soviet state, excluding Russia, and sits 

large reserves of fossil fuels, including oil and natural gas.  Kazakhstan is the 21
st
 largest 

oil producer, though it is ranked as the 11
th

 highest in proven reserves, and the 23
rd

 

largest natural gas producer, also ranked as the 14
th

 highest in proven reserves.  Owing to 

Kazakhstan‘s energy sector, the country enjoyed 8% average growth a year from 2002-

2007.  The percentage of the population in Kazakhstan below the poverty line is 12.1%, a 

regional high.
34

 More specific numbers on GDP and reserves are presented in Table 2.1.   

 Kyrgyzstan has been marked by conflict, both old and recent.  Regional conflict 

and clan politics have troubled the country, signified by the North-South divide.  The 

population is 5.4 million, with 64.9% Kyrgyz, 13.8% Uzbek, and 12.5% Russian (other 

11%). The North is the more urbanized, Russified, and less religious region of the 

country, while the South is primarily agricultural, with more Uzbek, and therefore 

Islamic, influence.  The Kyrgyz and Slavs have of the North and the Kyrgyz and Uzbeks 

of the South have been in conflict since 1992, when the Land Law was introduced that 

declared all land the property of the Kyrgyz people.  There has also been conflict between 

―the old communist nomenklatura‖ and the ―new democratic elite.‖ Former President 

Askar Akayev was a representative of the democratic modernizers, until 2005, when he 
                                                             
33 United States, Central Intelligence Agency, The World Factbook Central Asia Kazakhstan, People, 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/kz.html (accessed April 15, 2010). 
34 United States, Central Intelligence Agency, The World Factbook Central Asia Kazakhstan, Economy, 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/kz.html (accessed April 15, 2010). 
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was ousted during the ―Tulip Revolution‖ for corruption and rent-seeking in connection 

with the U.S. military base.
35

  Kyrgyzstan‘s political instability has persisted as Akayev‘s 

replacement, President Kurmanbek Bakiyev, was ousted in April 2010. Kyrgyzstan‘s 

natural resources are generally limited to gold, which is the country‘s largest export. 

Kyrgyzstan is also one of the poorest Central Asian states, with an estimated 40% below 

the poverty line. 
36

  Table 2.1 includes more on facts and figures on Kyrgyzstan. 

 Tajikistan, the smallest country in Central Asia, remains the poorest post-Soviet 

state.  Tajikistan‘s early Post-Soviet period was marked by Civil War, from 1992-1997. 

The country population is 7.3 million, which is mainly ethnically Tajik (79.9%).  

President Emomali Rahmon has been the head of the government since 1994, having 

been reelected in 2006 elections. Tajikistan‘s main exports are aluminum, electricity, and 

cotton, though all sectors are plagued by poor infrastructure and lack of funding.  

Tajikistan is also a major drug transit country, reportedly seizing 80% of all drugs 

captured in Central Asia.
37

 (See Table 2.1) 

 Turkmenistan is a country whose vast hydrocarbon reserves have made it an 

important target for regional superpowers, the U.S., Russia, China, and Iran.  The 

country‘s President for Life Saparmurat Niyazov died in December 2006; Niyazov‘s vice 

Premier Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedow was elected as the new President.  The country is 

home to 4.8 million, 85% of whom are ethnically Turkmen.  Turkmenistan is estimated to 

have the 4
th

 largest natural gas reserves in the world, in addition to medium oil reserves.  

The country‘s poor infrastructure restricted natural gas export routes, but new pipelines 
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36 United States, Central Intelligence Agency, The World Factbook Central Asia Kyrgyzstan, 
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37 United States, Central Intelligence Agency, The World Factbook Central Asia Tajikistan, 
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built to China and Iran have boosted exports. Despite vast energy reserves, 30% of the 

population lives below the poverty line.
38

 (See Table 2.1) 

 Uzbekistan has the highest population of all countries in Central Asia, at 27.6 

million, 80% of whom are Uzbek. President Islam Karimov has been in power since 

1990, and continues to rule a very centralized, authoritarian government.  Uzbekistan is 

estimated to have the 20
th

 highest natural gas reserves and the 45
th

 highest oil reserves. 

Uzbekistan‘s natural gas and petroleum exports accounted for 40% of the country‘s 

foreign exchange earnings in 2009.  Despite energy wealth, 26% of the population is 

reported to live below the poverty line.  Uzbekistan has feuded with other Central Asian 

states over water supplies, as Uzbekistan is dependent on Kyrgyzstan and the Amu Darya 

river.
39

 

Figure 1.1: The Caucasus and Central Asia.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: The University of Texas Perry-Castañeda Library Map Collection. 
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Security and Governance 

The Central Asian states were forced to look elsewhere for military cooperation, 

settling on cooperation with the West and NATO.  Central Asian states, except for 

Tajikistan, signed agreements to adhere to NATO‘s (PfP) which was initiated in 1994. 

Tajikistan joined in 2002. Through the program, each state comes up with terms for an 

individual partnership with NATO, that range in commitments from defense reform to 

combating proliferation, as part of a ―broader approach toward security.‖
40

  The program 

aim was to increase stability in Central Asian (and Caucasus) nations through cooperation 

with NATO member states.
41

  Military cooperation through PfP, including military 

exercises and workshops on NATO activities, is attributed with paving the way for 

cooperation at the outset of Operation Enduring Freedom.
42

   

The countries approached the Post-Soviet period in two primary ways- economic 

and political liberalization (to an extent) and government led economic reform.  

Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan moved to liberalize, as Russia was doing with Western 

support, appealing for international investment and support.  Both countries sold major 

national resources to international governments and companies.  Kazakhstan had mining 

and metallurgical complexes and hydrocarbon deposits that needed further development 

and investment, and to that end the Kazakh government sold its large chromium deposits 

to Japan. Kyrgyzstan sold its largest gold mine ―Kumtor‖ to Cameco company, a 

                                                             
40"NATO - Topic: The Partnership for Peace," NATO - Homepage, 
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ce6ba5b1951f/display.aspx?rs=enginespage (accessed April 2010). 



20 
 

Canadian company.  Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan, in contrast, maintained government 

control over state resources instead of liberalizing their economies and industries.
43

 

 In examining U.S. democracy building initiatives, it is instructive to take 

into account existing external evaluation of the different regimes in Central Asia.  The 

Freedom House uses a scale of 1-7, ―Free‖ rated between 1.0-2.5, ―Partly Free‖ rated 

between 3.0-5.0, and ―Not Free‖ rated between 5.5-7.0. All countries in Central Asia, 

except for Kyrgyzstan, were labeled ―Not Free‖ by the Freedom House Survey of 2009. 

Kazakhstan and Tajikistan received a rating of 5.5, while Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan 

received 7.0, the lowest rating. Other countries that received a rating of 7.0 were Libya, 

North Korea, and Sudan, all well known to be highly repressive countries, whose foreign 

policy is thought to be a real threat to neighboring countries and the greater international 

community.  Kyrgyzstan was labeled ―Partly Free,‖ with a rating of 4.5.
44

   

Freedom House monitors cited widespread corruption in all countries, including 

different violations ranging from failure to implement promised reforms to constitutional 

violations. Kazakhstan‘s failure to implement democratic reforms promised in 2008 for 

the chairmanship of the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). 

Elections to the upper house of Parliament took place without opposition candidates, and 

the independent media continued to face formidable harassment and opposition. Uzbek 

President Karimov‘s Presidential term came to an end in 2007, and despite a 

constitutional barring of running for reelection, he ran again and was reelected with an 

official 88 percent of the vote.  Kyrgyzstan has faced significant political instability, with 
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two leaders overthrown in 5 years, in addition new laws in 2008 which have further 

curtailed press, religious, and assembly.  

Tajikistan‘s President Rahmon has been in power since 1994, and a constitutional 

amendment in 2003 paved the way for his remaining in power until 2020.  Rahmon also 

admitted to lying to obtain a $48 million loan from the International Monetary Fund. 

Turkmenistan has emerged from the repressive regime of Saparmurat Niyazov, but under 

President Berdykmukhammedov, positive changes have been minimal, as Turkmenistan 

is mainly focused on energy contracts with international businesses. 

Berdykmukhammedov
 
 has made strides to eradicate the cult of personality from the 

previous President and move toward a less isolationist foreign policy.
45

 

In terms of security, Central Asian security issues are similar to those facing the 

U.S.: religious fundamentalism, terrorism and drug-trafficking.  Central Asian leaders 

have been supportive of cooperation with the U.S., particularly after 9/11 with the 

heightened threats from Afghanistan. Emerging from the ―Militant Atheism‖ of the 

Soviet period, Central Asian states have seen a rise in religious groups, some of whom 

are considered terrorist groups.  The Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) and the 

Hizb-ut-Tahrir (HT) are two religious groups, the latter considered by regional security 

groups to be a terrorist organization. Religious fundamentalism is observed more 

frequently among communities with poverty and social marginalization. In addition to 

more coordinated security structures, high rates of poverty and low social capital suggest 

a need for more investment in education, which can pave the way toward economic 

integration and social stability.   
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Today, Central Asian states face common security challenges, including 

fundamentalism, terrorism, drug trafficking, and corruption, in addition to episodic 

violence and authoritarian systems of governance. With Afghanistan being one of the 

most important factors influencing and directly affecting Central Asia‘s military and 

political security post 9/11, Central Asia has been even more supportive of U.S. presence 

in the region and interested in long-term cooperation with the U.S.   The political and 

military situation is an important factor in many of these security challenges, particularly 

drug trafficking.  In 2008, 90% of narcotics come from Afghanistan, roughly 30% of 

which is trafficked through Central Asia.
46

 

Despite the common challenges, CAR states have yet to establish strong 

mechanisms for cooperation.  Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan face persistent ethnic and 

territorial tensions, in addition to weak systems of governance (as exemplified by the 

toppling of the Kyrgyz government in April, 2010).   Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan face 

corruption and related inefficiencies which play a role in preventing the states from 

attracting strong investment and successfully exploiting natural resources.  Strong 

authoritarianism in Uzbekistan, in conjunction with widespread poverty, do not make the 

state a likely candidate for long-term stability.  Additionally, Uzbekistan has been argued 

by many to have hegemonic intentions in the region, with the potential to have a very 

destabilizing effect on the other countries.  A report from the Geneva Center for Security 

Policy (GCSP) asserted that this perception of Uzbekistan was a misconception.   

In examining the countries overall progress in economic and democratic 

indicators, a USAID report published in January, 2008, provided insight into how the 

different states have improved or deteriorated. Indicators included democratic reform, 
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economic performance, economic reform, and human capital, measured in the years 1998 

and 2007. All five countries were found to have fallen back in democratic reform, with 

Kazakhstan having declined the most. In economic performance, all states were found to 

have improved, with considerable jumps Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan. 

Economic reforms were not as substantial in any of the countries, and almost non-existent 

in Uzbekistan.  Finally, four of the five states declined on the human capital index; 

Uzbekistan received the same score in both years. Appendix B provides visualization of 

each country‘s progress in the different indicators, in addition to explanations of specific 

indicators. 

Results of U.S. policy 

Dr. Elizabeth Wishnick argued that competition to secure basing arrangements 

and energy contracts only benefits authoritarian regimes at the expense of enduring 

regional security. In 2002, Wishnick predicted that U.S. policy would have negative 

consequences, arguing that ―by placing a priority on anti-terrorism in U.S. policy toward 

Central Asia and rewarding Central Asian leaders for basing rights, the Bush 

administration is shoring up authoritarian regimes and encouraging public distrust of U.S. 

intentions in the region.‖
47

  Indeed, in the wake of a larger U.S. presence in Central Asia, 

and a great deal more spending, authoritarian regimes show no signs of weakening(other 

than the case of Kyrgyzstan), and public perception of the U.S. has declined.  Wishnick 

further assessed the U.S. presence in 2009, and asserted that since 2005 prospects for 

democratic change have been dimming, with Central Asian leaders increasingly 

suspicious of U.S. interests and intentions, with Russia and China emerging in the region 
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and cooperating on increasingly common interests in the realm of security- anti 

separatism and anti-terrorism.
48

  

U.S. policy tradeoffs are visible in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan in particular, 

where security policy and democracy building priorities have come into conflict. 

Kyrgyzstan was the only state of the five Central Asian states that was not ranked ―not 

free‖ by Freedom House in 2007. Alex Cooley explored the case of Uzbekistan in more 

depth, arguing that the K2 basing agreement resulted in leadership in Uzbekistan 

performing even worse on human rights.  The K2 base afforded the chance to crack down 

on domestic opposition, as seen in the Andijan Massacre, with the pretext of supporting 

the U.S. in the war on terror.  The EU placed sanctions on Uzbekistan after the Andijan 

Massacre, while the U.S. looked the other way.
49

  While relations with Uzbekistan soured 

considerably, Wishnick argued that relations with Kyrgyzstan became more complicated 

than positive or negative.  The results have been both countries turning away from the 

U.S., in favor of Russia, which has been notably silent on each country‘s domestic issues.  

Domestic support for U.S. and the primary items on the U.S. agenda has fallen in 

the past two decades, which may or may not be seen as an important indicator of U.S. 

policy to the region.  Nancy Lubin and Arustan Joldastov reported in 2009 survey results 

from Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan from the years 1993 and 2007.  Respondents were 

asked for their thoughts on a range of issues, including democracy, economic reform, 

corruption, Islam, and foreign policy views.
50

  Though many changes occurred between 

1993 and 2007, and no response could be restricted to pure reactions to actions of the 

U.S., responses to democracy and foreign policy, particularly international aid, can be 
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thought of as a reflection of U.S. and general Western involvement in the region.  In both 

countries, the principle concern remained the ability of the state to maintain order and 

stability. Kazakh respondents became more amenable to the idea of Western style 

democracy, while there was no discernible change in Uzbekistan. 
51

 Respondents of 

Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan were asked to rank countries that have provided foreign aid, 

and in 2007, Russian assistance was named ―most valuable‖ by a considerable margin, 

almost half of respondents (Appendix C).
52

   

Russian response to the U.S. incursion into Central Asia has been mixed, as will 

be discussed more in later chapters.  While initially Russia supported Operation Enduring 

Freedom, and the U.S. entry into Central Asia to support that effort, the war has 

continued and U.S. presence has increased.  Russian leadership has become more 

skeptical of U.S. interests.  Leonid Ivashov, Vice President of the Russian Academy of 

Geopolitical Problems, commented in 2008 that the U.S. was not satisfied with a minimal 

presence in Central Asia, as evidenced by changing tactics, new structures and bilateral 

relations, designed to create domestic support for U.S. interests.
53

    

Limitations of Current Study and Research Suggestions 

 This study takes a broad overview of U.S. interests in Central Asia, and the 

factors that have inhibited and affected U.S. interests.  The study does not examine 

closely U.S. aid dollars, and how they have been translated into action and policy in the 

region.  Future studies might focus on the exact nature of spending and the specific 

outputs that were projected, as compared to the eventual outcomes. Closer examination of 

individual Central Asian government interest tradeoffs might elucidate the likelihood and 
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nature of future cooperation with the U.S. Yet another factor to be considered is the role 

of Iran, how it plays into U.S.-Russia-China relations, and how effects filter down to 

policy making in Central Asia. 

Purpose and Chapter Scheme 

The chapters that follow include: Chapter 2- U.S. foreign policy to Central Asia 

in-depth, reflecting security, democracy, and energy interests; Chapter 3- Competitors in 

the international system- Russia and China; Chapter 4- U.S. interests in peril, 2005-

today; and Chapter 5- Conclusions and Recommendations.   

Picking up from Chapter 1 and the discussion of the broad themes of U.S. 

interests in Central Asia, Chapter 2 discusses U.S. policies from the fall of the Soviet 

Union to today, exploring how policies have been chosen to protect and promote U.S. 

interests.  Chapter 2 includes discussions of Central Asian and Russian perspectives to 

U.S. actions in the region.   

Chapter 3 discusses the roles of Russia and China, insofar as the two 

heavyweights have reemerged with interests that both coincide with and counter U.S. 

interests.  Critics have argued that the U.S. handling of policy in CAR ―awoke the 

neighbors‖, the neighbors being Russia and China.  The chapter explores how Russia and 

China have acted in the region, where the two share interests, and where conflict has 

arisen. 

Chapter 4 discusses the year 2005 and the years that followed, framing 2005 as a 

turning point for U.S. presence and interests in the region.  Discussion includes what role 

U.S. tradeoff balancing played in the region, in addition to the roles of Russia and China 

in the changing dynamics in the region. 

Chapter 5 concludes with discussion of current and future challenges, as well as 

recommendations for future U.S. policy.  Central Asian leaders have arguably been 
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successful at harnessing political capital from balancing superpowers and using the 

interests of one to extract concessions from others.  Recommendations include how the 

U.S. can proceed and what priorities may prove most important and successful in the 

years ahead. 
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Chapter 2- U.S. policy in profile 

 U.S. foreign policy interests in Central Asia have been a balancing act, as 

discussed above, with security often taking precedence over other interests.  Policies to 

Central Asia have been crafted to the region as a whole, in addition to projects and 

relationship building that has been country specific.  U.S. policy to CAR has been fraught 

with issues in cohesion and consensus building within the policy making community, 

primarily between the Pentagon and the State Department, between whom conflict has 

not been a rarity over the years.  The discussion of policies and bilateral relationships to 

follow all reflect one of the three major U.S. interests in the region, security, democracy, 

and energy, at times all three.  U.S. policy decisions that have indirectly affected Central 

Asia are also discussed, including the U.S. invasion of Iraq. 

 The Freedom Support Act of 1992 was one of the primary early efforts that the 

U.S. undertook to provide support to the Post-Soviet states.  Russia was the primary 

focus of foreign aid, as it was the nexus of Communism and the engine of the Soviet 

Union.  The justification for providing foreign aid to the region was as follows:  

 

Their success in democracy and open markets will directly enhance our national 

security. The growth of freedom there will create business and investment 

opportunities for Americans and multiply the opportunities for friendship between 

our peoples.
54

 

Following a period of a ―Russia First‖ policy, the U.S. started to reconsider its approach, 

or lack thereof, to Central Asia.  The U.S. National Security Strategy of 1998 touched on 

the importance of Central Asia, with emphasis on natural resources and regional 

stability.
55
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As touched on in Chapter 1, NATO introduced the Partnership for Peace program 

to enhance ties between Western member countries and the newly independent states 

from the Soviet bloc in 1994.  The new framework was intended to enhance political and 

military cooperation between NATO members and possible new future NATO members. 

Of the 26 states that joined, all CAR countries, except for Tajikistan, were included.  

Together NATO and Central Asian PfP states began cooperating in joint military 

exercises.
56

 

 The 1999 Silk Road Strategy Act was written to amend the 1961 Foreign 

Assistance Act, extending aid to Central Asia (and the Caucuses) to promote sovereignty, 

assist in conflict resolution, promote economic cooperation, assist in infrastructure 

development, and provide support for U.S. business interests and investments in Central 

Asia.  Subsequent Congresses have added conditions on U.S. aid to Kazakhstan and 

Uzbekistan, whose human rights records have been less than satisfactory.  With 

conditions, Congress has continued to work at ―the balance between U.S. security 

interests in the region and interests in democratization and the protection of human 

rights.‖
57

 

In 2001, after the attacks of 9/11, the U.S., along with NATO partners, began 

Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan, the main battlefield of the ―War on Terror‖.  

The Taliban was toppled by the end of 2001, but real victory has remained elusive, as 

Osama bin Laden has yet to be caught, the country remains an intermittent hotbed of 

violence and terrorism, with spillover concerns in Central Asia, Pakistan, and elsewhere.  

Hamid Karzai became the head of the interim government in December 2001 and was 
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democratically elected President in October 2004.
58

  Karzai has since become a thorn in 

the side of the U.S. and NATO, as he has been accused of vast corruption.  

The National Security Strategy of 2002 outlines U.S. priorities and goals in the 

Post-9/11 world. The main priorities were diplomacy and defense, in addition to a new 

focus on development as an integral part of security.  Development came to be seen more 

as a vehicle through which more effective diplomacy could be accomplished and defense 

assured between nations.  The strategy described emerging U.S.-Russia and U.S.-China 

relations with optimism, as there was hope of the former enemies coming to global 

agreement concerning basic guiding principles in the international system.  The report 

further asserts that the U.S. and Russia were no longer considered to be strategic rivals, 

and that U.S. support for former Soviet Union states would produce positive results in the 

U.S.-Russia relationship, ―in the belief that a prosperous and stable neighborhood will 

reinforce Russia‘s growing commitment to integration into the Euro-Atlantic 

community.‖ 
59

   

The National Security Strategy has been criticized as the propagation of military 

preemption, calling into question U.S. commitment to deterrence and containment.     

Robert S. Litwak, Director of International Studies at the Woodrow Wilson International 

Center for Scholars, argued in 2003, that the 9/11 attacks brought about ―a new age of 

American vulnerability,‖  pushing the Bush administration to broaden the need to 

protect against both WMD proliferation and, in light of 9/11, terrorism. The conflation of 

proliferation and terrorism into one agenda was one of the primary concerns, in addition 

to questions over pre-emption as a new weapon in the U.S. arsenal, or an old idea 
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revisited, the international precedent set by U.S. pre-emption, if employed, and finally, 

the use of a general precedent of pre-emption, which was only intended for use in Iraq.
60

 

Litwak concluded that prevention strategies have been the most effective in recent cases, 

with the exception of the Gulf War, and that force is itself a very problematic strategy, 

citing such constraints as ―the possibility of triggering a general war (North Korea, 1994), 

uncertain and contentious intelligence (Sudan, 1998), and the threat of unacceptable 

collateral damage to the population and environment (Iraq, 1998).‖
61

   The criticisms 

have proven prescient, given the drawn out and highly costly wars in Afghanistan and 

Iraq, and generally reflective of a tide in favor of military and security interests over other 

priorities. 

In January 2003, the State Department published a report to provide an update on 

enforcement and outcomes of 10 years of support for Central Asia.  Lessons learned 

resulting in two operating principles to the region: 

 

(1) balance between programs that address immediate threats and programs that 

promote lasting, generational change; and 

(2) selective engagement based on willingness to reform. 
62

 

 

A look at U.S. government support to the countries of Central Asia in the years after the 

9/11 attacks demonstrates how U.S. priorities in the region shifted.  

The report included an assessment of the implementation of the Silk Road Strategy Act, 

asserting that current funding was ―robust‖ and no new initiatives or funding were needed 

to follow the Silk Road Strategy Act‘s guidelines. 
63
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Authors of a 2004 USAID report on U.S. foreign aid asserted that U.S. foreign 

assistance must do more in the 21
st
 century to deal with transnational security challenges. 

The report identified five goals of U.S. aid: 1) promote international development; 2) 

strengthen fragile states; 3) provide humanitarian relief; 4) support U.S. geostrategic 

interests; and 5) mitigate global and transnational ills.
64

   The report also cited a study 

from the Center for Global Development (CGD), which noted that U.S. bilateral 

assistance had not been focused or effective, with an obvious lack of overall coherence in 

policy.
65

  This ineffectiveness descends from multiple layers of legislation and directives, 

which make both the means and ends hard to define and measure.  The U.S. Foreign 

Assistance Act of 1961 includes 33 goals, 75 priority areas, and 247 directives. U.S. 

efforts to Central Asia have been plagued by conflict, as some development and 

democracy building have worked at cross purposes with the primary elements of security.   

One important conclusion of the USAID report is the role of institutions.  

Institutions serve multiple purposes that aid alone cannot provide for, including ―values, 

culture, and social capital.‖
66

  An analysis of U.S. aid to Central Asia for security 

building has done little to support institutions, focusing instead on pure security-related 

military operations and support.  Further, the report cited one of the key issues facing 

development cooperation as weak and failing states in the Post-Cold War world.  The 

problems posed by such states include: ―terrorism, proliferation of weapons of mass 

destruction, and global criminal networks. At the same time, while knowledge and 
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understanding are increasing, proven strategies for strengthening weak states remain 

elusive.‖
67

  

  In early 2003, the U.S. and a coalition including Australia and Great Britain 

embarked on Operation Iraqi Freedom.  Many have argued, with the benefits of 

hindsight, that the U.S.-led war in Iraq took away vital money and resources, in addition 

to focused commitment, from Afghanistan.  Kofi Annan commented on the fact that the 

war in Iraq more than distracted from the war in Afghanistan: 

 

 Iraq was more than just a major distraction to Afghanistan…Huge resources  

 were devoted to Iraq, which focused away from nation building in Afghanistan.  

 The billions spent in Iraq were the billions that were not spent in Afghanistan.
68

 

 

It is somewhat inevitable that in the process of fighting two wars, the U.S. was unable to 

provide sufficient attention to both in the years following the beginning of the Iraq war.  

The neglect may have also spilled into U.S. efforts in Central Asia.  The table below 

provides country specific information, in addition to specifics on U.S. spending from 

FY2008-FY2011.   

Table 2.1: Central Asian Facts and U.S. Spending FY2008-2011. 

Central Asian State  Kaz. Kyr. Taj. Turk. Uzb. Total 

Territory (000 sq. mi.)    1,100 77 55.8 190 174.5 1,597.30 

Population (July 2009 est.; 

Millions)  15.4 5.4 7.3 4.9 27.6 60.6 

Gross Domestic Product 

(Bill. Dollars,  
2009 est., Purchasing Power 

Parity) 175.1 11.66 13.75 32.57 77.21 310.29 

GDP per capita (Dollars)  11,400 2,100 1,800 6,700 2,800 
5120 

(Avg.) 

Proven Oil Reserves (Billion 

Barrels)  30 0.4 0.12 0.6 0.594 31.7 
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Natural Gas Reserves (Tr. 

Cubic Feet)  85 0.2 0.2 94 65 244.4 

Size of Military (including 

police troops,  

border guards, and 

presidential guards) 80,500 20,400 16,300 22,000 87,000 226,200 

FY2008 U.S. Budgeted Aid 

($millions) 175.87 48.14 46.19 12.3 38.24 324.06
b
 

    —of which: Security 

Assistance ($millions)  152.52 17.16 14.1 1.63 26.71 213.09
b
 

FY2009 U.S. Budgeted Aid 

($ millions;  

Foreign Operations)
a
 22.4 58.93 35.77 8.85 8.56 134.51 

    —of which: Security 
Assistance  

    ($millions)
a
  8.5 4.25 9.27 1.6 0.61 24.23 

FY2010 U.S. Estimated Aid 
($millions; Foreign 

Operations)
a
 18.89 53.77 48.3 16.35 12.04 149.35 

    —of which: Security 

Assistance ($millions)
a
  7.77 7.23 10.64 3.77 1.58 30.99 

FY2011 Administration 

Request ($millions; Foreign 

Operations)
a
 18.3 46.93 47.09 13.33 12.14 137.79 

   —of which: Security 
Assistance ($millions)

a
  7.18 6.54 10.09 3.38 1.68 28.87 

 

Sources: U.S. Central Intelligence Agency. The World Factbook; International Institute of Strategic 
Studies. The Military Balance, February 3, 2010; Department of State. Office of the Coordinator of U.S. 

Assistance to Europe and Eurasia; Department of State. Congressional Budget Presentation for Foreign 

Operations, FY2011. 

a. Excludes Defense and Energy Department funds, food aid, and Peace Corps. 

b. Includes Central Asia Regional Funding of $3.32 million, of which $970,000 was for Peace and Security 

Programs. 

Important trends to note in the table above are the steep drops in U.S. aid between 

FY2008 and FY2009 in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan in particular, while total aid to 

Kyrgyzstan increased. U.S. estimated aid in FY2010 increased in Tajikistan, 

Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, in both total aid and security assistance.  The FY2011 

Administration Request reflects decreases in aid for all but Uzbekistan, whose total and 

security aid may increase marginally.  
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Greater Central Asia Partnership 

In response to changing dynamics in the region and the diminishing influence of 

the U.S., with the reemergence of Russia, and the increased economic interdependence 

with China, the U.S. initiated the Greater Central Asia Project in 2005.
69

  The project is 

Afghanistan centered, and is focused primarily on improving interconnectedness between 

North and South Central Asia.  Fırat PURTAŞ argued that the main problem for the 

region is poverty, and that whether or not the GCAP is intended to lend permanence to 

U.S. influence and presence in the region, the project could accomplish the larger goals 

of lifting the region out of poverty.
70

  

The perspective from Russia on GCAP is skeptical, not surprisingly, as it 

proposes a partnership and long-term engagement with region, in which Russia has 

renewed interest. GCAP is also not surprisingly viewed as an attempt to establish 

supremacy in the region and right mistakes made in Afghanistan. Valery Petrov of Islam 

News, a Russian newspaper reporting on Russian and Muslim news, wrote in 2007 that 

Washington‘s Central Asia policy was clearly intended to accomplish two goals: advance 

democracy; weaken the positions of Russia and China in the region.  He also wrote that 

Moscow and Beijing view the U.S. incursion in Central Asia as direct threats to their 

respective interests.
71

    

The GCAP has yet to be enacted, though the framework of an organization which 

includes the U.S., Afghanistan, and all Central Asian countries, to provide systemic 
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coordination to enhance security, economic, and political systems, remains a salient topic 

in U.S. policy formation to Central Asia. 

Pentagon vs. State Department 

The Pentagon and the State Department are charged with similar tasks, which 

they go about accomplishing in fundamentally different ways, as one is composed of 

military personnel, while the other is composed of civilian diplomats.  Robert Kaplan, of 

the Atlantic Monthly, observed in 2005, that the mutual competitiveness between the two 

departments was representative of a greater fracture in the ―knowledge elite‖: 

 

between a power-point culture of military, business, and engineering schools, and 

the more free-wheeling essayistic ways of the liberal arts community. The 

military thinks geopolitically in an almost 19th century sense, whereas the 

Foreign Service increasingly sees globalization as a security system in-and-of 

itself.
72

 

 

Kaplan further cites the divisions with the State Department, in regional desks, as 

evidence of a lack of forward thinking cohesion, while the Pentagon became a more 

integrated with joint-area commands, owing to the Goldwater-Nichols Department of 

Defense Reorganization Act of 1986.  Regardless of internal organization, the State 

Department and the Pentagon have come into conflict in Central Asia, which was 

particularly evident in the handling of the Uzbekistan‘s Andijan Massacre in 2005. 

Ahmed Rashid cited a Washington Post article, in which Jeffery Smith reported that 

Pentagon chiefs blocked the attempts of European members of NATO to issue a NATO 

condemnation. Condoleezza Rice, then Secretary of State, supported the criticism, 

eventually issuing tough statements, which Tashkent responded to with immediate 
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suspensions of U.S. night flights out of K2.
73

  Conflicts between the two agencies are 

representative of the major tradeoffs in U.S. policy that persist in the region.  

Bilateral Relations in Profile 

 U.S. bilateral relations with Central Asian countries have differed considerably by 

country, from year to year. Initially, the U.S. was required to cooperate most heavily with 

Kazakhstan, the site of a nuclear plant.  After 9/11, the U.S. initiated strong relations with 

Uzbekistan, which was chosen as the primary interlocutor and partner for the U.S. in the 

region, by virtue of its size, proximity to the Afghan theatre, and willingness on the part 

of President Karimov to cooperate with the U.S.   Initial U.S. relations post 9/11 with 

Kazakhstan included security arrangements consisting of overflight facilities and limited 

landing rights at three airfields.
74

 

In December 2001, the U.S. and Kyrgyzstan entered into negotiations to open an 

airbase at Manas International Airport.  With the finalization of the status of forces 

agreement (SOFA), the U.S. had opened a new chapter with U.S.-Kyrgyz relations.  

President Akayev‘s family held the contract to sell fuel to the Manas airbase, which 

would come to light when Akayev was overthrown in 2005.
75

  Before Akayev was 

overthrown, however, he announced the following: ―God and geography gave us Russia, 

our main strategic partner.‖
76

 With wavering U.S. support and presence, Kyrgyzstan had 

begun to feel more wary of the U.S. role in the country. 

In 2009, Bishkek announced that the U.S. Manas air base, which had been in 

operation since December 2001, would close.  While the official explanation was that the 

Kyrgyz government had failed to come to an agreement with the U.S. on the rent, many 
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speculated that the real reasons had more to do with Russia, and the offers Russia had 

made to the Kyrgyz government.  Russia had offered $2 billion in loans, as well as debt 

forgiveness, and other incentives, to force the U.S. out of Manas.
77

 

April 2010 was marked by violence and the ouster of President Kurmanbek 

Bakiyev by protesters, who have been unsatisfied with Bakiyev‘s policies and 

authoritarian regime.  Bakiyev was forced to flee the city, and on April 15, 2001, he was 

transported to Kazakhstan, with help from Kazakh, Russian, and U.S. authorities.
78

  In a 

clear signal of U.S. support, American diplomat Robert Blake met with the leader of the 

new interim government, Roza Otunbayeva.
79

   

Tajikistan did not join NATOs PfP until 2002, as mentioned above, and 

throughout the 1990s Tajikistan mainly cooperated with Russia, who aided Tajikistan‘s in 

resolving the civil war. The U.S. and Tajikistan signed Memorandum of Mutual 

Understanding in 2002. In support of U.S. and NATO efforts in Afghanistan, the U.S. 

and France were granted ―gas and go‖ rights at Dushanbe airport.
80

 

U.S. engagement with Turkmenistan has been limited mainly to post- 9/11 

coordination.  In terms of ex President Niyazov‘s authoritarian regime, critics have 

accused the U.S. of recognizing the regime and withholding criticism because the country 

did not post a significant security risk to the U.S. and elsewhere in the region. Niyazov‘s 

regime neither easy to work with, nor trustworthy, as any government published 

information about the country was rightly suspect. With respect to the U.S. mission in 
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Afghanistan, Turkmenistan claimed ―positive neutrality‖, but agreed to provide transit 

point for humanitarian assistance to Afghanistan 
81

  Like Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan also 

provided overflight facilities for U.S. aircraft.
82

   

In March 2002, the U.S. and Uzbekistan signed Declaration of Strategic 

Partnership and Cooperation Framework. As part of the agreement, Karimov ―pledged to 

carry out systemic political reforms introduced over a five-year period‖ to include 

parliamentary elections in 2004, and presidential elections in 2007.
83

 Clearly, Uzbekistan 

was intended to play a key role in the U.S. relationship with CAR.  This did not come to 

pass, however. 

Between 2001-2005, the U.S. paid Uzbekistan $15 million for use of the K2 

airfield.  The cooperation and funding apparently came at the price of not being able to 

comment on Uzbekistan‘s handling of domestic issues.  After the Andijan massacre, 

Undersecretary of State R. Nicholas Burns criticized Uzbek leadership and called for an 

international probe of Uzbek authorities and the details of the massacre.  Karimov 

resisted the calls, and after a flight of 439 Uzbek refugees who had fled after the 

massacre left out of Kyrgyzstan, Karimov announced the base closing.  Chapter 4 will 

provide further discussion of the year 2005 and events that changed the nature of U.S. 

involvement in Central Asia. Hindsight is 20/20, and in the case of Uzbekistan, it is easy 

to criticize now that the U.S. and Uzbekistan have had a falling out, and Uzbekistan has 

arguably become the most authoritarian and uncooperative country in the region.   

Obama Administration’s Troop Escalation in Afghanistan 

In December 2009, President Obama announced a troop surge of 30,000 in 

Afghanistan, in addition to a plan to withdraw starting in 18 months.  Reaction to 
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Obama‘s announcement has been mixed and there are no real results yet to the surge, 

which is Obama‘s middle of the road approach.  General Stanley McChrystal, 

commander in Afghanistan, had called for a prolonged and open-ended commitment to 

Afghanistan, including 40,000 new troops, while critics of the war and U.S. efforts called 

for a much more curtailed and swift disengagement.  Obama described Afghanistan as the 

―right‖ war, in contrast to the Iraq war, during his 2008 presidential campaign.
84

  For the 

U.S., Obama‘s troop escalation will raise the geostrategic importance of Central Asian 

states, whose cooperation will continue to be vital to the U.S. effort in Afghanistan.  

Experts maintained that the increase in U.S. funding for FY2010 was still insufficient to 

meet all U.S. goals in the region.
85

     

Central Asia: Response 

Central Asian response to U.S. goals and motivations in the region has been 

mixed and increasingly negative.  In the wake of the ousting of Kyrgyzstan‘s President, 

the U.S. has been increasingly accused of supporting both Bakiyev and Akayev (the 

previous ousted President) regimes‘ repression in order to achieve U.S. aims in the 

country.  The Manas Air Base hosted the transit 50,000 U.S. troops in March 2010 alone, 

making the importance of the base and regional stability all the more clear.
86

 Alexander 

Knyazev, director of the regional branch of the Russian Institute of CIS countries in 

Central Asia, commented on April 4, 2010, that the U.S. military presence in the region 
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―creates a tension that prevents constructive cooperation within the region and with 

neighboring countries.‖  Knyazev commented that Russian and Chinese spending on 

military and development in Central Asian countries, which may be diverting money 

from their own populations, will further fuel tensions in the region. Kyrgyzstan is an 

example of a country with ―multi-vector‖ policy, both catering to and controlling the 

United States and Russia at the same time, as both have military bases on Kyrgyz soil.
87

   

With the recent violence and regime change, much hangs in the balance for U.S. interests 

in Kyrgyzstan.   
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Chapter 3- Who is in the Neighborhood? 

The Roles of Russia and China 

 

Analysis of Russian and Chinese foreign policy to Central Asia is important in 

shedding light on U.S. policy to the region, and the limitations the countries pose to U.S. 

power. Many have argued that U.S. emergence in the region was alarming to Russia and 

to some extent China, resulting in both pursuing more active engagement with Central 

Asian countries.  Whether or not zero-sum thinking and competitiveness are a major 

motivating factor behind the actions of Russia and China, the fact remains that since 

2001, the foreign policies of Russia and China shifted from occasional interest to active 

engagement.  With the emergence of Russia and China, the U.S. has been forced to 

consider Russian and Chinese perspectives and likely reactions to U.S. policy in the very 

formulation of policy.
88

  By virtue of U.S. entrance as a major power in the region, the 

region itself has become another talking point in bilateral relations between the U.S. and 

the two countries.    

Many have attributed the suspicion and counteraction of Russia and China in the 

region as a response to U.S. actions in the region.  Stephen J. Blank wrote in 2002 that 

Russia and China were hoping ―America‘s incursion into Central Asia was temporary and 

would end when the terrorism threat abated.‖
89

  Taking a broader view, Russia and China 

have had long-term interests in Central Asia for centuries.  China was an active economic 

partner during the Silk Road period, while Russia became the dominant power during the 

latter half of the 19
th

 century, as it became part of the Russian empire (later the Soviet 

Union).  Interestingly, China and Russia had not really competed in the region, that is, 
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until the Post-Soviet period.  Since the late 1990‘s, both Russia and China have been 

increasing economic and security cooperation with Central Asian countries.
90

 

 

Shanghai Cooperation Organization 

The U.S. is a military powerhouse in the region to be sure, but by virtue of 

geography, Russia and China have taken the lead in handling regional security 

challenges. In this vein, both Russia and China are members of the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization (SCO), whose principle missions include fighting ―the three evils of 

terrorism, extremism, and separatism.‖
91

 Considered by some as the ―NATO of the East‖, 

the main interests of those involved have more to do with becoming a more integrated 

region, rather than a military organization or mutual defense pact.  The main purposes at 

the outset were to create a forum to enable the demilitarization of the border between 

China and Central Asian countries, to resolve border disputes, and weaken separatism.
92

  

 Iran holds observer status in the SCO, having applied for but not been extended 

full membership in March 2008.  Iran has significant security and economic interests in 

Central Asia and is likely to continue to emerge as an interested and powerful player in 

the region. Iran is the second largest investor in Tajikistan, has trade turnover with 

Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan worth $2 and $1.2 billion respectively.  Annual trade with 

Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan is lower, at $600 and $100 million respectively, reflecting a 

lesser degree of shared priorities.  Iran shares strong culture, language, and traditions with 
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both Tajikistan and Afghanistan, but Iran‘s support for military action in Afghanistan has 

been mixed.  Iran is the fourth largest investor in Afghanistan, money which has been 

spent on a range of infrastructure projects.  Should Iran join the SCO, this would advance 

Russia, Chinese, and Iranian interests, creating a bloc that would likely provide a strong 

counterweight to the U.S. On the other hand, as the U.S. and Iran share strong priorities 

in creating a stable and secure Afghanistan, it may be that the U.S. and Iran could come 

to cooperate more and establish stronger bilateral relations.
93

 

Russia- An Old Friend 

For the better part of the 1990‘s, after the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991, and the 

concurrent economic crash, Central Asia was the least of Russia‘s worries. The region 

had little to recommend it, as their natural resources had yet to be or make it desirable to 

Russia, which was struggling incredibly to make a political and economic transition to a 

democracy and market economy.  Despite help from the United States and the World 

Bank, or perhaps because of the help, the liberalization shocks were too much for the 

Russian economy and after the initial state collapse in 1991, the Russian ruble crashed 

again in 1998. In addition, Russia engaged in a prolonged conflict in Chechnya, which 

has evolved from a conflict about state sovereignty and territorial integrity (or energy 

resources, depending on source and persuasion), to Russia‘s own ―War on Terror‖.  

Throughout the 1990‘s, the conflict and economic hardships consumed state leadership, 

and Central Asia went largely unnoticed.  Russia cooperated with the U.S. to return 

nuclear weapons to Russian territory, but beyond this, Central Asia was let go with little 

fanfare. 

 Russia‘s lack of interest in Central Asia and increasing disengagement was 

interpreted as the new status quo, and Central Asian leaders began to seek new 
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superpower support.  Indeed, Russia‘s disinterest led Central Asian states to look 

elsewhere for support, as their economic disengagement from Russia had disastrous 

effects on their economies.  During the Soviet period, over half (with some estimates as 

high as 75%) of the industrial and consumer goods in the region came from Russia and 

elsewhere in the Soviet Union.  Due to high import costs relative to export costs, the 

Central Asian states relied on and benefited greatly from state subsidies.   The breakdown 

of the Soviet Union resulted in high social and economic costs for Central Asian states, 

which have looked for international support and partnerships ever since.
94

  

Russian leadership awoke somewhat to this change, and a new foreign policy 

approach emerged with a new central priority: ―multipolarity‖.  Russia‘s back and forth 

approach did not produce results, as their intentions proved confusing.  Russia‘s 

accomplishments in the region under President Yeltsin can be seen as a microcosm of 

Yeltsin‘s overall leadership, and certainly how Yeltsin‘s leadership is viewed by ordinary 

Russians- ineffective.  Paramonov et al describe Russia‘s departure from Central Asia as 

a ―catastrophe,‖ and by the mid-1990‘s, Russia had ―lost‖ Central Asia. As Russia 

unburdened itself of the republics, anti-Russian sentiment in the region began to run high, 

which does not come as a huge surprise.
95

  

Russian leadership began to change course, as integration into the West began to 

seem less likely and less attainable, despite enormous efforts on the part of Russia to 

adapt and integrate itself.  By the time President Vladimir Putin had taken power, Russia 

had succeeded in intervening and maintaining a military presence in Tajikistan and 

maintaining control in hydrocarbon transport from Central Asian countries.
 96

  Russia‘s 

reemergence in Central Asia is suggestive of the fact that had the U.S. and the West been 

more welcoming and genuine about integrating Russia into Western multilateral 

organizations, perhaps Russia would not have felt the need to reestablish itself in Central 
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Asia, and further, the need to take back the mantle of world superpower.  Table 3.1 

provides information about Russia‘s military presence in Central Asia in 2001. 

 

Table 3.1: Russian Military Presence, 2001. 

Russian Military Presence, 2001 

 
 Country  Troops  Facilities 

 
(includes CIS peacekeeping 

 

 

troops & border guards) 

 

Kazakhstan  none 

1 space launch 

facility 

   
Kyrgyz 

Republic  

few officers 
in border grounds none 

   

Tajikistan  

8,200 (201st mrd) 

& border guards none 

   Turkmenistan  none none 

Uzbekistan  none 

1 sat. tracking 

facility 

 

Source: Charles Fairbanks et al., Strategic Assessment of Central Eurasia, report, pg. 82, 

http://www.acus.org/docs/0101-Strategic_Assessment_Central_Eurasia.pdf (accessed 

April 15, 2010). 

Russia has relied on multilateral organizations and partnerships for overall 

security cooperation with Central Asian states, though the organizations themselves have 

few accomplishments to recommend them as of yet. The Collective Security Treaty 

Organization (CSTO) is the most important of these, as it is the only multilateral 

organization with a military component. The CSTO an organization including Russia, 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan (as well as Armenia and Belarus; Uzbekistan 

joined in 2006), was created in April 2003.  The organization included a secretariat, 

which would consist of operational military planning and budget coordination.  The 

http://www.acus.org/docs/0101-Strategic_Assessment_Central_Eurasia.pdf
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organization was intended to provide internal security, including military, border, and 

terrorist related issues, in addition to external security, which was defined as ―challenges 

and threats of a military-political and military-strategic nature‖ from outside the member 

states, as reported in Russia‘s 2009 national security strategy.
97

 The CSTO is viewed by 

many as the primary manner in which Russia can exercise security influence over Central 

Asian and other member states. 

The security and economic partnership between Russia and four out of the five 

Central Asian states, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan, is officially 

sanctioned by the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO).  The SCO was founded in 

1996, also including China.
98

  Vladimir Paramonov et al wrote that Russia viewed the 

SCO as the best way to establish a partnership with Beijing to exclude and circumvent 

Washington. Russia‘s SCO membership also in theory provides access to China‘s 

military resources.
99

  Official SCO and CSTO partnership was enacted at a Heads of 

State meeting in 2007, resulting in a military and economic bloc in the region.
100

 

Energy 

Energy resources in Central Asia are vital to Russia, as Russia‘s geopolitical 

power is centered firmly in its energy sector, whose production in natural gas and oil 

continues to decline.  Russia‘s energy sector is run by state-owned Gazprom, the largest 

entity in the state, formerly run by now-President Dmitry Medvedev. The period between 

2001 and 2005 was an important one for Gazprom in Central Asia, as it signed deals with 

the leaders of all five Central Asian leaders..  Gazprom signed a deal in 2001 with 

Kazakhstan‘s National Holding Company AO NK KazMunayGas on November 28, 

2001, which established a 50/50 venture, KasRosGaz, to extract and market natural gas in 

Kazakhstan on the international market.  In 2002, Gazprom signed a strategic agreement 

with the natural gas company in Uzbekistan, Uzbekneftgas.  This agreement includes 

long-term purchases of Uzbek gas from 2003 to 2012.  In 2003 Gazprom was also put in 
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charge of export operations for all Uzbek gas exports. In November 2005, Gazprom 

established another partnership with a subsidiary of KazMunayGas, AO Intergas Central 

Asia, for transportation of Russian and Central Asian natural gas through Kazakhstan 

from 2006 to 2010. 
101

 

Post 9/11 

 Russian policy to Central Asia post- 9/11 begins with September 21, 2001, when 

President Putin declared cooperation with the U.S. in the U.S. led anti-terrorism 

campaign.  Just as U.S. foreign policy experienced a profound shift in the post 9/11 

world, President Putin changed Russian foreign policy to both the U.S. and Central Asia.  

Indeed, President Putin was the first foreign leader to call President Bush to pledge 

support and allegiance with the U.S. President Putin aligned Russia with the West, 

declaring that Russia would assist the U.S. in its anti-terror campaign by providing 

pertinent terrorist information to the U.S., allowing the U.S. to use Russian airspace for 

humanitarian flights, and most importantly, accepted and support U.S. entrance into 

Central Asia, thereby ending Russia‘s exclusive rights to the region. Marina Volkova, 

journalist for Nevasimaya Gazeta (Independent Newspaper), voiced concern over 

President Putin‘s support for U.S. efforts, as it would cost Russia its neutrality, in 

addition to high economic costs to help with the war effort. The unquestioned alignment 

with the West raised concerns, as the post-Soviet period had not brought hopes of equal 

partnerships with Western countries and organizations to fruition.
102

       

Russia had ceded the region to the U.S., but after failing to see the gains of the 

transaction, Russia reemerged.
103

  Russia officially opened its first base abroad since the 

fall of the Soviet Union on October, 2003, in Kyrgyzstan.  The Kant airbase, has been 

framed as a necessary element of the CSTO.  Unlike the U.S., it has been reported that 
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Russia paid neither rent nor any fees, and further, that Kyrgyzstan pays the operating 

bills.
104

  Russia had signed an agreement in 2009 to open a second military base, but this 

has likely been put on hold, post the ousting of President Bakiyev.  Russia led the SCO in 

establishing an Anti-Terrorism center in Tashkent, Uzbekistan. 

 Just as theories abound that the U.S.-led ―War on Terror‖ emboldened Central 

Asian leaders to become more authoritarian and repressive to their populations, Russian 

leadership is also thought by many to have become more authoritarian in order to help 

―fight the ―War on Terror‖.‖
105

  Clifford J. Levy of The New York Times wrote,  

Mr. Putin has also tended to use terrorism as a rationale for tightening control 

over the government. In 2004, for example, after a spate of attacks, he did away 

with the election of regional governors and turned them into his appointees. He 

explained that the country needed to be more united to deal with the threat.
106

 

Thus U.S. policy not only enabled authoritarian leaders in Central Asia to reap the 

benefits, but also in neighboring countries, who often found that the options in the 

aftermath of 9/11 were either for or against terror.  

Finally, the role of Soviet era Zero-sum thinking and competition must be 

considered in the manner in which Russia has handled its relations with Central Asian 

countries.  Considering the timeline of the Kremlin‘s major decisions in Central Asia, it is 

likely that much of the action owes its inertia to the U.S., without whom Russia may have 

gone about re-ingratiating itself to Central Asian leaders differently and more slowly.  

China- A Reliable Economic Partner 

While the U.S. has been engaged in two wars, China has been able to utilize its 

economic power to increase economic inter-development with regions like Central Asia. 

Since the late 1990‘s, China has become more active in foreign policy and international 
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engagement, and both China and partners have benefited from China‘s method of 

engagement: 

The ―unrestricted‖ nature of Beijing‘s overseas loans and investments is attractive 

to foreign governments wanting swifter, more efficient, and less intrusive 

solutions to their development problems than western lenders will offer.
107

 

 

China‘s foreign policy to Central Asia has been described as ―quiet,‖ and focused on 

economic penetration, as China has become the primary supplier for products ―used by 

people in Central Asia in their day-to-day life.‖
108

  Evan Feiganbaum referred to Central 

and South Asia as China‘s ―continental periphery.‖ He identified China‘s interests in the 

region as the following: promoting energy interests; lowering unrest in Xinjiang through 

cross-border alliances; promoting cross-border economic reform; and focusing on 

Xinjiang.   Since 1991, China has provided Central Asia an alternative shipping route and 

destination from Russia and the transport infrastructure provided by Gazprom and 

Transneft.  Thus, China represents what Feiganbaum terms a ―geographic counterweight‖ 

to Russia, in some ways accomplishing U.S. goals of increasing Central Asia‘s 

sovereignty and independence.
109

 

Energy 

China‘s energy interests in Central Asia are a major part of bilateral relations, 

which include oil contracts and pipeline deals with Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and 

Turkmenistan.
110

  In 2005, China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) purchased 

Petro-Kazakhstan.  By the end of 2005, the Atasu-Alashankou pipeline that served to link 

Kazakh oil fields to western China became operational. President Nazarbayev‘s 
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reelection in 2005 was therefore important for the continued representation of China‘s 

interests in Kazakhstan.
111

  

China has also increased its involvement with other countries in Central Asia, 

financing and putting into operation a gas pipeline connecting gas fields in Turkmenistan 

to Xinjiang in Eastern China in December 2009.  Indeed, 2009 was an important year for 

Central Asian countries in relations with China.  China has provided the following loans 

to help expand infrastructure and development in CAR countries: $10 billion to 

Kazakhstan for various projects, including $2.7 billion to Kazakh copper major 

Kazakhmys; $4 billion to Turkmenistan for gas field development; $1 billion to 

Tajikistan to build power plants, electricity grids, and roads; and in January 2010, $342 

million to Kyrgyzstan for its electric grid and to build a railway from Kyrgyzstan to 

Europe (through Uzbekistan). 
112

 

Illustration 3.1 below shows the various pipelines in Central Asia, including the 

Kazakhstan-China pipeline, and the Turkmenistan-China pipeline, opened on Dec.14, 

2009.  The Turkmenistan-China pipeline travels from eastern Turkmenistan, through 

Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, to China‘s Xinjiang region.  At the unveiling ceremony for 

the new pipeline, Turkmen President Gurbanguly Berdymukhammedov lauded the event 

as ―"a new chronicle in the relations of our countries" that "will stand as a golden page" 

in their history.‖  Turkmen gas will become an important energy source for China, which 

has become more interested in moving away from coal as a primary source of energy.  

Also, overland gas from Turkmenistan has been conceptualized as a more predictable and 

reliable source of gas, unlike liquefied natural gas from overseas, which is transported 

over waters that have known issues with pirates and other security concerns.
113
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Figure 3.1:  Turkmenistan-China Gas Pipeline 

 

Source: Blagov, 2009. 

Post 9/11 

Like the U.S. and Russia, China has security interests in Central Asia and reasons 

to be concerned about instability and surge in Islamic fundamentalism in particular.  A 

surge in Islamic fundamentalism threatens to create further instability in China‘s 

separatist Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous region.
114

   

Unrest in Central Asia and changing relationships with Russia and the U.S. also 

created positive circumstances for the growth of China‘s influence in the region. In the 

wake of political turmoil in Kyrgyzstan and violence in Uzbekistan, Chinese leadership 
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worked quickly to assert that relations with China would not be affected, and in the case 

of Uzbekistan, to express solidarity with Uzbekistan‘s fight against violent uprisings.  
115

 

 China‘s interests in expanding are also noteworthy elsewhere, as China has 

looked to expand its naval presence into traditionally U.S. territory, from the Middle East 

to the Pacific.  Edward Wong wrote that such developments are reflective of ―China‘s 

growing sense of self-confidence and increasing willingness to assert its interests 

abroad.‖ China‘s military expenditure, as estimated by the Pentagon, at between $105 

and $150 billion, is still a fraction of U.S. military spending.  The Obama administration 

proposed a budget of $548.9 billion for the Pentagon for the coming year.  Thus, here too, 

the U.S. may lose supremacy.
116

 

 Both China and Russia, still considered powerful but emerging powers, have 

become big donors to poorer states, presenting yet another challenge to U.S. and Western 

supremacy in aid and governance support.  China in particular has offered huge loans to 

South Asian countries and African countries, many of whom have such abysmal 

governance and human rights records that they have been purposefully deprived from aid 

by Western NGOs and IGOs.
117

 China and Russia, in addition to other BRICs members 

(Brazil, Russia, India, China) are likely to continue to challenging Western standards by 

cooperating with and supporting regimes the West has hoped would founder.   

Where Interests Overlap and Possibilities for Collaboration 

There are several areas in which Russian and Chinese interests overlap with U.S. 

interests, areas which represent the possibilities for superpower collaboration and benefits 

for all involved.  As the U.S. does not actively support the authoritarian regimes of 
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Russia and China, it is clear that there are not mutual gains to be had in democracy 

building initiatives.  Areas for cooperation involve regional and domestic security 

building.   

Russia and China are in competition over energy supplies, and with respect to 

hydrocarbon extraction and energy infrastructure development, the U.S. has worked to 

counter Russia‘s control over extraction and transportation, encouraging cooperation and 

partnerships with China.  It is possible that even without U.S. nudging, Central Asian 

countries would cooperate more with China, who has the capital and less of the historical 

baggage. The U.S. does not gain directly, of course, but benefits from the existence of a 

different counterweight to Russia‘s influence in the region. 

  



55 
 

Chapter 4: Central Asia 2005-Today 

What Has Changed? 

 

The year 2005 was a turning point in Central Asia, marked by increasing 

authoritarian clampdowns in Central Asian countries. In every country, other than 

Kyrgyzstan, the regimes suppressed media and political opposition and dissent, jailing 

opposition leaders, tightening restrictions and media and religious freedoms.
118

 The year 

also marked a change U.S.-Central Asia dynamics and the permanent shift to more 

tenuous U.S.-Central Asia relations.  It began with remarks from President Akayev of 

Kyrgyzstan concerning the role of Russia as the primary partner in Kyrgyzstan, and 

ended with the U.S. being forced out of Uzbekistan. Changes included the reemergence 

of Russia, the entrance of China, and the changing fortunes of the U.S. led ―War on 

Terror‖.  Prior to 9/11, Central Asia was characterized as a region still within the strategic 

territory of Russia, the declining but still dominant regional hegemon. After 9/11, the 

U.S. embarked on a dramatic military insertion into Central Asia, into the welcoming 

arms of Central Asian leaders and populations, with the blessing and cooperation of 

Russia, and mild indifference of China.   

As the first half of the decade wore on, circumstances changed, as approval for 

the U.S. started to decline, Russia and China became bigger players in regional security 

and general influence.  Distinct events, including the Tulip Revolution in Kyrgyzstan, the 

Andijan Massacre in Uzbekistan and subsequent souring of relations with the U.S., and 

more recently, the violent overthrow of Kyrgyz President Kurmanbek Bakiyev with the 

apparent backing from the Russian government, demonstrate that U.S. dominance in the 

region has waned, perhaps for good.   
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Kyrgyzstan- A Real Color Revolution? 

 

 In early 2005, Kyrgyzstan joined the ranks of the Post-Soviet Color Revolutions, 

as an unpopular President Askar Akayev and his authoritarian government were forced 

out, and a new government led by President Kurmanbek Bakiyev was voted in. What 

took place in Kyrgyzstan came to be referred to as the ―Tulip Revolution.‖  The U.S. was 

very supportive of the revolution, as the U.S. had a lot at stake in the country.  U.S. 

interest in stability in Kyrgyzstan has a great deal to do with the Manas Air Base, an 

important transit center for U.S. military operations.   

 Kyrgyzstan announced on February 1, 2009, that the agreement permitting the 

U.S. to use the Manas air base was terminated, and the U.S. had 6 months to vacate. An 

agreement was signed on June 22, 2009, which featured more than a three-fold rent 

increase from $17.4 million to $60 million a year, $36 million for infrastructure 

improvements, and $30 million for air traffic control system upgrades.  Additionally, the 

U.S. promised $20 million for economic development, $21 million for counter narcotics 

efforts, and $10 million for counter terrorism efforts.
119

   

 Kyrgyzstan‘s wavering relationship with the U.S. has been attributed to multiple 

factors: declining public opinion for the U.S.; Kyrgyz leadership maximizing U.S. and 

Russian competition; increasing Russian pressure and promises.  A member of the new 

interim government, Azymbek Beknazarov, was quoted in an article from April 17, 2010, 

revealing negative opinions about the U.S. within the interim government.  Beknazarov is 

currently the acting prosecutor general, and is likely to play a large role in deciding the 

fate of the U.S. rights to Manas air base.  Beknazarov stated that the U.S. had been 

supportive of the authoritarian government, all in the name of the air base and security 

interests.  Beknazarov also questioned U.S. commitment to democratic values: 
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All the Americans care about is that the military base stays…They forgot about 

freedom, about democratic values. They forgot about Kyrgyzstan -- they are only 

looking at their military base. 
120

 
 

 Some have argued that the upheaval in Kyrgyzstan gave pause to other Central 

Asian leaders, all of whom (except for in Turkmenistan
121

) had held the position of 

President since the beginning of the Post-Soviet period. U.S. handling of relations with 

the President Bakiyev and his administration since upheaval in 2005 has also been called 

into question, as the Subcommittee on National Security and Foreign Affairs initiated an 

oversight hearing on recent events in Kyrgyzstan, to discuss U.S. policy and charges that 

the U.S. cooperated with corrupt actors to achieve security aims.  Congressman John F. 

Tierney of Massachusetts commented that critics had accused the U.S. of allowing 

―strategic and logistical experience in Kyrgyzstan to become a lasting embrace of two 

corrupt and authoritarian regimes.‖ Public opinion of the U.S. and its democracy building 

agenda were called into question when allegations were brought against contractors, 

accused of supplying fuel to Manas Airbase, involving ―significant financial dealings‖ 

with President Bakiyev‘s family.
122

 The Manas Airbase is critical to U.S. efforts in 

Afghanistan, the future of which remains unclear, as Kyrgyzstan has further aligned itself 

with Russia, widely attributed with supporting, and even instigating, the ousting of 

President Bakiyev.
123

   

The U.S. is pushed out- Uzbekistan 

 In late 2005, the U.S. was forced out of Uzbekistan and the K2 military base was 

closed.  The sequence of events leading up to the breakdown in relations between the 
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U.S. and Uzbekistan is attributed in large part to the fallout of the Andijan Massacre. Part 

of the U.S. 2002 National Security Strategy outlined that the U.S. would ―speak out 

honestly about violations of the nonnegotiable demands of human dignity using our voice 

and vote in international institutions to advance freedom.‖
124

  On May 13, 2005, this 

position was tested when Uzbek security forces massacred protesters in Andijan, killing 

180 peaceful protesters (the number according to the Uzbek authorities; others put the 

death toll in the hundreds.)  Local eyewitnesses reported that armed gunmen killed men, 

women, and children, with impunity. The protesters were protesting the trial of 23 

businessmen on trial for Islamic extremism.   

Uzbekistan had joined in strategic partnership with the U.S. in 2002, pledging to 

help the U.S. in ―Operation Enduring Freedom‖ and general efforts to fight terrorism and 

Islamic insurgencies.  Uzbekistan‘s claim that the Andijan Massacre was a part of this 

effort was not received well in the U.S. and the international community, and the U.S. 

issued public condemnation of Uzbek authority actions.  Official Uzbek propaganda 

alleged that Washington helped to incite the uprising in Andijan.
125

  Some argued that the 

U.S. response was not swift or harsh enough, but it was enough for Uzbek President 

Islam Karimov, who announced on July 29, 2005, that U.S. forces had 180 days to 

evacuate K2.  Karimov went further in September, declaring an end to security 

cooperation with the U.S. in the war on terror.
126

    

The perspective in Uzbekistan on U.S. interests and actions after 2005, is 

generally of a country interested in limited engagement to serve its own purposes.  

Bakhtiyor Rashidov, writing for Ferghana.ru, wrote in 2006 that U.S. interests in 

Uzbekistan were limited to security interests, with the K2 base.  Rashidov further 

extrapolated that the U.S. motivations are not to dominate the region, and rather certain 
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immediate needs, declaring that the lack of formulation of social and economic policy in 

the country as evidence of not only limited interest, but a country that overall had no 

interest in being the dominate presence.  
127

 

Neither China nor Russia criticized Uzbekistan and President Karimov in the 

aftermath of the Andijan massacre, and after U.S. criticism emerged, both countries 

seized the opportunity to welcome Karimov and show support for his fight against 

separatist and terrorist uprisings.  Chinese President Hu Jintao went even further, inviting 

Karimov for an official visit.  Karimov was greeted with a 21-gun salute upon his arrival, 

which is reserved for visits from the most highly respected guests.
128

  With the Andijan 

massacre, the pathway for Chinese and Russian support for Central Asian regimes had 

been paved. 

Political Violence in Kazakhstan 

 After 14 years of uncontested rule, opposition leaders to President Nazarbayev 

had begun to seek more power.  The December 2005 Presidential election, which resulted 

in the reelection of Nazarbayev, the incumbent, was also accompanied by a suspicious 

suicide and murder of opposition leaders.  Opposition leader Zamanbek Nurkadilov 

reportedly committed suicide in December 2005, which was followed by the murder of 

Altynbek Sarsenbayev, leader of the coalition For a Just Kazakhstan in February 2006. 

By 2007, the government had initiated constitutional changes to remove any term limits 

on Nazarbayev.  Nazarbayev has since asserted that the authoritarian path to development 

and management of resources would remain high priorities, leaving no room for 

democratic reform.
129

  China‘s support for Nazarbayev has remained steady, as among 
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other things, Kazakh security services support China in monitoring separatist Uighur 

diasporas in the country.
130
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Chapter 5- Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations 

US foreign policy motivations in Central Asia are complex and the inherent 

tradeoffs have prevented development of a coherent policy to the region, which many say 

is needed for successful development and stability. The events of 9/11 changed the 

balance of U.S. motivations and interests, tipping the balance in favor of security interests 

in support of Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan.  

Limitations of U.S. policy in the region are readily seen in all areas of U.S. 

interest in the region, given geographic constraints to U.S. presence and access, the 

presence of other influences, CAR self-determination, and the evolving nature of 

Operation Enduring Freedom, the success of which the U.S. has only a limited amount of 

control.   

Continuing Concerns 

Evidence of backlash to U.S. policy motivations and tradeoff balancing has 

become more negative over time, as relationships between the U.S. and CAR 

governments have declined, public opinion of the U.S. has declined, and public opinion 

of Russia and China has risen. China‘s influence varies by country, highest with 

Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, who share borders with China.  In these countries, Chinese 

language has reportedly become an increasingly popular choice amongst the youth, who 

are in pursuit of job opportunities.
131

 In the case of Kyrgyzstan, where backlash toward 

the U.S. has been considerable in 2010, a panel of experts reported to Congress on April 

22, 2010, concerning U.S. of ―a corrupt government in Kyrgyzstan to maintain access to 

a base that is key to the fighting in Afghanistan.‖
132
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Other concerns include state failure and the spread of instability, the risks of 

which will continue to rise where high poverty rates, widespread discontent with 

authoritarian regimes, ethnic tensions, and declining resources persist.  A rise in religious 

fundamentalism and related anti-state and anti-U.S. activity continues to be a concern in a 

region with populations with low levels of education and continued spread of Islam as the 

dominant religion and community organizer. 

Superpower Teamwork 

Dr. Elizabeth Wishnick discussed the possibilities for major power cooperation in 

the region between the U.S., Russia, and China. The U.S. and China are both major 

energy importers, and thus share interests in building infrastructure and securing stable 

access to resources.  All three countries share interests in combating trafficking in drugs, 

narcotics, humans, and the illegal arms trade.  All also share an interest in regional 

stability, particularly in Afghanistan, securing both the country and surrounding 

countries.  While the U.S., Russia, and China do not share priorities in domestic politics 

in Central Asia, transnational security concerns and regional conflicts will continue to be 

issues about which the three countries can and should cooperate.
133

 

Russia and China have established channels of cooperation through SCO 

membership and coordination.  The SCO and CSTO have yet to produce meaningful 

action in the region, however. For all their intentions to cooperate, however, Russia and 

China are still competing for Central Asian resources, most importantly gas.  As 

discussed above, Russia is pursuing long-term contracts to buy Uzbek gas, ensuring long-

term exclusive sale to Russia.  Russian Foreign Minister Ivanov also went to 

Turkmenistan in March, 2010, to negotiate the sale of more gas to Russia, resulting in 
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less gas to China and the EU.  Russia has also negotiated water resource concerns in the 

region, specifically in a feud between Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan.  Russia diffused the 

conflict, at least for now, by lending money to Kyrgyzstan to build Kambarata 

hydroelectric project, while asserting that Uzbekistan‘s objections would be heeded 

should Uzbekistan‘s objections become more serious. Russia is determined to reestablish 

strong ties with Uzbekistan, simultaneously maintaining strong ties with the new Kyrgyz 

government, which Russia is reported to have shepherded into power. 
134

 

Cooperation amongst the three major superpowers is arguably the most important 

element to dealing with threats in Central Asia and managing resources.  The U.S., 

Russia, and China have cooperated to an extent on combating terrorism in Central Asia, 

but more cooperation is needed to accomplish the following: ―combat drugs, arms, and 

human trafficking, manage water resources, develop and deliver energy and tackle 

infectious diseases.‖
135

  

While the possibilities for major superpower cooperation, and peaceful 

coexistence in the region are many, the likelihood is debatable.  Examples of regions, and 

even countries, where one superpower isn‘t the unquestioned hegemon and general 

partner are not easily found.  Chzhao Khuashchen argued that cooperation amongst the 

three superpowers will likely be a reflection of the status of current relationships, rather 

than a simple function of interests in CAR. Another factor in future cooperation may be 

the perceived level of dominance of one country, as none of three superpowers would 

likely relinquish the region to only one of the three.
136

 Such questions depend on future 

developments and warrant further research.   

                                                             
134 Stephen Blank, "Is a Russian-Uzbek Rapprochement in the Offing," Eurasia Daily Monitor 7 (April 21, 

2010): http://www.jamestown.org/programs/edm/archivesedm/2010/?tx_publicationsttnews_pi2[issue]=77 

(accessed April 21, 2010). 
135 Jim Nichol, ―Central Asia‘s Security.‖ 2.  
136 Khuashchen,45.  



64 
 

Positive Outcomes Thus Far 

One positive development in Central Asia has been the region‘s commitment to 

being a nuclear weapon free zone, which all countries ratified on September 8, 2006.  The 

treaty was signed in Semipalatinsk, Kazakhstan, the former site of Soviet era nuclear 

testing facilities.  The following activities are banned by the treaty: ―production, 

acquisition, or deployment of nuclear weapons and their components as well as nuclear 

explosives.‖
137

 

 In March, 2010, the U.S. announced the $5.5. million dollar construction of a 

counterterrorism center in Manas, Kyrgyzstan. President Bakiyev stated that the main 

security threats to Kyrgyzstan come from Afghanistan, and that Kyrgyzstan will continue 

to participate in efforts to maintain stability and work on rebuilding in Afghanistan.  At 

Manas airport, Kyrgyzstan still supports transit for U.S. military operations to 

Afghanistan.  
138

 

 Richard Holbrooke, U.S. Special Representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan, 

recently spoke to the importance of Uzbekistan in the U.S. effort to bring peace and 

stability to Afghanistan.  Rhetoric between the U.S. and Uzbekistan in the past year has 

been positive, suggesting that relations may be on the upswing once again.
139

  Uzbekistan 

may be trying to balance the influence of Russia, as it did back in 2005 with U.S. 

influence.  The U.S. therefore may have the opportunity to renew relations, but more in 
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line with U.S. interests which are more comprehensive and reflective of all major 

priorities. On the other hand, the U.S. may again proceed to engage with an authoritarian 

state, looking the other way on authoritarian practices that are not aligned with the U.S. 

democracy building agenda.   

 Turkmenistan has made strides in diversifying hydrocarbon exports, working with 

investors in the European Union (EU), as both sides continue to work on plans for the 

Nabucco pipeline. The Nabucco line will be 3,300-km, carrying natural gas from the 

Caspian Sea and the Middle East to Europe.  Six companies are working on development, 

including OMV, MOL and RWE, along with Botas, Transgaz, and Bulgarian Energy 

Holding. 140 

Future Challenges 

 Central Asian countries will face continued difficulty with resource management, 

water management in particular.  The Aral Sea in Uzbekistan was reported to have 

shrunk by 90%, in what UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon has called a shocking 

environmental disaster.  The Aral Sea, once the fourth largest reservoir in the world, but 

has depleted over a period of over 40 years, dating back to the 1960s when the Soviet 

Union began diverting water to various tributaries for irrigation purposes. 
141
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Figure 5.1: The Aral Sea: Comparison 1989 and 2008.   

 

Source: Reproduced from Comparison of Aral Sea between 2008 (right) and 1989, 

Wikimedia Commons/NASA 

There are long-standing tensions between Central Asian states, as Kyrgyzstan and 

Tajikistan are the two water-surplus countries, while Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, and 

Uzbekistan, are water-short. Tensions have risen as Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan have 

increasingly used more water flow for hydropower.  Russia has not contributed positively 

to managing the conflicts, as Russia has other interests in building dams in Kyrgyzstan 

and Tajikistan.
142

   The situation leaves the possibility, however, that the U.S. could play 

a role as an unbiased mediator, thus currying favor in the region. 

 Russia continues to aggressively court both Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan, with 

reports as recent as April 21, 2010, of Russia‘s efforts to woo President Karimov during a 

recent Russian-Uzbek inter-governmental Commission.  Stephen Blank reported that 
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Deputy Prime Minister Sergei Ivanov discussed Russia‘s desire to expand trade with 

Uzbekistan, in addition to a switch to long-term contracts to buy Uzbek gas. Lukoil, the 

Russian oil giant, announced that it would invest $480 million in Uzbekistan in 2010, but 

the investment was tied to conditions, the most important being that Uzbekistan must use 

(and therefore buy) Russian equipment to develop its energy sector.  
143

  

Recommendations  

The U.S. will continue to need to balance competing priorities in Central Asia, as 

the State Department seeks to preserve U.S. support for democracy building and 

intolerance for human rights violations, and the Pentagon seeks to execute the war on 

terror in the most efficient and life-preserving manner possible.  Given that the U.S. has 

lost influence in the region, in particular in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan, the following are 

broad recommendations for continued involvement in the region and protection of varied 

U.S. interests: 

 

1. Support countries such as China and India in Central Asia‘s energy 

diversification to override Russia‘s energy transit monopoly; 

2. Support corporation energy transit route diversification;  

3. Rebuild relationships with Central Asian states with greater investment, 

military presence, and security cooperation; 

4. Support democratic and civil society institutions; 

5. Find more areas of cooperation with Central Asian governments in mutual 

fight against Islamic insurgency; 
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6. Foster cooperation with regional superpowers in fight against Islamic 

insurgency and terrorism, drug, and weapon trafficking. 
144

 

The U.S., Russia, and China, have yet to cooperate on a major transnational issue, 

and Central Asia is the most likely candidate where the superpowers have several 

prominent mutual interests.   James Hsiung, of New York University, identified three 

pillars of U.S.-Russia-Chinese relations as the following: ―(a) the war on terrorism, (b) 

aversion for the spread of weapons of mass destruction, and (c) mutual economic 

interests.‖
145

  The U.S. and Russia have cooperated on nuclear weapons reduction (The 

Treaty of Moscow, 2003; 2010 Treaty).  The U.S. and China, however, have yet to 

cooperate on major issues in the region.   

 With sizable tradeoffs in executing foreign policy in Central Asia, the U.S. 

continues to try to prioritize and accomplish the goals that have been determined to be 

most pressing.  Questions remain about the U.S. democracy building agenda on the broad 

sense, and clearly any efforts in Central Asia have not brought the results sought.  With 

competitors Russia and China, in addition to resistance from Central Asian leaders, the 

U.S. is not projected to regain its status as the primary partner in the region.  Central 

Asian leaders became wary over time of waning U.S. interests, and are pursuing 

relationships with powerful neighbors, which may be more realistic and beneficial in the 

long-run for them.  Central Asian leaders and governments (excluding President Bakiyev) 

have benefited from the superpower competition in the region, and will likely find with 

the conclusion of Operating Enduring Freedom, the U.S. will begin to exit the region in a 

sizable way.   China and Russia have insisted that the U.S. military presence in the 
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region should end as soon as operations in Afghanistan are completed; only time will tell 

how U.S. policymakers envisage U.S. presence in Central Asia in the future. 
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Appendix A. 

Manas Airbase and Possible Alternative Land Routes 

 

Source:  United States, Library of Congress, Congressional Research Service, Kyrgyzstan and the Status of 

the U.S. Manas Airbase: Context and Implications, by Jim Nichol, pg. 3, 

http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/R40564.pdf (accessed April 15, 2010).   
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Appendix B. 

USAID Country Progress Indices 1998-2007 

 

(1) Economic reforms index include ―first stage‖ reforms of privatization, stabilization, and 

liberalization (domestic price liberalization and trade liberalization), and second stage reforms in 

the financial sector, infrastructure (physical and energy), corporate governance and competition 

policy. 

(2)  The economic structure and performance index tracks indicators such as the size of the private 

sector as % of GDP, export share of GDP, and the size of the small and medium enterprise sector 

as % of GDP, economic growth, inflation, debt, and foreign direct investment. 

(3)  The Democratic reforms index include the electoral process (the extent to which elections are 

free, fair, and competitive), civil society (primarily NGO development), the independence of 

media, public governance and administration, rule of law (primarily judicial reform), and the scope 

of corruption as well as anti-corruption efforts. 

(4) USAID tracks progress on the Human capital index by analyzing trends in health (life expectancy, 

under five mortality rates, and public expenditures on health), education (secondary school 

enrollment rates and public expenditures on education) and per capita income. 
146
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Kazakhstan’s Progress on the USAID Country Progress Indices between 1998 and 2007 

 

 

 

Source: United States. Department of State. Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs. FY 

2007 U.S. Government Assistance to and Cooperative Activities with 

Eurasia.http://www.state.gov/p/eur/rls/rpt/eurasiafy07/115977.htm (accessed April 15, 

2010). 
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The Kyrgyz Republic’s Progress on the USAID Country Progress Indices between 1998 and 2007 

 

 

 

Source: United States. Department of State. Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs. FY 

2007 U.S. Government Assistance to and Cooperative Activities with 

Eurasia.http://www.state.gov/p/eur/rls/rpt/eurasiafy07/115978.htm (accessed April 15, 

2010). 
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Tajikistan’s Progress on the USAID Country Progress Indices between 1998 and 2007 

 

 
 

Source: United States. Department of State. Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs. FY 

2007 U.S. Government Assistance to and Cooperative Activities with 

Eurasia.http://www.state.gov/p/eur/rls/rpt/eurasiafy07/115981.htm (accessed April 15, 

2010). 
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Turkmenistan’s Progress on the USAID Country Progress Indices between 1998 and 2007 

 

 

Source: United States. Department of State. Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs. FY 

2007 U.S. Government Assistance to and Cooperative Activities with 

Eurasia.http://www.state.gov/p/eur/rls/rpt/eurasiafy07/115982.htm (accessed April 15, 

2010). 
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Uzbekistan’s Progress on the USAID Country Progress Indices between 1998 and 2007 

 
  

Source: United States. Department of State. Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs. FY 

2007 U.S. Government Assistance to and Cooperative Activities with 

Eurasia.http://www.state.gov/p/eur/rls/rpt/eurasiafy07/115984.htm (accessed April 15, 

2010). 
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Appendix C. 

Public Opinion Survey Results, Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan, 1993 & 2007 

 

  

    

 

Source: Nancy Lubin and Arustan Joldastov Central Asians Take Stock, Part II: 

Comparison of Results From Public Opinion Survey, Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, 

1993 & 2007. Report. www.ucis.pitt.edu/nceeer/2009_822-08_Lubin.pdf 

(accessed April 15, 2010). 
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Source: Nancy Lubin and Arustan Joldastov Central Asians Take Stock, Part II: 

Comparison of Results From Public Opinion Survey, Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, 

1993 & 2007. Report. www.ucis.pitt.edu/nceeer/2009_822-08_Lubin.pdf 

(accessed April 15, 2010). 
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Source: Nancy Lubin and Arustan Joldastov Central Asians Take Stock, Part II: 

Comparison of Results From Public Opinion Survey, Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, 

1993 & 2007. Report. www.ucis.pitt.edu/nceeer/2009_822-08_Lubin.pdf 

(accessed April 15, 2010). 
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Source: Nancy Lubin and Arustan Joldastov Central Asians Take Stock, Part II: 

Comparison of Results From Public Opinion Survey, Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, 

1993 & 2007. Report. www.ucis.pitt.edu/nceeer/2009_822-08_Lubin.pdf 

(accessed April 15, 2010). 
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Source: Nancy Lubin and Arustan Joldastov Central Asians Take Stock, Part II: 

Comparison of Results From Public Opinion Survey, Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, 

1993 & 2007. Report. www.ucis.pitt.edu/nceeer/2009_822-08_Lubin.pdf 

(accessed April 15, 2010). 
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