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Cen tral Asia as the New Indo-Pa cific Power
The Central Asian states may finally find cohesion … and warm water ports in the Indian Ocean.

T
       Eur asia seemed to have been clar i -
fied mean ing fully by ac tions taken in Tashkent on No vem ber
29, 2019, by five key Cen tral Asian states.

It be gan the trans for ma tion of Cen -
tral Asia into a key com po nent of the
Indo-Pa cific — par tic u larly the In dian
Ocean — trad ing and stra te gic re gion.

Those five key states in the re gion —
Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Turkmenis-
tan, the Kyrgyz Re pub lic, and Tajikistan 
— agreed to the start of a pro cess which 
could evolve a new eco nomic and geo-
stra te gic “space”, giv ing them sig nif i -
cant eco nomic and se cu rity ad van tages
while en sur ing that the dom i nance of
Beijing and Moscow on the Continent
was offset.

The fact that the ac tions by lead ers of
the five states oc curred al most si mul ta -
neously with a visit by US Pres. Don ald
Trump to Af ghan i stan on No vem ber
28, 2019 — to sig nal a de ter mi na tion to
achieve a path to ward end ing the war in
that coun try — in di cated that a path
could be achieved for the Cen tral Asian
states to achieve ac cess to the In dian
Ocean trad ing ba sin via Af ghan i stan
and Pa ki stan (and later, po ten tially, via
Iran), may be a piv otal force mul ti plier.
Added to these ac tions was a con cur -
rent, min is te rial-level con fer ence (No -
vem ber 28-30, 2019) in the Kazakhstan
cap i tal city, Nursultan (for merly Ast-
ana), spon sored by the Eu ro pean Un ion 
on “En hanced In te gra tion for Pros per -
ity in Cen tral Asia”, which also an tic i -
pated the im ple men ta tion in 2020 of
the new EU Cen tral Asia strat egy was
adopted by European Union member
countries on June 17, 2019.

A key to the sig nif i cance of two of
these de vel op ments — the Tashkent
“con sul ta tive” sum mit, and the Trump
visit to Af ghan i stan — was the speed
and se crecy with which they were ini ti -
ated. The Tashkent Sum mit was pub -
licly an nounced only some four days
be fore it oc curred. The Trump visit to
Bagram Air Base in Af ghan i stan was
an nounced only af ter he ar rived there.
There was con sid er able care that these
events, which could sig nif i cantly mod -
u late the op tions of Mos cow and

Beijing, would not be able to in flu enced 
by op pos ing po lit i cal forces in the US,
Rus sia, or the People’s Republic of
China (PRC).

Pres. Trump, be fore meet ing with US
mil i tary per son nel cel e brat ing Thanks-
giv ing at Bagram Air Base, met with Af -
ghan i stan Pres. Ashraf Ghani. Pres.
Ghani, also ad dress ing the US per son -
nel, com pli mented Pres. Trump for tak -
ing out lead er ship of the re gion’s ma jor
ter ror ist groups, not ing: “Pres i dent
Trump, peo ple talked a lot about
[Osama] bin Laden — but what you did 
to elim i nate [Abu Bakr] al-Baghdadi
who was an or ga nizer and not a talker
— is a much greater ac com plish ment.”
This was an im por tant sig nal that the
Gov ern ment of Af ghan i stan was on
board with Pres. Trump’s ini tia tive to
achieve a ne go ti ated set tle ment with
the op po si tion Taliban. He noted, in his
meet ing with Pres. Ghani: “The Taliban 
wants to make a deal, and we’re meet ing 
with them. … We’re go ing to stay un til
such time as we have a deal, or we have
to tal vic tory, and they want to make a
deal very badly.” Sig nif i cantly, the US
me dia, over whelm ingly com mit ted to
op pos ing Pres. Trump, trans lated the
Af ghan i stan visit in do mes tic US po lit i -
cal terms, and did not com pre hend the
fact that it could in di cate the re vival of
US stra te gic ob jec tives which be gan
with the end of the Cold War to en sure
per ma nent US ac cess to Cen tral Asia; a
strat egy es sen tially side-tracked and de -
stroyed by the way in which the later US 
ad min is tra tions of Pres. George. W.
Bush and Barack Obama con ducted the 
war in Af ghan i stan, aban don ing and
alien at ing po ten tial al lies in Cen tral
Asia.

So the Trump visit to Af ghan i stan
was a bo nus for the five Cen tral Asian
states, and vin di cates their at tempts —
and par tic u larly those of the new
Uzbekistan Ad min is tra tion of Pres.
Shavkat Miromonovich Mirziyayev —
to open greater in vest ment, trade, and

tour ism ties with the US and other
West ern states to bal ance the re gion’s
eco nomic re li ance on Rus sia and the
PRC’s Belt and Road Ini tia tive (BRI).
Sig nif i cantly, the gov ern ments of the
five states rec og nized that they were not 
at tempt ing to re duce eco nomic and
geopolitical ties with Rus sia or the PRC, 
but rather to bal ance them with ad di -
tional link ages. None the less, Mos cow
and Beijing could only in ter pret the co -
alesc ing of the new Cen tral Asian trad -
ing re gion as a re duc tion in their du op -
oly. And the fact that Pres. Mirziyayev
was to un der take an of fi cial visit Ja pan
on De cem ber 17-20, 2019, high lighted
how sig nif i cantly To kyo viewed the op -
por tu nity, to the point where the Jap a -
nese Gov ern ment of Prime Min is ter
Shinzo Abe had es sen tially en sured that 
the visit was el e vated to the level of a
State Visit. The Jap a nese For eign Min is -
try noted on No vem ber 29, 2019: “Dur -
ing their stay in Ja pan, the Pres i dent
and Mrs Mirziyoyeva will make a State
Call on His Maj esty the Em peror of Ja -
pan [the newly-en throned Em peror
Naruhito], and His Maj esty the Em -
peror will host a Court Lun cheon in
honor of the Pres i dent and Mrs Mirzi-
yoyeva. Her Maj esty the Em press will
at tend these events if con di tion of Her
Maj esty per mits. Mr Shinzo Abe, Prime 
Min is ter of Ja pan will hold a sum mit
meeting with the President. Prime
Minister and Mrs Abe will host a dinner 
for the President and his spouse.”

There was no am bi gu ity in the open -
ing con clu sion of the “Joint State ment
of the Con sul ta tive meet ing of the
heads of states of Cen tral Asia”, is sued
on No vem ber 29, 2019, in Tashkent.
The five lead ers rec og nized that they
were now in an ex tremely fluid stra te gic 
frame work. Point One of the Joint
state ment noted: “In the con di tions of
dy namic de vel op ment of in ter na tional
pro cesses, emer gence of new threats,
and at the same time, of new fa vor able
op por tu ni ties for sus tain able de vel op -
ment of the states of Cen tral Asia, the
de mand for a trust wor thy di a logue, po -
lit i cal con sul ta tions and prac ti cal in ter -
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ac tions among them in creases man i -
fold. It is nec es sary to fully ex ploit these
op por tu ni ties in the in ter ests of our
countries, striving to make Central Asia 
a secure and prosperous region.”

One of the sig nif i cant as pects of the
Con sul ta tive Meet ing was that the
leader rep re sent ing Kazakhstan was not 
Pres. Qasym-Jomart Toqayev, but, in -
stead, First Pres i dent and Elbasy
(Leader of the Na tion) Nursultan Äbi-
shuly Nazarbayev, 78, who re mains
Chair man of the Se cu rity Coun cil and
of the gov ern ing Nur Otan Party.

The sub stan tive Joint State ment was
also con sid ered in light of the plan ning
among the five states to in tro duce a
Cen tral Asian ver sion of the Eu ro pean
Un ion’s “Schengen zone” visa, which
would per mit free travel within the five
states (ie: with out sep a rate vi sas) and
en able out-of-re gion vis i tors to ac cess
more eas ily the en tire zone. Al ready,
travel into the re gion by for eign na tion -
als has been in creas ing dra mat i cally.
Uzbekistan noted that in 2018, for eign
na tion als vis it ing the coun try had in -
creased by 230 per cent (to some 5.3-
mil lion vis i tors) over 2017. In 2019,
Uzbekistan sub stan tially eased visa
con straints on trav el ers from an ad di -
tional 45 coun tries. This, es sen tially,
rep re sented part of the trans for ma tion
of the coun try fol low ing the death on
Sep tem ber 2, 2016, of Pres. Is lam
Karimov, and the sweep ing trans for ma -
tion of po lit i cal, so cial, and economic
structures by the incoming Admin-
istration of Pres. Mirziyayev.

The “Con sul ta tive Meet ing” was
billed as the sec ond such gath er ing of
Cen tral Asian lead ers. The first was on
March 15, 2018, in Nursultan, Kazakh-
stan. Ear lier, on Jan u ary 2, 1998, a meet -
ing of Cen tral Asian heads-of-state had
taken place in Ashkhabad, Turkmen-
istan. The 2019 meet ing rec og nized the
sig nif i cance of trans form ing the se ries
into an on go ing di a log plat form, in di -
cat ing the pos si ble de vel op ment of a
new for mal ized structure of the five
states.

The Joint State ment, sig nif i cantly, in -
cluded ref er ence to wa ter is sues, a
source of con sid er able del i cacy be -
tween the re gional states, par tic u larly
given the re sults of Sta lin ist pol i cies in
the So viet era, both de stroy ing the
frame work of river flows to the Aral
Sea, and pol lut ing large ar eas of land
and wa ter re sources (not merely as a re -
sult of nu clear and chem i cal/bi o log i cal
waste dump ing, but also in clud ing the

salinization of large ar eas of formerly
highly-productive arable land).

In the mean time, Uzbekistan was
prepar ing for par lia men tary elec tions
on De cem ber 22, 2019, which were in -
tended to show case the grow ing com -
mit ment to lock ing in po lit i cal trans -
par ency un der the Mirziyayev Admini-
stration. The In ter na tional Stra te gic
Stud ies As so ci a tion (ISSA) was asked to 
par tic i pate in mon i tor ing these multi-
party elec tions. The elec tions were seen
as crit i cal in con firm ing a sta ble pro cess 
for for eign di rect in vest ment in, and
trade with, Uzbekistan, which had, dur -
ing the pre vi ous two years, been stead-
ily build ing its capital markets.

The link age be tween the trans for ma -
tion now emerg ing in Cen tral Asia and
a pro cess to sta bi lize the se cu rity sit u a -
tion in Af ghan i stan placed a clear im -
per a tive on the US to re-de velop re lated 
stra te gic links with Pa ki stan and
Azerbaijan to fa cil i tate trade ac cess to
the re gion, and, among other things, to
bring Cen tral Asia into the In dian
Ocean trad ing ba sin. This rep re sents a
sig nif i cant chal lenge to Wash ing ton,
given its re cent fric tions with Tur key
(bor der ing Azerbaijan) and Pa ki stan
(bor der ing Af ghan i stan), and US at -
tempts to bal ance re la tion ships with
both In dia and Pa ki stan. In dia and Iran
have their own agen das in deal ing with
the Cen tral Asian re gion, and these are
con strained by cur rent US eco nomic
sanc tions on Iran. In dia has moved to
be gin de vel op ment of rail link ages
from the Ira nian port of Chabahar on
the Gulf of Oman/Ara bian Sea coast,
900km north ward in side Iran on its
bor der with Af ghan i stan, to reach Af-
ghan (and sub se quently Cen tral Asian)
mar kets. [The 2011 agree ment to cre ate 
a Chabahar-Zahedan-Bam-Hajigaz rail 
link; this was fol lowed by a May 2016
MOU under which India would finance 
the planned Chabahar-Zahedan sec-
tion of the rail link.]

Uzbekistan, in par tic u lar, en vis ages
the pros pect of a rail link from Tashkent 
into Af ghan i stan, and, ul ti mately,
across to Pa ki stan and thence link ing to
the rail link down to the Pa ki stani ports
of Gwadar and Karachi. Rail link age
into Af ghan i stan from Iran (link ing to
the In dian-fi nanced line to Chabahar)
would pro vide an other out let to the In -
dian Ocean. Trans port links from the
Cen tral Asian re gion across the Cas pian 
to Baku, Azerbaijan, would also have
the abil ity to then pro vide a di rect ship -
ping link from Cen tral Asian states

through Tur key to the Med i ter ra nean
and Eu rope. How this pro cess evolves
de pends on a range of fac tors, in clud ing 
whether the US would wish to jeop ar -
dize its links with In dia by us ing the
Iran sanc tions to con strain In dian-run
trade through Chahbahar, or whether
the US Ad min is tra tion could cir cum -
vent pub lic and Con gres sio nal con -
straints on Tur key to en sure smooth
trade with Cen tral Asia via Azerbaijan.
In deed, the sta bil ity or oth er wise of
East ern Tur key re mains a fac tor in the
ap peal of this cor ri dor, but Cen tral
Asian trade through Azerbaijan could
pro vide a sig nif i cant boost to transit
revenues as a source of earnings for
economically-stressed Turkey.

And in all of this, we see the Tur key-
PRC re la tion ship again be com ing con -
fron ta tional as Tur key es ca lates its sup -
port for the Turkic Uighur pop u la tion
of the PRC’s Xinjiang re gion. Beijing, as 
a re sult, notes with cau tion the pres ent
al li ance of op por tu nity be tween Iran
and Turkey.

The de vel op ments by the Cen tral
Asian lead ers, then, rep re sent both
chal lenge and op por tu nity for the PRC
and Rus sia, and op por tu nity and chal -
lenge for the US and its al lies. The de -
vel op ments also add sig nif i cant tex ture
to the south ward stra te gic thrust of
Mos cow and to Beijing’s hopes of a
seam less “Belt and Road Ini tia tive”
dom i nance through Eur asia and the
North ern Tier states to link with its Af -
ri can sup ply chain op er a tions. On the
other hand, PRC en gage ment with the
de vel op ments pro posed by the Cen tral
Asian states, par tic u larly on rec ti fy ing
the Sta lin ist wa ter de struc tion (or di -
ver sion, in some in stances, to cot ton
pro duc tion), could sig nif i cantly im -
prove the ag ri cul tural pros pects of the
re gion and help pro vide the food sup -
port which the PRC so des per ately
needs. The re gion, par tic u larly Uz bek-
istan, can not safely trans form its wa ter
use needs away from cot ton, which has
be come a sta ple for ex ports, so cre ative
new think ing and large-scale pro jects
are likely to be re quired. And yet the
snow fall and gla cial wa ter sit u a tion on
the Tien Shan moun tain range —
which runs along the Kyrgyz-PRC bor -
der — is now stressed, and water flow is
reducing (to both the PRC and the
Central Asian states).

So the chal lenges are as great for the
re gion and in ter na tional play ers as are
the op por tu ni ties. But Cen tral Asia is
now stra te gi cally on the move.   H
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