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Editorial

In the fast changing global order, the persisting dichotomy in 
geopolitics of resources, routes and relations which can lead to 
lopsided and unsustainable development, has to be addressed 

properly. The true spirit of development can be attained by basing it on 
the carrying capacity of ecosystem which represents a state of economy 
where demands placed upon the environment by people and industry 
can be met without jeopardizing the interests of future generations of 
all species. This is more applicable to Central Asian region which has a 
fragile environment, lower technological infrastructure and transitional 
residue. Such precautionary geo-economic and geopolitical regional 
scenario formed the agenda of the first “International Conference on 
Sustainable Development in Central Asia.” Since then the Central Asian 
region is struggling hard to follow the path of ‘development without 
destruction,’ resolving domestic issues and, simultaneously, improving 
international relations, in order to contribute towards realizing the dream 
of “Asian Century” which, in turn, can boost regional development of 
Central Asia.

Although some strategic analysts argue that facts need to be kept in 
proper perspective while dubbing 21st century as Asian Century but this 
is also a fact that Asia-centric world marked by a new power equation, 
capable of transforming the world order, has not only been viewed by 
some Western strategists and think tanks but ADB alongwith some 
other reliable sources, have predicted that Asia which is in the midst 
of a truly historic transformation, has the capacity for accounting more 
than half of global domestic product, trade and investment by 2050, 
if it grows on the recent trajectory. Some Asian giants are playing a 
magnificent role in Asia’s image boosting. Integration of South Asia and 
Central Asia which is opinioned as one of the components necessary 
for Asian unity, merits plausible because of its most discernible-cum-
decisive advantage owing to less areas of conflict between two regions 
and having less fair of mutual domination. In this regard, India which 
is emerging as a fast growing economy, has a vital role to play by 
striking a balance in its dealings because South Asian countries form 
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its neighbours, with China and Pakistan as its immediate ones, while 
Central Asia constitutes her extended neighbourhood. India’s Connect 
Central Asia Policy (CCAP), her Look East Policy (LEP) and Look West 
Policy (LWP), alongwith fresh overtures of its Low Politics Approach 
(LPA), albeit after a lull, plus its efforts of changing the mindset of 
market operators and attracting the foreign investors in its urge of 
‘Make in India’ initiative – all is going to shape the region as a power 
centre. The new dispensation has increased the enthusiasm among all 
the stakeholders within and outside country which can turn India a 
trade hub with a focus on area-specific development with horizontal-
vertical visionary matrix. Such initiatives will revolutionize its socio-
economy and will help in achieving the globalization goals in a desired 
manner and speed. Similarly, the strategic triangle formation by China, 
Japan and India; co-operative development efforts of India and Russia; 
joint ventures and mega projects of 21st century; fostering some effective 
regional organizations; some dividends of incredible Asian nations and 
a positive attitude towards improving bilateral, trilateral and multilateral 
relations, are bound to make Asia a centre of gravity.

In this developmental model, Central Asia which is a promising 
region, has also much to offer. The region can be considered trustfully as 
a better alternative for growing world energy demand, both renewable 
as well as non-renewable. In addition, it is a unifying region perpetuated 
by eco-cultural forces, crisscrossing old and new Silk Route – a major 
connect with the world, in its revised form. But in order to achieve 
its own developmental goals and contribute towards Asian progress, 
Central Asia has to overcome bottlenecks it confronts with. Some of 
the regional problems have been inherited in legacy while others are 
the product of change. Hence, for ushering in peace, the only savior, 
pooling physical and non-physical resources as well as fair treatment to 
the residue emanating from developmental process, should go side by 
side. As a corollary, the chances of success are infinitely greater subject 
to a holistic secured view. Yes, there are some areas of divergence also, 
but keeping in view the new phase of globalization which has brought 
changes in policy framework giving more role to private capital, market 
forces and specialized economic zones, at least a ‘formula of working 
relations’ can be worked out. Since, in the highly interdependent 
world, regional cooperations are emerging as significant factor in the 
international politics and economic arena, the pooling of resources and 
relations is the only alternative which is in the interest of all stakeholders. 

Central Asian region is facing a number of problems, both at 
domestic as well as at international front. Some of the major problems 
pertain to resource imbalance, border disputes, diaspora issues, trade 
imbalance, investment challenges, trans-border water management, 
ethnic clashes, illegal trade, drug trafficking, environmental degradation, 
terrorism, disaster management, non-payment issues resulting in 
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agreement failures, skewed production pendulum, post-2014 Afghan 
scenario. Indo-Pak parleys, locational benefit / disadvantage dilemma, 
trust-deficit, commissioned / proposed transport corridors, energy 
pipelines, new Silk Route politics, inter / intra-regional bikrings, various 
prespectives of different countries on Central Asia and the interests they 
have in the region etc.

Some of the above-mentioned issues have been discussed in this 
volume by young and innovative researchers who have tried to give 
fair treatment to the respective problems. Ofcourse, reality is extremely 
complex and the theory simplifies by generalizing it in an effort to 
explain and make reality comprehensible. The scholarly aptitude of the 
contributors will definitely help the subsequent scholars and inspire 
all stakeholders to further investigate and analyze various facets for 
human welfare and sustainable development of the region. However, 
the Editorial Board is not responsible for the views expressed by the 
contributors.

(Prof. G. M. Mir)
Editor
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AfghAnistAn fActor in 
indo-centrAl AsiAn relAtions

Muzammil A. Dar
Abstract
The strategic location of Afghanistan at crossroads of Central Asia and 
South Asia is itself defining the importance of Afghan factor in India-Central 
Asia relations. Afghanistan, one time a buffer state between British India 
and Soviet Union, has shaped the post-9/11 India foreign policy to stabilize 
Afghanistan through Low Politics Approach (LPA) for regional integration 
and stability. India’s growing interest in CARs through the embedded 
policy of economic, energy and strategic synergy benefitting both, has 
further enhanced the Afghan factor in relation between the two for common 
interests and concerns in the region. The focus of this paper is to understand 
the common concerns both India and Central Asia have on Afghanistan as 
well as importance of Afghan peace for the regional stability. The argument 
is further elaborated to explain India’s policy towards Central Asia.

Keywords 
Strategic Synergy, Low Politics Approach, Great Game, Domestic Security, 
Regiojnal Organizations, Strategic Location, Chessboard, Afghanistan, 
India, Central Asia, Silk Route, Pakistan, Look West Policy, Buffer Zone, 
Greater Central Asia, Durand Line, Extended Neighbourhood.

introduction 
The relations among Afghanistan, India and Central Asia go back to the 
ancient period when Afghanistan was an integral part of many great empires 
like Mauryan Empire, Durrani Empire right up to the Mughal Empire. 
India, Afghanistan and some Central Asian parts, particularly, Uzbekistan 
and Tajikistan were ruled by many great empires. The north of present day 
Afghanistan was linked to Transoxiana / Turkestan, the region to the north 
of Amu Darya, more or less corresponding to the territories of contemporary 
Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan. The Durrani Empire is 
considered to be the founder of modern state of Afghanistan. The Durrani 
Empire founded in 1747 by Ahmad Shah Durrani, spread over present day 
Afghanistan, north-eastern Iran, eastern Turkmenistan (including Panjdeh 
Oasis), most of Pakistan and North-western India, including Kashmir region. 
However, his successor failed to succeed resulting in the fall of the empire in 
the latter period. Only after the colonial rule these modern nation-states came 
into existence. Afghanistan as a territorial state existed during the British rule 
in the East.1

Afghanistan has been a significant route to India for the outside world 
through the selected passage of Khyber and Bolan. The invasion of Huns, 
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Kushans, Alexander, Mongols and Mughals took place through this passage. 
Thus, Afghanistan has been central to the external relations of the Indian 
subcontinent since time immemorial.2 In modern sense, colonial and post-
colonial periods only drew the boundaries and borders of Afghanistan with 
undivided India and Central Asia. However, sharing civilisation, religion 
and customs are some features that interlinked relations among the region 
alongwith trade and business. The Silk Route period explains the importance 
of Afghanistan as a transit route between the regions. Great Game upheld 
the importance of Afghanistan as an equation between colonial empires in 
the whole region of Central and South Asia. Great Game was the strategic 
rivalry and conflict between the two great empires to rule and control over 
Central Asia. From British side the objective was to protect Middle Eastern 
and Indian possessions, expand its empire towards north to Central Asia as far 
as possible. Tsarist Russia intended to control and protect its Asian territories 
as far as possible to access the warm water port of Asia on the Arabian sea 
in south. As part of the Great Game, Persia (presently Iran) was divided 
between British Empire and Russian sphere of influence during most of the 
nineteenth century. However, to prevent any direct conflict and war with each 
other, the two great empires sought to create a buffer zone, Afghanistan, to 
prevent any unwarranted direct conflict between the two in which Afghanistan 
demonstrated a accomplishment as desired.3 

The name Afghanistan also originated from the British and Russia Empire 
during the Great Game of the middle of nineteenth century. British carved 
out Afghanistan as a geographical area creating Durand Line named after Sir 
Mortimer Durand, foreign secretary of British India government. Roughly 
the size of Texas approximately 1600 mile long border was to act as buffer 
zone between British India and Tsarist Russia. The demarcation of this border 
without considering the interest of native people and dividing various tribal 
Pashtu tribes on both side of the border created a chaos near the border areas 
which still continues. These border areas are poor and still occupied by Islamic 
fundamentalist and terrorist groups from both sides and are the safe haven for 
militants groups. 

central Asian Perspective on Afghanistan
The Central Asian States also share same interests and concerns on Afghanistan 
as India does. Their internal security is linked up with stability and security of 
Afghanistan as that of India. Secondly, drug trafficking, illegal arms smuggling 
etc. are causes of concern for the region, since these are traded along the porous 
border between Central Asia and Afghanistan. Stressing on drug trafficking 
and related non traditional security threat emanating from Afghanistan, 
President  of Kazakhstan, Nazabayev Nursultan in 2010 during the summit 
Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe, stated that the recovery 
of Afghanistan’s socio-political and economic conditions is not only important 
for Afghan people but for CARs as well. The slogan “politics follow by 
economy should be applicable to Afghanistan in real spirit.”4 Kazakhstan one 
of the important leading countries of CAR joined ISAF lead by NATO forces 
in support of the war in Afghanistan. It has been engaged since then through 
transportation of non-military cargo for ISAF and coalition troops, and also 
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has offered a deeper humanitarian and constructive support by providing 
food and construction materials and training experts in the areas of civilian 
specialities. Another Central Asian county cooperating with NATO forces is 
Kyrgyzstan. It has provided Manas Transit Centre near Bishkek, recognised as 
the most important transhipment and refuelling point for the U.S. and NATO 
forces in support of operations in Afghanistan.  However, Kyrgyzstan shows 
more comfortable and accommodative attitude towards Russia with regard to 
security and development in the region rather than other external powers.

Tajikistan is in the most vulnerable position regarding the security situation 
in Afghanistan. Earlier it had experienced conflict with radical Islamic groups. 
Tajikistan shares a long porous border with Afghanistan that brings traditional 
and non-traditional security threats. Tajikistan is mostly dependent on Russia 
for its security arrangements through bilateral, regional and global forums. 
Moreover, it is an active partner during the war on terrorism in Afghanistan. 
Domestic security factor is the prime reason behind Uzbekistan’s engagement 
with Afghanistan. Radical Islamic militant groups linked, trained and funded 
in Afghanistan created a hostile situation in Uzbekistan in past. The Islamic 
Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), Islamic Jihad Union (IJU) and Hizb ut-Tahrir 
(HuT) are prime groups. Liberation of Fergana Valley by creating Islamic 
Caliphate called ‘Turkestan” is the prime motive. The multiple brutal attacks 
by the IMU in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan in 1999 and 2000 and IJU gun and 
suicide attacks in Tashkent in March and July 2004 as well as in the Fergana 
Valley in 2009, exposed the inability of CARs to combat against terrorists 
groups. Uzbekistan is one of the most important supporters and partners of 
US lead war on terrorism through leasing the Karshi-Khanabad (K2) base to 
US military forces and Tarmez base to Germans. It is active partner of NDN 
(Northern Distribution Network). However, Andijion incident changed the 
fate of bases of United States and Uzbekistan showed more accommodative 
attitude towards Russia for the security arrangements of the region. Moreover, 
Uzbekistan president is well known for bargaining the influence of Russia and 
US in this country.5

On bilateral level Uzbekistan has developed a good relation with 
Afghanistan through two sectors – electricity and transportation. It benefits 
from a Soviet legacy of infrastructure that connects it to Afghanistan’s 
southern border. It also reopened in 2002 the Khairaton Bridge on Uzbek-
Afghan border known as Friendship Bridge. It is also with the partial funding 
of ADB that Uzbekistan constructed round the clock and first and only 
electricity grid to Kabul and construction rail link to northern Afghanistan. 
Turkmenistan which is known for its permanent neutrality policy is the less 
engaged country regarding economic development and security of the region. 
It is not involved with any kind of economic or security based grouping such 
as EURASEC, CACO, SCO or CSTO. Its contributions to regional security 
with respect to conflict in Afghanistan also remain indirect and diverse. It 
is being less engaged among CARs which initially opposed the offensive war 
on terror in Afghanistan. However, later it cooperated in a limited manner 
through allowing the air and ground transport used by NATO forces and also 
cooperated with the international community on humanitarian assistance.

Another important dimension relating to Afghanistan is its geographical 
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proximity as a landing bridge between South Asia, Eurasia, Europe and the 
Middle East. It is in the cross roads of Asia. From CAR perspective geographical 
proximity of Afghanistan between Central Asia and South Asia leads to its 
importance. As the experience of various parts of the world has shown that 
one of the successful ways in which different regions in the world have tried 
to set up their economic growth and development trajectories, is through 
regional cooperation and integration. The economics of neighbourhood 
and regional integration assume greater importance in regions that are 
particularly landlocked region with unexploited natural resources that need 
inward investment for their development. The economics of the regional 
economic integration in the realm of trade, including both goods and services 
and investment have unleashed dynamic paths of growth and development. 
Additionally, foreign policies of Central Asian countries are oriented to 
intensifying a multi vector policy or carrying an independent foreign policy 
with the outside world. While their own financial crisis, landlocked nature and 
challenges in the Af-Pak region have limited the development of their natural 
land route to South Asia, India and further to South East Asia. The CAR 
region is very positive and is cooperating to link the region with South Asia 
through land routes and sea ports. CAR is mostly dependent on the Russia 
and China for the passage of their goods and energy transportation. A route 
through Afghanistan will help to diversify their trade routes and partners. The 
proposed international North-South Corridor project and new Silk Route 
project interlinked with India’s “Connect Central Asia Policy” have potentially 
to integrate land routes linking India to Central Asia via Afghanistan. These 
are massive infrastructure and development projects that have plans to 
transport high volumes of goods at competitive prices, not only between India 
and Central Asia but also between the European Union and South Asia, as 
an alternative to the interestingly volatile and piracy infested shipping routes 
using Suez Canal.

india’s soft Power Approach
India’s policy towards Afghanistan is embodiment of “soft power approach” 
without any conflicting interests. Soft power is actually the capacity of a state 
to influence others without twisting arms, threatening or compelling. It is 
the capacity to attract the common people at large. India in Afghanistan is 
quite successful in this regard.  According to opinion poll conducted by BBC, 
American Broad Casting Company and German Broad Casting Company 
in 2010 the common people of Afghanistan prefer more India’s role and 
leadership in their territory compared to the great power, U.S., and regional 
power, China, the almost positive rating of India compared to any other 
surveyed Asia-Pacific country. Indian influence permeates various aspects 
of daily lives of Afghan People. It includes Bolly wood movies, Hindi songs 
etc. Thousands of Afghan visit India every year for education, medical care 
and tourism. Hence, India has already earned a positive attitude among the 
Afghan people. Afghanistan, on the other hand, also considers India as a great 
friend. Afghanistan has welcomed India’s efforts in reconstruction project 
throughout the country. India also shares a civilisational, privileged, historical 
relationship with Afghanistan. India supports Afghanistan efforts to build a 
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peaceful, pluralistic, democratic and prosperous country. Additionally India’s 
growing interest in CARs through the embedded policy of economic, energy 
and strategic synergy benefitting both, has further enhanced the Afghan factor 
in relation between the two for common interests and concerns in the region.6 
However, success is not only due to India’s soft power policy with Afghanistan. 
India from earlier period has always favoured the people’s choice rather than 
Taliban power in Afghanistan. India has historically enjoyed amicable relations 
with every government in Kabul with the exception of the Taliban regime. India 
also shared a friendship treaty agreement signed in 1950 with Afghanistan. 
During pro-Soviet regime in Afghanistan, India had a very cordial relation 
with Afghanistan in the field of industrial irrigation and hydro-electricity 
projects. 

India’s humanitarian assistance in the reconstruction projects in 
Afghanistan has formed a continuous part of India’s developmental engagement 
with Afghanistan. Its economic and developmental commitments since 2002 
till now are in the form of grants. These projects are spanning a variety of 
sectors identified by the Afghan government and Afghan national development 
strategy as priority areas, particularly, infrastructure, small and community 
based development projects and capacity building projects. In the capacity 
building projects, India is providing annual scholarship to the students of 
Afghanistan intended to study in Indian Universities, numbering almost 500 
to 600 per year. Also, India is providing training and scholarship to the civil 
servants of Afghanistan. On the community based projects, India is providing 
medical assistance and facilitating healthcare services to the common Afghan 
people by Indian doctors. Linking a telecommunication network for its 11 
provincial capitals and a TV network across the country, a power transmission 
grid from Uzbekistan to bring additional electricity to Kabul, completion of 
construction of Afghanistan’s parliamentary building, construction of 220 
km road linking land locked Afghanistan with the Chabahar port of Iran, 
supply of aircrafts, buses and other vehicles etc. are some important projects 
India has contributed in the development projects of Afghanistan. All these 
developmental projects are focused on the socio-economic development of 
border areas. India is also engaged in the construction of schools, colleges, 
hospitals, parliamentary building, drilling tube wells and exporting some food 
items to Afghanistan.7

Pakistan factor
India’s interest in Afghanistan is further underlined due to hostile relations 
with Pakistan. Security view is interlocked with India’s domestic and regional 
security perspective connected with India’s CAR policy too. India has 
experienced Pakistan sponsored terrorism and Pakistan earlier search for 
Strategic Depth in Afghanistan extending to CAR by encompassing radical 
Islamic groups. As a result, India through the development measures wanted 
to change the political economy of dependence on Pakistan for resources and 
access to major ports of the landlocked country of Afghanistan. Since 2001 
about 100 Indian companies have invested in Afghanistan ranging from 
services, construction and industrial sector etc. Services sector is the top most 
trade agreement for further increase of trade and investment. India is one of 
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the largest trade partners of Afghanistan and its fifth largest sources of Imports. 
Though size of trade is very small but it is increasing steadily. Recently, India 
was awarded the mining rights of the Hajigak iron ore, which is biggest iron 
ore deposit in Afghanistan, by a consortium of seven Indian companies for 
an investment of $6.6 billion. This also forms the largest single investment in 
Afghanistan by any country so far.8

As per report of United Nations Security Council, the core al-Qaida 
leadership remains holed up in Pakistan’s western areas while the global 
terrorist group is now increasingly embracing local issues, grievances and 
responding with targeted violence. It is also important to note that Lashkar-
e-Taiba (LeT), the biggest India centric terrorist groups based in Pakistan, is 
described as one of al-Qaida notable affiliates. LeT is known for training its 
cadre in Afghanistan’s Kunar province where LeT was born. Lashkar is active 
in Pakistan, Afghanistan and India. The Qaida affiliates Tehrik-e-Taliban 
Pakistan, Harakat ul-Mujahidin, LeT all are concentrated in Afghanistan and 
Pak remote areas and they are involved in training and funding the terrorist 
organisation which are involved against secular politics and intended to create 
an Islamic based region. The eastern Turkistan Islamic Movement, Jaish-i-
Mohamad and Lashkar-e-Jhangvi are such terrorist groups affiliated to Qaida. 
They provide suicide bombers for the planned and coordinated attacks of 
Taliban and the Haqani Network. The Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan has 
increased its recruitment among Afghans and has developed a field presence 
in several provinces of northern Afghanistan. These threats are no less 
pressing than Taliban threat which is the mastermind of all terrorist activities 
in the region.9 Pakistan’s strategic threat for from India, has been linked with 
Pakistan’s sphere of influence through the concept of strategic depth policy 
that surfaced in the late 1980 and defined Pakistan’s objective in Afghanistan 
throughout the 1990s which was, however, very recently articulated by 
former General, Ashfaq Kayani. This concept has a longer history of using 
Afghanistan against India. First objective was to place a Pakistan friendly 
Pashtun dominated government in Kabul as an insurance policy in Pakistan 
historical rivalry with India. This vision of strategic depth policy amounted 
to rendering Afghanistan a satellite state and had a two pronged strategy – 
deny India military and political influence in Afghanistan and ensure that the 
government in Kabul would not incite Pakistani Pashtuns to secede. This has 
both defensive and offensive side. Afghanistan helps to formulate its strategy 
against India in the sense that the structures that were created during the covert 
war against Soviet occupation were redirected by the Pakistani state to achieve 
its national objectives against India. Jihadi groups are first line of Pakistan’s 
strategic policy used against India without any direct military conflict. The 
other aspect of Pakistan strategic depth in supporting Taliban regime in 
Afghanistan and expanding its influence in the CARs region with the help 
of religious sentiment to curtail India’s friendly influence in the region. This 
also enables Pakistan to set up training for Jihadists and bases in Afghanistan 
during Taliban regime to create unwanted security situation particularly in 
the region of J&K and liberate the region from Indian clutches. Thus, a pro-
Pakistani Taliban regime provided perfect strategic depth that Pakistan wanted 
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in the region. However, this policy was reversed after 9/11 attack, when the 
U.S. ousted Taliban and recruited Pakistan as a critical partner in the global 
war on terrorism in Afghanistan.10

strategic location of Afghanistan
With its geo-strategic location having much more locational benefits, 
Afghanistan has remained a focus of India’s regional foreign policy. Although 
rise of Afghan Mujahideen, disintegration of Soviet Union alongwith domestic 
financial crisis led diplomatic isolation with Afghanistan, India shared warm 
relations with ousted government of Afghanistan. Moreover, India also 
supported the non-Pushtun groups opposing the Taliban regime and formed 
the Northern Alliance that controlled areas in the north of Afghanistan, 
bordering the Central Asian States of Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. India also 
provided high altitude warfare equipments, technical support and medical 
facilities in the borders of Tajikistan by establishing a hospital in Farkhor on 
the Afghan-Tajik border and provided medical assistance to soldiers. During 
the Taliban regime in Afghanistan, India’s efforts were aimed at marginalising 
the influence of Taliban and encouraging groups linked with India. India 
also approached Russia and Iran and worked closely with them to curtail 
the influence of Taliban regime in the whole region. The post-9/11 episode 
carried a new opportunity for India to pursue its earlier relationship with new 
dimension by providing humanitarian assistance in the reconstruction projects 
in war-torn Afghanistan. After the ouster of the Taliban regime in 2001, India 
was one of the first countries to re-open its embassy in Kabul. With its pledge 
of more than $2billion since 2002, India is the sixth largest bilateral and the 
largest regional donor to Afghanistan reconstruction. In 2011, India was the 
first country to sign a strategic agreement with Afghanistan which outlined 
an institutional framework for cooperation on economic development and 
security. India also was a prime advocate behind the inclusion of Afghanistan 
in SAARC as a member.11 The economic viability of Afghanistan depends on its 
fuller integration into its neighbourhood. It opens the possibility of Afghanistan 
becoming a trade, transportation and energy hub linking together the countries 
of the region from Central to South Asia. India further hosted the Delhi 
investment Summit on Afghanistan emphasizing importance on investment 
in productive opportunities in the mining infrastructure, telecommunication, 
agro-based and small-scale industries, health, pharmaceuticals, education and 
information technology sectors of Afghanistan. 

To incorporate Afghanistan’s development and prosperity with Central 
Asian Region and South Asia, U.S. has advocated a GCA concept for the 
adjoining two regions. While there are many definitions of wider or Greater 
Central Asia, for the current purposes GCA includes the five Central Asian 
republics including Afghanistan. This policy framework is advocated by 
western countries to link the security and stability of economic space through 
the diplomacy of pipeline, trade and investment. It has also at other side of 
diplomacy the objective to bypass Russia and curtail its influence in CAR. 
However, positive aspect of GCA would be beneficial for the whole region. 
From Indian perspective, it will improve India’s energy security alongwith 
regional stability as it may go through Afghanistan to energy market of Central 
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Asia. It can also fundamentally change India’s sea based continental trade. 
Simultaneously, it can generate tremendous opportunity of trade and transit 
for Pakistan, Afghanistan and Central Asia itself. India can find significant 
investment opportunities in GCA, which, in turn, can transform their small 
and medium-sized industries, as well as agriculture. The growing realization of 
these opportunities has influenced policy makers not only in India, but also in 
Pakistan and Afghanistan.12 Since CAR and India do not have any interest but 
rather shares some common interest for the regional integration of South and 
Central Asia, factoring Afghanistan will lead prosperity of the region without 
any traditional and non-traditional security threat domestically and regionally. 
Given the rich natural and human resources availability, industrial base, 
services sector dynamism and macroeconomics resilience, the South Asian 
region offers complementary economic structures that are quite conducive for 
South Asia-Central Asia economic integration. 

indo-Afghan-cAs regional symbiosis
The foreign policy of Central Asian countries focus on developing a healthy 
economic trade and strategic security relationship with range of global and 
regional powers to diversify their relations with Russia, China, U.S. and 
Europe. Engaging with South Asian countries especially with India will not 
only help in their foreign policy goals but it will help to mitigate their historical 
search for warm water ports. India’s assistance in the development of Iran’s 
Chabahar port and India’s interest to build the roads and rail links in border 
areas of Af-Iran- CAR enhance possibilities of further cooperation between 
the two. Afghanistan’s geographical proximity between South and Central 
Asia extending to China’s Xinjiang province and Iran allows it to play a pivotal 
role as a potential trade hub or transit route among the region. Continental 
transport of goods and energy resources and concerns shared by CAR and 
India regarding time, cost and distance makes Silk Road Project one of the 
most economically attractive and most viable projects. The proposed TAPI 
pipeline project is one such important project that would link CAR and South 
Asia. Furthermore, in CAR, India poses neither a security threat, as is the case 
with Russia, nor an economic or demographic threat, as is perceived to be 
the case with China. Although Russian media have still substantial influence 
in Central Asian airwaves, Indian films and music are widely popular among 
the Central Asian people. Surveys indicate a similarity with Afghanistan and 
CARs. Finally, India’s role in Afghanistan is an asset not for that country only, 
but holds true for Afghanistan’s Central Asian neighbours as well. General 
Stanley McChrystal, Commander of ISAF, affirmed and acknowledged India’s 
role in Afghanistan in benefitting largely the Afghan people as well has approval 
in all the Central Asian capitals.13 On the other hand, India’s interest to link 
CAR is not to be seen through the prism of hard power politics of selling arms 
and equipment, training forces and assisting in military reform. Indian policy 
concentrated mainly on cooperation in the field of trade, education, health, 
technology and transport with a win-win deal in the energy exploitation or 
construction activities. Therefore, India’s expanded presence, while still limited 
in CAR, needs to move into areas that are directly relevant to ordinary people 
in Central Asia and Afghanistan and not just to a limited circle of people. India 
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also shares great relations with Iran. India’s construction of road between Iran 
and Afghanistan which shows, if necessary, India is ready to bypass Pakistan 
and will help the other countries to bypass Iranian port to Afghanistan and 
CAR.14

Historically, CAR including Afghanistan has literally been a crossroads for 
the movement of goods, people, capital and ideas across Europe, on one hand, 
and the East Asian region, on the other hand, via West and South Asia. Silk 
Route and its transport networks show the interesting role Central Asian played 
as a centre during that period. War on terrorism in Afghanistan once again 
has placed CAR at a crossroads in the region. Furthermore, topography and 
geography of CAR appears quit amenable to regional security and economic 
integration. Although landlockedness is a disadvantage but it cannot be the 
ultimate or absolute hurdle. Development of Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan 
can be illustrated as examples. Untapped natural energy and mineral resources 
put CAR a locationally advantageous position, making it an ideal candidate 
for deeper regional economic integration. Furthermore, post-Soviet security 
vacuum was another cause of concern of CAR. Under Soviet control the whole 
military purpose was administered through a centrally controlled body. As 
a result, CAR countries are lacking the skills and military hardware needs to 
secure a country. Trying to secure its domestic security crisis, CAR countries 
tried to supplement their military weakness through many bilateral and 
multilateral regional forums. However, Russia is always preferred by these 
countries since both share historical ties and interest to maintain security and 
stability in the region. CSTO and SCO are such two organisations established 
to preserve security and stability of the region. 

Since 2009, Pakistani policymakers have been trying to shift foreign policy 
directions to become a pivot through the economic diplomacy between South 
and Central Asia. Described by its architects as “Pakistan’s Regional Pivot” the 
policy has four major objectives: normalisation of political relations with India 
and Afghanistan, increased trade with India, access to Central Asian energy 
sources and making Pakistan a land-bridge for trade and energy transportation 
from Central and South Asia. Pakistan and India both are trying to improve 
relations, since 2011 as there has been an unparallel focus on Islamabad on 
deescalating relations with India. In 2012, alone there were many high levels 
visits from both the sides to start the dialogue that stopped after 2008 Mumbai 
terrorist attack.15 Further India’s approach towards Afghanistan and Central 
Asia is not linked with hard power goal. Although, Afghanistan’s government is 
seeking India’s military help repeatedly, India has limited its help to providing 
training to Afghan forces and a small group of Indian security forces are in 
Afghanistan to guard its consulate. India’s policy engagement in Afghanistan 
and extending to CAR is rooted with defensive policy restraining itself against 
getting involved in a hostile relation with any country in the region. The failure 
of the dialogue process with Taliban advocated by Pakistan and U.S., on the 
other hand, compels Pakistan to be offensive against the Taliban in the safe 
heaven areas of northern Waziristan after a serial terrorist attack in Pakistan. 
Hence, recent offensive military operation of Pakistan carries a positive signal. 
Moreover, Pakistan in coming days should stop the anti-Indian activities within 
the security establishment and other groups to further strengthen relation 
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between the two get into the pipeline project, energy or economic grouping 
involving the CAR. In the backdrop NATO withdrawal from Afghanistan 
without any concrete achievement, the attack on the Indian consulate in the 
Heart province of Afghanistan, kidnapping of Indian Priest by Taliban and 
declaration of Taliban’s intention to disrupt Indian Prime Minister’s swearing 
in ceremony reveal the fragile security conditions and situation in Afghanistan, 
linking it with India’s national security concern. CAR and China in this regard 
share the same concern. To intensify its role in South and Central Asian 
region, India in future may go for joining a multilateral forum to enhance the 
security of the whole adjoining region. India is aware of the impact of hard 
power approach. India has already approached the SCO for a full membership 
in its forum to play a big role without any conflict with Russia and China. SCO, 
from the Security perspective of the region, is an active forum since it was 
established in the background of threats from terrorist and separatist groups 
is the region. India is also quite aware of the fact that without involving China 
and Russia, a security arrangement in this region is futile. 

India’s “Look West Policy” further enhances the application of the same 
approach. These include Afghanistan’s membership in South Asian Association 
for Regional Cooperation, signing of South Asian Free Trade Area, Regional 
Economic Cooperation Conference on Afghanistan, the emerging India-
Kazakhstan partnership, and continuous interest in the Turkmenistan-
Afghanistan-Pakistan-India TAPI gas pipeline, as well as the Iran-Pakistan-
India IPI pipeline.16 In terms of pragmatic and strategic equation, both 
Central Asia and India have common concerns regarding their engagement 
with Afghanistan. Central Asia and India’s engagement in Afghanistan can 
be viewed from two perspectives. First and foremost is the domestic security 
and socio-political stability. Secondly, India needs a productive transit route 
to meet its growing energy demands and it requires linking with Central 
Asia. India’s domestic security compels India to engage with Afghanistan’s 
security and political stability. India’s relation with Afghanistan was friendly 
and warm. However, Taliban’s rule in Afghanistan and Pakistan at that time 
created a volatile security situation in India, particularly, J&K region. India 
was concerned regarding Taliban’s Islamic fundamentalist behaviour since 
India is a secular country with large number of Muslim population. In CAR 
region also earlier Pakistan had applied ‘Strategic Depth’ policy in the name 
of religion. Although, CAR refused to allow Pakistan’s policy to succeed and 
always favoured India regarding its concern with Pakistan.

An unstable Afghanistan will mean the dominance of radical groups or 
criminal warlords in the country which will have serious impact on regional 
security vis-à-vis terrorism, drug trafficking and other crimes. Hence, to 
keep the sectarian groups away, CAR has to work with countries which share 
common concerns to preserve both domestic and regional socio-political 
stability. CAR region, especially those states bordering with Afghanistan, was 
the most affected region during Taliban regime in Afghanistan. CAR also with 
other regional countries like Russia, Iran and India helped Northern Alliance 
forces of Afghanistan in their conflict against Taliban in Afghanistan. They 
welcomed the United States ‘War on Terror’ policy in Afghanistan allowing 
the passage of military hardware and other goods through their region. Also 



The Journal of Central Asian Studies, Vol. XXI, 2014

11

they allowed establishing U.S. bases in their land. However, they are not 
supportive of the great power rivalry in their region, pushing the U.S. to close 
down its base in their territory. India also is supporting the U.S. in the struggle 
against the Taliban through humanitarian assistance, developmental and the 
reconstruction projects. India’s security engagement with Tajikistan also can 
be outlined as a mutual cooperation and based on concern regarding the 
volatile situation in Afghanistan. India is engaged in CARs also in regards to 
the security situation, since both have experienced separatist sectarian violence 
led by Taliban regime. In the past, India’s links with Central Asia have relied 
on the strategic passes of Afghanistan whose approaches are now controlled 
by Pakistan. India’s growing engagement with the landlocked CAR region 
needs a passage and gateway to Central Asia while Afghanistan is a country 
bordering with three countries of Central Asia namely Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, 
and Turkmenistan. Energy, economic policy and strategic equation with other 
regional powers are central motive of India’s growing engagement with CAR. 
Domestic needs and international compulsions are prime factors in foreign 
policy of a country. India’s fast growing economy needs energy resources 
that requires a very balanced relation with CAR since its economic policies 
are energy driven. Hence, a linkage through the region of Afghanistan will 
facilitate both Central Asian and India’s interests. Past experience alongwith 
geographical proximity has made Afghanistan an unavoidable entity for both 
South and Central Asia not only from a limited security perspective but for 
the economic prosperity and development of the region. However, since GCA 
is a western concept with a view to bypass Russia it may not be attractive for 
Central Asian states from a long term developmental perspective and stability 
of the region.

An overview of the tri-lateral parleys, as analysed in the aforementioned 
scenario reveals that India and Central Asian relations, considering Afghanistan 
as an important factor, have both historical and geo-strategic implications. 
While historical factor amplifies cultural contacts of people, geo-strategic 
factors point towards mutual beneficial relations. Afghanistan as a prime factor 
between CAR and India has two aspects. Its location as a bridge between the 
two. Geographical proximity of Afghanistan in the cross roads of Asia makes 
it inevitable linkage between CAR and India. Afghanistan shares a long land 
border with three Central Asian Countries. On the other hand, Afghanistan is 
India’s extended neighbour just across Pakistan. In all these countries people 
have cultural-religious similarities with each other. Only post-Soviet era has 
created the present Central Asian nation-states. This has pushed both India 
and Central Asia to go beyond the cultural relations and cooperate with each 
other to meet the challenges facing these countries through bilateral or multi 
lateral framework. Regional security and stability relating to Afghanistan and 
a transit route is the prime consideration in this regard. However, the most 
important impediment between CAR and India is the accessibility of land or 
sea routes. CAR is a landlocked region sharing border with Russia, China, Iran 
and Afghanistan. The closest route is via Pakistan and Afghanistan. For India, 
it is closer than foreign partners. Hence, India is not able to access CAR vice 
versa to India because of India’s strained relations with Pakistan. Afghanistan 
has a history of playing buffer between the two great empires, on one side, the 
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Tsarist Russia and British Empire, on the other. Since then Afghanistan has 
been used by superpowers to get influence both in South Asia and CAR. The 
latest form of persuasion is the religious-cultural factor used by the Taliban and 
Pakistan to get access and curtail the other powers’ interest in the region. Many 
western scholars have opined that the next great game in Afghanistan will be 
between India and Pakistan. However, that is a conflicted argument since India 
does not carry a policy of development and assistance benefitting both. CARs 
and Afghanistan, as a result, are being accommodative of India’s partnership 
for development the border region. From Central Asia perspective, it is land 
locked region. Helping India to connect with Central Asia via Afghanistan 
will help their region to open up to South and South-East Asia. Cooperating 
with India to solve Afghanistan’s problem will help to mitigate the regional 
problems which will be beneficial to all the stakeholders.
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CHINA’S CHANGING STRATEGIC ENGAGEMENTS 
IN CENTRAL ASIA

M. Monir Alam
Abstract
China which is emerging as a significant regional power with the phenomenal 
growth in its economic and other security sectors, is trying to take the 
potential advantage of its locational benefit. Opening up its economy, 
improving bilateral and multilateral relations, resolving disputes amicably, 
assisting others by way of investments etc. and trying to keep up with 
peaceful co-existence principle, are some of its image building initiatives. 
Apart from this, China has been focusing on to invest in and access to 
Central Asian resources, particularly, hydrocarbon in view of its growing 
energy demand. In addition to re-drawing its regional policy and strategy 
owing to some recent developments on its western borders, Beijing is trying 
its best to strike a balance between the fast changing developments and its 
strategic interests in Central Asia which is seen as one of the best alternative 
for its energy accomplishments. This article focuses on China’s strategic 
engagements with Central Asian states, particularly, in the aftermath of the 
disintegration of the Soviet Union. After analysing various compulsions and 
threat perceptions caused by the un-accounted nuclear fissile materials and 
nuclear weapons in Central Asia, particularly, in Kazakhstan, the paper 
talks about bilateral military and security cooperation, confidence-building 
measures within the framework of SCO, bilateral economic engagements 
and energy cooperation.

Keywords
Strategic Engagement, Power Relations, Geopolitics, Resource Pool, 
Energy Policy, Great Game, Security Perception, Peaceful Co-existence, 
Energy Trade, Bilateral Relations, Regional Security, Threat Perceptions.

The term ‘geopolitics’ is the key word in understanding the principal 
international power relations. In the intellectual discourse to understand 
fundamentals of Central Asian geopolitics, it is all the more important. 
Interestingly, the ideas of classical geopolitics which were propounded by the 
Swedish political scientist Rudolf Kjellen, German geographers, Friedrich 
Ratzel and Gen. Karl Haushofer who formed the ‘Munich School’ of political 
geography, were used by Adolf Hitler to justify German nationalism and the 
doctrine of Nordic superiority. But this led to the discrediting of all discourses 
of geopolitics of international significance. It was only with the beginning 
of the Cold War that the term ‘geopolitics’ began to be used in reference to 
theories and interpretations of international politics based on policies of great 
powers. Subsequently, the views of Alfred T. Mahan, a US naval officer, and 
British geographer Sir Halford Mackinder, on control of the sea as the key 



China’s Changing Strategic Engagements in Central Asia

14

to world power and eventual emergence tempted by geography of a globally 
dominant empire located in the heartland of Eurasia occupied by Russia, were 
used to reinforce Cold War. Mackinder in his later formulation expressed the 
view that the states of Western Europe and North America constitute a natural 
defense community which can balance the Eurasian heartland in population, 
resources and strategic potential.1 

The ‘Great Game’ over Central Asia which Britain played against Russia 
was mainly explained in terms of the strategic significance of the region 
because of its geographical location as the gate way to the Indian sub-continent 
and the Persian Gulf. At present, Central Asian-Caspian region with its large 
hydrocarbon reserves and natural gas resources, has undoubtedly become a 
region of critical strategic importance and an object of international interests, 
particularly, between United States, Russia and China. According to Western 
experts’ estimates the real hydrocarbon reserves in Central Asia are staggeringly 
large, perhaps equal to those of Saudi Arabia and Kuwait combined if both 
the onshore and offshore Caspian Sea resources are included. In his work, 
The Grand Chessboard: American Primacy and Its Geostrategic Imperatives, 
President Jimmy Carter’s National Security Advisor, Zbigniew Brzezinski, has 
tried to revive ‘geopolitics’ which was propounded by Mackinder and Mahan 
to prop up the North Atlantic alliance against the Socialist World during the 
Cold War era. In his book, Brzezinski promotes the idea that there is a ‘zone 
of instability’ that encompasses the Transcaucasus and Central Asia in which 
the intelligent chess player can manipulate the tribal, ethnic, or religious 
differences to his advantage.2 A central theme of his book is to deny Russia 
any influence over developments in these newly independent Central Asian 
Republics. At the same time, Brzezinski has also advocated in extending his 
theoretical support to the Anglo-American oligarchy’s grab for the region’s 
extensive oil, natural gas and mineral wealth. 

At the turn of the twentieth century China emerged as a significant 
international player. Many factors have contributed to China’s global role on 
the international arena. Scholars usually emphasise the phenomenal growth of 
China’s economy, its growing military power, and its enormous potentialities 
because of its geographical dimension and the policy of opening up of its 
economy. These factors have largely contributed China to emerge as a global 
power. But apart from these factors, underlying changes occurred in the 
direct vicinity of its western border caused by the disintegration of the Soviet 
Union and the emergence of the Central Asian states forced Beijing with its 
global interests and aspirations to redraw its regional policy and strategy. This 
historical event created new geo-political, geo-strategic and geo-economic 
imperatives for the reshaping of Chinese policy towards the Central Asian 
region. As a result, since the break-up of the Soviet Union, China has emerged 
as a major player in the geo-political affairs of Central Asia. 

After 9/11, the ongoing dynamics of change in Central Asia’s geo-strategic 
environment has direct repercussions on China’s security as well. China has 
accorded high priority to Central Asia and despite some limitations has still 
worked to preserve its strategic interests in the region. The geo-political stability 
in Central Asia has not only a direct impact on China’s economic interests in 
the region, but also has implications on the ongoing separatist movement in 



The Journal of Central Asian Studies, Vol. XXI, 2014

15

Xinjiang autonomous region as well.

China’s Compulsion for Strategic Engagement 
The political transformation caused by the break-up of the Soviet Union which 
resulted in the emergence of new independent states in Central Asia, has created 
new geo-political, geo-economic and strategic imperatives for all regional 
powers. China has been strongly affected by these radical transformations. 
Once considered a backwater during the Soviet regime, China suddenly finds 
itself bordered by new Central Asia. Inheriting all the problems of the post-
Soviet transition, the emergence of Central Asian states added a new situation 
in the region. The first official Chinese reaction described the developments in 
Central Asia, as well as in other former Soviet republics, as “internal affair” and 
confirmed that they would “respect” the choice made by the people in these 
states. At the same time, Beijing recognised the independence of Central Asian 
states in December 1991, and, subsequently, signed separate communiques 
on the establishment of diplomatic relations with all states. In 1992, three 
presidents of Central Asian states: Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Kazakhstan 
visited China. In 1993, presidents of Tajikistan and Turkmenistan also paid 
visit to Beijing. As a result of these visits strategic ties between China and 
Central Asian republics deepened considerably. But the visit of former Chinese 
Prime Minister Li Peng to four Central Asian states (except Tajikistan) in April 
1994, further enhanced and strengthened bilateral and multilateral strategic 
cooperation.  

During his visit to Central Asia, Li Peng, proposed four principles of 
peaceful coexistence as ground rules for promoting ties between them. These 
included: promoting peaceful coexistence; promoting economic prosperity; 
non-interference in their internal affairs; and respecting territorial integrity 
and sovereignty.3 Beijing was successful in promoting its one China policy. 
Central Asian states reiterated that Taiwan is an inalienable part of the Chinese 
territories by adding that the governments of Central Asia opposes any attempt 
to create “two Chinas”, or “one China, one Taiwan”, and reaffirms that Central 
Asian states will not establish any form of official relationship with Taiwan. 
Moreover, Central Asian states also pledged not to support insurgent groups 
and separatists organisations in Xinjiang.4 During the due course, China has 
formulated unified strategic policy towards Central Asia.   

The forces which have put tremendous pressure on Beijing to engage and 
enhance its engagement with the Central Asian states, are primarily based on 
the following equations:
•	 After the emergence of Central Asian states, China was greatly concerned 

about its domestic stability, particularly, in the Xinjiang Uighur 
Autonomous Region (XUAR). Subsequently, the Xinjiang region assumed 
great importance within the Chinese national security establishment. 
The discovery of huge hydrocarbon reserves in the Tarim basin and the 
Lopnor Missile Testing Centre located in Xinjiang are major concerns 
for China. Central Asian states being formed on the basis of various 
ethno-nationalist identities had potential to virtually recharged separatist 
sentiments among different China’s ethnic minorities’, particularly, Turkic 
ethnic groups, living in its north-western provinces especially its most 
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volatile autonomous region-Xinjiang. China is increasingly concerned 
with Uighur separatism and what it calls the “very substantial support” to 
it from outside China’s borders. 

•	 After the emergence of Central Asian states, apart from rise of ethno-
nationalism, resurgence of Islam, and spurt of militant Islamic extremism 
and the possible spill over influence of these trends, particularly, in 
Xinjiang province was a major cause of concern for China. To thwart 
religious extremism, Beijing has been constantly giving “non-lethal” 
military support to Kyrgyzstan government forces fighting the Islamic 
Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) there. Furthermore, continued 
instability in its bordering states of Tajikstan and Afghanistan, and later, 
the emergence of Taliban and trans-linkages of Afghan mujahideen 
groups with East-Turkistan Islamic Movements of Xinjiang, posed serious 
concerns for China. Moreover, China’s position vis-à-vis Central Asia had 
also profound impact on the future relations with other Muslim countries. 

•	 The unaccounted ex-Soviet well built nuclear weapons, missiles and fissile 
materials scattered on the territory of Central Asia had disturbed policy 
planners in Beijing. Kazakhstan which shares long border with China had 
inherited the second largest nuclear and fissile stockpiles. The threat of 
proliferation of nuclear weapons and other fissile materials across borders 
was the most critical factor in shaping China’s initial engagement with 
Central Asian states. It was only in 1995, with the last nuclear weapons of 
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan having being surrendered and both signed 
the nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) as non-nuclear states, China 
gradually evolved broad based state-to-state interactions under new 
forums– Shanghai Cooperation Organisation.5    

•	 China has also shown very much concern about United States’ connection 
with North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) expansion policy 
in the region. Beijing has perceived it as part of NATO’s eastward 
expansion exercise. All Central Asian states except Tajikistan have already 
joined NATO’s “Partnership of Peace programme” and North Atlantic 
Cooperative Council (NACC) and have staged many joint military 
exercises. Through organising military exercises, United States has tried to 
strength its foothold in the backyard of Russia and China. After September 
11, United States has already stepped into the region as well as in South 
Asia by establishing military bases and organising military exercises with 
Central Asian armed forces. But most importantly, deployment of NATO’s 
forces in Afghanistan has been seen by Beijing as encirclement of China 
by United States.

•	 Apart from these threats based policy options, Beijing policy planners have 
been keenly interested in ensuring access to vast untapped hydrocarbon 
energy and other mineral resources of Central Asia which requires to 
evolve a constructive engagements. During early 1990’s, China’s domestic 
energy consumption increased many folds. Moreover, in view of China’s 
rapid economic growth and free market economy, its domestic oil demand 
is expected to increase around 4 per cent per annum, which has created a 
significant challenge for its energy security in the future.
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•	 China has perceived Central Asia in the context of Eurasia. These new 
states have a linking role, not only in a geographical sense but also in the 
political and cultural senses. Central Asia can be called a “bridge” between 
East and West. Hence, China was strongly interested in the regional 
stability as a pre-requisite to develop political, trade and economic 
cooperation with the Central Asian states.   

•	 Apart from these concerns, certain policies adopted by regional powers 
like India, Pakistan, Iran, Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Japan towards Central 
Asia have also raised China’s anxiety from time to time. Especially, powerful 
new players like Japan have moved in a big way, expanding its role in this 
region was considered outside its traditional sphere of influence. Japan’s 
involvement with Central Asian states had started with Prime Minister 
Hashimoto’s re-orientation of Japan’s “Eurasian Diplomacy” during 1997. 
In 1999, Foreign Minister, Masahiko Komura visited to Azerbaijan and 
Uzbekistan and propounded his thesis of resolving conflicts through 
economic development. He signed agreements granting loans of $23.9 
million for improvement of Uzbekistan’s airports and another 18.3 billion 
yen for future energy sector projects in Azerbaijan. From 1993-1997, 
Tokyo increased its total package from $2.5 million to $156.8 million.6 

•	 After 9/11, the deepening US political, economic and military roles across 
the region including the setting up of military bases in Afghanistan, 
Central Asia and Pakistan, have expanded US involvement in the region. 
Apart from United States, other European powers like France, Germany, 
Britain and Canada are actively enhancing their ties with the Central 
Asian states.

China’s Military and Security Engagement
China which shares long common borders with three Central Asian states, 
namely, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, has vital security and strategic 
interests in Central Asia. After emergence of these states one important 
dimension of China’s security engagement was to develop bilateral and multi-
lateral defence and military co-operation. Such co-operation was mostly seen 
in enhancing confidence-building measures, reducing troops and military 
forces along the common borders, disarmament in the border areas, and 
increasing the transparency of border defence. As a result, both governments 
have been actively promoting such defence and military cooperation. China 
has adopted extremely comprehensible policies and principles towards 
regional security. Such principles have been followed consistently since the 
economic reforms and opening in China in 1978. While addressing the 
United Nations Conference on “Disarmament and Security Issues in the Asia-
Pacific Region” in Shanghai in August 1992, the Chinese Foreign Minister 
Qiang Qichen emphasised that China advocated the establishment of stable 
regional and international political and economic order on the basis of five 
principles of peaceful existence. He further pointed out that such principles 
would be applied to Central Asia as well.7 Hence, after collapse of the Soviet 
Union, China has put security concerns at the top of agenda in its relation 
with Central Asia. These concerns include measures to safeguard the security 
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interests of China, ways of enhancing regional security regimes, and steps to 
be taken towards multilateral cooperative arrangements to foster mutual trust 
in security matters. 

After the breakup of the Soviet Union, Kazakhstan which emerged as a 
quasi- nuclear power was the most important concerns for China. Kazakhstan 
was a nuclear missile bridgehead, the premier site for nuclear testing, and 
an important source of fissile uranium deposits. At the disintegration of the 
Soviet Union, Kazakhstan inherited part of the Soviet nuclear structure and 
arsenal which included 104 ICBM SS-18 long-range ballistic missiles with 
carrying 10 warheads each (1,040 warheads total); 40 strategic bombers with 
320 nuclear charges; and 650 units of tactical nuclear weapons.8 Thus, the 
total Soviet Union arsenal of strategic and tactical weapons in Kazakhstan was 
over 2,000 units. Apart from these strategic weapons, Kazakhstan also hosted 
two strategic missiles launch sites at Derzhavinsk and Zhangiz-Tobe, one 
nuclear reactor in Aktau, and one strategic bomber airbase with 40 Tu-95 Bear 
bombers station there. Moreover, in late 1991 and early 1992, it was rumoured 
that Kazakhstan could or had just begun to trade in nuclear raw materials, 
technological components, missiles, and nuclear warheads. Such rumours had 
serious impact upon the China’s policy planners. A deep economic crisis, the 
political ambitions of the ruling elites and, finally a sharp reduction of skilled 
personnel in the nuclear infrastructure could lead to a chaotic proliferation of 
nuclear substances and materials.

However, Kazakhstan ratified START I Treaty in July 1993, and February 
1994, acceded to the Non-Proliferation Treaty as a non-nuclear state. The 
removal of nuclear weapons from Kazakhstan began in late 1993. By February 
1994, the last four of the 40 heavy bombers were withdrawn to Russia. In March 
1994, Kazakhstan also handed over half-a-ton highly enriched weapons-grade 
uranium to the United States. By the end of May 1995, all nuclear warheads in 
Kazakhstan were transferred to Russia.9 On 24 May 1995, the Kazakh Foreign 
Ministry announced that all nuclear weapons deployed on the territory of in 
the Soviet era had been either transferred to the Russian territory or destroyed. 
Shortly before Kazakhstan became a nuclear-weapon-free state, on 8 February 
1995, the Chinese government issued its security assurance to Kazakhstan. In 
a brief announcement, the Chinese government stated:

China fully undertakes the desire of Kazakhstan for security assurance. 
The Chinese government has unconditionally undertaken not to use or 
threaten to use nuclear weapons against non-nuclear states or nuclear 
weapon free zones. This long-standing principled position also applies 
to Kazakhstan…. The Chinese government urges all nuclear-weapon 
states to undertake the same commitment so as to enhance the security 
of all non-nuclear-weapon states, including Kazakhstan.10 
Apart from nuclear issues, China has been actively engaged in promoting 

bilateral military exchanges and cooperation with the Central Asian states. 
As early as 1993, a joint communique between China and Kazakhstan 
specifically stated that ‘both sides agree to facilitate the contact and promote 
the relationship between their military and to conduct military exchanges 
according to international practice so as to enhance mutual trust and co-
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operation in the military field’.11 In September 1995, the Chinese President, 
Jiang Zemin, and the Kazakh President, Nursultan Nazarbayev, issued a joint 
communique at the end of the latter’s visit to China which affirm that:

In the sphere of military relations, links between the defence ministries 
of the two nations should be established and developed, and efforts 
at working out an agreement on reduction of military forces along 
the borders and strengthening the trust in the military field should be 
speeded up. Military technological co-operation should be carried out 
on the basis of mutual benefits and taking each country’s international 
obligations into considerations.12

In 1995 and 1996, military exchanges were conducted between China 
and Kazakhstan on the regular basis. A Chinese military delegation from 
the garrison of the Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region (XUAR) visited 
Kazakhstan in August 1995. In May 1996, the Chief of Staff of the People’s 
Liberation Army (PLA) visited Kazakhstan and discussed co-operation 
between two armed forces.13 After September 11, China-Kazakhstan relations 
have taken a new shape.

In case of Uzbekistan, China not only quickly recognised its independence 
but also developed diplomatic relations. Since 1992, there have been high-
level official visit like President Islam Karimov visited Beijing during March 
1992, October 1992 and in November 1999. Similarly, visits of the Chinese 
former Premier, Li Peng in April 1994, the Chinese President, in July 1996 
to Uzbekistan, and the Chinese vice Premier to Tashkent in April 2001 were 
very significant for the development of the political dialogue, which helped in 
strengthening mutual cooperation. After Andijon crisis in May 2005, China’s 
relations with Uzbekistan have been developing at a much more rapid pace. 
The renewed impetus towards building closer ties between these two countries 
has been underscored by Chinese Deputy Prime Minister Wu Yi, who visited 
Uzbekistan for high-level talks on July 17-18, 2005. The series of meetings 
alluded to the political nature of their deepening bilateral relationship, with 
common security concerns, but stressed the paramount importance of trade 
and economic interests. Uzbek First Deputy Prime Minister Rustam Azimov, 
speaking after meeting Wu Yi, appraised the upward trend in economic 
cooperation as strong and vibrant. According to Azimov, who noted while 
passing the significance of Uzbek President Islam Karimov’s visit to China 
in May, trade between the two countries last year was around $367 million, 
and reached $250 million in the first six months itself.14 It is widely expected 
in Tashkent that bilateral trade will increase. Moreover, both countries are 
identifying more areas of economic cooperation. Thus, Uzbekistan’s relations 
with China are entering a new phase. Closer economic cooperation, political 
and military engagement and promoting security interests through the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) denote the broader elements of 
this new phase.

In case of Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan and Turkmenistan, China has also 
accorded high priority, and established bilateral and multi-lateral security and 
economic relations. But main thrust of China’s cooperation with these states 
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is based within the framework of Shanghai Cooperation Organisation.15 On 
August 11, 2013 with the support and approval of SCO China and Kyrgyzstan 
held a joint anti-terror drill along the border between the two countries. Around 
460 armed police from both countries took part, practising new weapons and 
manoeuvres. The main aim of the drill is to improve both countries’ abilities to 
cooperate in their response to terrorist threats.16 

Confidence Building Measures to Resolve Border Disputes    
Apart from developing bilateral security relations China has been very 
much concerned about the peaceful settlement of the border disputes with 
the Central Asian states. Border disputes had been a perennial problem in 
the Sino-Soviet relations. For many years until the late 1980s, tensions and 
military confrontations along the Sino-Soviet borders were hallmarks of 
Sino-Soviet relations. However, disintegration of the Soviet Union presented 
both new opportunities and new challenges for China in continuing its 
negotiations for the settlement of border disputes. China moved quickly 
to affirm with the three Central Asian states-Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and 
Tajikistan, the basic principles in their negotiations. These include: respect 
of results already achieved in Sino-Soviet negotiations; existing treaties 
as the basis of negotiations; settlement in accordance with the established 
rules of international law; mutual consultation on equal footing; and mutual 
accommodation.17 These principles have been clearly embodied in both the 
joint communiqués between China and the Central Asian states and in their 
border agreements. Thus, the Sino - Kazakh joint communiqué issued on 28 
February 1992, and Beijing Protocol on the Demarcation of the State Line on 
May 10, 2002; the Sino-Kyrgyz joint communiqué of 6 May 1992, and on June 
24, 2002; and the Sino-Tajik joint communiqué of 11 March 1993, and May 
18, 2002 confirmed above mentioned principles for settling pending border 
disputes.18

The most notable progress in negotiating for the bilateral settlement of 
disputed borders was the Sino-Kazakh boundary agreement signed on 26 April 
1994 by the former Chinese Prime Minister Li Peng and the Kazakh President 
Nursultan Nzarbayev. The agreement finalised in principle the demarcation of 
the 1700 km. long Sino-Kazakh borders. The official Chinese press hailed this 
as ‘a historical event of significance’ in Sino-Kazakh relations and claimed that 
the Sino-Kazakh border would become ‘a bond of friendly co-operation and 
common prosperity’.19  Perhaps the crowning achievement in resolving border 
disputes and military co-operation between China and Central Asian states 
and Russia was the signing of “the Five-Nation Agreement on Confidence 
Building in the Military Forces in the Border Areas” on April 26, 1996 in 
Shanghai at a summit meeting among leaders from China, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Russia and Tajikistan. The Shanghai agreement, as claimed by 
the Former Russian President Boris Yeltsin, was ‘an epoch-making document’ 
for the five countries involved, because by signing the agreement, they ‘have 
undertaken very positive military and political obligations for the first time in 
history’.20 Such a multilateral agreement is undoubtedly played major role in 
strengthening mutual trust between the Chinese military and the military of 
Central Asian states as well as that of Russia. It also increases the transparency 
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of border defence on both sides. In fact, it is considered one of the important 
steps towards institutionalising the security relations between Central Asia 
and China.

           
China’s Multilateral Strategic Engagements: SCO
China’s dynamic multilateral approach in the region in form of the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization (SCO), a regional grouping that aims to establish 
a coherent security and foreign policy framework among the great and small 
powers of the Central Asian region, has its roots in the border demarcation 
talks China held with Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan in the 
early-1990s.  These talks evolved into the creation of the “Shanghai Five” in 
1996 with the aim to finalize collectively the border demarcation process and 
introduce a range of confidence-building measures in the field of military co-
operation along their common borders. The Shanghai Five then evolved into 
a formal treaty organization which included a sixth member, Uzbekistan, and 
has focused on issues well beyond border demarcation.21

The most significant early accomplishments of the group include its 
package of military confidence building measures – including de-militarization 
of the common borders, verification procedures along the border, and pre-
notification of exercises and other military activities – all of which were 
largely achieved and implemented by 1996-97. By the July 2000 Shanghai Five 
summit, the five parties announced that implementation of the 1996 and 1997 
agreements had “helped build for the first time, in the border belt of more 
than 7,000 km, a region of trust and transparency where military activities are 
predictable and monitorable.”22The June 2002 summit of the group issued the 
26-article SCO charter, which sets out the goals, principles, organs, financing, 
and membership rules of the SCO.23 Areas of SCO cooperation identified in the 
charter include: enhancing regional security; seeking common understanding 
on international issues; combating terrorism, separatism and extremism; 
combating illegal activities such as smuggling, drug trafficking, and other 
illegal immigration; coordinating policies on arms control; encouraging 
regional economic cooperation; encouraging freer trans-border trade and 
energy development; ensuring proper exploitation of natural resources, such as 
water; assisting one another in cases of humanitarian emergencies; exchanging 
judiciary information; and expanding cooperation in scientific, technological, 
educational, health, cultural, athletic, and tourism endeavors.24 

The Beijing session of the SCO in May 2003, brought up an unexpected 
subject with regard to the globalization of the world economy. At the end of 
the session, Russian Prime Minister Mikhail Kasyanov emphasized on the 
development of transport infrastructure, power engineering, environmental 
protection, and especially the problem of drinking water would become the 
top priorities of SCO trade-economic cooperation. Both Chinese President 
Hu Jintao and Premier Wen Jiabao, while supporting these ideas, emphasized 
upon ensuring multi-lateral highway transportation infrastructure for trade 
and investment in order to guarantee stable goods’ circulation within the SCO, 
as well as need to lift non-tariff barriers which are imposed as a result of the 
actions of customs, quarantine and transport services. All these, according 
to both leaders, are the conditions needed to create the free trade zone. 
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However, the long- term programme of trade-economic cooperation within 
the framework of the SCO and to create free trade zone by 2020 was approved 
in this session. This liberal idea of free trade was put forward by Beijing to 
enhance infrastructure for Central Asian economy.25

However, after consolidating its position from regional security concerns 
to economic cooperation, SCO is very much distress with the United States’ 
military presence in Central Asia which it had established in the aftermath 
of 9/11. During the course of military operation in Afghanistan, the United 
States established two major bases in the region: the first at Karshi-Khanabad 
in Southern Uzbekistan, and the other at Manas International Airport in 
Kyrgyzstan’s capital Bishkek. France and NATO set up air bases in Tajikistan 
at Dushanbe and Kulyab. In the last SCO meeting of July 2005 which was held 
in Kazakh capital Astana, all members have unanimously passed resolution 
asking United States to set a deadline to pull out its military forces from the 
region. At the end of the meeting SCO members made an unprecedented 
demand while passing a resolution stating that: 

“As the active military phase in the anti-terror operation in Afghanistan 
is nearing completion, the SCO would like the coalition’s members to 
decide on the deadline for the use of the temporary infrastructure and 
for their military contingents’ presence in those countries”.26 

To foil Russian- Chinese attempt, US Defence Secretary Donald Rumsfeld 
flew into Bishkek on 25 July and discussed with Ismail Isakov, Defence Minister 
of Kyrgyzstan. Ismail Isakov assured him that the Americans would not leave 
in a hurry by stating that the presence of the US base depends on the situation 
in Afghanistan.27 In case of Uzbekistan, Pentagon faces a far more difficult 
task. After 9/11 Uzbekistan became strong US ally to receive greater financial 
aid. But role played by US-funded NGOs so called democratic revolution that 
swept Georgia, Ukraine, and Kyrgyzstan which witnessed Tulip Revolution, 
angered both Russia and China. Moscow especially felt that the loss of its former 
Communist satraps in Central Asia would weaken its influence and usher 
in pro-US leaderships. However, Andijon massacre on May 13, 2005, where 
more than 700 innocent protestors were killed by Uzbek armed forces, sparked 
world wide condemnation and demand for ouster of Islam Karimov regime. 
To garner support for his regime, President Karimov visited both Russian and 
China. Both countries had an on-and-off relationship with President Karimov. 
Now both Russia and China are putting pressure upon Uzbekistan to reassess 
its strategic relation with United States and review airbase agreements. Such 
move in the game of diplomatic chess shows Russian-Chinese concerns over 
US military presence as a threat of their own interests in the region. At the 
same time, it also suggests emphasis on China’s new security concept for Asia 
in this new millennium.

In addition, China’s ongoing military modernisation programme 
especially on border areas like Xinjiang and Central Asia reflects geopolitical 
changes and China’s concerns over threat scenarios posed by US military 
presence in the region. The continuing and even growing interest and presence 
of the United States in Central Asia has posed three possible scenarios to 
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China: Washington was and is pursuing a strategy of dominating Eurasia, 
Washington seeks to check the recovery of Russia and the rise of China, or 
Washington seeks to exercise a hegemonic presence with regard to energy 
access, a subject of increasing concern to China since it is now an importer 
of energy.28 Beijing regards as a growing strategic threat to its northwest and 
western flanks, and is already quietly undertaking strategic preparations to 
counter America presence in Central Asia. Accordingly, Chinese armed forces 
are undergoing major reforms intended to prepare them for operations in 
theatres like Xinjiang and Central Asia. These reforms entail the addition of 
new capabilities for power projection on land and through air forces. China 
has also developed rapid reaction forces (RRF) and what it calls Resolving 
Emerging Mobile Combat Forces (REMCF).29 These forces are being trained to 
meet threats in all of China’s border areas. Thus, China-Central Asia relations, 
especially when seen through the lens of the SCO, have been highly proactive 
and ambitious.30 The SCO will continue to be the key vehicle through which 
China pursues its interests in Central Asia. Looking ahead, it appears China 
will place greater and greater emphasis on the development of economic-and 
trade-related cooperation in Central Asia.  

Economic and Trade Relations
Economic and trade cooperation between China and Central Asia have a 
long history which could be dated back to the Silk Route time. The Silk Route, 
considered as the first trans-continental trade route of human civilisation, 
played its historical role in promoting economic, trade and cultural exchanges 
between China and Central Asia as well as Europe. During that time, Central 
Asian region not only acted as a transportation link between China and Europe 
but acquired the status of well-developed commercial, financial and industrial 
centres. However, the rapid development of maritime transport in the age of 
the geographical discoveries of sixteenth century A.D. led to a re-orientation 
of world trade from overland routes to maritime routes. But the independence 
of Central Asian states in 1991 has significantly changed this picture and 
given rise to a substantial growth in the volume of trade. Now once again, the 
great opportunities like Silk Route time for mutually advantageous economic 
cooperation and trade with China have resurfaced. The economic and trade 
relations between China and Central Asian states after the dissolution of the 
Soviet Union have witnessed fundamental changes in the rapid growth of 
bilateral trade; diversified trading channels; expanding economic and technical 
cooperation; and facilitating communications.

After their emergence all Central Asian states have occupied an extremely 
modest place in the foreign trade of China. Certain factors have forced both 
China and Central Asian states to regard the developments of mutual trade 
and economic interactions. First, at the national level China and the Central 
Asian states are witnessing economic transition. Their economic goals are 
very ambitious and they all need interaction with the world economic powers. 
Second, geopolitical factors indicate a high priority for economic and trade 
contacts between them. Third, their economic structures are complementary. 
Fourth, the opening of the ‘second Eurasian bridge’ and the improvement of 
auto-transport corridors have provided a solid material basis for economic 
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contacts. Trade between China and Central Asian states was insignificant and 
very limited during the 1990s, especially during the first half of the decade. 
But during the second half of the 1990s, bilateral trade and economic contacts 
diversified. As a result, intergovernmental, local, barter, remittance and frontier 
trade, enterprises with sole ownership, joint ventures in a number of areas 
alongwith provisions of distribution of loans by Chinese government to the 
Central Asian states, developed. Moreover, to facilitate bilateral trade, transport 
infrastructure between China and Central Asia also developed significantly. In 
1992 the railway line between Urumchi and Almaty was opened. In addition to 
this transport corridor, 14 other ports of entry were opened in Xinjiang in April 
1993, most of them simple route routes. At the same time, China also opened 
two airports which provided international links with Central Asian states.31 
Trade between China and the Central Asian countries has been expanding by 
leaps and bounds. In 1992, import and export trade between China and the 
five Central Asian countries totalled $459.35 million. It increased to $872.41 
million in 1997 and to over $2.3 billion in 2002. The total volume of trade 
between China and the five Central Asian countries increased to over $8.730 
billion in 2005.32 China is one of the principal trade partners of Kazakhstan 
and Kyrgyzstan.

Trade between China and the five Central Asian countries is significantly 
growing and it rose from $527 million in 1992 to $40 billion in 2011.33 China has 
increased its investment in building roads and tunnels in Tajikistan, developing 
the oil sector in Kazakhstan and constructing a 1,800-kilometer natural gas 
pipeline from Turkmenistan. In Central Asia, China has sought to establish 
a regional free trade zone, partially as a way of tapping into the region’s vast 
energy resources. Nowadays, the major Chinese energy players in the region 
are China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC), China National Offshore 
Oil Corporation (CNOOC), China Petroleum and Chemical Corporation 
(SINOPEC) and Petro China. At present bilateral trade and economic contacts 
between China and Central Asian states are growing. As a result, China has 
occupied an extremely important place in the foreign trade of the Central 
Asian states. But still China’s external trade with Central Asian states are 
limited and accounted not more than 9 percent of their external trade. At the 
same time China’s foreign trade with Central Asia is not more than 0.4 percent 
of the overall volume of its foreign trade.

Kazakhstan 
Among all the Central Asian states, Kazakhstan is the biggest trading partner. 
If we glance the statistics of China-Kazakh trade we finds that their trading 
relation are ascending and in a commanding position. The trade value between 
China and Kazakhstan reached a record high of 17.6 billion U.S. dollars in 2008, 
exceeding the strategic target of more than 15 billion U.S. dollars in 2015 set 
by the leaders of the two countries ahead of schedule. The bilateral trade value 
exceeded 20 billion U.S. dollars in 2010, accounting for more than 70 percent 
of the total trade value between China and Central Asia and representing more 
than 50 times that of the early period after the establishment of the diplomatic 
ties between the two countries. China has become Kazakhstan’s largest trade 
partner and Kazakhstan is China’s second largest trade partner among the 
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Commonwealth of Independent States.35 Le Yucheng, Chinese Ambassador 
to Kazakhstan claims that Chinese-Kazakh bilateral trade turnover amounted 
to $25.6 billion in 2012. This figure amounted to $13.57 billion in the first 
six months of 2013, increasing by 23.1 percent compared to the same period 
of 2012. It is expected that the volume of the trade turnover will exceed $30 
billion in 2013,36and $40 billion in 2015.37

Uzbekistan 
Uzbekistan, which was initially quite wary of doing business with the Chinese 
and restricted the access of Chinese businessmen by limiting the number 
of visas given to them, now welcomes Chinese investment. Since 2002 the 
volume of bilateral trade between China and Uzbekistan reached $3.4 billion. 
In his September 2013, visit to Central Asia, Xi signed agreement worth $15 
billion with Uzbek President Islam Karimov said, “One of our priorities is to 
increase the trade turnover between our countries to $5 billion by 2017”38 
Today China is Uzbekistan’s second-largest trade partner and largest investor 
in Uzbekistan’s transportation sector. Bilateral trade increased by 60 percent 
year-on-year during the first six months of 2013.39 Chinese Ambassador 
to Uzbekistan Zhang Xiao in an interview on Jan. 2, 2012 said that China-
Uzbekistan relationship has now entered its golden age, and the bilateral trade 
volume grew almost 50 times from US$52.15 million in the early period of 
establishing the diplomatic relations to US$2.48 billion in 2011. By the end 
of 2010, China had 35 direct investment projects in Uzbekistan with a total 

China-Uzbek Trade (Billion $)40

China-Kazakh Trade (Billion $) 34
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investment of nearly US$4 billion. China has become the second biggest 
trading partner of Uzbekistan and its biggest investor as a country.41

Turkmenistan
Commercial and economic links between China and Turkmenistan in the 
post-Soviet period have been slow to develop till 2001 and their trade was 
below US $1 billion. According to various sources, the trade between China 
and Turkmenistan in the initial year was just 4.5 million in 2003 it roused up 
to 122 million. In 2005 it was just $100 million. However in 2011 the trade 
reached 3.4 billion and 10.37 billion in 201242 which shows that China now a 
day is very much concerned with Turkmenistan particularly with gas through 
Turkmenistan-China gas pipeline. 

Tajikistan 
Tajikistan, is the poorest of the five Central Asian countries, but strategically 
important given the long border with the Xinjiang region of China. The state 
suffered in Civil War (1992-1997). China has developed roads, for example 
the Dushanbe-Chanak highway, power lines, and hydropower plants. In the 
beginning of bilateral relations, the trade was $207million; it was more than 
that of Turkmenistan. Chinese-Tajik trade goes ups and down since 1992. In 

China-Turkmen Trade (Billion $)43

China-Tajik Trade (Billion $)44
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2003 it decreased to just $ 9.7 million. In 2010 it crossed $1.4 billion and next 
year it decreased to $660 million. In 2012 the trade reached $2 billion.45 

Kyrgyzstan 
There is an irregular variation in trade between China and Kyrgyzstan in the 
post-Soviet period. The volume of bilateral trade from1992-2003 rose from $ 
44million to $ 96 million,46 but is still at a low level. In 2008, for the first time 
in the history of Kyrgyzstan till date the trade mounted up to $ 9.3 billion.47 In 
2010 it decreased to $ 4.2 billion48 and in 2012 it reached up to $ 5.16 billion. 

China-Kyrgyz Trade (Billion $)49

Chinese trade with Central Asian states is growing at a staggering rate.
China has become a major, if not the leading, economic partner through 
natural resource extraction projects, investments in infrastructure, including 
roads and buildings and low interest loans. Over ten per cent of China’s oil 
and gas imports now come from Central Asia. This has brought many benefits 
to Central Asian countries: their foreign currency reserves have increased; 
governments’ finances have become more secure; and there has been a rise in 
investment and development which has long run benefits. The trade between 
China and all the central Asian States since 1992 is rapidly accelerating 
particularly after September 11. The combination of China’s uninterrupted 
economic growth, rising energy needs and greater economic interaction with 
Central Asia explains the expansion of Chinese influence towards Central 
Asia, which Russia perceives as a geopolitical threat. Since 2009-2010 China 
has become the main trade partner of the Central Asian states, overtaking 
Russia and the EU. T6he overall trade with Central Asia in 1992 was just $ 527 
million50 in 2005 it reached up to $8.730.51 in 2006 and 2007 the trade reached 
up to $13 billion and $18 billion respectively52 in 2012 trade between China 
and Central Asia reached $46billion.53 

China’s Energy Policy
China’s voracious energy thirst is causing it to undertake a global search for 
uninterrupted energy supplies to sustain its booming economy. Beijing has 
emerged itself into the complex Central Asian-Caspian chess board to ensure 
it as large share as possible of hydrocarbon resources. This complex political, 
economic and strategic manoeuvring forces China to deal with the Caspian’s 
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five littoral states - Russia, Azerbaijan, Iran, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan. 
Analysts estimate that within ten to fifteen years China will consume as much 
oil as the U.S. is consuming today and import about 75 percent of new global 
production.54 Beijing’s aggressive policies in the Central Asian-Caspian basin 
will make anxious both Russia and the U.S., which are themselves making their 
efforts for control over the oil-rich region. The only certainty is that China 
will make a determined effort to secure as much of the Caspian’s exports as 
possible, as its future growth is critically dependent on continued access to 
reliable energy resources.

China- CAR Trade (Billion $)55

Iran is China’s second-largest provider of oil from the Middle East after 
Saudi Arabia, and despite Washington’s displeasure, Sinopec has been actively 
lobbying in Teheran for oilfield contracts. Though the Bush administration 
is trying to dissuade oil giant, a senior Sinopec official observed, “Sinopec is 
paying no attention to the U.S. request” and “will do its utmost to carry on 
its bidding for an exploitation project in an Iranian oilfield.” 56 Beijing and 
Tehran have already signed a mega-gas deal in October 2004 of worth $100 
billion, known as the “deal of century”. Moreover, other oil agreement is likely 
to increase by another $50 billion to $100 billion, bringing the total close to 
$200 billion. This gas deal entails the annual export of some 10 million tons 
of Iranian liquefied natural gas (LNG) for a 25-year period, as well as the 
participation, by China’s state oil company, in such projects as exploration and 
drilling, petrochemical and gas industries, pipelines, services and the like.57 
However, in order to fulfil the needs of its growing LNG market and to export 
the LNG Iran is currently investing several billion dollars for acquiring LNG-
equipped fleets and vessels. 

Chinese Energy Investment
While implementing the energy cooperation with Kazakhstan, the government 
of China provided all possible assistance and loans to support the construction 
of infrastructure and the improvement of the population’s living conditions. 
Additionally, the Chinese government actively supports the financial, 
agricultural, and other non-energy sector cooperation between the two 
sides, and has signed many relevant legal documents with Kazakhstan about 
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energy cooperation. All these actions have been welcomed by Kazakhstan, 
and have played an important role in promoting energy cooperation between 
the two parties. China and Kazakhstan are each other’s friendly neighbours, 
important strategic partners, and both are members of the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization. Since the establishment of diplomatic relations, 
the two countries have maintained healthy and stable relations. They have 
settled a long-running territorial dispute, signed the “China-Kazakhstan 
Treaty of Good Neighbourliness, Friendship and Cooperation” and “China-
Kazakhstan Cooperation Strategy in the 21st Century,” and established an 
inter-governmental cooperation committee at the vice premier level, which is 
expected to be upgraded to the premier level.58 In 1997, the major energy offer 
for China concluded when Kazakhstan and China agreed to a “project of the 
century,” with Beijing promising to invest nearly $11 billion in Kazakhstan’s 
oil infrastructure and pipelines.  Development, however, was slow, and it took 
until 2003 for China to begin making waves in the Kazakh oil sector, when 
the Chinese National Petroleum Company bought 100% of the shares in the 
Northern Buzachi fields (Mangistau region) from Chevron-Saudi consortium. 
Konstantin Syroezhkin, chief research fellow in Kazakhstan Institute of 
Strategic Studies in 2012 estimates that, “China’s share in oil production in 
Kazakhstan amounts to around 25-27% and in gas production to13-15% . . 
. these figures are . . . quite considerable, particularly if we keep in mind the 
areas Chinese companies are operating in the country and the fact that the oil 
and gas sector is the basis of Kazakhstan’s economy and the main contributor 
of revenue to the budget”59 Kazakhstan’s President Nursultan Nazarbayev also 
declared that China accounts for some 25 percent of oil production in his 
country.60

China’s government has set high targets to develop its western Xinjiang 
region into an industrial hub, including $100 billion of investment in 23 new 
infrastructure projects. Kazakhstan will be a key supplier for this huge scheme. 
The country’s share of foreign trade in the Xinjiang region in 2008 reached 
40 percent, giving the Central Asian nation unrivalled exposure to what is 
expected to be one of China’s fastest-growing regions. For China, to develop 
Xianging means to prepare a ground to penetrate into energy rich Kazakhstan; 
to minimize the influence of Islamic Movement of Turkestan (IMT), to make 
an energy corridor with Central Asian state. Almost all Kazakhstan’s exports 
to China are raw materials, and China overtook Italy as the country’s leading 
export partner in 2010, accounting for 17.1 percent of all Kazakh exports. Oil 
and oil products made up 45 percent of exports in 2009. Mining products – 
ore, slag and ash – accounted for 16 percent; iron-based metals, 15 percent; 
copper and brassware, 13 percent; and chemicals, seven percent. Kazakhstan’s 
share of imports varies from 10 percent to 60 percent of total Chinese imports 
across different product types. Large-scale investment in Kazakhstan appears 
to be part of China’s global strategy to secure energy sources for its growing 
economy. China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC), the state energy 
company, is the largest corporate investor in Kazakhstan, with investments 
amounting to around $7 billion to date. Total Chinese investment over 1991-
2010 reached $13.5 billion, with the majority directed to the energy sector and 
energy-related services. Part of this funding was provided in the form of loans 
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and credits, giving China access to Kazakhstan’s mineral resource base.61 In 
China signed up to construct a 1,000km high-speed rail line which will see 
trains carry around five million passengers per year between the capital Astana 
and economic center Almaty at speeds of up to 350km/h. The project, which 
China’s vice premier labeled “a new highlight of cooperation”, is forecast to be 
completed by 2015.62 In terms of economy, the energy cooperation between 
the two countries is progressing in an orderly manner. The China-Kazakhstan 
oil and natural gas pipeline projects have successively been completed and 
put into operation. The cooperation in non-energy sectors is also expanding 
and the implementation of a series of major economic and trade projects is 
underway. 

However, it is in Kazakhstan that Chinese energy interests have been the 
long lasting and the most potentially profitable. In September 1997, China 
signed a major $9.5 billion oil agreement with Kazakhstan. This contract was 
structured into three divisions: (i) the rehabilitation of the Uzen oil fields 
with an estimated cost of $4.38 billion; (ii) the rehabilitation of the Aktubinsk 
oil field, $1.1 billion; and (iii) the construction of the 3000 km. oil pipeline 
to China at $3.5 billion. Accordingly, in June 1997, the China National 
Petroleum Company (CNPC), outbidding western firms, won a 60% share of 
the Zhanazhol and Kenkiyak oil fields in the Akyubinsk region of north-west 
Kazakhstan.63 

Sinopec has signed a MOU for a 90 percent stake in two Caspian blocks 
currently controlled by Kazakhstan’s state-owned oil and gas company 
KazMunaiGaz, with estimated hydrocarbon reserves of around 700 million 
tons. China has already planned to construct 1,800 mile-long, $3 billion 
pipeline to carry a minimum of 20 million tons of oil annually. The first 279-
mile section of the pipeline sector between Atyrau and Keniyak was largely 
finished in 2002. The second 807-mile phase stretches between Atasu and 
the Chinese border Druzhba-Alashankou railroad terminus. Negotiations 
are underway about the precise route of the third and final section of the 
Kazakhstan-China pipeline. China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) 
and Kazakhstan’s KazMunaiGaz are constructing the pipeline.64 In future, this 
pipeline may be connected with the pipeline grids of Russia and Iran, creating 
the “Pan-Asian Global Energy Bridge”. Apart from these projects, China itself 
is prospecting for oil and natural gas in the Tarim basin in Xinjiang, and 
constructing a 2,600 mile long East-West oil and gas pipeline which may cost 
as much as $18 billion. By 2005, these pipelines will supply up to 25 million 
tons of oil and 25 billion cubic meters of gas to Eastern China.65

Today, China is one of the biggest investor in Uzbekistan’s economy. Suffice 
it to say that that Chinese investments implemented in Uzbekistan are more 
than $ 6.5 billion and a total of $20 billion on several agreements and contracts 
was concluded in 2012.66 Since 2002 China has invested in 83 investment 
projects more than $6 billion in the Uzbek economy.67 The oil industry is 
central to Chinese economic interests in Uzbekistan. Chinese companies are 
already working out details of carrying out such investment plans. Sinopec 
Corporation intends to invest $106 million in prospecting works and put back 
into operation oil deposits being exploited for long-tern use in Uzbekistan 
within five years. The uzbekneftegaz National Holding Company (NHC) AND 
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Sinopec signed this agreement on 18 July 2005. It will also involve the creation 
of a joint venture between Uzbekneftegaz and the Dong Sheng Company, a 
subsidiary of Sinopec. Chinese investments in the Uzbek oil sector are expected 
to reach $600 million in the longer term.68

China has also invested in Turkmenistan whose geographical isolation 
and mercurial leadership have largely thwarted foreign attempts to exploit the 
country’s energy reserves. China, like every other oil and natural gas consumer, 
is drawn by the country’s estimated 45.44 billion tons of oil and gas reserves. 
To build infrastructure and increase production of gas which requires massive 
investment, the Chinese ambassador signed agreements with the Turkmen 
Deputy Prime Minister Yelly Gurbanmuradov to provide a $1.8 million 
grant and $3.6 million worth of interest-free loans used to buy equipment 
and parts for Turkmenistan’s gas industry. At present, Iran is constructing a 
terminal for Turkmen liquefied gas exports at Kiyanly on the Caspian basin. 
The $9.15 million terminal will be completed in 2005. The Turkmen Statistics 
and Information Institute reported that Turkmenistan produced 295,200 tons 
of LNG in 2003, over half of which was exported. On June 25, 2009, China’s 
Development Bank concluded a $4 billion loan to the Turkmen national gas 
company Turkmengaz with the aim to finance the exploration and development 
of one of the world’s largest natural gas fields, the South Yolotan and build a 
gas pipeline between Turkmenistan and China.  In all China has invested in 37 
Turkmen enterprises as well as 66 investment projects totaling $4.5 billion 69

Tajikistan that experienced Civil War soon after Independence (1992-1997)  
is the poorest of the five Central Asian countries,  but strategically important  
given the long border with the Xinjiang region, China has developed roads, 
for example  the Dushanbe-Chanak highway, power lines, and hydropower 
plants 70 and many more  China is also a  vital source economic development 
for Tajikistan.  In 2004 Tajikistan received $600 million of a $900 million 
development loans package China offered to SCO members (Kyrgyzstan 
received the other $300 million.71 In June 2012, it was announced that ten 
new deals signed by the Tajik president in Beijing “would bring Tajikistan 
about USD 1bn in new Chinese investment, loans and aid” As a sign of the 
growing importance that China attaches to its relations with Tajikistan, on20 
May 2013, President Xi and Tajik President Emomali Rakhmon signed a joint 
announcement to establish a strategic partnership aimed at boosting bilateral 
cooperation between the two countries.72

Kyrgyzstan is strategically located at the intersection of geopolitical interests 
of China in Central Asia and a crucial port of entry for oil from Turkmenistan 
and Uzbekistan, to China. Chinese companies are developing infrastructure, 
including important road networks and power lines in Kyrgyzstan. A major 
railway connection linking China with Kyrgyzstan’s southern provinces and 
Uzbekistan is also under discussion. In July 2013, Chinese Foreign Minister 
Wang Yi said that China would continue to provide Kyrgyzstan with “all kinds 
of support” for Kyrgyz infrastructure projects.  In September 2013, China–
Kyrgyzstan relations were upgraded to a strategic partnership level. In the last 
two decades, trade with China has grown enormously and China has become 
Kyrgyzstan’s second-largest trade partner, behind Russia.73  In the words of a 
former Kyrgyz cabinet minister, “every small business in Kyrgyzstan is reliant 
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on trade with China.
Thus, as China continues its impressive economic growth, access to natural 

resources and raw materials is becoming increasingly vital, and will feature 
more prominently on the policy agenda of the decision makers in Beijing. If 
China seeks to maintain its economic growth rate of 1985-2000, it will face 
a major raw materials shortage and will be forced to focus more on Central 
Asian-Caspian region as a source of major energy resources. This is likely to 
lead to growing economic and political involvement in Russia as well. Moreover, 
the race for exploitation of hydrocarbon resources, capital investment to 
develop infrastructure, and facilitating transportation corridor are likely to put 
Chinese energy corporations into competition with their Japanese and Korean 
counterparts. But the ability of Central Asian governments and trans-national 
corporations to work cooperatively to develop resources and operate energy 
markets will greatly influences the pace of economic and trade development in 
Central Asia in near future.

After analysing the aforementioned facts and figures, it can be safely 
concluded that by the collapse of the Soviet Union, the emergence of the Central 
Asian states created new geo-strategic imperatives for China for reshaping its 
policy towards the region. As a result, China has constantly maintained its 
presence and accorded high priority in Central Asia. After developing bilateral 
military and security relations and solving out border disputes through various 
confidence building measures with Central Asian states and Russia, China is 
trying for multilateral regional cooperation within the framework of SCO.  At 
the moment, China occupies an extremely modest place within the trade 
and economic structure of Central Asia. It has also tried for hydro-carbon 
resources in Central Asia through joint exploration programmes. But China 
can’t surpass Russia and United States. Central Asian states are still dependent 
on Russia not for trade and energy supplies but also for arms, military training 
and security of the local regimes from threats both internal and external. 
Russian border troops patrol Kazakhstan’s and Kyrgyzstan’s border with China 
and Turkmenistan border with Iran. The entire southern border of Tajikistan 
with Afghanistan till recently was guarded by 201st Motorised Infantry Division 
of Russia. After 9/11, the ongoing dynamics of change in Central Asia’s geo-
strategic environment has direct repercussions on China’s security as well. 
The deepening of US political, economic and military roles across the region-
including the setting up of military bases in Afghanistan, Central Asia and 
Pakistan, have expanded US involvement in the region. Hence, China is seeking 
to balance it through close strategic cooperation with Russia. Moreover, the 
geo-political stability in Central Asia has not only a direct impact on China’s 
economic interests in the region, but also has implications on the ongoing 
separatist movements in Xinjiang autonomous region. It is in China’s interest 
to be an influential player in the emerging security alignments and must not 
only sustain its current diplomatic thrust in the region but reinvigorate it to a 
far higher level. Although, China is working towards achieving a long-term 
project of securing the periphery through steadily growing interactions with 
the Central Asian states, but after the Iraq War the geo-strategic developments 
in the region are far more conducive for its active engagement based upon the 
Panchsheel (Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence). 
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Abstract
During a recent survey of North-West Kashmir six Neolithic sites were 
found. The artefacts found in Baramulla District of Kashmir Valley when 
analysed were as varied and distinctive as had earlier been found at many 
other Neolithic sites like Burzahom, Gufkral and Kanispora in Kashmir.  
The analysis of material culture suggests affinities and parallels beyond 
Kashmir, with relative comparators in northern Pakistan (Swat) and Central 
Asia. The interpretation of material culture reveal that there may have been 
some common factors at work in Kashmir, northern Pakistan, South and 
Central Asia leading to a similar set of tools and other material culture 
in similar or contrasting settings. In this paper an attempt has been made 
to explore whether the Neolithic material culture indicate similarities and 
interactions between Kashmir through Baramulla District with northern 
Pakistan and Central Asia.
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Neolithic Material Culture, Northern Neolithic Complex, Baramulla District, 
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Ritual Artefacts, Cultural Complex, Trans-Himalayan Path, Dwelling Pits. 

analysis of material culture 
Pottery
Majority of the material culture from the six Neolithic sites consists of pottery 
that can be grouped in four types i.e. Coarse Ware, Fine Ware, Burnished Ware 
and Gritty Ware. These four wares are considered to be the diagnostic wares 
of the Neolithic period in Kashmir.1  Among the four wares, coarse ware (also 
known as rippled rim ware) is noted in shades of black and gray with both 
pedestal and ring bases with decorations of wavy lines or dots running over the 
surfaces. Fine ware (sometimes called combed gray ware due to striations on 
its surface), has been found in two shades of gray and buff.  Its design hallmark 
is the mat or basket impression that has been found on the base of the majority 
of examples.  Burnished ware also comes in two shades of black and steel gray 
with carved triangular designs on the stem and rim area of the pots and with 
pedestal and flat bases. Gritty ware comes in shades of buff and red and there 
are many examples with pedestal bases, and without any design.  

These four pottery types were found not only from the excavations 
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at Burzahom, Gufkral and Kanispora but also from many other places in 
Kashmir during later explorations to gauge the distribution of the Neolithic 
material culture in Kashmir.2 The description of these types of pottery by Saar 
(1992) and Pant (1981) and their subsequent analysis by Bandey,3 provided the 
relative date range of each type in Kashmir.  They found that coarse gray and 
fine gray wares appear around 2500-2000 BC and 2000-1700 BC respectively, 
while burnished ware appears around 2000-1700 BC, and gritty red or buff 
ware from 1700-1000 BC, thus, suggesting a general time bracket of 3000-1000 
BC for the Neolithic culture in Kashmir. 

Among the shapes coarse gray ware comes in the form of basins, bowls 
and spherical cooking pots with rippled rims and pedestal or flat bases.  Fine 
gray ware has been noted in the form of bowls, jars and spherical bodied pots 
with out-turned collars with rippled rims.  Burnished gray or buff ware took 
the form of high necked jars with flaring rims, globular bodies and flat bases, 
bowls with or without stand, dish-on-stand, spherical pots and vases and 
miniature pots. Gritty red or buff ware has been recorded in the form of bowls 
with pedestal bases and small miniature pots. These forms correspond to those 
reported in the four pottery types at Burzahom, Gufkral and Kanispora. 

Stone Tools
Among the stone tools a harvester, a shouldered celt, grounded celts, pounders, 
mace heads, a muller and sling balls  were found. These tools are largely 
made from Panjal trap, a volcanic type of rock commonly found in Kashmir, 
specimens of which are also reported from both Burzahom and Gufkral.4  

Wattle and Daub
Mud plaster pieces of wattle and daub, with reed impressions, were also 
found at three of the six sites. Earlier, wattle and daub pieces were found at 
Burzahom and Gufkral, suggesting their use for plastering wall surfaces5 of the 
habitations for the settlement purposes during the Neolithic period. The wattle 
and daub pieces from the Baramulla sites were part of the Neolithic assemblage 
suggesting construction of similar habitations of timber with reinforcement by 
twigs and reeds and plastered on both sides with mud.  

Terracotta 
A sole specimen of a terracotta bobbin was found at a site in the present 
systematic transect survey. Nothing similar has been reported from Burzahom 
and Gufkral, though spindle whorls were reported there.  However, similar 
type of bobbins were found during excavations at Aligrama (Swat, Pakistan) 
dating from 2000 BC to the 4th century BC.6  Furthermore, a single specimen of 
unknown terracotta object resembling an oyster shell was found at a site with 
no comparators in Kashmir or elsewhere.

Schist
A schist disk with a central perforation was collected from one site. Such schist 
disks are not reported from the excavated Kashmir Neolithic sites. Mention 
may be made that schist was one of the prime material in the north-west for 
the sculpture in the early years of our era and is not reported from Kashmir.  
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Regional similarities observed
The material culture of Neolithic Kashmir has been compared with such 
finds that have been found around in the vicinity of South and Central Asia. 
Stacul7 and Lahiri8 mention that the black burnished ware, fine gray ware 
and gritty red or buff ware from the Swat region of Pakistan from period III 
(1950-1920 cal. BC) and period IV (1730-1690 to 1500 cal. BC), are similar 
to types found at Burzahom. The mat impressions or basket impressions on 
pot bases of burnished and fine ware pottery and plastic decoration on gray 
ware from Swat are also worth noting.9 These similarities are conspicuous 
among comparable pottery types at Burzahom in Kashmir10 and now observed 
among the pottery assemblages from the new sites in Baramulla district.11  The 
evidence of mat impressed pottery is also reported from Taxila (Sarai-Khola, 
mid-fourth millennium BC) and Baluchistan (Kili Gul Mohammed) both in 
Pakistan12, the central plains in China (Yangshao and Longshan cultures) and 
Mongolia (Gobi culture) in Inner Asia.13 Such similarities made scholars to 
assume a generic type of relationship in the material culture of Kashmir with 
those located outside and even suggesting that Kashmir Neolithic was part of 
an ‘Inner Asian’ or ‘Northern Neolithic’ complex alongwith sites located in 
Swat in the northern Pakistan.14 There is also uniformity among the shapes 
such as oval jars, bowls and dishes on stand that were commonly found in 
Swat, Burzahom, Gufkral,15 and the new sites located in Baramulla of Kashmir 
Valley.  

While analysing the stone tools of Burzahom, Khazanchi suggested that 
they are typologically different from those found in the plains and southern 
Neolithic sites in India.16  What was suggested is that a few of these tools have 
parallels in Swat, and Sarai Khola in Pakistan, such as celts, sling balls and 
harvesters.17 Rectangular and oval harvesters at Burzahom and Gufkral18 were 
also reported from Swat and Northern China, and are distinguished by holes 
in the middle.  Kashmir and Chinese harvesters have two holes for the haft 
while Stacul19 mentions Swat harvesters are single holed. At one of our new 
sites in Baramulla a single holed harvester has been collected which reinforces 
the view which Stacul held that such harvesters present strong evidence of a 
homogeneous cultural complex, which he said was probably linked together 
by contacts and infiltration of people through Trans-Himalayan paths.20 
Besides these, there are other similarities with the Swat material, such as 
the presence of schist disks with a central perforation found at the new site 
located in Baramulla.  Such specimens were not found at Burzahom, Gufkral 
or Kanispora while  Stacul reported similar schist disks with central holes 
from Loebanr III (c. 1650 cal. BC),21 and schist slabs from Aligrama (c. 1710-
1690 cal. BC).22 Stacul was not able to understand their real function but 
described them as “ritual” artefacts.  Law interpreted similar schist disks from 
a Harappan site in Pakistan as flat disks or palettes, as probably a by-product 
of some finished items.23  

From the excavated sites of Burzahom, Gufkral, and Kanispora conical 
shaped dug out pits narrow at the top and broad at the bottom were reported 
which the excavators called “dwelling pits” though there is a new interpretation 
given to dwelling pit phenomenon.24 These were earlier thought to be used in 
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place of houses which subsequently were said to have been actually used for 
storage of articles only.25 Similar pits were also found at one of the new sites 
as well as at many other places outside Kashmir including Swat at Aligrama, 
Bir-kot-ghundai, Kalako-deray, and Loebanr III, which Stacul describes as 
having strong similarities with that of Burzahom, in terms of both material 
and structures. At all the Kashmir excavated sites, square or rectangular timber 
houses, the dwellings of early inhabitants, were strengthened with wattle and 
daub, the pieces of which were found at the new sites in Baramulla which 
Stacul also found at Aligmara and Loebnar26 giving to believe that people in 
Kashmir and Swat were in contact with each other.27 

extant similarities in material culture
Neolithic sites in Baramulla represent a material culture which is similar not 
only to Kashmir Neolithic but beyond Kashmir in Pakistan, China and Central 
Asia. It is likely that similarities between the Baramulla sites and other Neolithic 
sites in the wider region are due to a range of factors including movement, 
migration, contact, trade etc.28 It is observed that the material culture at new 
sites is similar to those of the known sites of Neolithic Kashmir and adjoining 
sub-regions, summarised as under:
•	 Pottery types (design and decoration).
•	 Mat or basket impressions on burnished and fine ware pot bases and 

graffiti on the burnished ware pottery.
•	 Stone tools of various types (mostly ground or polished) were mostly 

made from trap and basalt rock types.
•	 Wattle and daub constructions found at three sites.

The variations are nevertheless found in the following material culture:
•	 Single holed harvester even though similar in shape show analogy with 

Swat types. 
•	 Shouldered celt not reported so far from Kashmir Neolithic sites is similar 

to those earlier reported from China.
•	 Schist disks are first time reported from the new sites in Baramulla with 

analogy to similar material from Swat sites.  
•	 Terracotta bobbin is reported from a new site in Baramulla with similarities 

in Swat, Pakistan.

findings
The material culture at the six new sites in Baramulla does match with the 
extant similarities found at Burzahom, Gufkral and Kansipora (Kashmir), Swat 
(Pakistan) and in Central Asia, supporting the idea that Kashmir Neolithic 
people were in contact with the outsiders. The homologous material found in 
Pakistan, China and Kashmir suggests that people were connected through 
Baramulla that historically also joined these areas through Grand Silk Route 
and was also placed geographically in the centre of this region.29 Baramulla’s 
strategic location on the Jhelum Valley trade route is probably an indication 
of movement of people through the Himalayan-Hindu Kush-Pamirs complex 
which might have played an important role in the development of a distinctive 
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cultural complex within Kashmir, Pakistan, China and Central Asia.30 
Therefore, the new data does not seem to contest those similarities previously 
developed about Kashmir and Swat, and in fact, Baramulla evidence fits 
into such extent similarities with the observations made by Fairservis,31 that 
homogenous cultural correlations represents expression of a widespread 
North Asian complex.  

To conclude, the material culture from the new sites belong to that 
of Neolithic culture of Kashmir that may have started in the late fourth 
millennium BC and continued to the end of second millennium or still in 
the first millennium BC. The new evidence supports the ideas that Kashmir 
Neolithic culture had developed contacts with many regions in South, West 
and Central Asia, precisely with cultures in China, Pakistan, Mongolia and so 
forth, be it with Yangshao and Longshan in China, Swat in Pakistan or Gobi in 
Mongolia. The shouldered celt of China was hardly found outside the plains of 
China with exception in the Brahmaputra valley sites in India but its presence 
in Baramulla (Kashmir) widens the scope of the new studies to understand the 
nature of contacts in antiquity. The geographic position of Baramulla at the 
crossroads of communication networks was important, allowing it to act as a 
niche between the northern regions of Pakistan and Central Asia on the north 
western side to connect people across the mountains.

Grounded Celts

Pounders
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A Mace Head

A Stone Muller A Sling Ball 

A Single Holed Rectangular Harvester
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A Shouldered Celt

Wattle and Daub Plaster Pieces with Reed Brush Impression

A Terracotta Bobbin Unknown Terracotta Object Resembling an 
Oyster Shell 
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SOCIO-ECONOMIC IMPACT OF CLIMATE CHANGE 
IN ARAL SEA BASIN

                           
G. M. Shah 

Abstract
The global warming as a result of climatic change is one of the widely discussed 
environmental issues of the present day world. The environmentalists, policy-
makers and other concerned national and international agencies as well as 
other relevant organizations have discussed the problem from time to time 
with different perspectives. The problem has been linked manly to the issues 
of desertification, uneven economic growth, problems of human security, 
loss of biodiversity and unscientific resource development. Being a grave 
issue having far reaching consequences, there is, therefore, a genuine need 
to comprehend the problem in a more scientific manner. The proper handling 
of the subject requires expertise, technological advancement, proper tools 
and techniques of data collection and analysis  as well as resources. There 
are many pressing environmental issues facing the world today which 
include the ozone layer depletion, deforestation, land degradation, pollution 
and global warming. The climate change responsible for global warming, 
has been caused due to both natural and anthropogenic causes. The natural 
causes are by and large a universal phenomenon, but anthropogenic causes 
vary in nature and intensity from continent to continent and region to region. 
There are many environmental issues in Asia but the problem of Aral Sea 
desiccation and the resultant climate change in Aral Sea Basin is one of the 
serious environmental challenges of Central Asia which requires attention 
by the climatologists, environmentalists and geographers. The present study 
is an endeavor to examine the climatic change within Aral Sea Basin and 
the socio-economic impact the region has impulsed.

Keywords 
Climatic Change, Global Warming, , Anthropogenic Causes, Aral Sea 
Basin, Environmental Refugees, River Catchment, Glacial Phases, Aral 
Desiccation, Geological Eras, Socio-economic Impact, Environmental 
Issues, Regional Biodiversity, Water Management. 

Aral Sea: Origin and Evolution 
The formation of the Aral Sea began at the end of the last ice age, about 
20,000 years ago. The first waters to enter the region were probably that of 
the Scandinavian ice sheet which was thought to cover certain parts of Ural 
Mountain in Russia. Here glacial melt water from Alpine glacier filled this 
land locked area. The filling up of water increased significantly during the 
late Pleistocene and early Holocene era when the depression in the basin was 
formed. The uplift of the earth’s crust is referred to as epeirogeny which is 
associated with the movement of plate interiors responsible for forming basins 
and plateaus. As per the Anderson, the Aral Sea falls under the category 
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of pluvial lakes, which essentially are “bodies of water that form because 
of additional moisture availability following changes in temperature and 
precipitation.” It is, therefore, assumed that this lake filled up during periods 
of higher rainfall. There is general agreement within the scientific community 
that “during glacial periods at higher latitudes, lower latitudes experience 
periods of abundant moisture, and during post-glacial times these arid parts 
of the world became characterized by desiccation.” Other natural phenomena 
associated with greater water availability have been shown to correlate with 
sun spot minima’s. There are periods when less solar energy reaches the 
earth causing less evaporation, thus, leaving more available moisture on the 
ground. Sun spot minima’s seem to have affected water inflow into the lower 
latitudes between the 13th and 18th century.1 Tectonic uplift is another natural 
component resulting in the creation of the Aral Sea. During the early to mid 
Pleistocene era, mountain ranges rose 2000 to 2500 m creating glaciations due 
to their height in elevation, leaving the area with reserves of water to be used in 
future when warmer temperatures introduce themselves to create melt water.

Another environmental factor is said to be a change in wind direction 
from a westerly flow to a meridonal and mainly easterly flow. This change is 
thought to have occurred in the early 1930’s around the same time as the great 
dust bowl in the United States. For the area within the Aral Sea Basin this 
meant an increase in anticyclone activity especially during the winter months, 
resulting in harsher environmental conditions creating more dry conditions 
for this area. Some studies show that the Aral Sea recovered from a period of 
complete desiccation between the late Pleistocene to early Holocene. Based   
on geological and historical investigations, most researchers have come to the 
almost unanimous conclusion, which was well formulated by N.V. Aladin, 
stating that in prehistoric times, changes in Aral Sea level and salinity took 
place due to natural climatic changes. During the humid climatic phases the 
Syr Darya and Amu Darya were abounding in water and the lake reached 
the maximum level of 72 to 73 m + BSL.  As per the recent radiocarbon 
measurement of bottom sediments the Aral Sea has undergone five to seven 
transgressions out of which the strong ones formed the highest terraces 
(elevations 72 to 73m + BSL), pertaining  obviously to the early Pliocene. The 
earth’s climate has undergone significant and highly variable changes over an 
extensively long period of time. It has experienced both stadials (cold phases) 
and inter- stadials (warm phases) and post-glacial periods also experiencing 
their own set of   stadials and inter-stadials. It is, therefore, not surprising to 
learn that the Aral Sea fluctuated quite naturally with alterations of high water 
and desiccation.2

Geo-physical Setting of Aral Sea Basin
The Aral Sea basin which sprawls over almost the entire area of post-Soviet 
Central Asia, is located in the heart of Eurasian continent. More specifically, 
the Aral   Sea Basin covers the whole territory of Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, the 
large part of Turkmenistan,   three provinces of Kyrgyzstan (Osh, Jalalabad 
and Naryn), and two provinces i.e. Kyzyl Orda and South Kazakhstan, and 
northern part of Afghanistan and Iran. The territory of Aral Sea Basin extends 
between 330N to 520N latitude and 560E to 780E longitude, covering an area 
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of about 1.55 million Km2, out of which about 0.59 million km2 are cultivable 
lands.3 The territory of Aral Sea Basin can be divided into two main zones: the 
Turan plain and the mountain zone. The Kara Kum covers the western and 
Kyzyl Kum the north-western parts of the Aral Sea Basin within the Turan 
plain. The eastern and south-eastern parts are situated in the high mountain 
area of Tien Shan and Pamir ranges. The remaining part of the basin comprises 
various types of alluvial and inter-mountain valleys, dry and semi-dry steppe. 
About 90 percent of the territory of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan are occupied by 
mountains. About 50 percent of the territory of Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, 
and Uzbekistan are covered by desert while only less than 10 percent by the 
mountains.4 The Areal Sea Basin experiences continental type of climate, 
with low and irregular precipitation. Large diurnal and seasonal temperature 
differences are characteristic feature of the region. High solar radiation and 
relatively low humidity is found in the basin. Diverse terrain and altitude 
differences from 0 to 7,500 m above sea level lead to a great diversity of micro 
climate. The average July temperature on the lower elevations in valley area 
and desert varies from 260c in the north to 300C in the south, with maximum 
temperature up to 45-500c. The average January temperature varies from 00c in 
the south to -80c in the north with absolute minimum upto -380C. The annual 
precipitation in the lowland and valleys is between 8-20 cm, concentrated 
in the winter and spring. The precipitation in the foothills is between 30-49 
cm. On the southern and south-western side of the mountain ranges, it varies 
between 60 to 80 cm.5

There are two major river basins located in the Aral Sea Basin , the Syr 
Darya in the north and the Amu Darya in the south. The Zeravshan river, a 
tributary of the Amu Darya, stands in between these two rivers. The Syr Darya 
with a total length of 3019 km, is the longest river of the Aral Sea Basin. It has 
a catchment area of 219 thousand km2. Its head waters lie in the central Tien 
Shan mountains. The water regime is characterized by a spring-summer flood, 
which begins in April. The largest discharge is in June. About 75.2 per cent 
of Syr Darya runoff originates from Tien Shan mountains of Kyrgyzstan. The 
Syr Darya then flows across Uzbekistan and Tajikistan and discharges into the 
Aral Sea. About 15.2 per cent of the flow of Syr Darya is formed in Uzbekistan, 
about 6.9 percent in Kazakhstan and about 2.7 percent in Tajikistan.6 The Amu 
Darya is the biggest river in Aral Sea Basin in terms of water availability. Its 
length from the head waters of the Pyandzh to the Aral Sea is 2400 km, with 
a catchment area of 309 thousand km2. It is termed as Amu Darya from the 
point where the Pyandzh joins with the Vakhsh. Three large right tributaries 
(Kafirnigan, Surkhan Darya and Sherabad) and one left tributary (Kunduz), 
flows into the Amu Darya within the middle reach. It is fed largely by water 
from melted snow, thus maximum discharges are observed in summer and 
minimum in January-February. Such water flows are very favourable for use of 
the river water for irrigation. While crossing the plain from Kerky to Nukus, 
the Amu Darya loses a large part of its flow through evaporation, infiltration 
and withdrawal for irrigation. About 74% of the Amu Darya originates from 
Pamir mountains in Tajikistan. The river then flows along the border between 
Afghanistan and Uzbekistan across Turkmenistan territory and then again 
diverts to Uzbekistan where it discharges into the Aral Sea. About 13.9 per 
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cent water of Amu Darya is formed on Afghan-Iran territory while about 8.5 
percent in Uzbekistan.7 

The total mean annual flow of all rivers in the Aral Sea Basin is estimated 
at about 116 km3. This amount comprises the flow of the Amu Darya at 
79.4 km3/year and the Syr Darya at 36.6 km3/year. In accordance with flow 
probabilities of 5 percent (high wet years) and 95 percent (dry years), the 
annual flow ranges from 109.9 to 58.6 km3 in case of Amu Darya and from 51.1 
to 23.6 km3 with respect to Syr Darya. The ground water resource of the Aral 
Sea Basin can be divided into two parts, the natural flow from mountainous 
and water catchment area and ground water originated by filtration from 
hydro-technical structures and irrigated land. Estimated regional ground 
water extraction in the Aral Sea Basin is about 10.0 km3. In case of Amu 
Darya Basin the annual return water, consisting of drainage and waste water 
from irrigation, industry, and municipal users have varied between 28 km3 
and 33.5 km3. While 13.5 to 15.5 km3 has been recorded in Syr Darya Basin. 
The total amount comprised about 95 percent of drainage water and about 5 
percent of untreated domestic and industrial waste water. The large percentage 
of drainage water demonstrates that irrigation actually consumes only about 
45-50 percent of total withdrawals.8 More than 80 water  reservoirs were 
constructed in the Aral Sea Basin, each with a capacity of over 10 million m3. 
In order to modify natural river flow patterns to those needed for water supply, 
water storage reservoirs were constructed either  on rivers or on main canals. 
The aggregate capacity of these water reservoirs exceed 60 km3, of which about 
44 km3 is useable, including 17 km3 in the Syr Darya Basin. 

Water Resources of the Basin
The Central Asian countries are highly interdependent in their utilization of 
water resources. Most of the water in the Aral Sea Basin (upto 80%) flows from 
the upstream rivers in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. The total mean annual flow 
of all rivers in the Aral Sea Basin is estimated at about 116 km3. This amount 
comprises the flow of the Amu Darya at 79.4 km3/year in accordance with flow 
probabilities of 5 percent (high wet year) and 95 percent (dry years) while the 
annual flow ranges from 109.9 to 58.6 km3/year for the Amu Darya and from 
51.1 to 23.6 km3/years for the Syr Darya.9 

Table 1
Surface Water Resources in Aral Sea Basin 

(mean annual runoff km3/year)

Country
River Basin Total Aral Sea Basin

Syr Darya Amu Darya Km3 %
Kazakhstan 2.516 - 2.516 2.2
Kyrgyzstan 27.542 1.654 29.196 25.2
Tajikistan 1.005 58.732 59.737 51.5
Turkmenistan - 1.405 1.405 1.2
Uzbekistan 5.562 6.791 12.353 10.6
Afghanistan & Iran - 10.814 10.814 9.3

Total 36.625 79.396 116.021 100
Source: Central Asian Interstate Water Commission
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Causes of Aral Desiccation 
There are a number of causes responsible for desiccation of Aral Sea Basin 
which include both natural as well as anthropogenic forces, summarised as 
under:

Natural Causes 
Climate change in the form of higher temperatures, changing rainfall patterns 
and more violent weather has affected Central Asian region. The primary 
cause of climate change and increasing amounts of greenhouse gases in the 
atmosphere is being witnessed. The increase in annual average temperature in 
basin has been recorded between 1.50c to 20c owing to emission of greenhouse 
gases and drying up of the Aral Sea.10 The climate change in Aral Sea Basin 
has partly led to Aral Sea desiccation, deglaciation of mountain glaciers, 
desertification, shrinkage of agricultural fields, negative consequences for 
agricultural sector, human health and biodiversity. In 1960 the water level of 
Aral Sea was 53.4 m and its water surface area was 69.79 thousand km2. In 
2009 the water level of Aral Sea reached to 27.53m and its water surface area 
reduced to 13,500 km2. The water volume of Aral Sea   decreased from 1056 
km3 in 1960 to 105 km3 in 2009.11  

The early 1960s appear to be the turning point for the regression of the 
Aral Sea. There is speculation that solar induced climate change is partly 
responsible for the regression of this water body. Study research  have shown 
that the sun goes through cycles of rotational speed typically changing every 
11 years over 80 to 120 years. This is referred to as the  Solar Wolf Gleissberg 
Cycle (SWGC). The effects of these cycles appear to affect the earth’s climate 
when the cycles reach their turning points. One of the maximum turning point 
for the SWGC is said to have happened around 1957-1959 and  is referred to 
as the maximum of cycles designated as ‘Number-19’. The premise is that solar 
induced climate change occurs when there is a change with sun’s rotational 
rate. Faster rotation is associated with weak cycles, meaning thereby, that solar 
input to earth is lower. Conversely a slower rotational speed implies higher 
influx of solar heat and radiation reaching the atmosphere.   For the Aral Sea 
this means that during the early 1960s the sun’s rotational speed was slower, 
therefore, much more solar input and radiation was able to reach the earth. 
Some scientists speculate that the recovery of the Aral Sea is expected when 
the SWGC changes again, which is thought to be at the start of ‘Cycle-24’ 
expected to happen in near future. Of course, solar induced climatic change 
is not confined to the Aral Sea but the sun’s magnificent influence affects our 
entire ecosystem. As the sun goes through its rotational cycles, it is said that it 
also influences North Atlantic Oscillations, as well as ENSO- El Nino southern 
oscillations and La Nina affecting sea surface temperature.12 

Anthropogenic Causes
In 1960 the Aral Sea was a large body of water, considered the fourth largest 
lake in the world, covering an area of about 67, 300 km2. During the following 
century the most complicated and unsustainable irrigation systems were 
introduced by the Soviets to create a cotton monoculture. A vast array of 
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dams and reservoirs were designed to redirect the water flowing from the 
two major rivers leading to major diversions. Drastic increase of river water 
withdrawal amounting to 75 km3 /year in recent years, exhausted huge water 
volumes reducing compensation abilities of the rivers and natural aridity.   
From 1960 to 1980 92 percent water withdrawals resulted in disequilibrium 
of water and salt balances. The river water flow into the sea decreased in 1965 
upto 30 km3 /year while during 1971 to 1980 the decrease amounts 60-70 km3. 
During some dry years, runoff of the Amu and Syr Darya reduced to such an 
alarming level that it actually didn’t reach the sea.13 

As a result, since 1961 the sea water level steadily dropped. The average 
annual sea level dropping rate was reduced by about 0.5 meters, reaching 
0.6 to 0.8 m /year in dry years. During 1990 the sea water surface elevation 
was 38.24m+BSL, by 2000 about 34m+BSL. Similarly, sea water salinity 
has increased from 32 percent  in 1990 to 40 percent in 2000. Quantitative 
assessment  of anthropogenic factors affecting the water regime of the Aral 
Sea was carried out for the period 1961 to 1980, according to which more 
than 70 percent of the sea level lowering salinity increase, was caused by the 
anthropogenic impact, the rest of these change were implication of the climatic 
factors (natural aridity).14 

Glacier-Greenhouse Complexity 
Climate change is expected to exacerbate further water scarcity in the region 
and aggravate the problems of the Aral Sea Basin. The Pamir Alai glaciers 
lost 19 percent of their mass during the second half of the 20th century. 
Glacier coverage in various parts of the Tien Shan, Gissaro-Alai, and Pamir 
mountains, is currently shrinking at the average rate of about 1 percent 
annually.   Observations from the analysis of data for 1968-1998 shows that 
Abramov Glacier has lost 21metres of its mass (in water equivalent to its 18 
percent mass). It is  estimated that the glacier would lose an additional 17 
percent of its ice by 2020. The melting of glaciers in the headstream water 
catchments of different rivers would create a situation of water shortage in 
Central Asia in the long run. The melting of these glaciers has been estimated 
to  ultimately reduce water flow in the Amu Darya and Syr Darya by 40 and 30 
percent respectively.15

The Central Asian countries have quite different carbon profiles. All 
the five countries inherited energy-inefficient industrial structures form the 
Soviet period. Annual green house gas emissions produced by Kazakhstan 
, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan declined sharply in 1990s, due to large declines 
in industrial production and economic restructuring. However, green house 
gases increased in Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan . In Turkmenistan this 
increase exceeded the global average. Rapid growth in its coal, oil and gas 
industries and its reliance on coal –fired power plants, Kazakhstan has became 
one of the world’s largest green house gas emitters. The per capita green house 
gas emissions in Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan are now well 
above the global average.16 Natural gas exploration, gas flaring and aging gas 
infrastructure in Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan result in escaped 
methane – a highly potent greenhouse gas. The motor transport sector is 
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significantly releasing the greenhouse gases due to combustion of low quality 
motor oil. The chief sources of air pollutants are coal burning, inefficient 
power plants, industry and transportation in the Aral Sea region. Central 
Asian republics generate large amount of greenhouse gases, mainly carbon 
dioxide, but significant methane emissions as well as the energy sector, being 
the largest emitter. During 2004 Kazakhstan released 4196.33 Gg greenhouse 
gases (GHD). In the year 1994 Uzbekistan released as much as 153,888.0 Gg, 
followed by Turkmenistan (52,309.5Gg) and Kyrgyzstan (15,051.6 Gg). The 
annual emissions in Tajikistan in 2008 were 4,284.4 Gg only.17 Kazakhstan 
is the 30th largest carbon dioxide emitter in the world. Its emissions slowed 
in 1990s but began to increase again in the 2000s as the country’s economy 
has improved and is expected to double over the next decade. Uzbekistan is 
the world’s most carbon-intensive economy, with greenhouse gas emissions 
comparable to those of Kazakhstan. More than a quarter (27%) of these gases 
is methane   generated by mining, transport of natural gas, production of oil 
and coal, and from agriculture-rice cultivation and intestinal fermentation in 
ruminant livestock. The greenhouse gas emissions grew by 25 percent in the 
first decade of 2000s. Tajikistan   produces little greenhouse gas, relying largely 
on hydropower for energy needs, offsetting this advantage to some extent, by 
making carbon dioxide emissions through  deforestation. The Kyrgyzstan’s 
emissions fell in the 1990s, nevertheless, its greenhouse gas emissions grew by 
25 percent in the first decade of 2000.18

Among the most notable environmental changes in the Aral Sea Basin, 
is that of desertification. As the basin is located in a semi-arid environment 
where weather is dry and precipitation is low resulting in high evaporation 
rates. The salt content in Aral Sea Basin is exceedingly high and has penetrated 
the soil deep. It has become difficult to grow things here and in some areas 
planting fruit crops and herbal remedies in no longer a viable option. Much 
of the aquatic life has virtually disappeared.19 Wind storms  are thought to 
increase in areas experiencing large soil moisture deficits leading to wide 
spread dust storms. The greatest incidences of dust storms occur when climatic 
conditions and human pressures combine to make surfaces susceptible to wind 
attack. Here wind picks particulate matter from the ground and transports 
the material airborne to other areas of the region. For Aral Sea Basin what 
becomes airborne are, salt, sand and the toxic chemicals of pesticides used in 
the agricultural sector. There have also been reports of the release of anthrax, 
from the central island of Vozrezhdeniye (used as a secret facility for testing 
biochemical warfare). There is growing concern mounting about surrounding 
area which may be exposed to  the toxins from the island. 

Impact on Socio-economic Setup
The phenomenon of climatic change leading to almost an environmental 
catstrophy in Aral Sea region alongwith other natural as well as human-induced 
interferences, have influenced negatively on different variable of socio-economy. 
The areas most affected are Dashoguz region of Turkmenistan, the Kyzyl Orda 
region of Kazakhstan and the Karakalpakstan region of Uzbekistan. Since the 
dust storms can blow poisonous salts up to 700 miles away, thereby, affecting 
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more or less the socio-economic life in the whole Central Asian region.20 The 
climate change in Aral Sea Basin has impacted negatively both biotic as well 
as the abiotic environment of the region. The  air, water and soil have been 
contaminated by the poisonous salts and chemicals blown away by either wind 
or carried by the water. The important sectors of economy like  agriculture, 
fisheries,  manufacturing sector as well as transport and tourism have been 
negatively influenced by the climate change in the region. The social life of the 
people has impulsed the maximum brunt as the people have lost the livelihood 
and their health has deteriorated because of the environmental pollution. The 
impact of climate change can be traced very clearly on agriculture, fisheries, 
biodiversity and the human health in the region. 

Regional Environmental Degradation and Agricultural Sector
Desert winds move the sand and salt over long distances, delaying millions 
of tons of salts on the fields throughout the basin, which threatens even the 
glaciers in mountain ranges that are far from  the sea. Every year the sand is 
lost from dry bottom of the Aral Sea, winds and cyclonic storms which carry 
75 million tons of sand as well as 65 million tons of fine dust and salt resulting 
in lower productivity of pasture and crop yields. Over the years poor irrigation 
practices have caused millions of hectares to be taken out of production, 
resulting in direct crop losses across the region equivalent to 1.7 billion dollars 
annually.21 On the irrigated lands in the downstream part of Amu and Syr 
Darya accumulation of about 100 million tons of salt and sand, has caused 
tremendous damage to the environment, economic and social life in the basin. 
So far the level suitable for drinking water needs from the ground water is 
concerned, it reduces by 10-15 meters and then becomes unavailable for 
public use. The warming leads to the increase in evaporation losses and causes 
the increase of water demand for irrigation. Under the conditions of water 
deficiency there is more stress on the limited water resources of the region.22 
It is irony that due to misuse of water, particularly, during Soviet period, some 
water-surplus areas were converted into to water-deficit ones.

According to Kazakhstan Scientific Research  Institute of Environment 
and Climate, winter wheat crop may fall by more than quarter due to 
increasing frequency of drought and lower grain productivity. Harvests 
from natural forge lands may decline by 30 to 90 percent and this alongwith 
the direct effect of increased hot weather on animals would seriously affect 
livestock population.23 In the past Aral Sea was one of the richest fishing zones 
in the world. However, in recent years the average annual catch of valuable 
fish species was 25-27 thousand tons, production of canned fish averaged 18-
20 million standard cans. By 1979 shipping was stopped and since 1984 sea 
fishing completely a lost business. Nearby the Aral Sea, there were 38 species of 
fishes in the basin and nowadays only 27 species are left.24 Aral Sea degradation 
has decimated commerce and killed live stock and fish stocks. Wetland based 
industries, such as cane-gathering or muskrat breeding, are no longer possible. 
Feed stock growth has diminished, land can sustain less numbers of livestock, 
nutritionally this means the reduction in sources of protein for the nearby 
communities. The overall carrying capacity of dry lands and wet lands has 
marked a sharp declined trend.
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Impact on Human Health
The aerosolized pesticide and fertilizers that blows in wind, called Aeolian dust 
by medical scientists, is breathed by inhabitants. It also settles in wells and 
waterways which later are utilized for drinking and cooking purposes. The 
incidence of different types of diseases related to environmental hazards, is 
very high in Aral Sea region. About 97 percent of Karakalpakstan’s  women 
were anaemic five times more than other parts of the country in 1987 as 
per Food and Agricultural Organization Report, manganese and zinc  from 
pesticide ingestion affects human iron uptake. The decrease in women’s health 
affects infant mortality and maternal death rates. In Aral Sea Basin the infant 
mortality ranges from 70 to 100 per 1000 live births, but in Karakalpakstan  
such figure worsens recording 100 per 1000 live births – three to four times 
higher than rest of the CIS countries. The region has high level of maternity 
deaths (about 120 women per 1000 births). Low birth weight, infections, 
parasites, growth retardation, delayed puberty and mental retardation are 
substantially present.

The DNA of Karakalpakstan residents is 3.5 times higher in genetic damage 
than that of people in the United State. This leads to cancer, a lack of general 
healing from injury, and birth defects. As in all genetic material, damage can 
also be passed on to succeeding generations. As per other FAO report, liver 
cancer rates increased 200 percent between 1981 and 1987. Throat cancer rates 
rose by 25 percent. Tuberculosis rates have risen 70 percent in the last decade, 
30 percent of these cases being multi-drug resistant strains of TB. Among the 
other illnesses reported from the region are hepatitis and other respiratory 
complications such as asthma. Because water is often contaminated, there are 
also high reports of diarrheal diseases and various cancers. In Karakalpakstan 
(disaster zone) since 1980s there has been 300 percent increase in chronic 
bronchitis and in kidney and liver diseases, while arthritic diseases have 
increased 600 percent. In Tajikistan, malaria is on the increase as average air 
temperatures have slowly been rising over recent decades. In Almaty, and 
Bishkek, respiratory diseases as a result of environmental pollution are  said 
to affect more than 40 percent of the inhabitants.25 Anaemia takes a big part 
in the structure of diseases in the republic of Karakalpakstan which share 50.4 
percent of all other diseases. The closer the region to Aral Sea, the higher the 
level of diseases and death rate are observed . Such conditions do not make 
this area a favorable choice for habitation, many people are being displaced   
and forced to migrate out of the region, creating a new phenomena known as 
‘environmental refugees.’ 

Loss of Biodiversity
The natural landscape of the Aral Sea region with its unique tugai flora and 
fauna of the famous niche-degraded beyond recognition, lost its vitality and 
attractiveness of natural values. The biodiversity of invertebrates is estimated 
more than 3500 species but nowadays the areas nearby Aral Sea have lost 
more than half of the gene pool of fauna and flora. Complicated situation has 
occurred in the population of Saijak-Antelope. Nowadays its population is 
critically endangered. Aral Sea crisis has led to changes in the biodiversity of 
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Ust Urt plateau. In recent years the region recoded only 35 species of mammals 
which are listed in the Read Book like gazelle, manul, Indian medoes and 
caracal types.26 

The overall direct and indirect socio-economic losses as a result of climate 
change and consequent environmental disaster in the Aral Sea region, are 
estimated at 144.83 million dollars. The sector wise losses which are summarised 
as under, consists of only the immediate neighbourhood of the basin, and in 
case of whole basin the figure may cross a loss of billions of dollars.27 

Subsector   Loss(million dollars)
Irrigation Farming   6.55
Fisheries and Fish Breeding  28.57
Muskrat Hunting   4
Cattle Breeding   8.4
Recreation and Tourism  11.16
Fish Industry    9
Muskrat Pelt Processing  18
Cane Processing   12.6
Transportation    1
Indirect Losses    16.74
Social Losses    28.81  

For the Central Asian countries, especially  those dominated by deserts 
like Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, adaptation to climate change 
will have to adopt a set of measures. In agriculture, it will require combating 
drought and desertification using crops that need less water or have a growing 
season suited to changing conditions, using advanced methods of fertilization 
and pest control and managing pasturelands with improved technology to 
prevent overgrazing and to rehabilitate degraded pastureland. For water 
resource adaptation, measures include minimizing water losses in irrigation 
and transport canals, more efficient irrigated farming, improving sanitary and 
industrial practices near open water  and ground water sources, and better 
protection of water sheds from degradation and contamination. Since the 
environmental degradation and consequences, thereupon, are routed in natural 
as well as man-induced causes, the intensity can be minimised, particularly, 
with respect to latter variable, by managing water and land resources properly 
with a focus also on inter-generational responsibility i.e. regional sustainable 
development.
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Strategic Significance of central aSia 
in 21St century

S. Showkat Dar
Abstract 
In the geopolitical and geo-economic scenario, the strategic position and 
possession of a state or region remains challenging issue as evident from 
the evolving strategic scenario of 21st Century international politics. These 
are the most influencing factors to invite the attention of greater powers in 
times of war and peace. In the changing paradigm of international politics, 
strategic position and possession can define the destiny of peace, security 
and development. This study is about the strategic significance of Central 
Asia and the theme falls within the realm of Strategic Studies. Central 
Asia being a landlocked region, has invited the attention of major powers 
and involved them in competition and conflict from the times of Heartland 
concept to the era of Global Chessboard. In this framework Central 
Asian region is considered to be of major strategic significance because 
of its geo-political position. In addition, the region possesses some of the 
important energy resources, mainly oil and gas, and access to them is of 
strategic significance to all involved – regional as well as external players. 
These strategic dimensions have kept Central Asia alive in the 21st century 
international politics.

Keywords
International Relations, Central Asia, Strategy, Geopolitics, Heartland, 
Rimland, Chessboard, Strategic Position and Possession, Hydrocarbons, 
International Politics, Geo-economics.

introduction 
The locational significance of a region or a state is an important aspect 
of strategic affairs in various interventionist policies in order to enlarge 
political influence across the borders. The concept of strategic significance 
emerged since late 19th century as an important discourse in conceptualising 
the international political developments and is still dominating factor in 
strategic scenario of international politics. The contemporary international 
politics is revolving around the geopolitics, geo-economics, strategic positions 
and possessions of vital resources rather than ideologies. States are more 
concerned with the national interest and promotion of national influence to 
meet the criteria of power. The elements of power are positioned in different 
geographical locations of the world and makes geopolitics and geo-economics 
more relevant with the international politics. Subsequently, the geopolitics 
as ‘position’ and geo-economics as ‘possession of vital resources,’ are the 
essentials of power politics and are strategically significant to sustain the life of 
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scientific states of 21st Century. In this framework, the study will find out the 
dynamics that had made Central Asia significant for invaders and traders in 
strategic scenarios of Great Game, Heartland concept, post-Cold War, Global 
Chessboard and post-September 11 scenario. It is believed that Eurasia to be 
a part of the world island, and Central Asian states as core of the Mackinder’s 
designs, strategic and economic relations that will influence the world affairs, 
should be referred to as geopolitical and geo-economic, or together as strategic 
because their significance is global in nature. However, keeping in view the 
methodological reasons and research limitation, the study will be specific on 
geopolitical position and geo-economic resources of Central Asia and will 
analyze the growing strategic significance of the region for major powers (US, 
Russia, China and India) in the 21st Century.  

There are catalogs of scholarly evidence in the form of academic research 
on the issues of geopolitics and geo-economics of Central Asia. But this study 
will provide comprehensive approach of geopolitical and geo-economic factors 
together in a conceptual framework to innovate the strategic significance of 
the region for major powers. Therefore, the main argument of this study is that 
why Central Asia being a landlocked region is contended by major powers and 
how they are engaged in expanding their sphere of influence in the region? 
As United States is physically too far from the region but is striving for strong 
presence in the region which is evidently opposed by Moscow and Beijing. 
They are politically allergic and feeling US long presence in the region as a 
strategic challenge. Even there is no direct land connectivity between India 
and Central Asian States but what had inspired India to put Central Asia on 
top of the agenda of its strategic policy of ‘Going North’ pertains to the interests 
in Central Asia’s energy resources, minimizing Pakistan’s influence, and 
establishing itself as a significant player in the relationship of outside powers 
within the region. Hypothetically, there is no equation between the landlocked 
region of Central Asia and the major powers like US, China, Russia, India and 
Pakistan on the issues of life standard, economy and technology. In short, what 
had made Central Asia significant for major powers to dissuade each other and 
strengthening their sphere of influence? In this strategic competition every 
major actor is intended to deter others’ hold on Central Asian position and its 
energy resources. These statements will be rationally analyzed in a consecutive 
manner after defining the Central Asian region in a strategic context. 

central asia: a Definitional Discourse
Central Asia is a term used to refer a vast area stretching from the Chinese 
border in the east to the Caspian Sea in the west, and from Russia in the north 
to Iran and Afghanistan in the south. Central Asia has a long past of being 
significant for invaders and traders since the days of Silk Route. At this instant, 
Central Asia has become an East-West and North-South connection bridge, 
and is earning privileged status. With the growing geo-strategic importance 
and potential source of energy, it has received increasing attention of the great 
powers throughout the history. It has been divided, re-divided, conquered 
out of existence, and fragmented time and time again. Central Asia served 
more as the battle ground for outsiders than the power of its own right. In 14th 
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century, the Moroccan traveler, Ibni-Buttuta, coined the name of the region 
as Turkistan,1 which means the land inhabited by Turks. The idea of Central 
Asia as distinct region of the world was introduced in 1843 by the geographer, 
Alexander Von Humboldt. During the 19th century, Rudyard Kipling, a British 
writer, called Central Asia the ‘back of beyond.’2 The region is also known as 
the pivot of Asia.3  

There are various views over the geo-political definitions of Central Asia. 
For classical world of the Greeks and Romans, Central Asia was known as 
Transoxiana4 or the region beyond the Oxus river now known as Amu darya. 
For Arabs, Central Asia was ‘the land between two rivers’ the Syr darya and 
Amu darya. To the English Elizabethans, the region was known as Tartary. 
According to the Chinese definition, Central Asia comprises the entire area 
beyond the Great Wall or western frontiers.5 In Indian context, Central Asia 
comprises the entire area beyond the Himalaya and Hundukush in north.6  
According to Iranian conception, Central Asia consists of the entire area 
between the Pamirs and Ural mountains.7 Erstwhile Soviet Union had different 
definition for Central Asia as they never included Kazakhstan with the region. 
They preferred to give it a non-Asian identity by linking it closely to Russia and 
Siberia.8 However, in this paper the definition of Central Asian as given by the 
United Nations and European Union who consider it consisting the territories 
of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan,9 has 
been followed.

The locational indicators alongwith other dividends which have a direct 
bearing on the geopolitical scenario of the region, need to be summarized 
before proceeding further. These states are strategically bordering with eastern 
Siberia in the north to Afghanistan and Iran in south, from the banks of Volga 
to the Caspian Sea in the west and China in the east. Among these five states, 
Kazakhstan which means ‘free rider’10 is the largest one as it occupies more 
than twice the combined area of all other four states of the region.  Kazakhstan 
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sprawls over deserts that run from the Caspian Sea to the border mountains 
of China. Kyrgyzstan as the name of country means ‘land of forty girls’, as a 
reference to a group of maidens supposedly came here from Siberia, Settled 
around lake Issyk-Kul and founded the forty traditional Kyrgyz clans.11 
Tajikistan which embraces the high plains and mountainous ranges of Pamir 
is negligible in energy resources competition but strategically very important 
because of Ayni air base and also holds 57.7 percent of water share of the region. 
Turkmenistan is located between the Caspian Sea and Amu darya, with least 
population among the all five states.  The state which has highest population 
is Uzbekistan containing about 45.39 percent out of total population of the 
region as per the census of 2012. Uzbekistan is the most powerful among the 
Central Asian states and strategically located at the heart of the region that 
runs from the Aral Sea to the Ferghana basin. The combined area of five states 
comprises of 18 percent of erstwhile Soviet Union and is about 4 million square 
kilometers larger than India and inhabited by just over 60 million people. 

 
Strategic Significance in geopolitical Dimensions
Strategically Central Asia lies at the centre of Eurasia and heart of Asia. It works 
as a bridge between Eastern countries to Western ones, connecting Asia and 
Europe. The significance of Central Asia is recognized for its geopolitical, geo-
economic and geo-strategic position. Geography has made the Central Asian 
states a historical nexus for trade, competition and conflict.12 It has become 
an East-West and North-South connection bridge. In addition to the strategic 
location, the Central Asian region has become the new global battleground 
of geopolitics and geo-economics for outsiders. Its history has been marked 
by more than 2000 years of conflict, as the great empires of the past fought 
to control the commercial lifeline connecting Europe and Asia, through 
Silk Route. Then in 19th century geo-strategic context, Central Asian states 
fall within the core of Heartland Theory, which was propounded by Halford 
Mackinder, in his ‘Geographic Pivot of History’ in 1904.13 Later Mackinder’s 
theory of heartland was modified by Nichols Spykman in 1944 who gave it a 
different interpretation as Rimland Theory. According to this theory control 
of heartland and sea around the Eurasian landmass are equally important 
conditions to rule the world. In this theory Central Asia remains at the centre 
of gravity on strategic fronts. 

In the post-Cold War era, the new theories and strategies have been 
developed in which Central Asia remains alive and important for the global 
power policies. Then after few years of Cold War, Zbigniew Brzezinski put 
Central Asian states on the map of Grand Chessboard of American Primacy 
and its Geostrategic Imperative in which Central Asian states are in the ‘middle 
space’ of Eurasian chessboard and within the core of geopolitical flashpoint 
of international strategic dogma.14 Once in his articulation, National Security 
Advisor of US, Zbigniew Brzezinski, termed Central Asia an Arc of Crisis and 
after years, the US Secretary of State, Condoleezza Rice viewed it as an Arc 
of Opportunity.15 Therefore, the region consists of positive uniqueness and 
it has been strategically promising ground for defence and attack actions in 
various wars.  In the years of long Cold War this territory was counter region 
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for both marine geo-strategic realm led by United States and its allies as well as 
continental geo-strategic realm headed by erstwhile Soviet Union and its allies. 
Nowadays also, the same thought which is derived from the collapse of Soviet 
Union, is going to settle new developments in this region which probably will 
be able to bring USA, Russia, China, India and Pakistan in competition and 
conflict to control Central Asia for their sustained military and energy security.

It followed the September 11, 2001 episode, the most important 
development at global level in the contemporary context in which the trade 
and military icons (World Trade Centre and Pentagon) of the US was attacked. 
In this response, the American retaliation was formed in a highly strategic 
fashion and Central Asian states were in the heart of logistic network in 
‘Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF)’ in Afghanistan. The United States and 
other NATO members had made their military presence in three of the five 
Central Asian states by opening of U.S. bases in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan and 
the granting of more limited U.S. landing rights in Kazakhstan and Tajikistan. 
In this 21st century first “Global War” the position or location of the Central 
Asian states proved to be strategically very significant for US and NATO forces 
in supporting OEF in Afghanistan. From 2001, the U.S. Army, Air Force and 
Marine Corps were supporting these operations predominantly from the 
‘Ganci’ which was later renamed the ‘Manas Transit Centre’ near the Kyrgyz 
capital, Bishkek plus Karshi-Khanabad ‘K2’ air base in Uzbekistan. The Manas 
air base became the sole facility in Central Asia for supporting U.S. operations 
in Afghanistan. The importance of this military base increased significantly, 
with high level visits between U.S. and Kyrgyz military officials. Since opened 
in late 2001, it has processed more than 5.3 million U.S. servicemen, or 98 per 
cent of all military personnel involved in the operation until June 2014.16 The 
Karshi-Khanabd was also a staging ground for combat, reconnaissance, and 
humanitarian missions in Afghanistan till 2005.

In the second phase of this global war, supplies through Pakistan to 
Afghanistan became vulnerable and were attacked by various anti-US groups, 
mainly Taliban. In 2008, 42 oil tankers were destroyed in a single attack, and 
later in the same year, 300 militants attacked a facility centre in Peshawar run 
by Port World Logistics and set on fire 96 supply trucks and six containers.17 In 
short the Pakistan ground line of communication (PAKGLOC) to Operation 
Enduring Freedom was threatened and it was a new strategic challenge for 
the US and its allies. The logistic supplies and connectivity of Afghan war was 
under threat. The war engineers had devised new strategy to supply through 
Northern Distribution Network (NDN) to facilitate the safe and secure logistic 
supplies to the NATO forces in Afghanistan.18 In this route the strategic 
position of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan were significant 
in delivering operational equipment and supplies to the NATO forces in 
Afghanistan. The NDN developed in 2009 - 2011, facilitated about 40 percent 
of Afghanistan-bound traffic, compared to 30 percent through Pakistan and 
in February 2012, 85 percent of the NATO’s fuel supplies were transported 
through these routes.19 In this background the NDN’s main objectives were 
to minimize the supplies through Pakistan because of security reasons and to 
deal the flow of supplies associated with these forces in Afghanistan war. 
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northern Distribution network (nDn) for afghanistan

In this strategic competition, Central Asian states emerged an area of 
greater concern for major powers. The unique geopolitical position and the 
geo-economic potential of energy resources are the key factors behind the 
emergence of new great game among different major powers, in which USA 
Russia, China, India and other regional powers are in process of command 
and control of strategic position of the region for defence and diversification 
of energy resources to balance their energy security demands. Evidently, 
these countries are high in consumption and except Russia they are low in 
production, thus, are dependent on import energy supplies. Therefore, in this 
strategic competition every major actor is intended to deter others and make 
stronger position to hold the Central Asian strategic location as well as oil 
and gas. These colliding interests may intensify the competition between great 
powers and subsequently, the beauty of Central Asian region is emerging in 
times of war / peace and in evolving strategic scenario of the world.

geo-economic Dimensions of Hydrocarbons and Hydropower
Central Asia is a unique territory not only from the geopolitical point of 
view, but also from the geo-economic perspective. Its landlocked position is 
compensated by the possession of rich natural resources, mainly, oil, gas and 
hydropower. In the post-Cold War world scenario the republics are in the core 
of international strategy for exploitation of oil, gas and hydroelectricity and 
its diversification to the international market. Although the history of Central 
Asian oil is recorded from 13th century but being always colony of outsiders, the 
exploitation of these resources remained at the lowest ebb. The independence 
of these states in 1990s unlocked the region for international energy and open 
market which heightened its strategic significance on geo-economic fronts. 
The newly untapped oil and gas witnessed intense competition among the 
major players to bring the Central Asian states under their strategic influence, 
and control these energy resources. Russia, China, United States and India 
are locked in rapidly accelerating rivalry over the diversification race of oil 
and gas through pipelines. The diversification race is from South Stream of 
Russia to the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan BTC and Nabucco of the West and Eastern 
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China-Turkmenistan-Xinjiang gas pipeline, Kazakh-China cross-border oil 
pipeline and South Eastern TAPI to Pakistan and India. All are in struggle to 
get hold in the Central Asian region to attain the objective of energy security 
supplies. Since oil and gas represents the primary engine of economic activity, 
prosperity and increasingly an important driver of the world economy, hence, 
Central Asian states are being considered a better energy alternative. Due to 
these energy resources, Central Asian region is contested by regional and trans-
regional powers. It is an emerging region in international politics on strategic 
sphere because of rising consumption of oil and gas demands, coupled with 
the depletion in its production in other regions of the world. The importance 
of oil and gas can be also comprehended as it was one of the involving factors 
in both the World Wars.  During the years of Cold War, oil was again an issue 
for US and its allies than USSR. Soviets had substantial oil resources of their 
own in Siberia and in the Central Asia. It became a strategic tool for political 
haggling in 1973-74 as oil embargo against West. Oil has also sparked the 
1956 Suez crisis and 1980-88 Iran- Iraq war. Oil was again a major cause of 
Iraqi invasion to Kuwait in 1990.  It was influential cause of conflict in Angola, 
Chad, Nigeria, and Aech (Indonesia). Some believe that oil was the underlying 
cause of the invasion of Iraq by US in 2003. It will be used as a weapon against 
the enemy and remains a dominant factor in near future wars of the world. The 
present world is highly dependent on duo-energy resources from mobilization 
to communication and has decisive role in every sector of life. In terms of 
fuel consumption, oil ranks first as it shares 40.7 percent of the world final 
consumption and out of which 63.7 percent is used for transport while the 
rest in industry and other sectors. In case of natural gas it shares 15.2 percent 
of world fuel, ranking third in consumption and is used in different sectors 
including industry usage 43 percent and rest of other important sectors.20  

So far regional dimensions of energy resources of Central Asian states are 
concerned, the three hydrocarbon-rich states which are considered as a better 
and secured oil and gas alternative to Gulf for growing energy demand in the 
world markets, will have an important role to play in world politics. Moreover, 
the two energy-deficient states of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan are, simultaneously, 
water-surplus ones and have potentials for generating hydropower for export. 
In view of their geo-physical setting, especially physiography, these two states 
have added advantage of taking the benefit of their terrain facilitating natural 
gravitational force, in generating hydroelectricity. Hence, the region is being 
viewed as a source of future energy grid, in both hydrocarbons as well as 
hydroelectricity, making the region a centre of gravity as well as a flashpoint 
of rivalry.

In light of these strategically significant facts and ensuing realities, the 
study concludes that Central Asia’s strategic position in international affairs 
is growing. Its strategic significance in 21st century is designed by geopolitical 
and geo-economic factors. These factors have strong influence in defining 
the destiny of war and peace. From the times of Silk Route to the Heartland 
concepts on to Great Game and Cold War period, the Central Asian region 
has remained in strategic value for the contenders. After the revival of these 
thoughts, the existence of Central Asian region again emerged and in post-
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Cold War world it is contested by the world’s major powers for strategic 
reasons. The world is witnessing a period of growing importance for Central 
Asia. It is a region where competing systems for international order are fully 
engaged. The strategic validly of the region is at rise as they are the members of 
elite world organizations, receiving sophisticated military hardware, enjoying 
the partnership with North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO headed 
by US), being members of Common Security Treaty Organization (CSTO 
headed by Russia) and Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO headed by 
the China). In the ‘Global War on Terror,’ the region becomes again transit 
centre for OEF in Afghanistan. The region has substantial energy resources 
to influence and shape up the economy of largest energy consuming states of 
the world. Being landlocked region, there is great power rivalry giving rise 
to a new Great Game among Russia, China, United States, Iran, India, and 
Pakistan for diversification of energy resources. USA and Russia both have 
interests in Central Asia. The two countries are in competition over pipelines 
and their military bases in the region. China is very much serious in the region 
for security and resource access. The upcoming China’s transport corridors 
also are an attempt towards this direction. India is looking to increase its 
involvement in the region under its strategy of “Going North”, which in 2010 
saw it begin to develop TAPI pipeline alongwith Turkmenistan, Pakistan, and 
Afghanistan. In 2010, Japan created the Central Asia plus Japan framework, a 
forum to facilitate dialogue between Japan and the countries of the region. In 
this background it is imperative for major powers to have access and influence 
in Central Asia for their geopolitical and geo-economic interests.
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abstract 
The New Silk Road concept proposes to align the contours of the policy of 
United States with emerging continental corridors. The contemplated road 
passes through Afghanistan and Central Asia, and underscores development 
as the key to a positive long-term outcome of its policies in the region. It brings 
new option and approach for regional strategy alongwith the possibility of 
inducting soft power approach while leading the move. As new approach to 
political chemistry in the region, the New Silk Road initiative stresses the need 
for non-military cooperation with emphasis on building and developing trans-
regional trade blocks. The strategy will diversify trade routes in one of the least 
connected parts of world, namely, Central Asia. For this purpose, Afghanistan 
will be the epicenter in connecting South Asia with Central Asia and then to 
Europe. This paper is an attempt to bring to light some of the merits likely to 
accrue from the new vision.
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introduction 
In the last few years, there has been emphasis on ‘New Silk Route Strategy,’ 
a new diplomatic vision for building peaceful and stable Afghanistan after 
2014 NATO withdrawal. The New Silk Road vision aims at knitting South-
Central Asian region that would fix Afghanistan into a regional integration 
process. So far several connectivity projects have been conceived in order to 
realize the idea. The various actors of the project are being persuaded both by 
the functional and neo-functional type of bargaining. Such a route will also 
be a modern day manifestation of the historical Silk Road, through which 
South and Central Asian nations get connected with each other for trade, 
cultural exchanges etc. The visionary plan envisages, building more rail lines, 
highways as well as laying energy infrastructure. The proposed pipelines which 
constitute another dimension of this mega project, originate in Turkmenistan, 
running through Afghanistan and Pakistan, enter into Indian territory. The 
strategy is a regional vision of economic and energy connectivity consisting of 
both ‘hardware’ (infrastructure) and ‘software’ (trade, private sector, capacity-
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building) linkages. It is a vision which purports a region economically 
better connected and politically stable and prosperous. These conditions are 
conducive to stabilization of democratic dispensation as well as institutions. 
The Afghanistan-Pakistan Transit Trade Agreement (APTTA) and the 
Kyrgyzstan-Tajikistan-Afghanistan Cross Border Transit Agreement are two 
such examples.1

Perspectives of New Silk Road Strategy
Although the idea was conceived long back2 but it was only during the U.S. 
Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton’s visit to India where she announced that 
stronger regional economic relations could promote stability in Afghanistan 
and Central Asia following the departure of American and NATO troops 
from Afghanistan.3 Here it seems that the intention behind the project was 
to boost trade and energy connections between the energy-starved South 
Asia and energy rich Central Asia. The proposal was part of a wider move, 
“from aid to trade” as Turkmen gas fields could help meet both Pakistan and 
India’s growing energy needs and at the same time generate significant transit 
revenues for Afghanistan. Hillary Clinton’s proposal of a “New Silk Road” aims 
at integrating markets from “Mumbai to Karachi to Kabul, and on to Tashkent 
and Astana and beyond.4 The project aims to facilitate economic integration 
and security in Eurasia with Afghanistan at the centre of this effort. The vision 
comprehends to build road infrastructure, reduce customs and border services, 
connect markets etc. for mutual advantage. In this context, one could interpret 
the NSRS as an economic tool to do the job that military means alone have 
failed to accomplish. 

As a regional approach, the New Silk Road initiative stresses the need for 
non-military cooperation building and developing the trans-regional trade 
blocks. It will create transit facilities including progress in the field of energy 
and transport cooperation with the participation of regional countries and 
global organizations. A vision of regional trade and transport is likely to bring 
stability, prosperity, and some form of achievement pride for the Central and 
South Asian countries, and possibly beyond. Secondly, the evolving trend 
of trade in Asia and growing linkages has altered the role of the U.S. in the 
global economy. Redrawing of political alliances has sparked new geo-political 
rivalries. Stephen King called these new connections a 21st century version of 
the original Asian Silk Road that is set to revolutionize the global economy. 
It was     proposed to align the US’s actions with the emerging continental 
corridors, which pass through Afghanistan and Central Asia, and use that 
development as the key to a positive long-term outcome of its policies in 
Afghanistan and Central Asia. The hope is that boosting trade would lead to an 
improvement in the economic prosperity of the region and create links, which 
in turn, would build trust and provide incentives for peace and reconciliation. 
Another perception that has developed in the background of impending 2014 
deadline for the drawdown of ISAF troops, is that the United States is touting 
its new-found awareness of the significance that Asian trade routes have its 
own global position as a superpower.5 

There is another perspective of this new silk route diplomacy. In common 
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parlance we call it Chinese version of new silk route diplomacy. In China’s 
view, the New Silk Road concept consists of a “new Silk Road economic belt,” 
which indicates stronger economic relations with Central Asia with special 
focus on trade. Recently, the Chinese leaders have also spoken about ‘Maritime 
Silk Road’ (MSR) which is perceived to be an attempt to ameliorate relations 
with South and Southeast Asia – In this case the emphasis is on maritime trade 
security.6 It is a strategy that has been around for quite some time but has been 
resurrected as part of post-2014 strategy for Afghanistan. The concept of new 
silk route initiative was proposed by Chinese premier, Xi Jinping, during his 
visit to Central Asia. In the 13th Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) 
summit held in Bishkek, Premier Xi presented a five-point proposal aiming 
at jointly building the New Silk Road Economic Belt to strengthen relations 
between China, Central Asia and Europe. Initiatives highlighted in the proposal 
are building trade connectivity, people to people contact, building road and 
rail connectivity, strengthening of economic and monetary cooperation etc.7 
Increasing her  stronger presence in Asia is also perceived as China’s response 
to the U.S. vision of Asia-Pacific. Chinese endeavours are not limited to Central 
Asia. Beijing’s ambitions stretch to Eastern Europe as well. It is also argued that 
China’s high-profile diplomacy in the region is a response to India and its ‘Look 
East Policy’ (LEP). The New Silk Road slogans reiterated by Chinese leaders 
presented in drafts of this policy in Astana and Jakarta, are signals that Beijing 
treats the idea with seriousness. Bearing in mind the U.S. pivot to Asia-Pacific, 
including the TPP negotiations and strengthening cooperation with ASEAN 
states like U.S. support for democratic transition in Myanmar, closer security 
cooperation with Singapore, Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand and 
Brunei, as well as Russia’s efforts to renew its influence in Central Asia, and 
a number of states maneuvering to not to be overly dependent on China, has 
created serious incentive for Beijing to engage more deeply in the region and 
with greater attention to soft language and positive references to history. So the 
New Silk Road seems to be a proper slogan for this endeavour.8 

Another perspective is that the growing Indo-US partnership could be 
seen, as many strategists deem it as a counterweight to the rise of China in 
the Asia-Pacific region. Washington is pressing hard to involve India to create 
link between South Asia via Central Asia. Actually, Washington is grinding 
her own axe by isolating Iran, and restricting China’s and Russia’s growing 
influence in the region. However, India will serve her own interests so as 
to get her own ambitious plans materialized.9 India has a huge expertise in 
railway transportation, while Central Asian states lack it. Since the U.S. backs 
this project and contributes to it financially and technically, India can only 
be interested in coordinating its efforts with those of the Americans as it is 
the best way to maintain peace and stability in Central Asia and to fight the 
three evils of terrorism, separatism and religious extremism. They want India 
to emerge as a pole of attraction for Central Asian states, partly to counter 
the growing influence of China. Critics of the ‘New Silk Road’ point to an 
underlying geo-economic strategic intent. Connecting Central Asia with 
South Asia would weaken Russia’s monopoly over Central Asian trade and 
transit and also facilitate India entering the ‘game’. Both China and Russia are 
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suspicious of the Silk Road, feeling that it is an attempt by the US to shift the 
Central Asian region from the Chinese and Russian orbit and bring it closer to 
South Asian countries. The underlying geo-economic rationale of these roads 
is to exclude Moscow from new geopolitical configurations.10 Such a route 
will be a modern day manifestation of the historical Silk Road, through which 
South and Central Asian nations remained connected with each other for 
trade and cultural exchanges. That means building more rail lines, highways, 
energy infrastructure, like the proposed pipeline to run from Turkmenistan, 
through Afghanistan, through Pakistan into India.

india’s involvement and achievements 
India has always attached great significance to its relations with Central 
Asia but she has achieved very little progress owing to lack of direct physical 
connectivity and Pakistan factor. Besides this, Afghanistan’s war-like situation 
has always proved troublesome for Indian policy makers whenever framing 
policies related to Central Asia. Therefore, India has given a serious thought to 
the construction of Chahbahar port in Iran as an alternative connecting link 
to Central Asia. India is neither a part of the East-West axis led by China nor 
the North-South axis led by the US.11 In response to that, the international 
North South Transport corridor project initiated by India, Iran, and Russia 
which are at its different stages of implementation, helps India to sideline 
the importance of Pakistan. India is also interested in the proposed North-
South trade corridor which if completed, would build road linkages from the 
Iranian port of Chahbahar through Afghanistan into Tajikistan.12 Despite 
its 7,200 km long distance, the route is still 40% shorter and 30% cheaper as 
compared to Suez Canal route.  This is one way to enter into trade with Central 
Asian states.   The construction of Zaranj-Delaram road in 2009 facilitating 
the movement of goods and services from Afghanistan to the Iranian border 
and then to the Chahbahar port in southern Iran is a great achievement so far. 
Secondly, the reopening of the great East-West transport and trade corridors 
connecting Central Asian states with outside world started in 1991, and many 
of its components – rail, roads and energy pipelines – are already operational. 
Additionally, the US operation ‘Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan’ also made 
possible the opening of routes across Afghanistan, connecting Europe, the 
Middle East, and Russia with South Asia and from South Asia to Southeast 
Asia by land routes. These infrastructure projects underway are funded by the 
Asian Development Bank, the World Bank and many individual governments. 
Here US have assumed the leadership role in removing roadblocks at border 
crossings promoting foreign investment and economic development in Central 
Asia. 

Economically, Central Asia will serve as a market for Indian goods 
and services. However, in order to materialize the same, India needs huge 
investment with pro-active policy approach based on strategic partnership 
programmes, official visits and comprehensive economic engagements toward 
Central Asian states. As per Regional Electricity Export Potential Study 
(REEPS), South Asia could be a major export market for surplus electricity 
from Central Asia. In this regard ‘CASA-1000’ project has been launched in 
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March 2012 with the purpose to transport the extra hydroelectricity from 
Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan. More than a hundred small and community-
based development projects having direct impact in the field of agriculture, 
rural development, education, health, vocational training, and solar energy 
have been initiated.13 Two sectors identified by India for more intensified 
cooperation with Central Asia are health-care and education. Former Defence 
minster A. K. Antony visited Kyrgyzstan on July 4-6, 2011 to inaugurate 
Kyrgyz-India Mountain Bio-Medical Research Centre. E Ahamad, the then 
Minister of State for External Affairs, GoI, visited Bishkek to inaugurate 
the First India-Central Asia Dialogue in July 2012. India and Central Asian 
States have already started the process of engagements of varied nature and 
are planning to reactivate the International North South Transport Corridor 
(INSTC). The main opportunities of the new Silk Road lie in creating new 
networks independent of the traditional land routes. India’s proposal involves 
the use of new technologies to create an electronic network connecting Central 
Asia and India, to deliver tele-medicine and tele-education services, on the 
lines of India’s pan-African e-network project which currently connects India 
to 47 countries in Africa. These would supplement the already functioning 
satellite and internet based links connecting Central Asia with India.14 

India has played a pioneering role in funding and facilitating the human 
resources of Central Asia, using India’s Technical and Economic Cooperation 
(ITEC) programme. The programme provides training in the areas of banking 
for running small and medium enterprises, diplomacy, information technology 
and engineering in Indian institutions. Possibly the new silk road strategy will 
open new opportunities independent of traditional ones and India’s proposed 
plans to use the new electronic technologies by connecting Central Asia and 
India, to deliver tele-medicine and tele-education services. These are the 
basic priorities of India’s Central Asian policy, launched in 2012 with a focus 
on promoting cooperation in education, medicine, IT and energy.15 India’s 
growing interest in becoming the full-fledged member of the SCO also reflects 
the growing concern of India’s policy makers in Central Asia. This is also due 
to the projected SCO Free Trade Area initiative which could probably integrate 
the region economically and is also appealing India as well. The opening of 
India-Pakistan trade as well as Indian trade with Central Asia and Afghanistan 
through Pakistan could be a game changer for regional peace and stability. 
Although, there are still huge security and political challenges, particularly, 
between India and Pakistan as well as between Afghanistan and Pakistan, 
however, signing of Afghanistan-Pakistan Trade and Transit Agreement are 
some positive indications. India and Pakistan in 2011 agreed to improve 
trade relations after years of deadlock and Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s 
neighbourhood concern and India’s soft policy approach may accelerate 
the process in coming times. What India will have to concentrate upon is 
investment or financing of small to medium size industries across Central Asia. 
This would help India in her commercial interests in Central Asian region. 
Creating viable atmosphere for business and entrepreneurship and financial 
incentives are bound to give fillip to joint ventures in Central Asia.16

Afghanistan and Pakistan signed a transit and trade deal in 2010, while 
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the US and Afghanistan signed a strategic partnership agreement in 2012. 
The proposed TAPI natural gas pipeline (linking Turkmenistan, Afghanistan, 
Pakistan and India) and CASA-1000 project to bring electricity from Central 
to South Asia, are in progress. Dushanbe has hoped the 400-kilometer railway 
line would help it to bypass troublesome Uzbekistan, through which all its 
Soviet-era rails pass, and which has established a de facto economic blockade of 
its smaller, upstream neighbours. Tashkent is using hardball tactics in an effort 
to prevent Dushanbe from building the  world’s tallest hydropower plant.17 
Currently, the official two-way annual trade between India and Central Asia, 
including Afghanistan, is above US$1 billion (with about US$700 million 
exports this region has the potential to alter the nature and character of South 
Asian continental trade and it is expected that India’s trade with Europe, CIS 
countries plus Iran, Afghanistan and Pakistan would be in the range of about 
US$500 billion in 2014-15. If political economy in the region improves and 
even if about 20 percent of this trade is conducted through road, about US$100 
billion of Indian trade will pass through this region by 2015.18 The basis for 
the “New Silk Road” vision is that if Afghanistan is firmly embedded in the 
economic life of the region, it will be better able to attract new investment, benefit 
from its resource potential, and provide increasing economic opportunity and 
hope for its people. We also believe that the New Silk Road Initiative will be of 
particular importance to Pakistan, and can be an important way for Pakistan 
to further develop its economy and provide jobs for its people.19 Hence, the 
New Silk Road projects are instrumental in laying the foundation for regional 
cooperation, creating political flexibility, improving economic growth, offering 
trade diversifications, investing in transportation, mining and energy sectors.20 

With the fulcrum of geopolitics shifting quickly to Asia, India and the 
greater Indo-Pacific region plays an increasingly important role in U.S. strategy. 
In a region undergoing rapid change, India stands out as an anchor of both 
economic dynamism and democratic stability. In essence, this new Silk Road 
consists of two complimentary components which will serve the interests of 
India’s growing market. The first is energy and infrastructure - roads, bridges, 
railways and pipelines, connecting goods, services, and people. The second is 
trade liberalization which includes the reduction of non-tariff trade barriers, 
improved regulatory regimes, transparent border clearance procedures, and 
coordinated policies that accelerate the flow of goods and services throughout 
the region.21 This is exactly the same vision which the previous Prime Minister 
of India, Manmohan Singh, outlined recently at SAARC summit when he 
referred to the imperative of greater regional integration of a regional economy 
without boundaries which is an objective to which India is fully committed. 
With the rapid economic expansion of China and Japan to the east, Russia to the 
north, and India, Pakistan and Bangladesh to the south, there is unprecedented 
opportunity for India’s landlocked northern neighbours, including 
Afghanistan, to evolve into a land link for Eurasia. Central Asia just happens 
to be sitting on some of the world’s largest energy and mineral reserves, has 
the expertise and will supply to energy-hungry markets in India and Pakistan, 
where new energy resources are desperately needed to for economic growth 
and development. Afghanistan lies in the middle of that nexus. India is looking 
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to increase its involvement in the region under its strategy of “going north”, 
which in 2010 saw it t begin development on the TAPI pipeline alongwith 
Turkmenistan, Pakistan, and Afghanistan.22 This process of normalization 
in both directions, including the eventual extension of Most Favored Nation 
(MFN) status by Pakistan and the reduction of non-tariff barriers by India, 
will lead to expanded economic opportunity and stability for the people of 
both countries. Indeed, a 2007 World Bank study estimated that if all these 
barriers were removed, trade could jump to $5-10 billion per year. But this will 
be a long-term, step-by-step process, that if fully executed will establish India-
Pakistan ties as a driver of region-wide growth. 

Besides trade, India’s primary concern is her political security and, 
therefore, both the regions should be an integral part of this strategy, because 
regional and internal problems in the five post-Soviet republics can jeopardize 
plans for stabilization in Afghanistan. In fact there are many common interests 
that drive their foreign policies, especially, in state building and political 
stability. USA also urges India to expand its influence, saying India has the 
potential to positively shape the future of Central Asia. India could capitalize 
this opportunity as her peace is closely linked with Afghanistan’s stability. 
Security in that part of the world is strongly linked with economic growth and 
social development. The “New Silk Road” is one project that has the potential 
to bring more economic activities in Central Asia. It aims at developing links 
between South Asia and Central Asia and onwards to Europe. Since the US 
backs this project and contributes to it financially and technically, India can 
only be interested in coordinating its efforts with those of the Americans as it 
is the best way to maintain peace and stability in Central Asia and to fight the 
three evils of terrorism, separatism and religious extremism. They want India 
to emerge as a pole of attraction for Central Asian states, partly to counter the 
growing influence of China. The situation could be exploited in revitalizing the 
age-old relation with Central Asia. First, its cultural and linguistic influence in 
these ex-Soviet republics is still quite prominent and will remain so for many 
more years. Second, it badly needs to remain a transit country for the export of 
Central Asian hydrocarbons.23 

According to Stephen Blank, “Washington’s presence allows India to 
play, or at least aspire to, a greater Central Asian role than it could achieve 
on its own. Washington also counts on New Delhi playing an expanded role 
in Afghanistan and Central Asia as its troops depart Afghanistan.” Kaplan 
goes further and avers that “As the United States and China become great 
power rivals, the direction in which India tilts could determine the course 
of geopolitics in Eurasia in the 21st century. India, in other words, looms 
as the ultimate pivot state. In particular, India’s approach to Central Asia is 
conditioned by its profound distrust of, and tensions with, Pakistan. India’s 
ability to access Central Asia is vulnerable because Pakistan’s geography, and at 
times its deliberate policy of obstruction, cuts India off from the region.24 At the 
same time, Afghanistan requires a secure and friendly regional environment 
to support its integration and economic development. The New Silk Road 
strategy gives Afghanistan and Central Asia a chance to remain relevant to the 
United States and retain US presence that is vital for balancing the external 
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power struggle over the region and improving regional cooperation. US 
commitment to the region is also critical for continuing political reforms that 
would eventually lead to more stable participatory political systems. To boost 
the same the New Silk Road Strategy needs more vigorous US and European 
efforts to support economic and democratic reforms. The United States should 
not pursue the Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India (TAPI) gas pipeline 
at the expense of the Trans-Caspian pipeline from Turkmenistan. The two 
projects should be properly sequenced i.e. Trans-Caspian followed by TAPI, 
because Europe needs both additional volumes and availability of supplies 
to move away from overdependence on Russia. International institutions 
and Western governments should encourage regional development through 
emphasis on infrastructure and investment. Promoting transport facilities 
along the corridors; modernizing customs and border crossing; speeding 
up cross-border agreements as well as creating a “single-window” trade 
system that can be coordinated in the region. The long term goal of transport 
corridor expansion should be building logistic corridors that can then become 
development and economic corridors. The Central Asian republics must take 
up their share of the burden in implementing a strategy that will benefit the 
region. They must put past rivalries behind and seize the opportunity afforded 
by greater integration to bring many of these plans to fruition. The regional 
governments must work to build stable political systems based on democratic 
principles and rule of law. Carrying out these projects and reforms will not be 
easy, but they alone will ensure that Central Asia will enjoy both security and 
prosperity in the decades ahead. Overcoming conceptual and barriers require 
a stable geo-political environment, and considerable investments. Afghanistan 
plays a central role in this context. India is already one of the biggest investor 
which constructed and has undertaken various projects including 218 km 
road project from Zaranj to Delaram in south-western Afghanistan which 
was inaugurated in January 2009 to facilitate movement of goods and services 
across the country. 

Taking the hard and soft power strategy into consideration China is and 
could be the major beneficiary in the project, helping it to link Central Asia, 
West Asia and Africa with a series of gas pipelines as well as road and rail 
networks.25 As a part of the above strategy, the Chinese have already built rail 
network linking China with Europe via Central Asia which is very easy as the 
country is sharing vast borders with central Asian States.26 China is gaining 
both economic and strategic advantages out of this game plan reaching out 
to the different markets of the world, supplying energy resources to her vast 
market. The New Silk Road would also focus on removing bureaucratic 
barriers and other impediments to the free flow of goods and people. Today, 
an Indian businessman has to import cement from Southeast Asia instead 
of from the flourishing cement industry next door in Pakistan, while a 
traveler moving to India and Pakistan not only has a difficult time getting a 
visa but often has to be routed through airports a thousand miles away just 
to get across the border. The NSR produce an ideal condition for economic 
climate and give boost to the collective economic atmosphere. This hope of 
boosting trade among Afghanistan and its neighbours will build prosperity 
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and promote peace. The strategy focuses on bolstering north-south trade, 
linking India and Pakistan via Afghanistan to the formerly Soviet republics of 
Central Asia. Robert Blake, Assistant Secretary of State for South and Central 
Asia while speaking at a conference organized by the Jamestown Foundation 
held at Washington focused on South and Central Asia, because they are the 
immediate neighbours of Afghanistan and, therefore, that is where the greatest 
effort lies for improving trade and other linkages. 

The New Silk Road strategy should not be taken only Afghanistan-
centric. When Western grand strategy in Central Asia took shape two 
decades ago, Afghanistan was not a central element. Internal conflict, weak 
governance, terrain challenges, skimpy economic infrastructure, narcotics 
activity and corruption explained this omission. Today, these problems 
remain a heavy burden on Afghanistan. The strategy ought to be sustainable 
even if Afghanistan’s participation falters. This probably means that Central 
Asia, rather than Afghanistan, should be the more important focal point of 
the strategy. The US should simultaneously focus on reforms in Central Asia. 
Cooperation among Central Asia countries, in contrast, is often harmed by 
weak and misgovernance and the tendency of authoritarian leaders to resent or 
envy neighbours. The New Silk Road strategy will yield disappointing results 
without more democratic reforms and an open economy. With exceptions 
in the energy and mineral industries, US firms will not be the main foreign 
investors or traders in Central Asia and Afghanistan. Strategy implementation 
should start with modest and practical cooperation among regional powers. 
It should leverage momentum from the Northern Distribution Network and 
OSCE programs that foster regional cooperation.

The Central Asian states are also facing serious security, economic and 
political problems that are likely to deepen after US military withdrawal from 
Afghanistan. The pending withdrawal from Afghanistan raises concerns among 
the Central Asian republics and this Silk Road strategy is vital for balancing 
external power interests, supporting political reforms, and preserving the 
sovereignty of the young Central Asian states. The US administration’s 
New Silk Road initiative for the stabilization of Afghanistan and economic 
development of the wider region is welcomed by all states in Central Asia. 
Although financial constrains will limit US spending in the region, American 
leadership will be critical for the success of the New Silk Road strategy. This 
strategy must focus on the development of continental trade between Asia and 
Europe alongwith eliminating and bridging barriers to trade and encouraging 
private investment. The New Silk Road initiative needs to become a full-
fledged strategy for economic development of the Central Asian region and 
its integration into the global economy. The strategy must focus on developing 
mechanisms to enable continental trade between Asia and Europe, including 
transport corridors through the South Caucasus, and transportation links with 
South Asia. The strategy should focus not only on economic development 
and stabilization of Afghanistan and its integration with Central Asia, but on 
developing Central Asia and integrating it with Europe and South Asia.
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GEOPOLITICS OF TRANSPORT
CHINA’S STRATEGY FOR RESOURCE ACCESS 

IN CENTRAL ASIA
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Abstract
In view of the growing demand of resources in China, it has started looking 
towards the faraway land to fulfil its needs. The presence of hundreds of 
skyscrapers in large cities of China show the clear picture of the increased 
demand for resources, especially the energy resources, in the country. The 
Central Asian region has become a desired destination for the source of 
energy in the recent times for China. The proximity to these countries, 
ethnic connection of Xinjiang region of China to Central Asia, presence 
of large energy resources and regional stability are some of the reasons 
behind it. The link between these two regions are there from the times of 
the presence of ancient Silk Road. The revival of this route in recent years 
is one of the way to increase the economic benefits of both the regions. So 
the objective of this paper is to highlight the recent demands of resources 
in China because of the pressure mounted by inner peripheral regions and 
the increased need of the country for the new sources of energy security.  
The policy adopted by the country to deal with the Central Asian nations 
and the development of new routes will be discussed. The bilateral trade 
pattern will also be discussed to show the effect of the development of close 
transport links between China and Central Asian region.

Keywords
Geopolitics, Resource Access, New Silk Road, New Eurasian Land Bridge, 
Water Resources, Balanced Development, Hydrocarbons, Sustainable 
Trade, Energy Security, Connectivity Strategy, Transport Corridors.

The sudden development of China in recent years has been noticed by the 
whole world. China started to open up and reformed its economy in the year 
1978 when the GDP growth of China was 9.4 percent. It was one of the highest 
growth rates in the world. Today, it has a foreign trade of $ 851 million and 
it accounts four percent of the world economy. The rapid growth of Chinese 
economy has another side too, i.e. the increasing demand for energy, raw 
material, water and other resources. The availability of water per capita is one 
fourth of world average, while the present cultivable land is 40 percent of the 
average of the world. The per capita amount of other resources like natural 
gas, oil, aluminium and copper is 4.1 percent, 8.3 percent, 9.7 percent and 
25.5 percent respectively to the world average.1 China has a population base 
of 1.3 billion and it is not expected to decline until it reaches 1.5 billion in the 
year 2030. There has been an increasing demand for resources to serve this 
huge population base. The growth of the country has led to the continuous 
development of urban infrastructure and dependency on the energy utilising 
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activities, which in turn has increased the demand for necessary resources to 
maintain the present lifestyle. 

Today China is the second largest economy of the world but the economic 
growth of the nation has many limitations. One of the most critical limitation 
is the availability of resources to fulfil the increased demand in the country. 
These resources are energy sources like oil and gas and other raw materials 
like steel, rubber, minerals etc. It is quite clear that China will be needing the 
import destination which can fulfil the demand for these resources, especially 
the energy resources as the number of manufacturing and other industries are 
increasing in the country. The demand for these resources has also increased 
in the domestic sector and the increased number of automobiles has further 
put the pressure on China. The country has become the largest automobile 
market in the world from a no private vehicle country in the recent years. The 
dearth of resources could badly hit the economy of this country. 

China has become world’s largest energy consumer in the last twenty years 
with the consumption of about 20 percent of the world energy consumption. 
The country used to be an oil exporter country in 1990s, but the recent demands 
of oil in the nation has made it the second largest oil importer country of the 
world. In the year 1993, due to the rise in the domestic consumption of oil, 
China abandoned its energy self-sufficiency goal and imported the oil for the 
first time. The demand of energy will reach 75 percent by the year 2035 and 
by then it will lead USA in energy consumption. The booming economy of 
China requires more than 50 percent of oil import in coming years.2 The use 
of natural gas is not very high, it is about 3 percent of the national energy 
consumption in China. But the country has now decided to increase the usage 
of this resource to 10 percent in the coming years.

China has an abundance of coal resources, but coal has been decided to be 
replaced by natural gas due to the rapid industrial development in the country. 
The demand for the natural gas will be 13 million barrels per day in the country 
by the year 2020.3 The other resource in which China is facing shortage is the 
Uranium. The recent nuclear energy industry could lead to the shortage of this 
resource in the country. The shortage of electricity has also lead to look toward 
the sources outside the country. The energy demand of China has been further 
mentioned by Fazilov and Chen in their article with the support of the data, 
stating:

“China’s rapidly growing demand for energy is fuelled by its energy-
intensive industries like steel, aluminium, automobiles, electronics and 
chemicals. China now accounts for about 35 percent of the world’s steel 
production and about 50 percent of the world’ cement production. By 
the year 2030, the number of cars in China is projected to increase to 
400 million from 27 million in 2004. Natural gas consumption in China 
has also risen over the past decade. In 2011, China produced 3.6 trillion 
cubic feet (tcf) of natural gas, 9 percent more than 2010. While natural 
gas accounted for 23.7 percent of global energy consumption in 2011. 
China’s domestic gas is not enough to meet the needs of these growing 
industries, which pushed China’s gas import to jump from 12 percent of 
its consumption in 2010 to 22 percent in 2011.” 



The Journal of Central Asian Studies, Vol. XXI, 2014

83

The US Energy Information Administration in the report on world energy 
demand and economic outlook 2013 has explained that China is one of the 
fastest growing economy at the present time. The economy of China grew by 
10.4 percent from the year 1999 to 2010. The country leads the race of fastest 
growing economy alongwith the demand for energy. India and China together 
shared 10 percent of the world energy consumption in the year 1990 and it 
went to 24 percent in the year 2010. It is estimated that the combined energy 
use of both these nations will double from 2010 to 2040, and the percentage of 
share of the energy consumption of both the nations will be 34 percent by the 
year 2040. China will consume twice the energy consumption of USA by the 
year 2040. A comparative picture of the energy consumption of US, China and 
India as revealed by fig. 1 shows that China has surpassed US in the energy 
consumption in the year 2010. The gap between China and other two nations 
for the energy consumption will be very high by the year 2040. The Communist 
Party of China while dealing the demand of energy, takes its stand on three 
steps, keeping in view the present geopolitical scenario. i) to exploring new 
sources of energy in the country in the areas which have not been explored 
yet. The western part of the country is one such target area where resource 
explorations have not been done despite of the knowledge that the area is energy 
rich. ii) the explorations in the foreign lands through bilateral and multilateral 
agreements and investing in the infrastructure, mainly in the transport sector. 
iii) to diversify the sources of resources from one region to other.4 The recent 
investments in the construction and overland transport is one such example. 
The major sources or route for the energy and other resource import of China 
is the Malacca Strait. But this route is vulnerable due to the presence of pirates 
and dominance of other developed nations like USA. 

Therefore, it has become necessary for China to search for overland 
secured transport links to be on the safer side in the times of conflicts or other 
such situations. Another example is the moving away of China from the Middle 
Eastern region. China considers this region to be unstable / vulnerable and 
inclined towards USA. The share of total oil import from Saudi Arabia, one 
of the Middle Eastern nation, has declined from 18 percent to 16.4 percent to 
14 percent from the year 2006, 2007 and 2008 respectively. The pressure of US 
on Iran to give up the nuclear weapons ambitions has further complicated the 
situation for China. Therefore, the country has now started looking towards 
the African and Central Asian region as an alternative source for resources. As 
mentioned earlier, the recent energy needs of China has lead the country to 
diversify its resource destinations worldwide. Middle East, Africa, Asia-Pacific 
are some of the regions where China has reached to fulfil the energy and other 
resources needs. The amount of energy imported by China in the year 2011 
shows that Middle East supplied 51 percent of energy, Africa 24 percent, Asia-
Pacific region 3 percent and other countries supplied 22 percent. But in the 
past few years Central Asia has become the favourite destination to fulfil the 
energy demand of the country. Now the question arises that why the region of 
Central Asia, in particular, became an important destination for China?
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Comparative Energy Consumption in the US, China, and India 
 1990-2040 / Quadrillion Btu

Source: U.S. Information Administration, International Energy Outlook 2013
Fig. 1

Central Asia: A Desired Destination for China
Central Asia has become an important place not only because of the presence 
of energy resources, but also due to the issue of combating three evils i.e. 
terrorism, separatism and extremism, present in the North-Western region 
of China. The bordering states of Central Asia to China are geostrategically 
important and have their comparative locational benefits. The area has become 
the trade hub for many other nations like India, Iran, European nations and 
Russia. The Soviet demise has opened up the gate for China to invest in these 
nations. Initially the main interest of China in Central Asia was to deal with 
the border disputes and the security of the Western region of its country. But 
today, China’s major interests in this region are the economic growth of the 
country and social stability in China. The recent investments of China in its 
Western territory has further increased the importance of Central Asia to 
China. It has invested in Western region mainly in the extraction of the energy 
resource. The cordial relationships between China and Central Asia plays a 
significant role for peaceful investment in the region. The ethnic similarity 
and connection between Western regions like Xinjiag Uighur Autonomous 
region plays a vital role in any major activity done in the region. China never 
ignores the fact that the stable and peaceful relationship with Central Asian 
nations also plays a significant role in keeping peace or social stability in its 
own territory i.e. the Western region. 

The country’s energy policy in Central Asia also plays an important role in 
dealing with the current scenario of energy demand and its source of supply.  
At present most of the Central Asian nations are exporting energy resources 
without considering the future consequences of such steps, such as, domestic 
demands in their own country, depletion of resources and increasing debts 
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in the form of loans. They are not paying attention to the fact that long term 
loans will have to be paid in the form of resources. Such situation where trade 
of resources is being done without considering the future stakes of their own 
economic growth is a positive deal for China. This can help China to increase 
its own energy interest in the region. Another reason for the interest of China 
in the region is the fact that there are many external players who are interested 
in this resource rich region like U.S., Russia, European Union and Middle 
East. Therefore, China wants to make sure that its geopolitical situation in 
this region is secure. By assisting them through investment and other funds, it 
wants to make sure that these countries become economically stable and they 
don’t have to look towards any single powerful nation for the financial help. 

The energy sector of Central Asia is controlled by the respective 
governments. This is another reason which makes the work of the Chinese 
traders easy, as they have to negotiate only with the government of these 
countries and the energy companies of these nations work according to the 
indications of the government. Therefore, the energy relations of these nations 
are controlled by the political conditions of these countries. It is, therefore, 
obvious that the investment in the region like Central Asia is very useful for 
China. The geostrategic location of the country could become a bridge for 
the trade activities between China and Central Asia. The foothold in Central 
Asian region will not only profit China economically but there are significant 
political and social gains to the country as well. 

Recent Investments and Bilateral Trade
The trade between China and Central Asia began after the dissolution of Soviet 
Union in 1990. The declining economic condition of Russia and the low prices 
offered by China did attract Central Asian nations towards the idea of increasing 
trade with China. But the rate of trade between these countries was still low 
because of the lack of proper infrastructure in Central Asia. However, in 2000, 
the trade increased to a much higher level between these regions as China 
invested and supported the development of infrastructure in Central Asia. 
Some of the examples are the construction and improvement of Karakoram 
Highway (KKH) by linking Gawadar Port (Pakistan) to the Western region of 
China i.e. Xinjiang, Atasu-Alashankou pipeline and the development of Osh-
Sary-Tarsh-Irkeshtam road. The total trade between these nations increased 
from US$ 465 million in the year 1992 to US$ 17.794 billion in 2007. The 
highest amount of trade done was with Kazakhstan. It was mainly done by 
investing in the energy sector, as Kazakhstan has a huge reserve of oil resource, 
and the development of infrastructure. But today the trade is increasing fast 
between China and Kyrgyzstan. In the year 2007, it went to US$ 2.26 billion 
which was an increase of 128.6 percent from the preceding year. The trade 
in Uzbekistan and Tajikistan increased to US$1 billion and US$524 million 
respectively from the previous year i.e. 2007.5

The major trade was done in the energy sector like oil, natural gas, 
uranium etc. The investment and trade of China with Central Asia has equally 
benefited Central Asian countries too. China has now become the major 
trading partner of these nations by giving low interest loans, improving the 
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infrastructure mainly transport links and by extracting energy resource like 
oil and natural gas from these nations. Some of the benefits which Central 
Asian nations have got are: the increase of foreign currency reserve, security of 
government financial resources and the overall development of these countries. 
Swanstrom in his article has explained that the opening up or the revival of the 
Silk route will benefit Central Asian countries and equally to EU and China. 
He argued that the economy of Central Asian countries would increase from 
fifty to hundred percent over a ten years period through the development of 
the ‘Second Eurasian Land Bridge’ between Europe and China.6

Starr has recognised four main phases of China’s trade with Central Asia 
since the period of World War II i.e. 1949 to 85, 1986 to 90, 1991 to 2000 
and 2001 to the present time. Four border trading zones were opened up for 
the cross border trade between Soviet Union and China in the year 1949. 
These were Jimnay, Baktu, Turugart and Horgos. But the trade along these 
borders was ceased during 1963 and 1967 because of the political instability 
in the region. In the year 1986, China reformed its trade policies and the trade 
between these regions was resumed. The base for the second Eurasian Land 
Bridge was formed by connecting the railway line of Soviet Union to China 
through Druzhbha-Ala Pass in Xinjiang in the year 1990. After the breakup 
of the Soviet Union, the trade between Central Asian countries and China 
increased. It increased to 65 times from the year 1986 to 1992. The passenger 
transport and cargo freight was started between Xinjiang and Kazakhstan by 
opening up of five land routes. In the fourth phase the border trade increased 
to a great extent. 

Some scholars are of the view that trade has been a way for China 
to dominate Central Asia. It has been observed that China has provided 
consumption goods to these countries at a comparatively lower rate. For 
example, China has given loans of US$5.7 million to Kyrgyzstan and US$5 
million to Tajikistan for the commercial goods of China. The trade between 
these regions has especially increased after the September 11 attack in US, as 
this region became a part of US’s strategy to fight against terrorism. As a result, 
the interests of US in the region were induced more by anti-terrorist motives. 
Meanwhile, China’s trade with Central Asia increased even more. The trade 
and the resultant influx of people from Central Asia to China in the recent 
years has been explained by Swanstrom as follows:

“Some 600,000 Central Asian visit Urumqi to conduct trade, and 
according to official statistics, the number of Chinese visiting Central 
Asia is approximately the same. The real number of visitors is probably 
much higher, since there are large black markets, both in China and 
Central Asia. The influx of people to China is so high that China has 
even claimed that many of the Central Asians Uighers that fled from 
their habitat have returned to China. This is not verified outside China 
but it is likely that an increasing number of Uighers have returned for 
trade, even if they are more reluctant to move permanently to China 
due to the memories of the atrocities committed against Muslim during 
the Chinese civil war and the years that followed.”
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The trade between the Central Asian countries and China can be divide 
into three categories. These are: (1) Border trade, it is mainly comprised of the 
shuttle trade, (2) Trade which is organised by one of the important political 
body of Xinjiang, i.e. Xinjiang Production and Construction Corps (3) the last 
one is the trade organised by the private investors or traders, which are today 
mainly the Han Chinese people.

Bilateral Trade Pattern
•	 China-Kazakhstan: The border dispute between China and Kazakhstan 

was settled in the year 1998 and after that the trade between these countries 
started to flourish. The opening up of the Atasu-Alashankau pipeline in 
the year 2005 is one of the example of the establishment of good trade 
between these nations, as the oil export became much high after the 
pipeline started to function. The share of trade between Kazakhstan and 
China is about 65 percent of the total percentage of Central Asian trade 
to China. Most of which is with the Xinjiang region of Western China. 
The trade volume of these two countries between the year 1990 and 1993 
was US$ 1 billion and it rose to US$ 10 billion between the year 2000 
and 2004. The trade reached to US$ 12 billion in the year 2008.7 In the 
year 2011, these two nations formally established the all-round strategic 
partnership. China has been mainly interested in establishing the energy 
industries in this country. The major energy resources in which the trade 
is being done are oil, natural gas and minerals like uranium. In the 2005, 
China’s company CNPC bought Petro Kazakstan for $ 4.2 billion and the 
company also announced to lend money to two of the most significant oil 
developers of Kazakhstan, i.e. Kaz Munai Gaz and Mangistau Munai Gas. 
During the visit of Chinese president in the year 2013, series of contracts 
worth $ 30 billion were signed in the oil and gas sector.

•	 China-Kyrgyzstan: The geostrategic location of Kyrgyzstan is such that 
for the oil import from Turkmenistan to Uzbekistan, the involvement 
of this country is necessary. China has been building roads and other 
infrastructure in this country to connect China to other oil exporting 
nations of Central Asia. In the year 1999, the two countries agreed to 
build the roads such as Osh-Sary-Tash-Irkeshtam and the passenger 
and cargo routes like Osh-Kashgar-Osh and Osh-Artush-Osh. In the 
last two decades, the trade between these two nations has increased to 
a great extent. China has today become the second largest trade partner 
of Kyrgyzstan after Russia.  Kyrgyzstan has a profitable system for the 
payment of the custom taxes, which is a positive thing for China. The 
custom taxes are calculated on the basis of the product volume and the 
product value is not considered.8 The WTO membership of Kyrgyzstan 
has also affected the trade relationships of these countries. Compared to 
the other Central Asian nations, the trade between China and Kyrgyzstan 
is still low. But many Chinese believe that the trade between these two 
nations will increase in the coming years. 

•	 China-Tajikistan: The border between China and Tajikistan at Kulma-
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Kalasu opened up in the year 2004 and the trade between these two nations 
increased. Shuttle trade was also increased to a higher rate. Tajikistan 
being the poorest of all the Central Asian nations, it is reported that two-
third of the loans offered by China is being consumed by Dushanbe and 
the debt of this country to China has reached to a high level. This debt 
was US$ 700 million in the year 2010. Today, most of the investment done 
by China in this country is being done in the form of credit which stands 
repayable.9 China has been an important source of capital in this nation. 
There has been a huge investment in the infrastructure of this country by 
China, for example, the construction of Dushanbe-Chanak highway in 
recent times and the construction of other hydro plants and power lines. 
In the year 2012, ten new deals were signed between Tajikistan president 
and Chinese counterpart. It was announced that these new deals will bring 
US$1 billion investment of China in this country in the form of loans and 
aid. During the visit of Chinese premier in Tajikistan, it was decided that 
the bilateral relationships of these countries will be stronger in future.

•	 China-Turkmenistan: The country was almost closed to trade with China 
until 2006, when the Turkmenistan president visited China. The total trade 
between these two countries was US$ 32.7 million in the year 2001 and it 
reached to US$ 100 million in the year 2005 Starr states that in 2008, both 
these nations signed an agreement to establish an Inter-governmental 
Cooperation Committee for discussing and dealing with the issues of 
economy, trade, security, energy and humanities. The country does not 
share the border with China and bilateral trade between these nations is 
mainly in the form natural gas. In 2011, an agreement was signed to increase 
the natural gas supply from Turkmenistan to China. The total supply of 
natural gas from Turkmenistan to China through Central Asian-China 
pipeline was 6.77 billion cubic metres of worth US$ 15.2 billion by the end 
of the year 2013. During the visit of Chinese president to Turkmenistan it 
was decided that the export of natural gas to China will be 65 billion cubic 
metre per year by the year 2016. The demand for natural gas in China 
has increased to a high level as the country has decided to switch over to 
natural gas from the usage of coal. As a result, Turkmenistan has become 
a potential trade partner for China in the recent years. The investment of 
China in the development of gas pipelines from this country to China is 
the strong evidence of this development.

•	 China-Uzbekistan: Uzbekistan is the most populated country among all 
the Central Asian nations with the population of about 27 million people. 
The trade between China and Uzbekistan has not flourished as with the 
other Central Asian nations. Uzbekistan’s location makes it a transit 
region between Kazakhstan and Iran and also between the countries of 
Kazakhstan, Tajikistan and Afghanistan. But the trade policies of this 
country are restrictive. Therefore, the bilateral and multilateral trade 
with this country is not that developed. In 2006, China and Uzbekistan 
signed many trade agreement. CNPC and state oil company of Uzbekistan 
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agreed on a US$ 600 million deal. Today, China has become the second 
largest trade partner of this country. In the year 2004, a Memorandum 
of Understanding was signed between these nations for the expansion 
of trade, investment and financial cooperation in Uzbekistan. The trade 
volume of these countries increased to US$ 2.87 billion in the year 2012. 
The total investment of China in that country was US$ 4 billion in the 
same year with 35 investment projects in the country.

Table 1
China’s Trade with Central Asia (2012)
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Kazakhstan 256,76,790 110,01,670 146,75,120 3 15 -5
Kyrgystan 51,62,470 50,73,510 88,960 4 4 -9
Tajikistan 18,56,700 17,47,870 10,883 -10 -13 51
Turkmenistan 103,72,710 16,99,330 86,73,380 89 117 85
Uzbekistan 28,74,680 17,83,050 10,91,630 33 31 35

Source: Mariani, B. China’s Interests in Central Asia, Safeworld Report, London, 2013

China and Central Asia have mutual benefits by maintaining a good 
trade relationship with each other. China gives the benefits to Central Asian 
nations by providing them a cheaper consumer products in comparison to the 
Russian, Iranian and other Western nations, which is very beneficial for the 
economically weak Central Asian nations. On the other hand, Central Asia has 
become a very good region to provide raw-materials, oil, petrol products and 
other minerals. China has become one of the largest export market for most 
of the Central Asian regions. As a result, the competition among the Central 
Asian nations has also increased. The overall trade situation of China vis-à-
vis with Central Asia which is reproduced in table 1, reveals some interesting 
equations. 

Chinese Perspective on Central Asia
Some of the hegemonic powers in the past, which are today developed nations, 
have achieved the resources through expansion, colonization and wars. But 
China has adopted a strategic path for its country which is peaceful in nature. 
The resources which China has acquired today has been achieved by peaceful 
ways through developed technology. The surplus capital has supported 
the strategy further. Some scholars have called it as the “peaceful rise” of 
China with cooperative coexistence with other countries, particularly, in its 
neighbourhood. With the motive to rise peacefully in the world, China has 
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been trying to keep friendly relation to most of the countries of the world. The 
Chinese foreign has been motivated by the “Five Principles of Coexistence”. 
These five principles, given in the year 1954, have been described by Mariani 
as “respect for territorial integrity and sovereignty, non-aggression, no-
interference in each other’s internal affairs, equality and mutual benefits, and 
peaceful coexistence”. By adopting these five principles, China has tried to rise 
peacefully in the world. It gives an image to the Central Asian nations that 
China’s economic rise will not only benefit the country of China but also to the 
neighbouring nations.

Swanstrom has described the policy adopted by China in Central Asia 
to be “prioritized policy”. The presence of China in the region is important 
so that the need for energy resources in their country can be secured. The 
security of its internal region by pacifying the Western region of China through 
friendly relations with Central Asian countries is also an important concern 
of China. The Central Asian region has also been described as the “Digwei” 
or Lebensraum of China. After the collapse of Soviet Union, China has tried 
to increase its political, cultural and military relation with Central Asia. The 
establishment of Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) in the year 1995 
was one of the example of Chinese effort to connect with the Central Asian 
nations. The institution has discussed the trade and security issues with the 
member nations. But there has been some problems in the implementation 
of the chalked out plans and agreements between the nations. The rivalry 
between China and Russia has further complicated the situation. One of the 
clear strategy of China in Central Asia is to provide enough economic support 
through investment in these countries. China has tried to strengthen its goal of 
fighting the three evils i.e. terrorism, separatism and extremism by cooperating 
with the Central Asian nations. It has always been the policy of China not to 
interfere in the domestic politics of Central Asian nations. The investment in 
the military sector of these nations has also been low, therefore there is no 
direct threat to Russia in that context. As a result, Central Asian nations do not 
see China as a hegemonic country which tries to dominate them. 

China’s “open door policy” is quite visible in today’s trade pattern with 
other nations. Many Han Chinese people have migrated to the western region 
of China to develop the trade of the western part of the country, especially 
the energy trade. The country has invested in many infrastructural projects in 
the western region to connect this part to Central Asia and import the energy 
resources to China.  As discussed earlier, the overland transport links for the 
energy trade have been developed to decrease the dependence on the less 
secure maritime routes, for example the Malacca Strait. Therefore, there is a 
geopolitical significance in securing the overland routes for the future energy 
security of the country. The most discussed strategy of China in today’s world 
is the usage of its “Soft Power”. This Soft Power tool has also been used in the 
Central Asian countries by China to influence the people of these countries. 
Some of the soft powers used by China in these countries pertain to trade, 
cultural exchanges, education facilities, environmental cooperation etc. Today 
there are many confucius institutes present in Central Asian region through 
which Chinese culture and language is being promoted in these countries. 
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China has in recent times also tried to cooperate through the military exchange 
and exercise programmes in these countries. However, it is not present on large 
level between these regions. But there has been doubt and debates regarding the 
existence of the “Soft Power” strategy of china in today’s world. But the present 
investment in the Central Asian region has surely brought some influence of 
China in these countries. 

Investments in Major Transport Routes
China alongwith other organizations and institutions such as Asian 
Development Bank, EU etc. has tried to invest in the transport development 
in the Central Asian region. The investment in the transport corridors in this 
region has resulted in the opening up of this region to the neighbours through 
complex network of transport corridors. This has created a new strategic 
map of the transport routes in Central Asia. There has been a large support 
by European Union to invest heavily in the transport sector of Central Asia. 
Some of programme through which EU has invested in the region is Transport 
Corridor Europe-Caucasus-Asia (TRACECA) and Pan-European Corridors. 
But in recent times China has initiated the investment with a great force in 
the transport development from Central Asia to its country. One example of 
the major investment in the transport by China is the Central Asia Regional 
Economic Programme (CAREC). This programme was promoted by Asian 
Development Bank in 1997 with the help of China. This programme helps in 
the close network of four Central Asian states and China alongwith the nations 
such as Afghanistan, Azerbaijan and Mongolia. One of the major transport 
corridor to which CAREC is giving fund is the “West China- West Europe 
corridor”. It has given $ 6.7 billion to this corridor in 2008. This project has 
also been funded by other organisations and World Bank gave the highest loan 
of $2 billion to this corridor. The major routes of West China-West Europe 
Corridor, as described by Emerson and Vinokurov are as follows:

•	 Europe to East Asia: This route goes from China to the West 
of Kazakhstan. The funding has been provided by ADB, World 
Bank and Islamic Development Bank.

•	 Mediterranean to East Asia: This route includes the network of 
railways and roads from China to Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan and 
Turkmenistan. It then reaches to south Caucasus and Black Sea 
by crossing the Caspian Sea. 

•	 Russia to Middle East and South Asia: This route comprised 
the networks running from the Siberian part of Russia to Central 
Asia and then reaches Afghanistan and Iran. 

•	 Russia to East Asia: This route does not include the Central 
Asian region.

•	 East Asia to Middle East and South Asia: This route includes 
transport network from China to Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, 
then it reaches to Afghanistan and Pakistan. 

•	 Europe to Middle East and South Asia: This includes the 
railways and road networks from Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan to 
Afghanistan.
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Through these routes CAREC and ADB is helping China to have access to 
the Central Asian region. There has been a coordination between the CAREC 
and EU in this region with a programme to upgrade the transport corridors 
planned by CAREC by 2017. About 51 percent (3,970 km) of the construction 
of the roads was completed by the year 2012. It included the Tajikistan’s 
Dushanbe-Kyrgyz Border Road Rehabilitation (phase-II). In the year 2012, 
Wuhan Action Plan was signed by the ministries of Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, 
China, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Mongolia, Pakistan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan 
and Uzbekistan. Under this plan, total 68 regional transport project were given 
priority by these countries to CAREC.

New Silk Road Project
The idea of reviving the New Silk Route is the most discussed among the 
policymakers  viewing Greater Central Asia (GCA) vis-à-vis the global sub-
regions. There has been different aspects and motives of each country for the 
revival of this route. For example, on September, 2011, US Secretary of State, 
Hilary Clinton, alongwith the German and Afghan foreign ministers Guido 
Westerwelle and Zalmay Rassoul, issued a joint statement for the revival of 
the Silk Route. The main motive behind it was to strengthen the economy of 
Afghanistan by importing energy and other resources from the Central Asian 
region. On the other hand, Turkey initiated its programme for the revival 
of the Silk Road in the year 2008. The main motive behind its revival was to 
build a bridge between European and Asian markets for economic benefits. 
The country planned to simplify the custom rules to make the trade flow on 
this route easy.10 One of the biggest investment done by the Europe in this 
context was to launch Transport Corridor Europe-Caucasus-Asia (TRACEA) 
programme. This programmes has been initiated by EU and the 14 member 
states. TRACECA has supported the transport corridors along the Silk 
Route by providing large funds / investments. The main aim behind it is to 
link European market regions to East Asian markets. The strategy of China 
to revive the Silk Road was not identified until recently when the Chinese 
President visited the Central Asian nations in the year 2013 and announced 
their concept of New Economic Belt in SCO summit at Asthana. The President, 
Xi Jiping presented a 5-point proposal regarding this mega initiative with the 
following five underlying factors: 
1. Strengthen policy communication, which may help “switch on a green light” 

for joint economic cooperation;
2. Focus on  road connections, with the idea to establish a great transport 

corridor from the Pacific to the Baltic Sea, and from Central Asia to the 
Indian Ocean, then gradually build a network of transport connections 
between eastern, western and southern Asia;

3. Improve trade facilitation, with focus on eliminating trade barriers and 
taking steps to reduce trade and investment expenses;

4. To intensify monetary cooperation with special attention to currency 
settlements that could decrease transaction costs and lessen financial risk 
while increasing economic competitiveness;

5. Strengthen people to people relations.
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From the above five proposal, it is quite clear that the construction of 
the transport network between China and Central Asia is a major strategy 
of China to strengthen the trade relationship between these two regions. The 
economic gains have been the primary motive of China for the increased 
investment in Central Asia and the proposal of the “New Silk Road Economic 
Belt” is the new initiative by China to fulfil this motive. It is clear that China 
has never proposed a straight or a clear plan for the revival of the Silk Road but 
the interest in the development of the infrastructure alongwith the Silk Route 
has always been the goal of China to satisfy its different security goals. China’s 
New Silk Road mainly comprised three routes or corridors. These routes cover 
the major part of Eurasian landmass. The modern Silk Road is therefore, 
sometimes referred to as the “Eurasian Land Bridge” or the “Asia-Europe Land 
Bridge”. Today, the major problem of investment in transport sector of Central 
Asian region goes to this sub-route. It functions as a major artery from where 
the railways, roads and highways shoot out through sub-routes.  Therefore, to 
study the recent investment of China in Central Asia, it is important to look 
at the pattern of the recent construction of the New Eurasian Land Bridge. 
Though this bridge has been important for European nations also, but China 
being a single nation has invested in a great amount in the sub-routes from 
Central Asian nations to China.
 
New Eurasian Land Bridge
To link Central Asia with China for profound connectivity, the first railway 
line construction between Xinjiang and Central Asia was started in 1984. 
Another railway line was started from Urumqi through Ala pass to Aqtoghay 
in Kazakhstan in the year 1990. This project was further expanded and it 
became the New Eurasian Land Bridge”. In the year 1990, the Beijing line of 
China connecting Urumqi and Alashankou was linked to Kazakhstan railway. 
This route helped in linking the Eastern ports of China such as Lianyungang 
to the Eastern European port namely Rotterdam in Holland. On Decmber1, 
1992, the freight and passenger services were inaugurated on this route.11 The 
construction and investment in the Eurasian Land Bridge reflected the “Open 
Door Policy” of China. Christina Lin in her article has identified three main 
corridors of New Silk Road which run through the Eurasian Continent or 
the Eurasian Land Bridge. The first one is the Trans-Siberian Railway which 
runs from the Vladivostok to Moscow (13,000 km), the second connects the 
Lianyungang port in Eastern China to Rotterdam via Kazakhstan (10,900 
km) and the third one connects the South East China region (Pearl Delta) to 
Rotterdam via South Asia (15,000 km).

Corridors of New Eurasian Land Bridge
The three corridors of this landbridge were initiated in different years. The 
construction of two of these corridors have been started while the third 
corridor has been proposed by China and the negotiations in this regard are 
still in process. The first corridor of the Eurasian Land Bridge was started 2008. 
China alongwith other nations, like Mongolia, Belarus, Russia and Germany, 
agreed to start the container train service from China to European nations. 
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The first proposed train from China was named “The Beijing-Hamburg 
Container Express”. This train took only fourteen days to cover 10,000 km to 
reach the final destination, i.e. Hamburg, Germany from China. On the other 
hand, it would have taken 40 days to reach the destination, had the Indian 
Ocean route been used to supply the goods to Germany. The maritime route 
adds 10,000 km more to the sea route from Chinese coast to Germany. The 
second corridor started to function in the year 2011. This route connected the 
Eastern ports to China to the Western part of Europe, i.e. Rotterdam. In March, 
2011, the countries of Kazakhstan, Russia, Belarus, Poland and Germany were 
connected through 11,178 km railway line.  In May 2011, the connection of the 
Chongqing region of China to the Antwerp port (the second largest port and 
rail hub of Europe) through a freight railway was completed. The transportation 
of goods through this route took total 16 days, while it would have taken 36 
days through the maritime route. This corridor has helped China immensely 
as the time consumption has decreased through the overland transport. The 
connection of the south western part of China was also taken care of as this 
region plays an important role in the connection of the mainland China to the 
Central Asian as well as to the European nations. The trade between China and 
Europe has been benefitted to a great extent by the presence of this corridor. 
The third corridor of the Eurasian Land Bridge has been proposed and China 
is negotiating with the SCO countries and other countries like Iran, Pakistan 
and India where this route will flow. The discussion among these nations is 
to build the high speed networks in the region. This link will start from the 
Pearl River delta in China and then it will pass through Myanmar, Bangladesh, 
Pakistan, Iran, and Turkey and then it will reach Europe by meeting to the end 
point, i.e. Rotterdam, Netherlands. The total length of the route will be 15,000 
km and it will pass through seventeen countries.12 

Three Major Routes of Eurasian Land Bridge

Source: Christina Lin, 2011
Fig. 2
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The Eurasian Land Bridge crosses the world’s resource rich regions of 
Europe, Central Asia and China. This 10,900 km long route links about forty 
countries with 26.6 percent of the world area and 36 percent of its population. 
The two poles of this route, that is the Eastern Europe and China, are well 
developed in context of transport. But the area lying in between these two 
poles is not that developed. The harsh terrain of this area further increases the 
problem. The proper implementation of the route plan can help this area to 
flourish and develop economically in future. The trade links will be stronger in 
the near future which are not only going to benefit China or European nations 
but also the Central Asian countries as well. The Eurasian Land Bridge is a 
multimodal project including not only the railway lines on the planned route 
but also the development of roads and airways on the route.

Investment in Railway Lines
There are other important railway lines in which China has invested and 
increased the access to the Central Asian nations. One of such railway line 
is the “Southern Xinjiang Railway line”. This line was proposed and planned 
during the IX Five Year Plan. The line which was constructed to the western 
side or border of the Tarim desert basin to Kashghar, was opened in 1999 
while the other railway line which has been proposed by China is the “North 
Xinjiang Railway line”. This line can help in connecting Urumqi and Almaty 
by cutting short the distance buy 565 km.13 The “Tran-Kyrgyzstan Railway 
Line” is another line proposed by China as well by Kazakhstan. This line 
would connect Kashghar to Tashkent by passing through Kyrgyzstan. ADB 
was approached for the financial support for this railway line, and in the year 
1998, the routes for this line were discussed in the ADB conference in Manila. 
Both China and Kyrgyzstan proposed different routes for this link. China is 
more in favour of the Southerly route while Kyrgyzstan wants a northerly route 
for this line. Both these proposed routes are expensive to work on. China is 
interested in the construction of this route because it will help this country 
to trade economically with European and Middle East nations. On the other 
hand, Kyrgyzstan is going to be benefitted with this route by connecting 
the northern and southern part of its country and, hence boosting regional 
cooperation. Additionally, the country can earn the transit fee and create the 
job through it. Another railway link which is going to benefit China is the 
“Trans-Asiatic Railway”. This particular line has been proposed by United 
Nations in 2010. It will help in connecting the Asiatic region to Europe. The 
network of 80, 000 km will cross twenty seven countries. China is also using 
the Central Asian region to connect with the countries like Iran and Pakistan. 
In the year 1992, a Memorandum of Understanding was signed between 
China and Iran to cooperate in the construction of railway line from Iran to 
China. As a result, a 295 km line was constructed to connect with Central Asia 
and Iran. Under the Memorandum of Understanding Chinese supplied the 
technical and financial help for the construction of this railway line. In 1996, 
the Mashhad-Tejen link was established and this link helped China to access 
the Persian Gulf and Mediterranean region via Central Asia. For China, the 
overland railway links with Central Asian has helped immensely in connecting 
the important geopolitical nations in a comparatively short period of time.14 
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Rail Links Between Western China, Central and South West Asia

Source: Garver, 2006
Fig. 3

Investment in the Road Construction
The investments of China in the Central Asian region has also been seen in 
different contexts. However, the railway transport system is more favourable, 
as it is cheaper and faster. One of the most discussed road line which has seen 
heavy investment from the Chinese counterpart is the Karakoram Highway. 
This road connects China to Pakistan, but the investment in this road has 
equal benefits to the Central Asian nations. This road will help the land locked 
countries of Central Asia to open their sea trade through the Gwadar port. It 
was agreed between China and Kyrgyzstan that this highway will be used as a 
transit route between the city of Karachi and Bishkek. This route from China to 
Pakistan is the part of the “North South Corridor”. This corridor also includes 
the route from Russia to Chahbahar port crossing Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan 
and Iran. Another transport corridor linking Central Asia and China which is 
under construction is the “West Europe-West China Project”. This is an 8,455 
km long highway. It has received funding from ADB, EBRD, World Bank and 
IDB. This route will connect not only China, Central Asia and Russia but also 
the South Asian nations. It will transit through Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan and 
Kazakhstan. One-fourth of the line will be laid in Kazakhstan. The funding 
given to this project includes: World Bank $2.13 billion, ADB $340 million, 
EBRD $180 million and IDB $170 million. A similar transport route, which is 
also under progress is the “New Land Transport Initiative”. This will help in the 
transport of cargoes through Beijing-Urumqui-Bakhty-Astana-Moscow-Riga-
Vilnius-Warsaw-Berlin-Brusells route.15

One of the major strategy of China is to connect the Western region to 
China, especially Kashghar and Urumqui. China has planned to make these 
cities as the trade hub by connecting them to Central Asian countries. It 
has been mentioned by Holslag that in the year 2008, there were only two 
connecting points from Xinjiang to the neighbouring country of Kyrgyzstan. 
The Chinese ministry of communication, therefore, started 24 new transport 
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projects and tried to connect Xinjiang region with Kyrgyzstan. Two main 
roads were built to connect the border cities of Kyrgyzstan, i.e. Irkeshtam and 
Torugart, to Kashghar. China also invested $720 million to connect Tajikistan 
to Irkeshtam and a $ 270 million deal was agreed by China to connect Dushbane 
(Tajik capital) to Shahriston pass on the Uzbekistan border.16

ADB provided a loan of $32.8 million for the improvement of Kyrgyzstan’s 
Osh-SaryTash-Irkestam road in the year 2004. By the year 2001, some “ports” 
were constructed on China and Central Asian borders. Sino-Kazakhstan 
border had seven first category ports, Sino-Kyrgyzstan border and Sino-Tajik 
border had two ports each by this year. In the year 2002, four countries, i.e., 
China, Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan and Pakistan agreed to give 200 licences per 
month to the truck drivers who want to move and trade freely between these 
four nations. In the year 2005, the premier Wen Jiabo signed an agreement 
related to the international road transport. The longest tunnel of 5.2 km was 
constructed in Tajikistan in the year 2012 with help of China Road and Bridge 
Corporation. This tunnel was named as “Shahristo Tunnel” and it helped in 
boosting the trade relations of China, Central Asia and other neighbouring 
countries like Iran, Pakistan and Afghanistan by reducing the transportation 
cost. ADB has recognised that the most important road corridor in the present 
time in the region is the Urumqui-Almaty-Bishkek-Tashkent highway which 
is mostly used to carry the international freights by the trucks. 

Despite some facilitating factors, China has faced a number of obstacles as 
well in establishing the rappo for the finalizing the investment and beneficial 
projects. In addition, overcoming geo-physical hurdles, the politico-economic 
front also posed a number of problems. Moreover, the halting, delying and 
discouraging initiatives by the regional corrupt system alongwith mistrust 
and other associated factors, were another worries for China. Moreover, 
overcoming the obstacles China has to work hard and, infact, is doing well, 
albeit with some grey areas as well. Definitely, the overland transport routes 
through railways has decreased the travel time from China to Central Asian 
nations. It is half the distance from the sea route. But the time has not been 
saved as expected. Currently, the railway lines have to cross all these Central 
Asian nations and these nations have their own customs, procedures leading 
to time and cost penalty increases. Moreover, the instability and mistrust of 
Central Asian region is also a potent threat in the establishment of transport 
networks between these two regions. There have been the incidences of distrust 
among the local population for the Chinese traders. The Uyghur population 
inhabiting Central Asian nations, has often targeted the Chinese. It is, therefore, 
clear that China inspite of such hurdles has tried to increase its links towards 
the Central Asian nations and the profit has been realised by these nations too. 
The investment in transport links has helped in the recent years but there are 
certain obstacles which hinder the smooth process of transport construction 
and flow. The natural obstacles like harsh terrain of the region cannot be fully 
bypassed but there has been some steps taken by China to overcome these 
obstacles. On the other hand, there are certain problems which can be sorted 
out by technological and mutual political support. For example, an advanced 
computer system was launched along the Chinese section of the “Eurasian 
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Landbridge” to monitor the movement of trains and cargos from China to 
Central Asian countries. The track of this route was electrified and changed to 
double tracked road.

Apart from the investment from the People Republic of China, there has 
been support to these infrastructural projects from other institutions like the 
Asian Development Bank (ADB) and United Nations (UN). There has been 
the support of China to the ADB and UN for cooperation in these projects. In 
other words, China has tried to involve the other institutions for the investment 
or funding of these transport network projects. These Transport networks are 
as essential to Central Asian countries as to China. The aim behind the liberal 
policies of these nations towards the investment of China in their country is to 
build an ideal transport network which can provide perfect railways, roadways, 
pipelines and air routes for the smooth flow of multilateral and bilateral trade. 
But it is also important for China to keep in mind the alternative routes. As 
discussed earlier, the region has always faced the political and social unrest 
in the past and even today the instability persists. The transport corridors 
developed by China in the region are now becoming the economic corridors. 
The huge investments by China in CARs, particularly, in transport sector, 
demands that being a major player in the neighbourhood of Central Asia, 
China has to behave in a more responsible manner in order to be benefited as 
well as to benefit other stakeholder through improved regional cooperation, in 
addition to investments, especially in connectivity projects.
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abstract 
Uzbekistan became a member of the United Nations (UN) on March 1992 
at its 46th Session of the General Assembly. In the following year, the UN 
opened its office in Tashkent. For the last twenty two years close contacts 
were established with all major branches of the Organisation.  Today, there 
are more UN programmers, funds and agencies operating in Central Asia 
including Uzbekistan. The UN organization in Central Asian countries 
works as a collaborating agency to support the national reform efforts.  
The article is devoted to delve upon partnership between Uzbekistan with 
the international organization, i.e. UN, for regional security, ecological 
problems, Afghan issue, nuclear weapon free zone and other concerns 
related to security and developmental issues of Uzbekistan. At end of 20th 
century, the Central Asian region witnessed the emergence of a number of 
sovereign countries. These developments would definitely have an influence 
on the world political arena. In Central Asia new independent countries 
like, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan which consists of one sub-
region having more or less commonalities in resource landscape, initiated 
their new development strategy and national development models were 
adopted as sovereign countries, focusing on economic growth, security 
and peace. Since the sub-region is surrounded by important countries, it 
naturally attaches a unique geo-strategic importance. The countries of 
Central Asia eagerly want the region nuclear free and also their neighbour 
i.e. Afghanistan to be a settled zone. As such, relations established between 
Central Asian countries, particularly, Uzbekistan and UN have a heavy 
task to focus these critical issues for making the region safe, secure and 
prosperous.

Keywords 
Uzbekistan, United Nations, UN Agencies, Central Asia, Regional Security, 
Ecological Problems, Afghan Issue, Nuclear Weapon Free Zone, Pollution.

Regional Geo-political significance and Un
Central Asia which is important both geo-politically as well as strategically is 
considered to be the future supplier of energy resources to the world market. It 
faces complex political, economic and social challenges.1 From the beginning 
of the 1990s, the Central Asia states have sought a new model of development. 
The countries of the region have common social, economic, environmental, 
and political problems and the solution of the most of the problems lie in 
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cooperation among these countries because as has been rightly observed by 
the regional strategists that it consists of one economic zone which is highly 
interdependent which can not sustain without regional cooperation. Above 
all such countries need to seek help from world bodies, particularly, UN. 
The countries of the region although have already developed relations and 
joint programmes with the United Nations, European Union (EU), Asian 
Development Bank (ADB), and other international organizations but it needs 
to be intensified. Under the auspices of the UN, Central Asian nations are 
actively involved in resolving international and regional issues. Keeping in view 
the eco-political scenario of these countries, the international organizations 
need to develop a clear and long-term strategy in Central Asia, covering the 
issues of security and sustainable development.2 New borders carved up the 
region like a jigsaw puzzle. They interrupted trade and other human links and 
made the region critical and vulnerable in the context of water and energy 
systems. So UN seems morally bound to help in resolving such critical issues.

Dramatic economic collapse brought about a significant increase in 
poverty, severely weakening the region’s human development and security. At 
the same time, the break-up of the Soviet Union also created new opportunities 
for establishing dynamic trade and communication links between the region 
and the rest of the world. These opportunities would require countries to work 
together towards a common future. Today, the Central Asian republics vary 
widely in terms of their geography, population, natural resource endowments, 
human development, political orientation and readiness to cooperate and 
integrate with each other and with the rest of the world. Nonetheless, they share 
many challenges and opportunities, in part because of their common history 
and their important cross-border trade, water, energy and environmental 
links as well as their shared perceptions and realities of internal and external 
threats to human and national security. The region is, particularly, vulnerable 
to climate change, water security especially in downstream states. In the last 
Soviet phase, the region has seen sharp economic growth, although there were 
wide disparities in economic strength between the countries. The growth is 
fuelled, in part, by increased oil and gas exports alongwith an expansion of 
oil related foreign investments. However, living standards have not always 
seen proportionate improvements and contributing to increased economic 
disparities. While there was reason for deep concern about the long-term 
future of the region in the late 1990s, there is justified hope that Central Asian 
countries can thrive and achieve rapid advances in human development and 
human security.

UNDP is working with the five countries both at the national and 
regional levels to build national capacities to advance human development and 
achieve the globally agreed anti-poverty targets according to the Millennium 
Development Goals. Weak regional cooperations, however, continues to be 
a major obstacle preventing countries from developing unified strategies for 
promoting trade, protecting the environment and ensuring the continued flow 
of water and energy. UNDP views increased and effective cooperation as a 
driving force for improved human development, greater equity and enhanced 
security. 
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Un-Uzbek engagements 
Uzbekistan joined the United Nations in 1992 as a new sovereign and 
independent state. The United Nations opened its office in Tashkent in October 
1993. Presently, there are 11 UN programmers and funding agencies operating 
in the country. The UN system in Uzbekistan works as a collaborating agency 
to support the national reform efforts. During its more than decade-long 
experience here, UN has been committed to help the country and has worked 
intensively to support the Government, civil society and people in Uzbekistan 
to overcome the numerous challenges of transition. UN has assisted 
governmental and non-governmental institutions in improving literacy in 
the country alongwith facilitating the mobilization of resources, need for 
successful pursuit of economic and social reforms to ensure a promising future 
for the Uzbek people. UN assistance in Uzbekistan, focuses on two interlinked 
objectives, 1stly, to support the Government in advancing economic and 
democratic reforms, 2ndly, to strengthen and fostering the participation of 
civil society in development process at local and national levels. UNDP is 
concentrating on three thematic areas:3

•	 Economic governance and poverty reduction;
•	 Environment and energy;
•	 Democratic governance.

In 2002 the former UN Secretary General, Kofi Annan, visited Uzbekistan 
which was followed by the visits of Ban Ki Moon, who took stock of the 
deteriorating environmental conditions of Aral Sea which he was shocked to 
see and termed it as one of the worst environmental disasters in the world. 
While representing UN, he signed some joint agreements with Uzbekistan 
and assured to help them, particularly, in the issues of regional security, 
environmental protection and human rights.4

Central asian Region: Peace and Reconstruction
In order to bring peace, safety and development in the region, Uzbekistan 
President has expressed already in detail before the world community about 
the requirements during 48th Session of General Assembly in 1993 and second 
time in 50th Session of UN. The President highlighted the importance of the 
region – the home of nearly 60 million people belonging to various ethnic 
origin in which a significant share consists of youth who being the future of 
Uzbekistan, need to be trained and channelized properly. The civil war in 
Tajikistan, extremism in Afghanistan and other inter and intra regional clashes 
including disputes on transborder water resources in the region pose serious 
challenges to the safety, peace and sustainable development. The region would 
remain safe while working and coordinating with international organizations 
like UN etc. which has an effective control on global powers. The international 
terrorism is seen the most difficult problem among the countries of Central 
Asia and  the UN is being considered the most effective organization to save 
the region from this menace in which not only the other parts of region but 
Uzbekistan has become a casuality.5 Although all the republics are contributing 
in their own way, Uzbekistan also is doing a commendable job towards 
achieving the regional targets.
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Central Asian countries impulse and repulse the implications from 
Afghanistan which has been a serious problem within Asia, recognized by UN 
as well. Afghanistan being strategically important falling within South Asian-
Central Asian Grid, any aggravated problem ignited here can engulf the vast 
surroundings, particularly, Central Asia. Therefore, the peace in Afghanistan 
is of paramount importance and in the interest of whole region. On the 
initiatives taken by UN, the matter for making the region’s troubled areas 
weapon free, which was supported also by some other regional forces, yielded 
positive results. The countries of Central Asian region supported this idea and 
demonstrated their full cooperation. Uzbekistan initiated a Working Group on 
Afghanistan with six bordering countries of Afghanistan plus Russia and USA. 
Afterwards, this group was called “6+2” comprising China, Pakistan, Iran, 
Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan, Russia and USA. This followed a series 
of efforts in the desired direction. In 1997 on 16 October the first meeting of 
“6+2” took place in New York and on 14th January, 1999 the next meeting was 
held in Tashkent. The biggest achievement of “6+2” in Tashkent Summit was 
that two main rival groups in Afghanistan were convinced to work together for 
their mutual interests. Infact, some scholars argue that “6+3” is inevitable for 
defusing the Afghan problem and, simultaneously, to contribute towards peace 
and prosperity in the region.

Regional Connectivity
Stabilization and positive changes in Afghanistan throw new opportunities for 
Central Asian cooperation. Improvement of transport connections between 
Central Asia and Afghanistan would be a significant contribution toward 
future economic recovery and political stabilization of Afghanistan and also 
development of transport communications of Central Asian countries with 
the South and East Asia. In June 2003, the trio i.e. Uzbekistan, Iran and 
Afghanistan signed an agreement for creation of International Trans-Afghan 
Corridor and the construction of a 2400 km highway road (possibly railway 
network in future) through Termez-Mazare-Sharif-Heart to Iranian sea ports 
Bandar-e Abbas and Chorbakhor. This road will allow Central Asian countries 
to reach the Persian Gulf and increase interlinks among Central Asia, Russia 
(West Siberia), and China (Xinjiang) with the Middle East, Southwest Asia and 
Europe. Another Trans-Afghan project is transport corridor from Uzbekistan–
Afghanistan and Pakistan which is important for Central Asian countries trade 
through the Arabian Sea on the doors of South, Southwest Asia and Middle 
East and it will reduce the distance by 1200-1400 km. The transport road 
project Murghab-Kulma will connect Tajikistan with the Karakorum highway 
in China and Pakistan, and allow Central Asian nations access to the Pakistani 
ports of Karachi and Gwadar. In December 2005 the construction of a 988 km 
Kazakhstan–China oil pipeline from Atasu in West Kazakhstan to the Chinese 
border town Alashankou was completed. It enables Kazakhstan to export up 
to 10 million barrel of oil a year. These transport projects will help to develop 
alternative transport projects and bring positive changes in the geo-strategic 
and geo-economic situation in Central Asia.6
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Central asia as nuclear Free zone 
For smooth development, peace is a pre-condition. So making Central 
Asian region nuclear weapon free zone, is on the development agenda of the 
region which is patronized by UN and other global peace bodies. The idea of 
establishing nuclear-weapon-free zones (NWFZs) was conceived with a view 
to preventing the emergence of new nuclear weapon states. As early as 1958, 
10 years before the signing of the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear 
Weapons (NPT), the Polish government which feared the nuclearization of 
West Germany and wanted to prevent the deployment of Soviet nuclear 
weapons on its territory, put forward a proposal, called the Rapacki Plan 
(after the Polish foreign minister), for a NWFZ in Central Europe. The zone 
comprises Poland, Czechoslovakia, the German Democratic Republic, and 
the Federal Republic of Germany, while other European countries would have 
the opportunity to accede. Under this parley the stationing, manufacturing 
and stockpiling of nuclear weapons and of nuclear delivery vehicles would be 
prohibited. The nuclear powers would have to respect the nuclear weapon-
free status of the zone and undertake not to use nuclear weapons against any 
territory of the zone. In political climate of the 1950s, the Rapacki Plan had no 
chance of becoming a subject of serious international negotiation. Nonetheless, 
several of its elements were later adopted as guidelines for the establishment of 
denuclearized zones.7 A nuclear-weapons-free zone (NWFZ) is defined by the 
United Nations as an agreement which a group of states has freely established by 
treaty or convention, that bans the use, development, or deployment of nuclear 
weapons in a given area, that has mechanisms of verification and control to 
enforce its obligations, and that is recognized as such by the General Assembly 
of the United Nations. NWFZs have a similar purpose too, but are distinct 
from, the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty to which all countries except for 
four nuclear weapons states are party. In addition, nuclear-free zone often 
means an area which has banned both nuclear power and nuclear weapons, 
and sometimes nuclear waste and nuclear propulsion, usually does not mean a 
UN-acknowledged international treaty.

Presently there are five zones covering continental or sub-continental 
groups of countries (including their territorial waters and airspace), and UN-
recognized one zone consisting of a single country, Mongolia, and Antarctica, 
the seabed, and outer space which are not part of any state. The Antarctic, 
seabed, and space zones preceded all but one of the zones on national 
territories. Most of the earth’s oceans above the seabed are not covered by 
NWFZs, since freedom of the sea restricts it in international waters. As of 15 
July 2009 when the African NWFZ came into force, the six land zones cover 56 
percent of the earth’s land area of 149 million square kilometers and 60 percent 
of the 193 states on earth, up from 34 percent and 30 percent the previous 
year.  However, only 39 percent of the world’s population lives in NWFZs, 
while the nine nuclear weapons states have 28 percent of the world’s land area 
and 46 percent of the world population.8 NWFZ is a specified region in which 
countries commit themselves not to manufacture, acquire, test, or possess 
nuclear weapons. Five such zones exist today, with four of them spanning the 
entire Southern Hemisphere. The regions currently covered under NWFZ 
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agreements include Latin America (the 1967 Treaty of Tlatelolco), the South 
Pacific (the 1985 Treaty of Rarotonga), Southeast Asia (the 1995 Treaty of 
Bangkok) Africa (the 1996 Treaty of Pelindaba) and Central Asia (the 2006 
Treaty of Semipalatinsk). 

The Central Asian Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone (CANWFZ) Treaty, also 
known as the Treaty of Semipalatinsk, includes the Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. The Treaty bans the conduct of 
research on development, manufacture, acquisition, or otherwise possession 
of any nuclear explosive device. It prohibits the disposal of radioactive waste 
within the CANWFZ territory and stipulates that no state perform a nuclear 
explosion of any kind, in accordance with the CTBT.  The Treaty also addresses 
environmental concerns unique to the region.  It requires each party to assist 
any efforts toward the environmental rehabilitation of territories contaminated 
as a result of past activities related to the development, production or storage 
of nuclear weapons. In addition, each party must conclude an agreement 
with the IAEA for application of its safeguards to the state’s nuclear activities.  
Similar to the Treaty of Pelindaba, the Treaty of Semipalatinsk obligates states 
to uphold international standards concerning the protection of its nuclear 
materials and facilities to prevent theft.  The treaty also respects the right of 
each party to remain free to decide for itself whether to allow visits by foreign 
vessels and aircrafts to its ports and airfields. It contains one protocol, which 
commits NPT-designated nuclear weapon states (NWS) to a pledge not to use 
or threaten to use a nuclear explosive device against any party to the region.

The initiative on creation Nuclear Free Zone in Central Asia was put 
forward by the President of the Republic of Uzbekistan from a rostrum of 
the United Nations at the 48th Session of the General Assembly of the United 
Nations in 1993.9 Since then several attempts were made in this regard like, 
Almaty Declaration of the Presidents of the Central Asian states in 1997, the 
Tashkent Declaration of Ministers for Foreign Affairs of five Central Asian 
states (C-5) on September 17, 1997 and the Communique of Advisory Meeting 
of five C-5 and the countries of the Nuclear Five (P-5) in Bishkek on July 10, 
1998.10 In the field of security and nuclear nonproliferation, the Central Asian 
states have been successful in using the UN as a platform from where they 
could prove to be able to successfully bargain matters related to their survival, 
even proposing themselves as an example for other regions to the world. The 
formal setting up for the CANWFZ actually started in 1997. In the statement 
issued at Tashkent on 15 September, 1997 the Ministers for Foreign Affairs 
of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, then 
submitted to the UN their consent to sign a treaty instituting the CANWFZ, 
following their common commitment to sovereign equality, use of diplomacy 
and international law as means for peaceful coexistence and stressing those 
rules facilitating security maintenance and survival among nations. The UN 
noticed the normative convergence of the Central Asian states in the realm of 
non-proliferation declaring that the treaty on a NWFZ in Central Asia, on the 
basis of arrangements freely arrived at among the States of the region, constitutes 
an important step towards strengthening the nuclear non-proliferation regime 
and ensuring regional and international peace and security.11 
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To sum up, the Central Asian political leadership, its civil society as well 
as its diaspora – all are struggling hard to make this region a prosperous one 
with peaceful coexistence with all its immediate, extended as well as global 
neighbourhood. As development has been always a casuality of instability, so 
peace has to be achieved if the region has to develop in sustainable manner. 
This is the reason of assigning importance not only to the regional problems 
like political reforms, ethnic issues, boundary delineations, transborder water 
disputes, cultural bikring, environmental degradation etc., but also to the 
Afghan problem, ripples of civil war, nuclear issues and a host of other related 
problems. Here it is pertinent to note that the individual as well as national / 
international issues are being treated in a cooperative and targeted manner in 
which Uzbekistan has been always cooperating and volunteered to coordinate. 
Some regional organizations proved ineffective but others have started to yield 
results. Yes, terrorism which is a great threat to humanity needs attention. In all 
such efforts the role of United Nations has been encouraging. Improvements are 
evident when the relevant data collected from various international agencies 
is analyzed. However, the role of UN needs to be strengthened and requires to 
work in a more responsible way as expected, and for which it stands for.
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Medical GeoloGy
a case study of KashMir
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Abstract
Medical Geology, the study of the impacts of geological materials and 
processes on animal and human health, is a dynamic emerging discipline 
bringing together the geological, biomedical and public health communities 
to address a wide range of geo-environmental health issue. In the present 
review, an attempt has been made to present the toxicity posed by various 
trace metal exposures, radionuclides, atmospheric dust and smoke, geo-
disasters, geo-circulation of pesticides, microbes and pathogens along 
with their implications on the heath of flora and fauna. Depending on the 
concentration and association of any element with other elements, the 
same element can induce quite different effects. Kashmir Valley, located 
in western Himalayas, is characterized by a unique geological history as 
it bears a complete geological stratigraphic succession of rock formations 
ranging in age from Meso-Proterozoic (~1600-1000 Ma) to Holocene. Like 
other regions, the geological rock formations of the valley are continually 
interacting with the intimate ambient environment and populace. In this 
review, the possible medical geological issues associated with diverse 
geological materials are highlighted to undertake further structured and 
comprehensive studies in the field. Furthermore, an account to understand 
the sources, distribution, pathways and health effects associated with 
potentially harmful chemical substances in terms of exposure, mixtures 
of different substances and dose-response relationships in the immediate 
geological environment of Kashmir Valley, is also analyzed. Therefore, 
the geo-scientific data generated can be effectively used by the medical/
other experts for conducting further epidemiological studies on various 
anticipating health troubles. In this way, the risks and contaminations once 
identified in the geological environment of the valley can be minimized to 
safer levels following the established remedial strategies.
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introduction
Most of the people are well aware and conscious of a range of health effects 
of geo-hazards irrespective of their occurrence. In order to moderate and 
mitigate the apparent effects of natural disasters, early warning systems have 
been developed. These warning systems are used to understand the effects of 
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emerging natural disasters provided the detection systems are appropriately 
situated and monitored and the population at risk timely alerted. However, 
this development and public awareness has further enhanced the realization 
that we need a better understanding of links between the dynamics of Earth 
and its inhabitants. The health of billions of people around the globe is affected 
to varying degrees by our natural environment, a major component of which 
is the geology of the earth. Geological materials, such as, rocks, minerals, and 
water alongwith geological processes, such as, volcanic eruptions, earthquakes 
and dust play a key role in a domain of environmental health issues that impact 
the health and wellbeing of people around. As a response to this global concern 
depicting the importance of geological factors on health, coupled with general 
lack of appreciation in understanding the geology, International Commission 
on Geological Sciences for Environmental Planning framed in 1996, an 
International Working Group on Medical Geology,1 which subsequently led 
to the establishment of International Medical Geology Association (IMGA) 
in 2006. Medical geology was included as one of the ten main themes of 
the International Year of Planet Earth (2007-2009) under the title “Earth 
and Health” – for a safer environment under the coordination of IUGS and 
UNESCO.2 

During recent years, a lot of studies have been carried out in the field of 
medical geology in different parts of earth like America, Europe, Africa, Middle 
East, Australia, China, Japan and Indian Subcontinent, to know the pattern 
of various diseases associated with geological environment with significant 
successes and strides. Medical Geology, thus, is emerging as a promising 
interdisciplinary scientific field focusing on the relationship between natural 
geological environments and their health effects on human beings, livestock 
and plant kingdom including understanding the influence of environmental 
factors on the geographical distribution of health problems which involves 
geoscientists, medical professionals, veterinary people, agricultural experts, 
environmental and biological scientists etc. Hence the field of Medical Geology 
demanding collaboration between the geo-scientists and biomedical/other 
researchers, offers promise of developing innovative solutions to minimize or 
prevent exposure to potentially deleterious natural materials and geological 
processes. 

The fast growing human populations; increasing pressure on land, water 
and air resources; excessive use of fertilizers and pesticides; growing rural to 
urban migrations; unsustainable developmental initiatives and a host of other 
related issues – all have contributed to shape the Kashmir Valley as it exists 
today. The resultant relationship between medical geology and our daily lives, 
while focusing on the interactions between chemically harmful elements and 
biological systems alongwith the presence or absence of chemical harmful 
substances/trace elements and their implications on the human and ecosystem 
health in the valley, will be analyzed in the following sub-sections. 

Geology-health interrelationship
There are direct links between geochemistry of rocks/soil and health e,g, via 
food chain alongwith inhalation of atmospheric dust and gases. As we know 
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the rocks are the fundamental building blocks of our planet’s surface and 
different rock-mineral assemblages contain 92 naturally occurring chemical 
elements found on the Earth. Many of these elements are essential to plant, 
animal and human health in small doses.3 The essential elements are generally 
grouped as under:

•	 Macro elements – (with daily requirements more than 100 mg 
e.g. Ca, P, Na, K, Cl, Mg & S);

•	 Micro elements – (with daily requirement from less than 1 mg up 
to 100 mg e.g. Fe, Cu, Zn, Mn, I, Mo, Se ,F, Br, Cr, Co & Si) and 

•	 Trace elements – (with requirements not as yet adequately 
determined, but whose presence in microgram quantities is 
thought to be necessary e.g. B, Sn, Ni, Ge, V & W).  

The trace elements occur naturally in rocks, soils, gases and water in both 
harmless and harmful forms and concentrations. The geochemical pathways 
of the essential trace nutrients that enter the food chain are clear and being 
intimately linked to the immediate geological environment.4 Every day we eat, 
drink and breathe minerals and trace elements, never giving a thought to what 
moves from the environment into our bodies. For most of us this interaction 
with natural materials is harmless, perhaps even beneficial, supplying us 
with essential nutrients. These elements are important in environmental 
health because they perform several vital functions e.g. calcification of bone, 
blood coagulation, neuromuscular irritability, acid-base-equilibrium, fluid 
balance, osmotic regulation etc. Certain elements are integral components 
of biologically important compounds such as hemoglobin (Fe), thyroxin (I), 
insulin (Zn) and vitamin B12 (Co). Several metals also participate as cofactors 
for enzymes in metabolism (e.g. Mg, Mn, Cu, Zn, K) and some are essential 
constituents of certain enzymes (e.g. Co, Mo, Se). However, the 92 naturally 
occurring elements are not distributed evenly on the surface of the earth and 
problems can arise, when the elemental concentrations are too low (deficiency) 
or too high (toxicity). For example, low concentrations of iodine characterize 
the soils and rocks at high elevations and in limestone terrains. The inability 
of the environment to provide the correct mineral balance can lead to serious 
health problems (table 1). 

The above-mentioned mineral imbalance in the natural environment 
can be underlined by geochemical provinces. The clear demarcation of 
geochemical provinces are also closely linked to the incidence of several 
regionally distributed diseases. For example, an occurrence of endemic goiter 
and cretinism has been associated with iodine deficiency in several parts 
of the globe including India, Sri Lanka, China, South America and Africa. 
Selenium deficiency in some parts of China has been related with cases of 
muscular dystrophy as well as induction of endemic cardiomyopathy.  Excess 
of fluorine in drinking water has been associated with endemic dental and 
skeletal fluorosis in several geographical areas including India, China, Africa, 
Mexico and Chile. Well documented cases of chronic arsenic poisoning from 
consumption of contaminated drinking water are known in Taiwan, Chile, 
Argentina, Mexico, China and recently in West Bengal and Bangladesh.
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table 1
diseases associated with deficiency and toxicity of a Given element

element deficiency toxicity
Iron Anaemia Haemochromatosis
Molybdenum Mouth and Esophageal cancer Bony deformities
Copper Anaemia

Skeletal defects
Chronic copper 
poisoning Wilson, 
Bedlington disease

Zinc Dwarf growth, Retarded 
development of gonads, 
Akrodermatitis enteropathica

Metallic fever
Diarrhoea

Cobalt Anaemia
White liver disease

Heart failure
Polycythaemia

Cadmium Renal and heart diseases
Lead Neurological disorders
Mercury Neurological disorders
Iodine Endemic goitre

Endemic cretinism
Mental retardation

Fluoride Dental caries Dental or skeletal 
fluorosis

Radon Lung cancer
Arsenic Cancer, skin disease
Magnesium Dysfunction of gonads, 

Convulsions, Malformations 
of the skeleton, Urolithiasis

Ataxia

Chromium Disturbances in the glucose 
metabolism

Kidney damage
(Nephritis)

Selenium Liver necrosis, Kaschi-Beck 
disease, Cardiomyopathy

Alkali disease, 
Blindstaggers Selenosis

The geology is the most important factor controlling the source and 
distribution of radionuclides, such as, radon, radium, uranium etc. associated 
with particular types of bedrock and unconsolidated deposits. Inhalation of 
radon is a severe occupational hazard for uranium miners, commonly resulting 
in fatal lung cancer. In addition to it, the low level of awareness about health 
hazards due to geological environmental toxins, general poverty leading to 
poor nutrition and health status, consumption of food grown in contaminated 
areas, serious lacking of proper sanitation, pipe-borne clean water and poor 
implementation of pollution control laws etc. clearly intensify and enhance the 
spread of many geogenic diseases and, therefore, complex the risks involved. 

Infectious diseases in humans are also dramatically affected by the 
geological environment, albeit, indirectly. Geological forces shape the 
environments in which microbes thrive, sometimes creating opportunities for 
the emergence of infections. Atmosphere is a daily host to a variety of particles 
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or aerosols originating from the surface of earth through several geological 
and anthropogenic processes. Many of these particles are smaller than 2.5 mm 
making them easy to inhale e.g., alluvial dust, cigarette smoke, coal dust or 
asbestos, affecting our respiratory systems. The trade winds are able to lift fine 
mineral particles from soils sometimes laden with bacteria and toxic elements 
and then carry those particles to great distances around the planet which can 
impact the health and sustainability of living species. Satellites today track and 
provide an excellent picture of the transport of these dust and other aerosols 
on a global scale.

In addition to it, the roles of different organic compounds on health is 
presented by polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs) and pesticides and 
are quite toxic, especially when present in drinking water (table 2). One 
classical example is the case of Balkan Endemic Nephropathy (BEN) due 
to the presence of PAHs in water derived from coal fields which affects the 
people living in areas of the former Yugoslavia, Romania and Bulgaria. The 
pesticides are by nature toxic to one or more life forms. Generally pesticides 
damage the liver and nervous system.  Also various microbes and pathogens 
released during different geological processes have an impact on health. For 
example, the landslides and the resulting dust clouds generated by the 1994 
Northridge earthquake triggered an outbreak of coccidioidomycosis, or valley 
fever, among residents of the nearby Simi valley in southern California. The 
landslide released the soil fungus (coccidioides immitis) into dust clouds, 
exposing people to the fungus which caused valley fever.

table 2
some commonly used Pesticides and Their adverse effects

Pesticide disease/adverse effect
Aldrine Attacks the nervous system,  Convulsions, Carcinogenic
HCH Liver tumor
Chlordane Carcinogenic
DDT Liver damage, Carcinogenic
Dieldrine Carcinogenic, Destroys enzymatic activities
Heptachlor Liver  damage, Carcinogenic
HCB Highly toxic, Bone marrow damage

Medical Geology issues in Kashmir Valley
Kashmir Valley is characterized by a varied topography with bounding high, 
rugged structural hills, small mounds of karewas, colluvial fans and alluvial 
filled valleys, as the main geomorphological features. Geologically speaking, 
Kashmir Valley bears a unique identity as it hosts a complete geological 
succession of rocks ranging in age from Meso- Proterozoic (~1600-1000 Ma) 
to Holocene. The main geological formations of the basement of valley and 
surrounding mountains include the Panjal Volcanics (~298-252 Ma) and 
Triassic Limestones (~252-200 Ma) overlying the Archean metasedimentary 
rocks followed by the Karewas (~23-0.01 Ma) and Alluvium (<0.011 Ma). 
The Archean metasedimentary rocks comprise carbonaceous slates, pyritous 
graphitic phyllites, carbonaceous grey or white limestone and marble, 
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calcareous slates and mica schist. The Panjal volcanic rocks predominantly 
include andesite and basalt with shale, silt stone and quartzites. The Triassic 
Limestone constitutes a thick series of compact blue limestone, slates and 
dolomites. Karewas are the glacio-fluvio-lacustrine deposits and contain 
blue, grey and buff silts, sands, partly compacted conglomerates, lignite and 
embedded moraines. The recent alluvial deposits include boulders, pebbles 
sands and clay spreading over the flood plains of river Jhelum and its tributaries.5 
These different types of rocks supply most of the raw materials from which 
soils are formed and from which water derives its inorganic constituents. The 
compositions of what we eat and drink, thus, depend partly on the composition 
of these source rocks. The contents of individual elements also vary widely with 
rock types. Rocks like igneous, sedimentary and metamorphics contain trace 
elements and also contribute them to the water bodies like fluoride, arsenic, 
lead, copper, mercury, zinc, etc. Granites are known to contain minerals that 
emit radon, radium, potassium and uranium. Chromium, titanium, nickel and 
cobalt are conspicuously concentrated in low-silica igneous rocks. Arsenic, 
iodine, molybdenum and selenium are conspicuously concentrated in shale 
and clay.

Most of the people in the valley live in intimate contact with the 
immediate geological environment obtaining their basic requirements such 
as food and water directly from it. Therefore, the unique geochemistry of 
this geo-environment has a marked influence on their living and health. The 
Panjal Volcanic and Triassic Limestone provide building stones, besides, 
constituting the hard rock aquifers. The horticultural activities are carried out 
on the karewas where as the other major agricultural practices are dominantly 
carried out on the alluvium plains. The karewas and Alluvium also comprise 
the soft rock aquifers or groundwater resources of the valley satiating the 
irrigation and drinking water requirements of large chunk of population of 
the region. The chemistry and suitability of these water resources is defined 
in terms of dissolved inorganic and organic constituents obtained dominantly 
through rock-water interactions. Similarly the composition of the soil is also 
dependent and influenced by the raw material supplied by weathering of the 
different underlying litho-units in the area.  Like other regions, the soil is an 
essential resource for the cultivation and plantation of diverse crops in the 
valley. Therefore, what we eat and drink largely depends on the composition 
of the source rocks from which soil is formed. The geological rock formations 
of diverse geochemical nature revealing their presence in the ambient geo-
environment of Kashmir Valley continuously may have a profound effect on 
the health of the flora and fauna in the region. In order to study and understand 
the influence of geochemical factors on the distribution of diseases in man and 
animals, the geological setting of the valley provides a striking opportunity. 
Thus, in this perspective, we are providing a brief insight into a few major 
medical geology issues observed in the valley.

Fluorine and Iron
Fluorine is ubiquitous in the natural environment and 14th most abundant 
element in the Earth’s crust, supremely reactive and oxidative. Fluorine is an 
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essential element in the human diet but chronic ingestion of high doses has 
been linked to the development of dental fluorosis and in extreme cases with 
skeletal fluorosis including osteosclerosis, limited movement of the joints, and 
outward manifestations such as knock-knees, bow legs, and spinal curvature. 
Fluorosis combined with nutritional deficiencies in children may produce 
severe bone deformations.  Earth materials that are characteristically rich in 
fluorine are organic clays and shales, carbonates, phosphates, hydrothermal 
ores, and silicic igneous rocks like rhyolites, dacites, and granites. Fluorosis is 
a countrywide problem in India and it has reached alarming proportions in 
17 states including Jammu & Kashmir wherein the concentration of fluoride 
beyond permissible limits is commonly observed in ground water resources of 
many parts of the valley.6 It is very pertinent to mention here that recently, the 
Union Ministry of Drinking Water and Sanitation (UMDWS) has also warned 
about the incident of fluorosis in the valley. Besides fluoride, Iron is also one 
of the main contaminants of water and is widely reported from the valley. 
Panjal volcanics, carbonate rocks and ferruginous boulder beds in karewas 
are the main sources of Iron in the water resources of the valley. The water 
with high iron content causes staining of clothes while washing and imparts 
a bitter stringent taste to it. Trace inorganic chemicals that pose a potential 
health concern, such as arsenic, boron and lead, have high probability to be 
associated with iron in ground water.

Heavy Metals
The Kashmir Himalayas, particularly, in Anantnag, Ganderbal, Baramulla 
and Kupwara districts, is impregnated by sulphide mineralization wherein 
bioavailability of deleterious heavy metals like lead, mercury, cadmium, arsenic, 
zinc, cobalt, copper etc. can’t be ruled out. Thus, the soil which covers these 
underlying sulphide mineralization rocks while in the process of weathering 
may concentrate some of the trace elements and even transfer some to plants 

table 3
concentration of f, fe and Pb in Groundwater resources of 

Kashmir Valley

Parameter
range in 
Kashmir 

Valley

Max. Permissible 
limits

health effectsBis 
(10500)

Who 
(2010)

Fluoride 0-3 mg/l 1.5 mg/l 1.5 mg/l

Dental fluorosis, 
Skeletal fluorosis 
including 
osteosclerosis

Iron 1-10 mg/l 1 mg/l -- Haemochromatosis

Lead 0.500 – 2.044 
ppm

0.05 
ppm

0.01 
ppm

Reduced neuro 
physiological 
functioning, Peripheral 
neurological effects, 
Kidney dysfunction

Source: DGM, CGWB
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grown on such soil. In addition, the groundwater which filters through this 
soil profile may also dissolve certain other elements. During our study, the 
concentration of geogenic Lead (Pb) in surface and sub-surface waters of 
Hapatkhai watershed, in district Baramulla has been found to be exceeding 
the safe drinking water limits of WHO7 and BIS8 Standards. This is also argued 
in the reliable report as well.9 Chronic or acute exposure to lead affects human 
central nervous system and may cause several adverse effects on human 
health, e.g., anemia, gastric irritation, kidney, liver, and heart dysfunctions, 
brain damage and mental retardation especially among children. 

Geo-circulation of Pesticides
Kashmir Valley is an agrarian region with agriculture as a dominant constituent 
of its economy and Rice, Maize and Wheat being major crops. Kashmir is 
known for its mono-cropped and rain-fed economy with 60 percent area 
in valley. Production of fruits like apples, pears, cherries, plums, mulberry 
peaches, apricots, walnuts and almonds, is common in the territory. About 
20 percent of the total cultivated area is under horticulture with a the rapid 
conversion of agricultural land to horticulture. The people in valley, in order to 
coax more from the soil, add different kinds of fertilizers pesticides, insecticides 
and fungicides for destroying pests which affect their crop growth and crop 
productivity. These pesticides consisting of various cancer causing chemicals 
contaminate the drinking water and eatables. In the process, the agricultural 
return flow becomes potential source of pollution for the surface and 
groundwater resources which when ingested by the local populace, becomes a 
health concern. In a recent most study conducted by SMHS Hospital, Srinagar, 
the extensive use of pesticides during last two decades has been linked with an 
increase in the cancer incidents, particularly, in rural areas especially in the 
cereal and horticultural hotbed of the valley. Development of shallow aquifers 
is a common phenomenon in these rural areas which are highly susceptible 
for such contaminants. The cancer triggering elements in these areas may 
also associate with the several rock types such as clay and silt which forms 
the predominant litho-units of the valley. The USGS has found that low level 
of pesticides and their derivatives, which can disrupt hormone systems, are 
common in surface and ground water in both rural and urban areas.

Atmospheric Particulates
The atmosphere is a daily host to a variety of particles e.g. smokes particles, 
aerosols etc. in thick hazes of pollution that can affect our health. Many of 
these particles are smaller than 2.5 micrometers, making them easy to inhale.  
The presence of high concentrations of mineral dust in the atmosphere has 
implications not only for human health, but also for meteorology, climate, 
geology and bio-geochemical processes. These processes are all strongly 
linked. In the Kashmir Valley, the atmospheric dust and smoke generated 
from mining activities, vehicular traffic and combustion of fossil fuels are 
acting great challenges for the public health of the region. The mineral based 
industries are generating huge amounts of dust and smoke which is casting 
harmful impressions on the surrounding environment and population. 
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Higher concentration of black carbon (BC) and particulate matter (PM) in 
the atmosphere of the valley, particularly, around Srinagar city as compared 
to the other cities of India, is again a matter of concern as it causes severe 
health problems in masses besides the drastic variations in climatic regime 
of the valley. The fast growth in respiratory problems and the emission-crop 
interference, mostly, around industrial areas of the region, are also issues of 
great concern.  

Natural Disasters
Kashmir Valley has a devastating history of extreme natural disasters 
like earthquakes, landslide, floods etc. the October-2005 earthquake and 
September-2014 floods can be cited as two examples of the recent most natural 
catastrophes. Such geo-hazards have the potential to produce copious solid, 
gaseous, or liquid materials of potential environmental and public health 
concern. For example, a huge quantity of contaminated and/or pathogen-
bearing waters, dusts, soils, and sediments; liquids; gases; smoke; ash; and 
debris are produced during these disasters. Most of these materials are derived 
from the earth’s surface, followed by the influence of geochemical processes 
during the evolution in the environment. The geochemical characteristics 
of these materials can strongly influence their potential impacts on the 
environment and health. In addition of analyzing the root causes of such 
disasters followed by the relevant mitigation measures, particularly, in case 
of man induced causes, we need to develop the proper disaster management 
infrastructure so as to overcome any such eventuality in future. Furthermore, 
it is collective responsibility of government, civil society, NGOs and other 
relevant agencies to pool their resources and cooperate in each other’s efforts. 
Here it is worthmentioning that most people may not be aware regarding the 
future consequences of such disasters whose far-reaching negative impacts are 
much more dangerous than the immediate devastations. 

In view of the above facts and figures, some doables are to be prioritized. 
Today Geo-scientists in association with public health professionals are 
seriously engaged to understand and address the health problems caused 
or exacerbated by geological materials and processes. The analytical 
characterization of naturally occurring trace elements and toxic organic 
compounds in soil and water is helping them to explain patterns of various 
diseases. Therefore, like other regions, in Kashmir Valley, there is a dire need 
for collaboration between geoscientists and public health professionals for the 
collection of more information on the sources, distribution, pathways and 
health effects of potentially harmful substances in the environment in terms of 
exposure, mixtures of different substances, and dose-response relationships.

A thorough assessment of the toxicity posed by bioavailability of geogenic 
sources, such as, Fluorine, Iron, Lead and Arsenic is highly warranted 
and the real risk to the population needs to be systematically quantified at 
higher priority levels. The main work in this direction will be to generate the 
Geoscientific data which, later on can be effectively utilized by medical/other 
experts for conducting further epidemiological studies on various health 
problems. Furthermore, the merging of physical science and bio-medical 
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databases, development of risk assessment maps, cross training of scientists 
and application of geo-science tools to other health problems, need attention. 
In this way, the risks and contaminations once identified can be minimized 
to safer levels by the established remediation strategies.  Medical geologists 
can also help in identifying and ideally controlling various anthropogenic 
sources of contamination, such as extensive use of pesticides and insecticides. 
As a result, there is a growing role for process-focused earth science expertise 
and methods applied to environmental disaster response and planning in the 
valley. The aim of research in geo-environmental medicine is not to cure the 
disease but rather to prevent it. Hence, the field of Medical Geology demanding 
collaboration between the geo-scientists and biomedical/other researchers 
offers promise of developing innovative solutions to minimize or prevent 
exposure to potentially deleterious natural materials and geological processes 
which can subsequently pave way for a healthy society.
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Abstract
Energy is one of the Central Asia’s crucial resources and the region 
intends to accelerate and harness this potential, assigning it top priority 
in developmental planning. The development of energy sector is expected 
to usher in enormous economic benefits, attract huge investments and 
strengthen bilateral and multilateral trade with improving regional 
cooperation. With the increase in hydrocarbons and generation of 
hydropower in Central Asian republics, the region aims not only to provide 
domestic energy at affordable cost, but also turn into a net energy exporters 
in near future which would have a positive impact on the global energy 
demand. In this backdrop, the present research paper has been buildup with 
the main objective to highlight that how and to what extent these republics 
can transform their economies with the proper management of their 
available resources, particularly, hydrocarbon and hydropower. Moreover, 
the paper also examine the demand-supply mechanism which can help in 
regional integration and the benefits accrued thereof.

Keywords
Energy Potential, Proven Reserves, Probable Reserves, Hydrocarbons, 
Hydropower, Global Market Demand, Energy Efficiency, Demand-Supply 
Gap, Production Ratio, Energy Security, Surplus-Deficit Syndrome, Eco-
friendly, Environmental Costs.

Hydrocarbon Potentials
As a result of the energy wealth, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan 
got a prominent space on the hydrocarbon map of the world. Kazakhstan 
has proven1 reserves estimated at 30 thousand million barrels (3.9 thousand 
million tons) of oil and proven natural gas reserves of 45.7 trillion cubic feet 
(1.3 trillion cubic meters), which constitutes 1.8% and 0.7% of global proven 
reserves with a reserve to production ratio (R/P)2 of 47.4 years and 82.5 years 
respectively.3 These figures which are reproduced in table 1 and table 2, are self 
explanatory and reveal the status of CARs in these two important resources. 

Turkmenistan has proven reserves estimated at 0.6 thousand million 
barrels (0.1 thousand million tons) of oil and proven natural gas reserves of 
618.1 trillion cubic feet (17.5 trillion cubic meters), which constitutes 0.05% 
and 9.3% of global proven reserves respectively4 with a reserve to production 
ratio (R/P) of 7.4 years and more than 100  years respectively. 
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Table 1
Proven Reserves of Oil 
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Kazakhstan 5.4 30.0 3.9 30.0 14.7 1.8 47.4
Turkmenistan 0.5 0.6 0.1 0.6 1.46 < 0.05 7.4
Uzbekistan 0.6 0.6 0.1 0.6 0.00 < 0.05 24.0
Tajikistan 0.012 0.012 0.001 0.012 0.00 <0.001 …
Kyrgyzstan 0.04 0.04 0.005 0.04 0.00 <0.0001 …

Total 6.5 31.2 4.1 31.2 13.3% 1.9% 78.8
 Source: British Petroleum Statistical Review of World Energy, June 2014, available at 

www.bp.com/statisticalreview
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Table 2
Proven Reserves of Natural Gas 

(trillion cm/feet)                                                                                                                     
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Kazakhstan 1.3 1.3 45.7 1.5 1.15% 0.7% 82.5
Turkmenistan 2.3 17.5 618.1 17.5 17.62% 9.3% >100
Uzbekistan 1.2 1.1 39.7 1.1 - 0.78% 0.6% 19.7
Tajikistan  0.005 0.005 0.2 0.005 0.00% <0.002 …
Kyrgyzstan 0.005 0.005 0.2 0.005 0.00% <0.002 …

Total 2.8 19.9 703.5 20.11 17.08% 10.6% 202.2
Source: British Petroleum Statistical Review of World Energy, June 2014, available at: 

www.bp.com/statisticalreview.
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World Share of Natural Gas

Uzbekistan has proven reserves estimated at 0.6 thousand million barrels 
(0.1 thousand million tons) of oil and proven natural gas reserves of 39.7 
trillion cubic feet (1.1 trillion cubic meters), which constitutes 0.05 % and 0.6% 
of global proven reserves respectively5 with a reserve to production ratio(R/P) 
of 24.4 years and 19.7 years respectively. The overall picture of these three 
republics show that the proven oil and gas reserves are 31.2 thousand million 
barrels (4.1 thousand million tons), and 664.9 trillion cubic feet (19.9 thousand 
cubic meters), which represents 1.9% and 10.6% of proven oil and gas reserves 
of the world respectively.6 The total reserve to production ratio (R/P) of all the 
three republics stands at 113 years, 107.4 years and 43.9 years which accounts 
281.0 years and in an average the mean life of proved hydrocarbon reserves of 
all the three republics is 93.66 years.

Table 3
R/P Ratio and World Share of Proven Hydrocarbon Reserves
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Kazakhstan 47.4 82.5 129.9 1.8 0.7

Turkmenistan 7.4 100 107.4 <0.05 9.3

Uzbekistan 24.0 19.7 43.7 <0.05 0.6

Total 78.8 202.2 281.0 1.9% 10.6%

Mean =  93.66  Total = 12.5%
Source: Calculation is based on the data given in various reports of British Petroleum 

Statistical Review of World Energy till June, 2014

Hydropower Potential
The gross hydropower potential of Kazakhstan7 is theoretically estimated 
170 billion KWh of which 27 – 30 billion KWh is cost-effective and viable 
(technically potential)8 for use while 23.5 billion KWh is economically 
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viable which constitutes 5.71% of Central Asian hydroelectricity share.9 The 
gross hydropower potential of Uzbekistan is 107 billion KWh of which the 
technically potential hydropower resources is estimated at 21.1 billion KWh 
while 15 billion KWh is economically viable which constitutes 3.65% of total 
share of Central Asian electricity. Turkmenistan has 24 billion KWh10 of 
which the technically potential is 5.8 billion KWh while 2 billion KWh being 
economically viable which constitutes 0.48% of total share of Central Asian 
hydroelectricity. Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan are the other two republics of the 
region which are gifted by nature with large hydropower wealth.

Table 4 
Hydropower Potential Resources

Country
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Kazakhstan 170 15.8 30 6.3 23.5 5.71 9 17.7
Turkmenistan 24 2.2 5.8 1.2 2 0.48 0.1 0.18
Uzbekistan 107 10 21.1 4.5 15 3.65 8.2 16.12
Tajikistan 527 48.9 317 67.1 317 76.86 19.5 38.4
Kyrgyzstan 249 23.1 99 20.9 55 13.3 14 27.6

Total 1077 100 472.9 100 412.5 100 50.8 100%
Source: United Nations Economic and Social Commission Organization and British 

Petroleum Statistical Review of World, ‘Energy Review,’ June 2014/ available at: 
www.p.com/statisticalre

Hydropower Potential

Tajikistan possesses a total hydropower potential of 527 billion KWh, of 
which industrial (technical) hydro potential is 317.82 (60.3%) billion KWh and 
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total potential of small hydropower potential is 184.46 (35.001%) billion KWh 
and 24.72 (4.69%) billion KWh is economically feasible for construction per 
year respectively. Taking together all these potentials constitute 4% of global 
hydropower potential. Given the hydropower potential, it has been estimated 
that the republic of Tajikistan losses 401.0 million KWh in terms of heat 
annually.11 Since, hydropower is the main resource of the country, it, therefore, 
requires an efficient power potential utilization for the sake of sustainable 
prosperity of the country. Kyrgyzstan possesses total hydropower potential 
of 249 billion KWh, of which industrial (technical) and economically hydro 
potential is 99 (39.75%) billion KWh and total potential of small hydropower 
potential is 150 (60.24%) billion KWh.12  These potentials constitutes 2.01% of 
global hydropower potential.

Supply of Hydrocarbon and Hydropower Resources 
In terms of hydrocarbon supply, Kazakhstan stands at 1728 thousand barrels 
(81.3 million tons) of oil and 19.7 billion cubic meters of natural gas (17.7 
million tons of oil equivalent) which constitutes 2.53 % and 0.6 % of global oil 
and gas supply. Turkmenistan with 222 thousand barrels (11.0 million tons) 
of oil and 64.4 billion cubic meters of natural gas (57.9 million tons of oil 
equivalent), which constitutes 0.32 % and 1.91 % of global oil and natural gas 
production. Uzbekistan has 68 thousand barrels (3.2 million tons) of oil and 
56.9 billion cubic meters of natural gas (51.2 million tons of oil equivalent) 
which represents 0.1% and 1.7% of global oil and natural gas supply per day.13 
Taking these three republics together, the sub-region has  2,018 thousand 
barrels (95.5 million tons) of oil and 141 billion cubic meters (126.8 million 
tons of oil equivalent) of natural gas production which constitutes 2.96% and 
4.2% of global oil and natural gas production. In terms of hydropower supply, 
Kazakhstan has 0.67 mtoe, Turkmenistan has 0.01 mtoe, and Uzbekistan has 
0.87 mtoe. Tajikistan possesses 1.38 mtoe and Kyrgyzstan has 1.22 mtoe. The 
total picture of these republics show that they have 4.14 million tons of oil 
equivalent hydropower supply.14 

Demand for Hydrocarbon and Hydropower Resources
In terms of hydrocarbon demand, Kazakhstan has been consuming 265 
thousand barrels (12.8 million tons) of oil and 9.5 billion cubic meters (8.5 
million tones oil equivalent) of natural gas which constitutes 0.3% and 0.5% 
of global hydrocarbon demand per day.15 Turkmenistan is consuming 100 
thousand barrels (4.8 million tons) of oil and 23.3 billion cubic meters (20.9 
million tons of oil equivalents) of natural gas which constitutes 0.1% and 0.7% 
of global hydrocarbon demand per day respectively.16 Uzbekistan is consuming 
82 thousand barrels (3.9 million tons) of oil and 47.9 billion cubic meters (43.1 
million tons of oil equivalents) of natural gas which constitutes 0.1% and 
1.4% of global hydrocarbon demand per day respectively. The three republics 
have 447 thousand barrels (21.5 million tons) of oil and 80.7 billion cubic 
meters (72.5 million tons of oil equivalent) of natural gas which constitutes 
0.5% and 2.4% of global hydrocarbon demand per day respectively17 In terms 
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of hydroelectricity, Kazakhstan’s demand has been 6.97 million tons of oil 
equivalent, Turkmenistan has 1.08 million tons of oil equivalent, Uzbekistan 
4.11 million tons of oil equivalent. Tajikistan’s 1.17 mtoe and Kyrgyzstan’s 
0.78 mtoe constituting respective figures of 2.9%, 0.5%, 2.3%, 1.02% and 
0.05% of the global hydroelectricity consumption. Taking as a whole, the total 
hydroelectricity consumption is 14.11million tons of oil equivalent which 
constitutes 3.55 % of global hydroelectricity consumption per day.

On the basis of calculations, the total primary energy18 demand in 
Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan has been 58.1 million tons19, 
34.0 million tons and 50.5 million tons of oil equivalent respectively. On 
per capita basis, the total primary energy demand of these republics on an 
average has been 2.2 tons of oil equivalent which stands higher as compared 
to world energy demand of 1.8 tons of oil equivalent, meaning, thereby, that 
the compound average annual growth rate of energy demand was estimated to 
increase by 1.7% in 2035.20 It indicates that these republics are energy intensive 
republics and would result in the production of the highest share of carbon 
emissions that estimated 1.4%, 1.6% and 1.2%, in Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan 
and Uzbekistan respectively. The issue of energy resources in the Central 
Asian republics as well as in the world is of very crucial concern. Thus, taking 
together both the reserve to production ratio (R/P) and energy consumption, 
the Co2 emissions of the Central Asian republics, there is a need to rethink 
about the life of hydrocarbon reserves for their management, otherwise the 
region will have to face the energy crunch in the near future. Because the 
global demand21 for hydrocarbon resources is increasing fast which will lead 
to decrease in the reserve to production ratio (R/P) from the present mean life 
of 93.66 years of their reserve base and at the same time these republics are 
energy intensive economies as evident  from their energy demand pattern with 
respect to the world benchmark. Keeping in view their proven oil and natural 
gas reserves, the three hydrocarbon resource – rich republics of Central Asia 
has no alternative, but to bring efficiency in energy consumption in order to 
save their economies and to go for alternative renewable options.

Energy Resources: Demand – Supply Dynamics
The total demand – supply gap of all the Central Asian republics in oil has 
been 1535.78 thousand barrels in June 2014 with an annual growth rate of 
4.49% from 2002 to June 2013, in which Kazakhstan has the potential to export 
1498 thousand barrels with an annual growth rate of 5.2% and Turkmenistan 
94 thousand barrels with an annual growth rate of -0.73%; but all other three 
republics  namely Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan have been importing 
oil resources from other two republics such as Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan.    

The total demand – supply gap of all the Central Asian republics in natural 
gas has been 35.68 billion cubic meters in June 2014 with an annual growth 
rate of -7.19% from 2002 to June 2013, in which Kazakhstan has the potential 
to export 7.1billion cubic meters with an annual growth rate of 29.54% and 
Turkmenistan 40 billion cubic meters with an annual growth rate of 1.07% and 
Uzbekistan10.0 billion cubic meters with an annual growth rate of 23.02%. But 
other two republics, namely, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan have been importing 
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natural gas resources from Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. In case 
of hydropower consumption except Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, other three 
countries have been depicting hydropower deficit. Thus, the total hydropower 
deficit of all the Central Asian republics has been estimated at 10.2 million tons 
of oil equivalent in June 2014 with an annual growth rate of -2.95% from 2002 
to June 2013, in which Kazakhstan has the deficit of -6.4 mtoe with an annual 
growth rate of -4.85% and Turkmenistan -1.09 mtoe with an annual growth rate 
of -4.06% and Uzbekistan -3.51mtoe with an annual growth rate of -0.50% but 
other two republics, namely, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan have been exporting 
hydropower at 0.20 mtoe and 0.57 mtoe with an annual growth rate of 4.70% 
and 5.94%. A consolidated picture of demand-supply gap of hydrocarbons and 
hydropower within CARs from 2002 to 2013, as reproduced in table 5, shows 
some interesting equations and inferences.  
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Table 5
Demand-Supply Gap (DSG) in Hydrocarbons and Hydropower

(Oil: 000 barrels, Gas: billion m3, Hydrocarbon: million tons oil equivalent)

Country Resource 2002 2007 2013 AAGR
(2002-2013)

Kazakhstan
Oil 852 1220 1948 5.2%
Gas 0.4 5.8 7.1 29.54%
Hydropower -3.78 -5.27 -6.4 -4.85%

Turkmenistan
Oil 102 104 94 -0.73%
Gas 35.5 44.1 40 1.07%
Hydropower -0.7 -0.94 -1.09 -4.06%

Uzbekistan
Oil 22 10 -7 -9.79%
Gas 1 13.2 10 23.02%
Hydropower -3.32 -3.28 -3.51 -0.5

Tajikistan
Oil -25.09 -39.32 -14.48 -4.82%
Gas -50.2 -44.06 -6.64 -16.64%
Hydropower 0.12 0.22 0.2 4.7%

Kyrgyzstan
Oil -8.5 -13.36 -34.74 -13.5%
Gas -70.8 -26.76 -14.78 -13.15%
Hydropower 0.3 0.41 0.57 5.94%

Total (Oil) 942.41 1281.3 1535.78 4.49%
Total (Gas) -84.1 -7.72 35.68 -7.19%

Total (Hydropower) -7.38 -8.86 -10.2 -2.95%
Source: Calculations based upon various relevant sources

Energy Saving / Conservation Potential
From the above figures analyzed, it has been observed that energy efficiency 
and energy conservation is vital and improvement in energy efficiency could 
contribute to enhance energy security of all the Central Asian republics. 
Improving energy efficiency, simultaneously, is the best way to meet the 
sustainable development goals in these republics and could reduce their 
negative environmental impacts, including greenhouse gas emissions etc. It 
has been estimated that potential of energy conservation of all Central Asian 
republics is 35-40% of energy consumption of which total energy conservation 
potential, the fuel and energy complex and manufacturing industry account 
60%, housing and utilities 20-25%, transportation 7-8%, agriculture 6-7%. It 
has been inferred that 30% of energy conservation could be achieved through 
organizational, economic and operational measures while 70%22 could be 
obtained through transition to energy efficient technologies in economic 
sectors. 

Over the past two decades, Central Asian republics have taken various 
steps to address some of the extremely inefficient and wasteful energy 
practices and technologies that had become entrenched during the Soviet era. 
But these efforts have proved less effective and considerable potential remains 
for improving energy efficiency and curbing emissions of greenhouse gases 
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and other pollutants. The potential for reducing the amount of energy used 
for district heating is particularly large. Consumption of primary energy in 
all these republics as a whole could be cut by more than 100 million tons 
of oil equivalent (mtoe) which is one half of the level in June 2014. The 
energy – saving potential in both absolute and percentage terms is greater in 
Kazakhstan, where energy use could, in principle, be lowered by more than 
one – half, mainly in the industrial, residential and commercial sectors. The 
saving potential is also very large in Turkmenistan especially in the services 
and residential sectors, as well as in distribution systems and in Uzbekistan, 
where about half of the over consumption is related to inefficient industrial 
energy use.23 The energy efficiency potential in the economy of Tajikistan is 
about 2 million metric tons24 of oil equivalent of which 30-35% exists in the 
fuel and energy sector and in industry, 20-25% in the housing and utilities 
sector, 7-8% in transport, and 6-7 % in agriculture respectively. Given the 
hydropower potential, it has been estimated that the republic of Kyrgyzstan 
losses 101.01 million KWh in terms of heat annually. In this scenario, the 
republic of Kyrgyzstan needs to conserve energy and for this efficiency in 
energy is inevitable. The energy efficiency (saving) potential in the economy 
of Kyrgyzstan is about 0.5 million metric tons of oil equivalent. The energy 
resource-rich countries of Central Asia have enough scope to save more and 
more resources of energy by adopting efficiency in their energy consumption 
pattern. The energy efficiency potential of Kazakhstan has been calculated 46 
million metric tons of oil equivalent. Turkmenistan with 32 million metric tons 
of oil equivalent, Uzbekistan 22 million metric tons of oil equivalent, Tajikistan 
2 million metric tons of oil equivalent and Kyrgyzstan 0.5 million metric tons 
of oil equivalent. Given the predominant position of energy in the fuel balance 
of the region, improvements in energy efficiency generally will lead to planned 
energy consumption. Such a trend would enable the energy rich republics of 
Central Asia to export the surplus (saved) energy and earn foreign reserves. It 
will save these republics from the pressure arising out of the current account 
position and would easily meet their growing budgetary needs, so that they 
can carry out their developmental plans smoothly.
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Abstract
The peasant revolts, described as “the weapons of the weak,” were multi-
causal phenomenon. Some factors sowed their seeds, some nurtured them 
while some helped in their outburst. The paper is an endeavour to analyze 
the agrarian factors behind the peasant revolts. Retrieving the data from the 
historical and revenue records, the paper reveals that the major factor that 
triggered the revolts, was the exploitative character of the agrarian system. 
The peasants, as the main source of the income for the state, were subjected 
to number of unethical and illegal exactions which ultimately brought about 
economic insecurity to them and, consequently, triggered the revolts. Since 
the revolts led to loss of income to the state and landlords which forced 
the rulers to initiate several relief measures. This later proved rhetoric and 
sounded more to the benefit of state and landlords than the peasants who 
continued to suffer. 

Keywords
Feudal Gifts, Defensive Reactions, Weapon of Weak, Central Asian 
Khanates, Peasants, Tax, Levy, Production, Landlords, Agrarian, Peasant 
Revolts, Khans and Amirs, Exactions. 

introduction
This is one of the relatively least studied aspect of the agrarian history of Central 
Asian Khanates.1 Peasant revolt may simply be described as a civil defiance by 
the peasants. These revolts usually occur on account of the threats to peasants’ 
access to an economic subsistence. In medieval Central Asia as elsewhere in the 
period, these revolts for want of political insight and leadership were usually 
expressed through predatory and protective strategies including acts of exodus, 
protest, denial of tax and rent, concealment of produce, carelessness, wreckage 
of agricultural implements.2 However, the classic act of the defiance was refusal 
to pay land revenue3 that, in fact, constitutes the common trait in the peasant 
revolts of Central Asians during the period under study. In the 20th century a 
discourse started among the social scientists regarding the nature, wider socio-
economic and political implications of the peasant revolts. Consequently, 
diverse theories were advocated. James C. Scott described them as “weapons of 
the weak,”4 while Eric Wolf termed them as “parochial reactions” by politically 
unaware class (peasants). Some understand them as “defensive reactions”5 of 
the economically marginalized class of society. Whatever the descriptions, the 
fact of the matter remains that these revolts proved a dynamic force against 
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the injustice inflicted on the peasants and, thus, a catalyst for anti-systemic 
change.6  

inequitable economic resources and Peasant exploitation 
In the 18th century discourse on Central Asia, there is a consensus among 
the debaters that the century was a period of political crises and economic 
stagnation. Under the scenario, in order to relieve the state from paying the 
civil and military officials in deficient cash and ensure the state control over 
the remote areas, the Khans and Amirs distributed some portions of land as 
grants among heirs, civil and military officials called (tankhoh/chek).7 The 
mechanism instead of solving the problem for smooth administration gave 
rise to the growth of large estates of the feudal type with a varying share in the 
overall land composition. For example, as per the land records in Bukhara 12.2 
percent land was personal property of the Amir (khasa); 55.8 percent amlok 
(state land); and 24.2 percent waqf.8  While in Khiva, 2/3rd of the land belonged 
to the Khan and other landlords, 1/7th was waqf and amlok. As regards the 
land with peasant ownership, called milki, it was only 7.8 percent in Bukhara 
and 1/10th in Khokand.9 The peasants working on these estates were the mere 
tenants, held non-proprietary land rights, and paid a certain quantum, usually 
substantial, of their produce as rent, tax and interest.10 

Since peasants were the basic source of income for the state and landlords, 
therefore, were forced to pay maximum through taxes and levies. The major land 
tax (kharaj) was realized at 2/3rd of the produce as against ½ or 1/4th prescribed 
by the state.11 Mirobana (water duty) was charged at the rate of 10 percent of 
the annual produce and so were four cattle required to be annually delivered 
by each tribal family in the name of kibitka (house tax).12 The additional levies 
(wajuhat) included  kish puli (levy on a pair of draught animal in relation to 
land holding), yak shira (head-wise levy on draught animals), qafshan (levy 
paid towards revenue functionaries like amlokdar), tanaf puli and alaf puli 
(levy on orchards and vegetable gardens), kuprul puli (toll on bridges), baj 
(custom duty paid towards the lord), nikhana (duty on marriage contracts), 
tarikana/tarakana (duty on legal documents of inheritance),13 various gifts 
presented to landlords on the eve of community feasts (toi) apart,14 in all fifty 
five in Bukhara and twenty five in Khiva.15 Further, the peasants were required 
to perform several unpaid services (hasher) to their landlords, to maintain 
their orchards, canals, houses and roads.16 The extracts from a letter written in 
1874 by a native complaining against the exactions of the Khan of Khokand is 
quoted here in this regard: 

“ … were [peasants] to keep the roads in repair, to build houses for the 
Khan, to cultivate his gardens and to clean out the canals, men are 
seized in all parts of the country and forced to work. These get no pay, 
not even their food, and besides this, when half a village is forced to 
work, the other half is compelled to pay a tax of two tenga a day for each 
man during his work. Anyone who runs away or who refuses to pay is 
whipped. Sometimes people have been whipped to death, and others 
have been buried alive in the place of work …”.17

The artisan and merchant communities were subjected to aminana (tax 
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paid by whole-sales in Bukhara Khanate)18 and dallyali (tax paid by the retailers 
towards the lords),19 besides the payment of zakat at the rate of 2½ percent of 
their annual earnings aside.20 On account of the multiplicity of exactions on 
the peasants and traders, Sudr-ud-Din Ayni, a native of Emirate of Bukhara 
sarcastically maintains that only air was exempted in Bukhara.21 The exactions 
were so high that the concept of saving did not exist and purchasing over 
land (milki) was too distant for fear of high exactions.22 Paradoxically, rent 
was collected in advance for several years together and arbitrarily increased 
as high as seven fold.23 On top of it, they had to buy the commodities at the 
exorbitant prices fixed by the landlords themselves which was embarrassing 
to all lower strata of the Khanates.24 Compared to the high prices, wages were 
substantially low. A cobbler in Bukhara usually earns only 45 puls daily,25 
whereas bread alone cost half the amount of his daily earnings. Similarly, a 
room in the caravanserai could be held at 2-4 tangas a month.26 The prices of 
the dress material being unaffordable,27 people wore ragged clothes.28 There 
was, therefore, a marked difference between the peasant earnings and the 
market prices of their daily consumer goods.

Peasant revolts 
Under the circumstances of high and large number of exactions, the peasants 
had just not a little earnings for the whole year.29 Consequently, they were 
forced to look around for food and borrow loans or else resort to theft and 
brigandage.30 The loans (bunak) were provided by the landlords at quite high 
interest rates ranging between 40 and 60 percent when these were obtained by 
the landlords at low interest rates of 8-9 percent.31 The debts so accumulated 
would force the peasant to sell whatever and if ever they had any material 
possession with them.32 The gap could have been easily plugged by them with 
surplus produce, which they did not have due to high exactions, traditional 
agricultural tools and lack of requisite manures.33 Most of the land situated 
between Panjdeh to Yalatun of the Murgab valley of Samarkand34 was deserted.35 
This brought them face to face with their tax collectors and landlords with 
exodus as a viable alternative to escape their highhandedness.36 

Though references to various revolts are ample but lack several details 
about their real nature and character.37 Out of the scanty details, 1784 uprising in 
Bukhara erupted swallowed over 1,000 people.38 In 1800 the Turkmen peasants 
and artisans of Merv reacted to the excesses of the Bukharan zakatchis39 and 
in 1801, the revolt spread to Kerki.40 The similar demonstration was recorded 
against the ill treatment of Mirza Razi of Mazandaran in 1813. The Yamuts 
and Goklan tribes stirred up and resisted the rule of Astrakhan in 1826-27 and 
1841.41  The biggest uprising was that of the Kitay Qipchaq of Miyan Qala situated 
between Bukhara and Samarkand against the reign of Sultan Haider (1800-25 
AD).42 Khokand experienced several disturbances during the reign of Sher Ali 
Khan (1842-45 AD).43 In 1855, Abdul Vasi organized the revolt of the peasants 
of Baljuan against the exorbitant rent/tax structure of Amir Muzaffar (1860-
1885) of Bukhara.44 Hard pressed by the excesses of the state and landlords/
feudatories in Tashkent, the masses at large welcomed the anti-feudal response 
of General Chernief in 1865, notwithstanding his representing the imperial 
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Russia, stating … let every man carry on his work – houses, gardens, fields, 
lands, and water mills, of which you have possession, will remain your property. 
The soldiers will take nothing from you ...45 It was perhaps for this reason that 
the masses of the Emirate appreciated the upcoming Russian rule.46 In 1858 
AD, in Tashkent and Dast-i-Qipchaq, the peasants of Kyrgyz and Kazak ethnic 
background sharply reacted to the additional taxes and levies levied by Mirza 
Ahmad Qushbegi.47 The tax collectors who had been sent there were robbed, 
stripped almost naked, and beaten back leading to killing of one functionary.48 
The uprisings gained momentum under the Tsarists (1860-1917 AD). Shahr-i-
Sabz region of Samarkand registered a strong uprising in 1868 AD.49 Similarly, 
three oblasts of Samarkand, Farghana and Syr Darya experienced 668 uprisings 
from 1887-1898: 429 in Farghana, 182 in Samarkand, 57 in Syr Darya. The 16 
bandit attacks in Farghana and 9 in Samarkand in 1899 enhanced to 324 in 
Farghana by 1917 and 166 in Samarkand by 1915.50 

relief and responsive Measures
Since the state and landlords thrived on the rent and labour of the peasants, 
the major source of their income they, as such, strived to keep the tenants in 
good humour for they laid golden egg for them. Nonetheless, as a pressure 
tactics, they used force to reckon with the restive peasants. The response of the 
Amir Subhan Kuli Khan (1681-1702 AD) and Baqi Mohammad of Bukhara 
offer the typical example in this behalf. Being the lord and overlord, the former 
enhanced the rent of the peasants by seven times,51 and the latter stopped the 
water supply of Nasaf Canal for irrigation of the arable land of the restive 
peasants.52 Simultaneously, for strategic reasons, they combined force with 
aid and assistance of the tenants, and provided them relief in terms of food, 
clothing and agricultural implements like metal plough driven by horses, yoke 
and assess: the latter were also used to drive mills (Chahar Kharas - Four Ass 
Mills).53 True the peasants were bound to render extra service to the landlords 
for the maintenance of their fields and houses.54 At the same time, the 
landlords facilitated them drawing water from the canals for irrigation of their 
agricultural fields.55 Credit loans (bunak) and other agricultural implements 
were advanced to them and, at times, levies and taxes were remitted.56 The 
provision of providing food, clothes etc. were the other sources of support to 
the tenants.57 

No doubt, at times, such a relief caused financial loss to the state and 
landlords, but they made up the same by enforcing their own choice of 
production on the peasants. While Mohammad Rahim, Khan of Khiva, 
exempted cattle and other taxes of the tenants, he juxtapose forced them 
to grow wheat, rice, sesame and jugan to meet their export demand, which 
automatically restricted the scope of free peasant production. Further, the 
tenants were barred to sell whatever little surplus they had until the feudatories 
had disposed of whole lot of produce and that too at the arbitrarily fixed 
prices.58 Similarly, the credit loans were advanced to the tenants at the high 
interest rate of 40-60 percent.59 Slaves too were subjected to a certain share of 
their produce to the lords. For instance, a Russian slave, Gregory Pulakoff, paid 
seven tillas60 to his master out of the income.61 Thus, state/landlord support to 
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the tenants was virtually rhetoric, and sounded more to the benefit of lords 
than the peasants. Peasants’ recalcitrance was but natural to follow the above 
phenomenon. 
role of the states vis-à-vis landlords and the Peasants
The privileges granted to landlords by the Amirs and Khans had some adverse 
implications. Not only the peasants were exposed to increasing complications 
but state lost the revenue in the regions assigned to the assignees.62 Since it 
was a complicated problem so the state thought in terms of bringing the state-
landlord-peasant relationship within the legal framework. With this intention, 
Amir Nasrullah (1826-1860) in Bukhara, introduced several politico-
administrative reforms,63 to re-establish the state sovereignty and subject 
everything including the begs to it. Accordingly, he confiscated all tankhoh 
grants and brought them under amlok (state land) suggesting, thereby, that 
the rights of the landlords on land were of non-usufruct nature. Subsequently, 
tankhoh grants were re-allotted to the able and loyal men who acknowledged 
the king as their sovereign. Similarly, waqf grants were rationalized on paternal 
rather than the hierarchical lines.64 The begs were also directed to share a certain 
part of their revenue with the state (the king).65 Slavery was abolished by Abdul 
Ahad (Amir of Bukhara 1885-1910) though its reminiscence continued.66 The 
Khan of Khokand, Alim Khan (1799-1811), worked out a four-pronged plan 
to strengthen the state against the feudal system: forbade feudal gifts and 
the taxes/levies except those prescribed by the  state. He also de-recognized 
the prices of legal deeds at will and instead of land grants paid his officials 
in terms of regular salary.67 Similarly, in Khiva, Illtuzar or Ilt Nazar (1804-
1806) marginalized the power of the landlords/feudatories by including Sarts 
in administration.68

The facts and figures analyzed above, lead to believe that notwithstanding 
these measures, the excesses on the peasants perpetuated as before. The 
landlords, sufficiently powerful, hindered the reforms to retain their privileges. 
Under the situation, the state found it imperative to increase its exactions from 
the peasantry as was the case under various Khans and Amirs. Even the early 
Tsars (1860-1917) proved of no respite to the peasants.69 The regime change 
proved just putting old wine in new bottles for the peasants of the Khanates. 
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Abstract
The notion of security widening from traditional to non-traditional threats 
and the changing geo-economic strategies, has resulted in revamping 
foreign policies of the contemporary nation-states. Realizing this, India 
also comprehended new outlooks and orientations to deal with rest of the 
world. Nevertheless, her foreign policy aspirations for socio-economic 
development, security and peace are dependent on a peaceful and 
prosperous neighbourhood. Its ‘Connect Central Asia Policy’ and ‘Peaceful 
Co-existence Principle’ provides due recognition to the core and peripheral 
neighbourhood, particularly, Central Asia in relation to geo-economic, 
geo-strategic and geo-political aspects. In this respect, Afghanistan also 
provides a suitable route for India to achieve her foreign policy aspirations 
in the regional and global context, because of the geo-strategic location 
of Afghanistan in between South, Central, West and East Asia, as well as 
the involvement of world powers in this war-torn nation since 9/11. India’s 
assistance to rebuild Afghanistan reaches US $ 2 billion with the recognition 
of being largest regional and fifth international donor in this process. 
India has completed various projects in this troubled country regarding 
socio-economic development, science and technology upgradation, civil 
infrastructure, human resource development and capacity building in the 
areas of education, health, agriculture etc. India attempts to work for a 
stable, secure, peaceful, democratic and prosperous Afghanistan that holds 
the political, strategic and economic significance for her to assure a strong 
foothold for regional aspirations as Afghanistan falls in both South as well 
as Central Asian region. However, there are various constraints before India 
to meet and promote her interests in Afghanistan. These challenges have 
become more complex with the resurgence of Taliban, the return of Pakistan 
factor in Afghan politics and the US-led ISAF withdrawal. Thus, the study 
is an attempt to explore India’s changing foreign policy aspirations, in 
general, and her Afghan policy, in particular, to provide an insight towards 
‘emerging India’ as a significant regional and global player of current day 
international politics. With the vision of ‘Asian Century,’ India has a major 
role to play making this dream a reality where, in addition of investment and 
assistance, efforts for converting hatred into love, improving the efficacy of 
regional organizations as well as resolving amicably the international and 
inter-regional issues – all needs a humane approach.

Keywords
Strategic Depth, Traditional / Non-traditional Threats, Indo-Afghan Ties, 
Geo-centric Soft Power, 9/11 Episode, Transit Routes, Asian Century, Trans-
national Terrorism, Coalition Forces,Reconstruction Policy. Afghanistan.
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The contemporary world has witnessed the concept of security widening 
from traditional to non-traditional threats in terms of religious extremism, 
international terrorism, drug trafficking, arms smuggling and so on. These 
challenges led the nation-states to alter their foreign policies. Evolving the non-
traditional threats present in her immediate and extended neighbourhood, 
India also reoriented her foreign policy. Since the end of Cold War, India strove 
for securing economic growth, energy security, nuclear capability, democratic 
tradition and soft-power capability. Realizing the prominence of geo-economic 
factors in contemporary times, the country comprehended new outlooks and 
orientations in her economic dealings with the rest of the world, and is now 
poised to emerge as one of the world’s largest economies. The last two decades 
also witnessed her endeavours to pursuit for the global power status. With the 
changed internal and external determinants of her foreign policy, the country 
has brought in an alteration in her vision of the world.

Today, the driving forces of India’s foreign policy are the need for sustained 
economic growth, energy and maritime security, access to technology and 
innovation as well as internal and external security.1 The other compulsions 
of India to relook her basic postulates of foreign policy includes financial 
crises of early 1990s followed by the adoption of Liberalization-Privatization-
Globalization (LPG) as a model of economy, the shock therapy applied to new 
independent states of erstwhile USSR in 1990s, the process of globalization and 
the recognition of the Capitalist mode of economy in larger parts of the world. 
Thus, the end of Cold War, transnational terrorism, globalization of various 
economies, revolution in information technology, predominance of geo-
economics over geo-politics, non-conventional threats over the conventional 
threats, comprehensive security over the traditional notion of security and 
the acquisition of nuclear status by India necessitated a paradigm shift in her 
foreign policy.2

Economic development forms the very base of all foreign policies of 
contemporary nation-states. For sustaining her economic growth, India needs 
to assure adequate supplies of energy resources and raw materials. However, her 
aspirations for socio-economic development, security and peace are dependent 
on a peaceful and prosperous neighbourhood. Thus, within the regional 
context, India’s foreign policy strives for peace, stability and development of 
the region while enhancing regional economic integration. The country also 
has to provide due recognition for the core and peripheral neighbourhood as 
of their geo-economic, geo-strategic and geo-political significance.

Afghanistan provides a suitable route for India to achieve her foreign 
policy aspirations in regional and global context. This is so, because of the geo-
strategic location of Afghanistan in between South, Central, East and West 
Asia, as well as the involvement of world powers in this war-torn nation. The 
links of transnational terrorism with Afghan issue is also essential for India to 
contain the non-traditional security threats within the region. In this context, 
India’s Afghan Policy forms an essential part of her neighbourhood and 
extended neighbourhood orientations. Afghanistan’s proximity to Iran on the 
west, Pakistan on the south and east, Central Asian Republics of Turkmenistan, 
Uzbekistan and Tajikistan on the north, and China in the northeast justifies 
her strategic location. This has led the scholars to call her ‘a region at the cross 
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roads of history’,3 that has always been a cause of interest for big powers. Some 
of the scholars also describe that the geo-centric position of Afghanistan at 
the crossroads of Asia implies that “a measure of control over Afghanistan 
will automatically lead to a measure of control over South Asia, Iran and the 
resource rich regions of Central Asia”.4

Historically, Afghanistan has witnessed foreign interventions and 
perpetual instability that remained a constant feature in the form of ‘The Great 
Game’, the Soviet invasion and the US-led ‘Operation Enduring Freedom’. 
The current day crisis in this country is the result of foreign intervention in 
domestic affairs of the country. It was since 1984 that the resisting elements 
against Soviet occupation received financial assistance and other support 
from United States and Pakistan.5 During the Soviet occupation, Afghanistan 
witnessed the emergence of Warlords and religious fundamentalism,6 and the 
withdrawal of Soviet troops in 1989 created a power vacuum that led to the 
brutal civil war in this war-torn nation. The civil war in early 1990s provided 
a vacuum for the Pashtun Mujahideen (Taliban) educated in the Madrassas 
of Pakistan to resist anarchy7 and later on to establish government at Kabul 
in 1996.8 During the civil war and the Taliban regime, Afghanistan became a 
ground for a proxy war between Pakistan and Saudi Arabia on one side, and 
Iran, India, and Russia on the other side.9

The discovery of significant mineral resources in Central Asia, transnational 
terrorism, drug trafficking and nuclearization of India and Pakistan changed 
the geo-strategic equation of South and Central Asia. The post-Cold War era 
witnessed the focus of the world shifting towards resource rich Central Asia. 
Thus, Afghanistan once again attracted the attention of world powers as the 
country shares boundary with three Republics of Central Asia and stands at 
the cross roads of three strategic regions. Today, the country and her adjacent 
regions involve the main security threats of the world community in 21st century. 
Following the event of 9/11, the United States of America intervened therein 
to contain the threat of terrorism. This renewed the hope in Afghanistan that 
the international security forces led by the US will fight and defeat terrorism.10 
Since the fall of Taliban government, many regional stakeholders seek to 
promote their economic and political advantage in Afghanistan as the country 
occupies strategic position to become a trade and business hub between the 
three strategic regions as well as China.11 Besides being a land bridge connecting 
the Central Asian Republics with the huge markets of South Asia, the country 
also possesses huge mineral deposits estimated at US $ 3 trillion.12 However, 
the continuous instability in terms of air strikes, bomb blasts, suicide attacks, 
kidnappings and killings have spoiled the developmental process in this war-
torn nation. In addition to the continuous instability, Taliban resurgence and 
the US withdrawal has raised concerns about her future scenario as well as 
the security of the adjacent countries. Thus, the existing situation within the 
country is not favourable for regional peace and security in the near future.

India and Afghanistan share strong cultural and economic ties. 
Historically, Afghanistan remained a route for almost every military journey 
into India.13 In cultural sense, the country served as a route for spreading 
Buddhism and Sufi Islam, the Arab-India exchanges of knowledge, and the 
arts and aesthetics of Greek and Persia.14 The modern ties between the two 
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countries go back to the anti-colonial movements in India. With the aim of 
strengthening the close ties, independent India signed a ‘Treaty of Friendship 
and Cooperation’ with Afghanistan in 1950.15 India’s market intensified for 
Afghan shawls and dry fruits in post-independence era.16 Both of them also 
approached in a similar manner to the prevailing circumstances of Cold War 
at international level. From Mohammad Daoud to Nur Mohamed Tarakki, 
India signed various agreements to promote cooperation.17 The Soviet era in 
Afghanistan also witnessed strengthening relations between the two. India’s 
programme of developmental assistance continued after the formation 
of Najibullah government in post-Soviet era, and provided humanitarian 
assistance to the Rabbani government that replaced the former in 1992.18 With 
the outbreak of civil war and the emergence of Taliban, their bilateral relations 
experienced a setback. Taliban’s support to Pakistan in using Afghan territory 
as a sanctuary for anti-Indian militant activities19 as well as the Kandahar 
Hijacking in 1999 further deteriorated the relations. Post-9/11 era witnessed 
Indo-Afghan relations moving from the tradition of historical and cultural 
ties to the development partnerships. The event of 9/11 and its aftermath have 
“made Afghanistan alive in the global scenario, especially amongst Pakistan, 
Iran, Russia, China, United States and India”.20 Taking into account India’s 
security, economic diplomacy, energy requirements and her quest to reach 
Central Asian resources, Afghanistan holds a strategic significance. Thus, in 
the post-9/11 era, India intensified the efforts to re-establish her influence in 
Afghanistan.

India, since 2002, has pledged US $ 2 billion as her assistance to rebuild 
the Afghanistan and has the recognition of being largest regional and fifth 
international donor in this process. Indian government has completed various 
projects in Afghanistan regarding social and economic development, skills 
and capacity building, and science and technology up gradation, besides civil 
infrastructure, human resource development and capacity building in the 
areas of education, health, agriculture etc.21 Her activities of capacity building 
and skill development in Afghanistan range from “catering to school children 
to technical capacity building”.22 The country has contributed to reconstruct 
Afghanistan in all sectors including health, education, polity, economy, 
infrastructure etc, and is building structures from public sanitation units 
including toilets to power transmission lines. Civil aviation, irrigation, power 
generation, industry and rural development are other areas of focus.23 The 
assistance covers broader areas including the support to political development 
and political consciousness, economic development, development of basic 
amenities, educational development, capacity building, infrastructural and 
technical development, cultural development and cultural exchanges and so 
on.24 This assistance is the outcome of the realization that socio-economic 
development is essential for stabilizing Afghanistan as well as the whole 
region.25 Instead of hindrances in terms of attacks on her projects and personnel 
in Afghanistan, the country continues to provide generous assistance. In the 
words of former Foreign Secretary of India, Nirupama Rao, “India is engaged 
in developmental and humanitarian work to assist the Afghan people as they 
build a peaceful, stable, inclusive, democratic and pluralistic Afghanistan….”26

Afghanistan and India have signed a first-ever agreement on Strategic 
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Partnership on 04th of October 2011, on the realization that the Afghan 
National Security Forces (ANSF) would not be capable to resist extremism 
and Taliban resurgence after the NATO-exit.27 The agreement is significant in 
extending their bilateral relations from economic and capacity development 
to the security aspects. India, as a part of the Strategic Agreement, agrees to 
train ANSF in post-2014 Afghanistan.28 Hailing the essence of this agreement, 
India’s former Prime Minister Dr. Manmohan Singh stated, “India will stand 
by the people of Afghanistan as they prepare to assume the responsibility for their 
governance and security after the withdrawal of international forces in 2014”.29 
The agreement provides to establish new institutional framework for political, 
security, trade and economic cooperation.

The investments of India in Afghanistan have been largely developmental 
with a little focus on exploring natural resources.30 Nevertheless, it is not 
sufficient to count India’s Afghan policy moralistic with no calculation of 
realism. Instead, perceiving India’s role only to promote security and stability 
of the Afghan people is in itself an unrealistic approach.31 India’s Afghan Policy 
involves various strategic and vital interests. Her policy design is to stabilize the 
war-torn nation as well as explore new opportunities in this country to address 
her foreign policy aspirations. Further, there are some constraints as well that 
pose threats for her Afghan policy. Thus, it is significant to explore India’s 
interests as well as challenges to pursue her foreign policy in Afghanistan.

India’s Interests in afghanistan
India works for a stable, secure and prosperous Afghanistan that holds the 
political, strategic and economic significance to suit her interests. This will 
also ensure regional stability, in general, and a long-term solution to India’s 
problems of terrorism, extremism and separatism, in particular. The country 
strives to develop Afghanistan in political and economic aspects with a stable 
democratic tradition. She counts her security interest in ensuring a sovereign, 
stable and united Afghanistan, free from all external influences. She aspires 
to stimulate Afghan economy with her potential market to import goods and 
services. Afghanistan too has expressed the will to enhance Indian business 
within the country while developing the manufacturing hubs in different 
sectors as cement, oil, gas, electricity, banking, communications etc.32 A 
democratic and peaceful Afghanistan will assure a strong foothold for India in 
the South-West-Central Asia to explore regional trade ties.

The rapid population growth, economic expansion and energy-deficit 
increased India’s energy requirements causing energy security a necessity to 
sustain the economic growth.33 The country recognizes her need for seeking 
alternative energy sources as she imports 70% of oil and 50% of gas. The 
demand for energy has been growing at a rapid rate as expected to increase 
from 122 million tonnes in 2001-02 to 364 million tonnes in 2024-25.34 This 
suggests a comprehensive relationship with the resource-rich Central Asian 
Republics (CARs), and Afghanistan has the significance to act as a transit route 
for this energy supply to India. Connecting Central Asia via Afghanistan will 
also provide overland routes for India to reach the resources in Russia and 
Middle East as well.35 India seeks to intensify stronger regional cooperation on 
trade, transit and energy to promote regional economic integration. Thus, her 
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major policy framework is to rebuild Afghanistan as a bridge connecting the 
regions adjacent. The country does not have direct access to the Central Asian 
region and depends upon the transit rights provided by others to reach therein. 
Pakistan, repeatedly, refused to grant her the transit rights forcing India to seek 
alternatives. Thus, the country’s assistance to build Chah Bahar Port on the 
Makran coast in Iran and Zarang-Delaram highway in Afghanistan facilitates 
an alternative route to connect the Central Asian region.36

Being a victim of various terrorist outfits, India has the apprehension that 
the radical and extremist elements in Kabul would marginalize her influence 
and encourage her internal disturbances, particularly, in J&K. Various 
Islamist militant groups operating in Kashmir are well known to coordinate 
training, resource allocation and logistical support with groups operating 
out of northwest Pakistan (i.e. East Afghanistan).37 Thus, the country has 
an abiding interest in preventing the rise of terrorism within the region and 
strives to design her Afghan policy to combat terrorism and contain religious 
extremism. Afghanistan’s southern provinces contain about eighty percent 
of world’s opium production and is considered a significant contributor 
of drug market38. The illegal trade of these drugs is a major source for the 
terrorist groups to generate money.39 The prevention of opium production in 
Afghanistan and drug trafficking within the region, is another dimension of 
India’s Afghan policy.

challenges for India’s afghan Policy
However, there are various challenges before India to meet and promote her 
interests in Afghanistan. These challenges have become more complex with 
the resurgence of Taliban, the return of Pakistan factor in Afghan politics 
and the US-led ISAF (International Security Assistance Forces) withdrawal. 
Taliban resurgence does not augur well for India, as its impact on the regional 
and Pakistani extremist groups is a major security concern. There is also 
apprehension of the growing nexus between Taliban and other terrorist 
organizations active in the region, including Haqqani Networks and Lashkar-
e-Toiba. The rising terrorist attacks in Afghanistan since 2006 resulted in the 
killing of several Indian personnel working therein.40 This makes it difficult for 
India to execute her assistance projects and poses a serious challenge to secure 
her interests.

India has made immense contribution in rebuilding Afghanistan, but all 
these efforts succeeded under the security umbrella provided by the US-led 
coalition forces.41 The US decision of withdrawing the International Coalition 
Forces from Afghanistan has put the peace and reconstruction process in 
scuffle. The US doublespeak regarding the presence of terrorism on Pakistan 
soil is also a challenge for India. Besides criticizing her for the links with terrorist 
groups, the US is continuously providing military aid to Pakistan. This has put 
India under suspicion regarding the US designs in the region. The training 
of the ANSF (Afghan National Security Forces) after the US withdrawal has 
become a question for all interested players in Afghanistan. India has agreed to 
train and support ANSF, but has to work hard to transform this weak force into 
a real fighting force capable of facing Taliban. Another challenge for India in 
Afghanistan is the suspicion over her presence in this war-torn nation. There is 
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a perception among the stakeholders that the hegemonic designs in the region 
are driving India’s Afghan policy. Some perceive India’s activities as a design 
to control the land routes for Central Asian resources.42 Thus, the country has 
to generate a perception among the regional community that her interests in 
Afghanistan are not against any nation.

Pakistan is the primary rival of India in South Asia and a main challenge 
for her Afghan Policy. ‘India-Pakistan-Afghanistan’ as a strategic triangle is 
evident with the observation that “Central aim for Pakistan’s military tsars is to 
make sure that the future political make-up in Afghanistan does not allow India 
to expand security or even develop footprint”.43 Besides the issues of Kashmir, 
Siachen, Sir Creek and trans-border water disputes, the Indo-Pak rivalry has 
moved to more complex issues including economic battle, international-
cum-regional status, intra-regional and inter-regional alliances with diverge 
interests, access to the unexplored natural resources in the regions adjacent 
and so on. Thus, Central Asia is also a matter of concern now, because of its 
resource potential. As a product of the mistrust and discord between the two, 
India’s presence in Afghanistan has created apprehensions within Pakistan.44 
The country views India’s design as a part of her Afghan Policy to marginalize 
Pakistan’s position to become a strong partner of Central Asian resources.45 
Thus, resisting her presence in Afghanistan is vital for Pakistan’s strategic 
designs to prevent India from reaching the Central Asian Republics.46 The 
country also comprehends that India perceives Afghanistan as a geopolitical 
constraint on Pakistan and is encircling to destabilize her.47

The perception of Pakistan is that India uses her Consulates in Afghanistan 
to encourage conflict in Pakistan’s Baluchistan and other provinces.48 The 
country projects these Consulates working for India’s intelligence agency RAW 
(Research and Analysis Wing),49 to supply money, arms and ammunition to 
the insurgent groups in Pakistan’s tribal areas.50 The Strategic Agreement 
between India and Afghanistan made the Pakistan officials to express concerns 
that such kind of pact could harm her long-term interests in the region.51 The 
country, since last few years has witnessed sudden increase of domestic violence 
in the form of terrorist attacks, and India being inherent rival of Pakistan, is 
the primary target to be accused.52 However, the US officials and intelligence 
reports repeatedly attribute the Taliban resurgence and growing strength of 
al Qaeda to the safe havens of Af-Pak region.53 This made Pakistan a victim 
of her own policies to support and provide shelter to the terrorist groups. 
For instance, Tehrek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) turned against the Pakistani 
army and civil society after the Red Mosque incident54 and now poses serious 
security threat to the entire country.

India also has the apprehension of security threats as evident with the 
fact that Pakistan has been very influential in the past, particularly, during 
1990s, in Afghanistan. Pakistan’s Afghan policy is a product of the ‘Strategic 
Depth’ designed to neutralize the influence of India and use the territory of 
Afghanistan against her.55 Thus, the country is again counting to redesign this 
policy to limit India’s role and presence in post-US Afghanistan.56 The country 
aspire this policy to enable her to use the Afghan territory, as previously 
done, to organize and train terrorist groups against India to forge violence, 
particularly, in Jammu & Kashmir.57 Thus, India is not at ease with Pakistan’s 
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attempts to come back in Afghan affairs that continues to be a crucial challenge 
for India’s Afghan Policy.

The major findings of preceding analysis leads to believe that India 
since 9/11 has played an influential role in the development and stability of 
Afghanistan. Her assistance is focusing the economic development of this war-
torn nation. Following the ‘economy first’ strategy, her “Connect Central Asia 
Policy” (CCAP) is a part of her economic diplomacy. Her efforts in regional 
context reveals that India’s Afghan Policy forms the significant part of this 
“Connect Central Asia Policy” as Afghanistan has the significance of providing 
a strong link for India with the Central Asian Republics.  The country has an 
abiding interest to develop stronger economic relations and cooperation within 
South-Central Asia as well as the Middle East on trade, transit and energy 
via Afghanistan. However, there are some intense and common threats within 
Afghanistan in the form of terrorism, religious extremism, nexus between 
terrorist organizations, illegal weapons and drug trafficking, which concerns 
all regional countries and require collective action to eliminate. Besides all 
these challenges, Taliban resurgence and the US withdrawal has added to 
the complication. Thus, India has to assure a proactive role in winning the 
goodwill of Afghan people, on one side, and training the security forces of 
Afghanistan, on other side. The country has to equip and train the ANSF with 
modern war tactics and weaponry to prevent the spread of religious extremism 
as well as establish a democratic polity in Afghanistan. In relation to Pakistan, 
India has to deal cautiously while assuring cooperation for the development, 
stabilization and democratization of Afghanistan, and to contain any attempt 
on part of Pakistan to marginalize India’s influence in Afghanistan or use 
Afghan territory against her interests. Keeping in view the geographical 
constraint and the dynamic nature of Indo-Pak relations, the country has to 
engage Iran passionately to disengage her dependence on Pakistan to reach 
Afghanistan and Central Asia. Besides, the country has to continue her 
reconstruction assistance, capacity building, human capital development and 
other developmental projects in Afghanistan to sustain her presence as well as 
challenge the disturbing elements within the region.
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