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Preface by the Editors  
 
 
The global importance of Central Asia is often unjustly overlooked. 
This dynamic, growing region, located at the crossroads of strategic 
Eurasian routes, holds immense economic and political potential. 
Peaceful and harmonious development of Central Asia holds the key 
to the development of key transit axis, improving global energy secu-
rity and political stability.  
Contrary to what is often perceived, the current challenges of Cen-
tral Asia’s integration into global political and economic cooperation 
are not purely, or even primarily, domestic. The region is entrapped 
in a complex web of conflicting external geopolitical influences. The 
first step to promoting sustainable regional growth and stability is, 
therefore, to map these interrelations and look into their precondi-
tions.  
This task is accomplished by Guli Yuldasheva in this monograph. It 
offers a clear, detailed and insightful analysis of the influence wielded 
by the United States and the Islamic Republic of Iran in Central 
Asia, turning also to the other regional players such as Russia, China, 
Turkey, Iran, India, Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. While Dr. Yuldashe-
va is critical of simple solutions and argues that “There will not be 
any dominating geopolitical models of development in Central Asia 
in the future”, she also offers recommendations for a more harmo-
nious development of the region. Her book encourages us to take a 
deeper and more comprehensive view on Central Asian develop-
ment, looking beyond the stereotypical and realizing our own oppor-
tunities and mistakes in dealing with this region.  
The Latvian Institute of International Affairs is pleased to collabo-
rate with Dr. Guli Yuldasheva in making this timely and important 
book available in English and wishes you pleasant and stimulating 
reading.  
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Reviews  
 
 
“Several writers have touched on the separate policies of Iran and of 
the United States in these five states: Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajik-
istan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. But until the appearance of Dr. 
Yuldasheva’s book, no one had considered the two together and in 
relation to one another. To Yuldasheva’s great credit she has moved 
beyond the slogans and clichés with which the strategies and policies 
of both countries are often described. Instead, she presents them in 
practical terms. In doing so she enables the reader to discern possi-
bilities regarding their future trajectories that might not otherwise be 
apparent. Moreover, Yuldasheva has viewed the actions of both 
countries from the perspective of Central Asia. Unlike many earlier 
analysts, she assumes that Central Asia is a region in its own right, 
with its own distinctive interests and values.”—S. Frederick Starr, 
Founding Chairman, Central Asia-Caucasus Institute and Silk Road Studies 
Program 
 
“The monograph clearly shows why we need to minimize the chal-
lenges and threats stemming from the prolonged confrontation be-
tween Iran and the USA if we want to successfully integrate our 
countries in the global economic space.”—Gulnara Mendikulova, Pro-
fessor, Al-Farabi Kazakh National University  
 
“Contemporary Central Asia is a region attracting much attention 
today due to its inner fragility and intensification of geopolitical ri-
valry around it. .. The monograph of Dr. G. Yuldasheva is a solid, 
timely and well-grounded scientific investigation.”—Azizkhan 
Khankhodjaev, Independent consultant/Development practitioner  
 
“Professor Guli Yuldasheva’s book is based on rich and very inter-
esting research materials and good analysis. I’m sure it will be an im-
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portant contribution to the issues of the Iranian-Central Asian rela-
tions’ history, as well as a significant contribution to the comparative 
studies of the regional affairs in Central Asia.”—Mirzokhid Rakhimov, 
Professor, Head of the Modern and Contemporary History Department, Insti-
tute of History of the Academy of Sciences of the Republic of Uzbekistan 
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Introduction 
 
 
The end of the 20th—first decades of the 21st centuries is the peri-
od of prolonged transformation of the system of international rela-
tions (IR). 
The region of Central Asia1 (CA) occupies a specific place in this 
transformation by virtue of its strategic location at the crossroads of 
all ancient and presently projected Silk Road routes, which connect 
the East and the West, the North and the South. The region is 
known as the richest in oil and gas, as well as natural and human re-
sources. However, it is quite vulnerable to the development prob-
lems of the neighboring states of South Asia and the Middle East. 
Not accidentally, therefore, the region is often referred to as the 
“Eurasian Balkans”2 of the so-called “Heartland”3 which plays an 
important role in the ongoing crucial geopolitical and geoeconomic 
competition in the world. 
One of the complex problems in the development of the CA region 
is the fact that many contradictory geopolitical aspirations and inter-
ests come into collision here. The CA states are not only integrating 
into the world community but also experiencing the influence of dif-
ferent IR subjects that push forward their own model of develop-
ment. 
In this sense, one should take into account the determining role of 
the United States in the IR system by virtue of its available resources, 
power and influence. Being a global power, the US strongly influ-
ences all international relations tendencies, including in the CA re-
gion. With the collapse of the Soviet Union, the main external politi-
cal processes around CA are heavily concentrated around the rela-

                                                           
1 By “Central Asia” we understand here the former Soviet Central Asian republics’ territory. 
2 CA is the most turbulent zone of Heartland, according to the work of Zbigniew Brzezinski, The 
Grand Chessboard: American Primacy and Its Geostrategic Imperatives, New York: Basic Books, (1997). 
3 Heartland is the term from the work of Sir Halford John Mackinder “The Geographical Pivot of 
History”, in The Geographical Journal, Vol. 170, No. 4, December 2004, pp. 298–321. 
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tions between the Islamic Republic of Iran (IRI) and the United 
States. It becomes obvious that these relations have already affected 
and will influence geopolitical processes both in the region of Cen-
tral Asia and globally. Thus, I believe the geopolitical processes in 
Central Asia should be examined through the prism of these actors’ 
interaction. 
It is especially important that all countries in CA are historically, eth-
no-culturally and religiously related with Iran. With the end of the 
bipolar world, Iran got a chance to restore its former geopolitical sta-
tus and influence in Central Asia. However, Iranian interests collided 
with American regional strategy in this part of the world. As a result, 
the bilateral conflict involves not only the two powers but also many 
other participants of the geopolitical process in Eurasia, including 
Central Asian states. It is centered around the geopolitical and geoe-
conomic struggle of political stakeholders for the regional energy re-
sources and transport routes in Central Asia. At that, IRI traditional-
ly protects the energy route from CA through its territory as the 
cheapest and most economically feasible. Together with the growing 
Western demand for the Iranian energy, this policy is not always in 
harmony with the US stand towards Iran. 
The topicality of the theme of this book is also determined by the 
geostrategic importance of Iran in the US Middle Eastern plans, 
which in the future could lead to uniting this country and the CA 
states into a single socioeconomic space. However, at the moment 
this is unachievable due to the remaining tensions between the US 
and Iran and instability in the Moslem world. The precariousness of 
the present-day stage of development is increased by active involve-
ment of the Moslem states into geopolitical struggle for world trans-
formation that is witnessed, particularly, by the recent growth of 
Shia-Sunni contradictions along the Iran-Saudi Arabia line. It is clear 
that the US role as a superpower and traditional Saudi partner, on 
the one side, and an active participant in the “5+1” international 
group on Iran, on the other side, matters much in defining the out-
come of the Middle Eastern tensions. 
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Other important power centers in Central Asia are represented by 
Russia and China. It is these states alongside with the US that, in 
fact, determine the emerging world order by their strategies. By vir-
tue of their boundary location with Central Asia, historical and cul-
tural links, as well as regional and global political-economic status, 
they naturally have direct and immediate interests in the region. 
Thus, I also turn to Russia, China and some other important regional 
players in this book. As a whole, we can distinguish two groups of 
important geopolitical actors in Central Asia: а) at the global level—
the US and the ЕU (when it comes to the European common inter-
ests with the US the word “Euroatlantic community” is used); b) at 
the regional and intraregional levels—Iran, as well as Russia, China, 
Turkey, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and lately—India. 
The levels of their influence differ, of course, but the effectiveness 
of their strategies is generally dependent on the status of the Iranian-
American relations. In fact, Iranian-American relations play the key 
role in many regional processes, defining that or another arrange-
ment of regional and global forces, tempos and directions of geoe-
conomic processes. In spite of their power and potential, Russia and 
China are also vulnerable to the US-Iranian interplay. In this regard, 
the launch, in January 2016, of the process of lifting sanctions from 
the Islamic Republic of Iran opens a new stage of development for 
Central Asia and for the international system. All efforts before the 
process of lifting sanctions actually started were aimed at recognition 
of Iran as a normal subject of IR. Today the primary objective is rap-
id construction of efficient models of development, including Iran 
into its structure. The perspectives of this development, bearing in 
mind many variables, are not quite clear. It is clear, however, that 
Iran will play a significant role in all presently advocated models of 
Silk Road development. 
In general, the situation around Central Asia is characterized by such 
contradictory tendencies in the region as:  
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1) Geographical, religious and historical closeness of the Mos-
lem states and the risks and challenges of fundamentalism and ter-
rorism, often associated with their territories; 
2) Geographical, historical and cultural closeness of Russia and 
China and the risk of being absorbed by one of them; 
3) Military, technical and financial resources of the US and the 
EU and their global interests, sometimes incompatible with those of 
close regional partners of Central Asian states. 
Nevertheless, regional preferences and geopolitical choices of the 
CA region itself influence consolidation of geopolitical status of that 
or another regional power and, hence, the new balance of power and 
international order. 
This monograph analyzes the main approaches of the CA states to 
providing economic and political security in such a complex global 
environment with numerous conflict zones, threats and challenges. 
The Iranian-American relations have often been investigated in the 
West and Iran itself. However, for the first time, the topic has been 
elaborated upon within such a long temporal perspective—25 years: 
since the early 1990s until the end of the Obama administration in 
January 2017. This is also the first time the impact of Iranian-US re-
lations on CA has been researched providing such a geopolitical and 
economic background on involvement of the key regional players. 
Besides, local assessments and approaches to the examined process-
es and tendencies in Central Asia have been given. 
This book relies on fundamental works, articles, analytical reports 
and policy papers on geopolitical and geoeconomic issues, present-
day official and non-governmental political and legislative docu-
ments and statistical data, including survey data, data from interna-
tional organizations, expert and scholarly analysis, personal contacts 
with experts and diplomats, materials of conferences and mass me-
dia, and other sources. 
The goal of this book is to find the appropriate model of interna-
tional development for the Central Asian states in the context of the 
strengthening geopolitical and geoeconomic competition in the re-
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gion, where a significant role is played by the Islamic Republic of 
Iran and the US. This includes identifying those proposed present-
day models of development that are more adequate for stability and 
peace in Central Asia. For this purpose, I review geopolitical tenden-
cies in the external political development of the CA region under 
circumstances of the strained Iranian-American relations, as well as 
external political processes centered around the struggle for geopolit-
ical and geoeconomic domination in Central Asia. 
I consider multidiscipline approach to be most expedient, combining 
geopolitical analysis of the political situation with an accent on sys-
tem-analytical and strategic methods, historical, economic and socio-
logical research. Ultimately, I conduct a systemic, strategic analysis of 
these multifaceted international phenomena.  
The methodological and theoretical basis of the work is stipulated by 
the following considerations: 
First of all, national and broader Central Asian security interests. It is 
no accident that analysis of the CA states’ official documents and 
national security concepts shows commonality of global challenges 
and threats to the CA region that allows us to speak about the close-
ness of fundamental principles, external political goals and tasks of 
the CA states4. 
Primarily, this is a struggle with such transnational threats and chal-
lenges as religious extremism, international terrorism and separatism, 
drug trafficking, human trade and information attacks, spread of 
weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and illegal migration, etc. The 
secular CA states see the way out of this current internal and external 
instability in building legal and democratic statehood, promotion of 
political and economic reforms, integration into the world communi-
ty, securing adequate balance of power and interests in the interna-
tional arena. 

                                                           
4 “Vneshnyaya politika Respubliki Uzbekistan v dokumentah” (Ташкент: 1992); Constitutsia 
Respubliki Tajikistan (v redaktsii ot June 22.06.2003 g.) (Dushanbe: 06.11.1994), 
http://www.tajikistan.ru; and many others. 
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Correspondingly, influence of liberal and neorealist principles of or-
ganizing external policy and strategy is clearly traced in all official 
legal and political documents of the CA states. For all that, principles 
of political realism have been chosen as prevalent in the Central 
Asian foreign policy. Thus, the conceptual documents of the Repub-
lic of Uzbekistan stress the role and significance of the state sover-
eignty, the state’s role as a subject of international relations enjoying 
full rights, the fundamental role of national interests, and mainte-
nance of geopolitical balance in the region5. 
The orientation of modern realists towards refusal of using military 
force, their ideas on a necessity of managing relations among the 
leading powers, providing security and balance of forces in the newly 
arising world order, as well as constructive US partnership with oth-
er powers, correspond to the interests of the CA states. Simultane-
ously, neoliberal ideas on building a capable collective security sys-
tem and securing comprehensive disarmament, democratization of 
social life and improvement of international law, observance of in-
ternational norms and universal principles of foreign policy, 
strengthening the UN status in international affairs and consolida-
tion of international institutes, also correspond to the interests of the 
CA states. 
As to methodology of conducting international studies, in Central 
Asia, they proceed from the declared preferences on the organiza-
tion of international cooperation and, hence, also rest primarily on 
neorealist and neoliberal ideas. However, in comparison to the West, 
international studies are not strictly tied to specific methodological 
research frames, owing both to weakness of regional political science 
itself, and to a relatively strong influence of Marxist methods and 
ideas in investigating social processes. As a whole, the CA countries 
aspire to combine the best, time proven achievements of the political 

                                                           
5 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Uzbekistan, 
http://www.mfa.uz/ru/cooperation/policy/ 
 

http://www.mfa.uz/ru/cooperation/policy/
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science with local instruments and ways of analysis of international 
relations, specifics of political reality. 
More specifically, geopolitical investigations in Uzbekistan are char-
acterized by analysis of a concrete region as a complete political 
space, that corresponds to present-day developments in geopolitics. 
At that, the use of systemic/structural, approach in IR studies, based 
on neorealist traditions, is considered to be most justified. 
Other popular concepts, coming specifically from sociology and 
economics, as well as critical geopolitics, can play only secondary 
role here. In my opinion, they can reveal only separate, specific sides 
of states’ interaction at different levels of its development: im-
portant, but not determining overall political orientation. 
The main driver of international processes is still strategic interest. 
This term refers us to political realism, focusing on defense of na-
tional interests that determine security, survival and sovereignty of a 
state as an entity. Strategic interests form the basis, main directions 
and vectors of a state’s foreign policy. It is vitally important national 
interests that ultimately determine states’ policies. To realize them, 
the state will look for necessary resources and improve its tactics. 
They are directly connected to the economic and political security of 
states. Realization of vitally important national interests will open 
possibilities for solving 
1) at the global and regional level—priority security problems, 
including, first, inviolability of borders and internal stability, eco-
nomic gains, stimulating national economic development; 
2)  at the regional and local level—real progress on specific key 
projects; 
3) at the state level—tasks of internal reformation and stabiliza-
tion of societies (improvement of the old and creation of new man-
agement institutes in the fields of economy, security, and others). 
Thus, the determining factor for development of modern CA states 
is the issue of regional security that propels the method of strategic 
analysis to the forefront, as being the most adequate to the study. 
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The method of strategic analysis6 investigates vitally important na-
tional interests of the key international actors, their mutual counter-
action or clashes, and harmony or discord with the interests and 
strategies of the given state (region). The totality of methods and 
techniques that are used in the process of strategic analysis is called 
strategic methods. Through them, I make assessments, predict secu-
rity threats and carry out critical analysis of the recently formed in-
ternational relations in CA on the global and regional levels. This 
method is widely used in Central Asian and other CIS countries to 
study foreign policy. 
These are the general theoretical and methodological theses forming 
the methodological basis for this monograph. 
Relying on my analysis of the international realities, I suggest the fol-
lowing thesis in this monograph: 
There won’t be any dominating geopolitical models of development 
in the future due to existing contradictions between regional actors 
and regional opposition to the domination of some of these models. 
Instead, most possible is the future merger of these models into a 
complex system of interacting state unions.  
For the time being, the growth of geoeconomic and geopolitical 
threats to Central Asia leads to the prevalence of the Chinese version 
of The Belt and Road Initiative (previously known also as Silk Road 
Initiative) as the main model of regional development. The Russian-
sponsored Eurasian Economic Union is at the moment in an amor-
phous state, inclined to partly merge with the Chinese project, 
whereas in the future it has capacity to become a separate, potentially 
reformed and extended organization. Realization of the US-
sponsored New Silk Road7 has virtually been restricted only to re-
gional military and political cooperation. 

                                                           
6 Definitions on strategic method are given based on the teaching materials of the late Head of the  
Geopolitical Department of the Institute of Strategic Studies under the President of Uzbekistan 
Prof. Yakov S. Umansky. 
7 Further in the text: “New Silk Road” or NSR, “The Belt and Road Initiative” or “BRI”, Eurasian Eco-
nomic Union or Eurasian Union. 
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The factors for the potential merger of these models in the future 
include: 1. regional opposition to domination of some of these mod-
els; 2. absence of any single leader and 3. principles of regionalism 
that can provide certain political balance of forces and interests. 
The volume of the investigated issues and necessity of their detailed 
review do not allow to presentation of the work in a shorter form. 
Moreover, objective approach demands investigation of processes in 
a longer historical perspective. With this in view, geopolitical 
tendencies are shown in the book in their dynamics over the last 25 
years, with special attention paid to the period since 2006. The peri-
od from the 1990s to 2006, showing the general background and re-
gional tendencies, terminated by beginning of the new stage of the 
“cold war thinking” after the Andijan events in Uzbekistan; and the 
period from 2007 to January 2017 covers last years of the US Bush 
and the Obama administrations’ policies and finishes by the advent 
of the Donald Trump administration in the US.  
The first chapter reveals the historical and political context based on 
which international tendencies have been developing: evolution of 
the Central Asia policy of the global superpower and Iranian ap-
proaches towards contemporary regional geopolitical projects. The 
second chapter analyzes Central Asia policies of regional actors 
through the prism of Iranian-American relations. The third chapter 
examines geoeconomic aspects of the geopolitical processes in Cen-
tral Asia—politics of energy and transport corridors —and looks at 
preliminary outcomes of geopolitical tendencies for the CA states. In 
the conclusion, some recommendations are given. 
I hope that the monograph will be useful for a wide range of readers, 
including not only practitioners and theoreticians in the field of in-
ternational relations, professors and experts of research institutions, 
but also for anyone else with interest in Central Asia and regional 
politics.  
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1. US and Iranian policy in Central 
Asia: historical and political precon-
ditions 
 
 
This chapter provides introduction by describing the evolution of 
the US’ strategic and conceptual approaches towards Central Asia 
and Iranian approaches towards contemporary geopolitical devel-
opment projects. The US strategy is analyzed till 2011 to show the 
general guidelines and first steps of the Obama administration policy 
with regard to CA. The next paragraph shows general Iranian atti-
tude towards main models of regional development. This gives in-
sights into the historical and political background and key factors of 
the contemporary international tendencies in CA. 
 

1.1. US political strategy in Central Asia 
 
Notwithstanding all failures of the past years, the United States tradi-
tionally occupies the leading place in the contemporary IR system. 
Without taking into account its global policy it is impossible to under-
stand development of foreign policies in Central Asia. 
The importance of the Central Asian region itself in contemporary ge-
opolitical processes is defined by: 

▪ geostrategic location at the juncture of all acting, potential and 
planned transport and pipeline routes; 

▪ richest natural and human resources; 

▪ territorial/geographic, historical/cultural and demographic 
closeness to the unstable Islamic world;  

▪ concentration, in the region, of the majority of global challenges  
and threats to the world (territorial, ethno-national, religious and eco-
logical, and others). 
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In this context, securing stable democratic development of the CA re-
gion, obtaining international access to its natural resources and integra-
tion of the whole Central Asia into the global economic space corre-
spond to the interests of stability and development of the entire IR sys-
tem and formation of favourable balance of political power for all re-
gional actors. Success in fulfillment of these tasks also greatly contrib-
utes to extending and strengthening the US global leadership in the new 
world order that, in totality, defines the role and significance of the CA 
region for the United States. 
Those imperatives in the US policy towards Central Asia have not been 
changed during the whole post-Cold War development of Central Asia. 
However, absence of a distinct strategic concept, ways and methods 
used by the leading power for fulfilling its plans in the CA region have 
been reflected in excessive protraction of stabilization processes in the 
CA region and intermittent and reactive changes of the US strategy. 
Therefore, this section will briefly review evolution of the main trends 
and mechanisms for realization of the US strategy in Central Asia since 
1991 up to 20118 to define the most important factors that influence 
the US policy in Central Asia. The examination of this period covers 
the US first conceptual approaches towards the region, ups and downs 
in the US regional policy and restoration of the “cold war” thinking ste-
reotypes around the region during the Obama administration. 
 
Formation of the basis of the US strategy towards Central Asia, 
beginning of geoeconomic and geopolitical discrepancies 
1991—1993. The collapse of the Soviet Union and formation of newly 
independent states meant, for the US, the beginning of the new era, 
symbolizing victory of the Western ideals and values of democracy9. It 
was supposed that in the new world order the United States would 
emerge as a global hegemon and model of Western values of market 

                                                           
8 Tendencies in Central Asian geopolitics and the US approaches to the CA region in the period of 
1991-2006 have been summarized in this chapter on the basis of the monograph: Guli I. Yuldashe-
va, Irano-amerikanskie otnoshenia na sovremennom etape i ih vozdeistvie na geopoliticheskuyu situatsiyu v Tsen-
tralnoi Azii (Тashkent: Fan, 2006). 
9 Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (Free Press, 1992). 
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economy. Another conceptual basis of the US policy towards Central 
Asia was the theory of democratic peace, proceeding from the assump-
tion that democratic states were usually not at war against each other10. 
In the meantime, it was important for the US to acquire “strategically 
compatible partners”, who under the US guidance and leadership 
“could help to form cooperative trans-Eurasian security system”11. By 
virtue of its geostrategic location, post-Soviet Central Asia could be-
come such a “strategically compatible partner”. 
At the same time, in fact, few in the West, excluding a handful of spe-
cialists-Sovietologists, imagined what kind of region it was. US policies 
during the first years of independence, therefore, were directed at wait-
ing, tracking the events, examining the CA region more thoroughly and 
determining conceptual foundation for the regional policy. Among im-
portant events of this period, one can only single out the beginning of 
the nuclear disarmament process in Kazakhstan that already symbolized 
a step towards regional stabilization. 
1994–1997. By this time, Washington already had a more or less ade-
quate understanding of the peculiarities of the region and its geopoliti-
cal surrounding. The basis for the long-term US strategy in Central Asia 
was forming: with minor changes, this strategy has preserved its im-
portance until the present day. 
Discovering, by the middle of the 1990s, the richest energy reserves in 
the territories of post-Soviet Central Asia and the Caucasus12 played a 
significant role in the formation of the American CA strategy. This 
brought the economy factor to the fore. Under the circumstances of 
Iranian-American confrontation and instability in the Middle East, the 
Caspian energy resources were used to reduce US dependence on 
Middle Eastern oil. Future unification of two oil and gas regions—
Central Asia and the Middle East would serve both geopolitical (in the 
sense of providing leadership of the US in the rising world order) and 
geoeconomic interests of the US. 

                                                           
10 Ray James Lee, Democracy and International Conflict, (University of South Carolina Press, 1995). 
11 Zbigniew Brzezinski, The Grand Chessboard. American Primacy and its Geostrategic Imperatives, (New 
York: Basic Books, 1997), 194—195. 
12 Since that time called “Caspian zone” or “Caspian region”. 
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One of the most important components of this strategy was non-
acceptance of the CA states’ involvement into the sphere of influ-
ence of such fundamentalist regimes as the Islamic Republic of Iran. 
It is all the more important that the majority of possible future Eura-
sian transport and pipeline routes from the region of Central Asia 
could potentially pass through the territory of IRI. Domination in 
Central Asia in this context meant for the US, inter alia, getting an 
access to control over resources and transport corridors of the Mid-
dle East, the Caucasus and Central Asia simultaneously. 
Owing to it, the West is considering a plan of constructing transporta-
tion and pipeline routes, with participation by the CA states, that in 
the future would allow integrating these states into the wider Euro-
Atlantic community. This task, in the opinion of the American estab-
lishment, largely depended on the success of political and economic 
modernization of the CA states, and would stimulate similar processes 
in the countries located on the Great Silk Road. The main ideas of 
American strategy in Central Asia were set forth by senator Sam 
Brownback in his “Silk Road Strategy” in October 1997. 
However, Russian and Iranian pipeline routes could operate as barri-
ers in the way of the US Central Asian strategy. Therefore, Washing-
ton advocated the Turkish way—the pipeline Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan 
(BTC). In the US view, Turkey could and should serve as “gate” for 
the exit of Caspian oil into the Western markets and become a mod-
el of the secular way of development for the new CA states. Yet, all 
possible promotion of the strategically important for the US BTC 
project led in the 1990s to real geoeconomic war in Central Asia for 
access to Caspian resources. Less importantly, at this period, the 
trans-Afghan route was not realized due to internal instability in the 
country. 
As a result, the Bill Clinton administration’s initial course favouring 
partnership with Russia was gradually changed into aspiration to re-
strict the sphere of traditional Russian influence in CA countries. 
American-Chinese relations were also undergoing serious changes. 
China, gradually strengthening its economic presence in Central 
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Asia, was increasingly regarded by America as the US primary geo-
political opponent. 
On the other side, the results of the war in Yugoslavia sharpened US 
discrepancies with their traditional Western European allies that 
were complicated by clash of the US-EU economic interests in the 
oil and gas sphere and growth of correspondent differences in re-
gional geopolitical approaches. European partners came forward 
with support for the Iranian reformers and “constructive dia-
logue” with Iran13. 
A peculiarity of US–CA relations in this period was the special em-
phasis of Washington on the richest CA energy producing country—
Kazakhstan.  In foreign policy, the US received particular support 
from Uzbekistan as a country most exposed to the Islamic funda-
mentalist threat. 
As a whole, the CA republics demonstrated interest in develop-
ment of full-scaled relations with the global power, taking into ac-
count its economic, military and political potential and support in 
issues of ensuring regional security. Perspective of getting access 
to the world markets on the basis of realizing various transporta-
tion and transit projects was of special importance for the geo-
graphically isolated countries of the region. Therefore, the period 
from the middle of the 1990s until Andijan events of 2005 was 
marked by widening of the CA states’ contacts with the United 
States in military, political and diplomatic, educational, scientific 
and cultural spheres, as well as in the field of energy projects. 
 
Strengthening of discrepancies 
1998–2000. Geopolitical and geoeconomic discrepancies between the  
USA and their European partners deepened with the advent to power 
of moderate reformer Mohammad Khatami in Iran and his advance-
ment in 2001 of the idea of “dialogue between civilizations”. An in-
creasing number of countries, including Russia, China and the CA 

                                                           
13 Charles Lane, “Changing Iran. Germany’s New Ostpolitik”, Foreign Affairs, vol. 74, no. 6, No-
vember/December (1995): 77–89. 
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states, came forward in favor of the European approach of “construc-
tive dialogue” with Iran. 
Discontent was also growing among the CA states, dissatisfied with 
the US policy of counteracting projects with participation of Iran. 
Concurrently, changes were gradually taking place in Tashkent’s per-
ception of Iran. The two countries were connected both through care-
ful and flexible tactics of Tehran with regards to Central Asia and 
through appearance of hopes for strengthening the pro-Western 
course of Khatami and normalization of Iranian-American relations. 
In Uzbekistani view, insufficient attention of the US towards regional 
security problems played a significant role at that time. In particular, 
the problem of ever-increasing instability emanating from the territory 
of Afghanistan did not get due attention from the Western side, and 
attention to Tajikistan was restricted in January 1994 by its official in-
clusion into the list of countries forming the Iranian zone of domina-
tion and possible spread of Islamic fundamentalism and terrorism. 
2001–2005. In the period after September 2001, the US considerably 
accelerated its involvement into regional processes in Central Asia. 
Stability of the region was closely linked now with its internal demo-
cratic, social and economic development issues, as well as with secu-
rity of the United States itself. Therefore, political reconstruction of 
Afghanistan, completion of the CA states’ process of modernization 
and entering into the world community also was linked in the United 
States with formation of the new American-centered world order14. 
In 2002, reconsideration of the US foreign policy doctrine in the CA 
region resulted in two strategy documents: 
1) “Act in Support of Freedom in Afghanistan”, foreseeing estab-
lishment of democracy and civil society not only in Afghanistan but 
in entire Central Asia; 

                                                           
14 This was reflected in the corresponding geopolitical doctrines such as “Greater Middle East”, 
and later in its logical continuation—“Big Central Asia” project, where the regions of Central Asia 
and Middle East were united into one single experimental geoeconomic zone. This did not find 
support in CA countries with different political preferences, interests and level of development. 
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2) New national security strategy, confirming both geopolitical inter-
ests of the US in the Caspian and Central Asian regions, and readi-
ness of Washington to protect these interests. 
Active US involvement into the CA region was promoted by the fol-
lowing arsenal of strategic actions of the Bush administration:  

▪ reliance on the new doctrines of preventive “unilateral ac-
tions” and emphasis on the “ad hoc coalition of good will” while 
solving global security problems; 

▪ sanctions against the geoeconomically important regional 
Central Asian neighbor—Iran, included since 2001 into the list of 
the “axis of evil” states; 

▪  political and economic pressure on the CA states on issues 
of humanitarian rights and democracy; 

▪ reliance on Kazakhstan as a key Caspian state and simultane-
ously influential oil and gas player in the international energy sphere, 
whose connection to the BTC project was of decisive importance 
for continuation of the American plans in Central Asia.  
Unilateral actions and economic sanctions, inefficient in conditions 
of globalization, significantly complicated the US relations with 
many regional actors in Central Asia, including traditional allies such 
as the EU and Turkey. The situation was aggravated by the US mili-
tary and technical involvement into the Caspian zone, which had al-
ready been militarized due to fierce territorial disputes.  
Under the circumstances of continuing Iranian-American confronta-
tion, anti-Iranian sanctions and absence of sufficient economic assis-
tance, the realization of energy transportation projects that were vi-
tally important for Central Asia was, in fact, suspended. In this con-
text, continuation of the Western economic pressure on Central Asia 
and anti-Iranian US strategy, excluding Tehran’s participation in en-
ergy transportation and other projects, in practice laid the founda-
tions for prolongation of socioeconomic and political instability of 
the CA region. 
Insufficiency of financial support and investments into Central Asian 
economies combined with exerting pressure on the CA states on is-
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sues of humanitarian development and processes of democratiza-
tion, as well as strengthening geopolitical discrepancies in relations 
with traditional allies, resulted in the Central Asians distancing from 
the US and their reorientation towards China, Russia and Iran. 
Closing of the American base in Khanabad (Uzbekistan) and consol-
idation of the Eurasian partner countries within the limits of the 
SCO (Shanghai Cooperation Organization) and the Eurasian Eco-
nomic Community15 that was aimed at uniting former Soviet repub-
lics under the aegis of Russia, logically completed these tendencies. 
Washington’s reconsideration of Central Asian realities raised doubts 
about priority importance of Central Asia for the United States’ in-
terests16. 
Yet, finally, Washington decided not to retreat and acknowledged 
three basic US strategic interests in Central Asia—energy resources, 
security and expansion of freedom through reforms17. To bring posi-
tive changes into the existing situation, the West under the US lead-
ership aspired to strengthen its supporting point and in 2009 sup-
ported the Kazakh application for the post of the OSCE chair. 
2006–2008. In this period, failures of the American strategy in Central 
Asia were aggravated by the inefficiency of the G. Bush Middle Eastern 
and Afghan policy. So, according to the sociological polls18, 79 % (in 
comparison to 72 % in 2005) of American respondents consid-
ered Islamic fundamentalism an “extremely important” threat to 
the national security. They referred Islamic fundamentalism as to 

                                                           
15 The Eurasian Economic Community, including several republics of the former Soviet Union, and 
functioning in the period of 2001–2014. Since January 2015, it was renamed into the Eurasian Eco-
nomic Union—an economic union, created within the framework of Eurasian integration on the 
basis of the Customs Union of Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan. Now the members of the Eurasian 
Economic Union include Russian Federation, Republic of Belarus, Republic of Armenia, Kyrgyz 
Republic. Here I use the term Eurasian Economic Community for the period until 2015. 
16 Merri Wane E., “V Tsentralnoi Azii idet ne takaya uj bolshaya igra”, Analytic, Analyticheskoe 
obozrenie, no. 3 (Astana, 2001): 31, 33. 
17 “Chestnie vibori mogut sdelat Kazahstan “liderom” v Tsentralnoi Azii”, November 21, 2005, 
www.usinfo.state.gov/russian 
18 “Polls: Americans, Europeans Share Increased Fears of Terrorism, Islamic Fundamentalism”, 
Washington, D.C., & Brussels: Transatlantic Trends, September 06, 2006, 
www.transatlantictrends.org 

http://www.usinfo.state.gov/russian
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other, not less dangerous threats, emanating from states like 
Iran—58 % (45 % in 2005). 
Amid crisis around the Iranian nuclear issue, Washington worked 
out possibility of an anti-Iranian coalition, consisting of its tradition-
al partners and allies. Accordingly, Washington made every effort to 
regulate existing discrepancies with the EU and raise its relations 
with Ankara to a new, higher level of strategic partnership. 
The Bush administration made ambiguous rapprochement steps to-
wards Moscow. It was admitted that building constructive partner-
ship with Russia could suppress formation of any multilateral coali-
tion and become counterweight to the growing power of China. 
Washington tried to enlist Russian support for its Middle Eastern 
strategy, in the process of peaceful reconstruction of Afghanistan 
and in liquidating other potential hotbeds of instability in the CA re-
gion. Yet, simultaneously, official declarations were continued, 
stressing the importance of oil and gas export from Kazakhstan, by-
passing Russia and Iran. The effort to reorient the region towards 
South Asia was under way through construction of a new energy 
network linking Central and South Asia. This idea found its expres-
sion in reorganization of the US State Department including the es-
tablishment of a Bureau on the South and Central Asian Affairs. 
Concurrently, American diplomacy in Central Asia was reinvigorat-
ed. The US promised to Astana additional investments into its ener-
gy sector, including into “diversification” of oil and gas export 
routes. In July 2006, the US efforts resulted in signing an agreement 
between Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan on transportation of hydrocar-
bons from Kazakhstan via the Caspian Sea and later by the BTC 
pipeline. 
At the same, time Washington was increasingly realizing the ineffi-
ciency and even impossibility of conducting the antiterrorist war 
without active participation of Uzbekistan in it. Fragility and instability 
of the region jeopardized and destabilized the US strategic partnership 
with CA states, as well as hampered the very US military political 
presence in the region. The totality of the above-mentioned tenden-
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cies kept conflict potential and instability in the CA region at the pre-
vious level and strengthened the Eurasian vector in development of 
Central Asia. 
2009–2011. With Barack Obama’s advent to power in 2009, American 
approaches to Central Asia underwent serious changes in choosing in-
struments and levers of influence on the region. They remained, how-
ever, unwavering in issues of pushing ahead the US regional aims and 
goals. In particular, the new President abandoned the Bush tactics of 
unilateral actions and focused on restoration and consolidation of the 
allied relations, extension of strategic partnership and dialogue with the 
Islamic world, including Iran. In the interest of achieving overall strate-
gic goals in Central Asia, Obama administration preferred more cau-
tious and reserved approach when assessing problems in the sphere of 
human rights and democracy in the region. 
In accordance with these purposes, as well as looking for a counter-
weight to the increased power of China, Washington declared the 
“strategic restart” of relations with Russia. In 2009 the Obama ad-
ministration launched a special mechanism on extending cooperation 
with the CA states. During consultations, issues of trade, human 
rights and democratic reforms, defense cooperation and regional se-
curity, including the Afghan situation, were discussed. 
At the same time, rather strong conservative opposition to the new 
administration policy inside the US and ambiguous situation in the re-
gion hindered expected results. Washington’s statements bore more 
declarative and vague character, not transforming into a distinct, effi-
cient strategy towards Central Asia. 
Amid the resurgent instability in Afghanistan and Pakistan, Iranian 
nuclear program, and the destabilization of Kyrgyzstan and Tajiki-
stan, Uzbekistan put forward an initiative on creation of the contact 
group “6+3” that would include Russia, China and Iran. However, 
due to discrepancies among the US, Russia and China, this initiative 
remained practically unrealized. 
Instead, Washington suggested transformation of the Northern 
transit route (or Northern Distribution Network, NDN) for supply 
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of the military cargo to Afghanistan into a variety of the modern Silk 
Road. Reinforcing this idea, in 2011 the US put forward the New 
Silk Road project19, which was, in fact, a logical continuation of the 
American-sponsored “Big Central Asia” concept. 
Success of the strategy, according to intentions of the authors, fully 
depended on realization of the transportation and transit routes in 
Central Asia, joining the region together with South and South-
Western Asia and further with Europe. Ideally, realization of such a 
project would promote stabilization and economic revival of the en-
tire Central Asia, turning it, in the future, into the central crossroads 
of trade routes in Asia. 
Correspondingly, the US declared the “vitally important role” of 
Central Asia in fulfilling Washington’s long-term plans on recon-
struction of the Great Silk Road. The instruments for realization of 
these plans were set to be the Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-
India gas pipeline (TAPI) (see Annex 1), actively supported by Ash-
gabat, and Northern Distribution Network of military supplies to Af-
ghanistan with active involvement of Russia and Uzbekistan. Obama’s 
new “National Military Strategy” foresaw formation of new military ba-
ses in Afghanistan and in adjacent territories. Foreseeing conflict poten-
tial of the region, the US was planning to perform the role of a regional 
security guarantor and widen their military and political presence in 
Central Asia. 
Therefore, importance in the American policy of Uzbekistan as a key 
country was growing, owing to its abilities to contribute to regional se-
curity, military infrastructure and its geostrategic location at the juncture 
of all possible and energy arteries in Central Asia. Simultaneously, 
Washington continued to support the oil and gas producing Kazakh-
stan and Turkmenistan, encouraged parliamentary democracy in Kyr-
gyzstan20 and involved Tajikistan into realization of regional plans. 

                                                           
19 U.S. Department of State, Travel Diary: “India and the United States — A Vision for the 21st 
Century”, DipNote, July 20, 2011. In: “Congressional Research Service”; “Strategia novogo 
Shelkovogo puti: problemi i perspektivi, interview s prof. S. Frederick Starrom”, November 21, 
2011, http:// www.12.uz, http://www.centrasia.ru/newsA.php?st=1321863540 
20 “Briefing pomoshnika gossekretarya dlya jurnalistov v Kyrgizstane”, Kabar, March 2011,  

http://www.centrasia.ru/newsA.php?st=1321863540
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In this regard, Washington21 counted, first of all, on those resources 
(scientific, technical, economic, military, and others), that could be 
provided to the countries of Central Asia only by the United States. 
As before, the list of close partners excluded Russia and China. The 
main US advantages were their military, political, economic, scien-
tific and educational resources that, being rationally used in interna-
tional politics, could promote strengthening of stability and devel-
opment in Central Asia. 
The US priorities towards Central Asia in this period were highlight-
ed by the Deputy State Secretary on South and Central Asian Asia 
Robert Blake22 and consisted of the following points:  

▪ support of international endeavors in Afghanistan; 

▪ building strategic partnership with India; 

▪ establishment of more solid and stable relations with the CA 
states. 
The intensified US activity in the Central Asian direction led to the 
growth of international tension and restoration of stereotypes of 
“cold war” thinking that were attested to by the complex US-Russian 
and US-Chinese relations. 
Indeed, on the one side, obvious signs of rapprochement among the 
US, the EU and Russia were present. The North Atlantic Alliance’s 
new strategic concept of 2010 stressed23 that NATO was no more a 
threat to Russia. In experts’ views, the new NATO strategy should 
serve as a framework for organizing a global anti-Chinese coalition. 
Without Russia, the US admitted, it was practically impossible to 
solve the Afghan problem, fight against drug business and stabilize 

                                                                                                                                           
http://www.kabar.kg/rus/analytics/full/19023. 
21 Evan Feigenbaum, “Seven Critical Guidelines For U.S. Foreign Policy in Central Asia”, Council on 
Foreign Relations, February 23, 2011, http://www.businessinsider.com/seven-guidelines-for-us-
central-asia-policy. 
22 Rick Rozoff, “Washington Intensifies Push into Central Asia”, Global Research, January 30, 2011, 
http://www.globalresearch.ca/war-without-borders-washington-intensifies-push-into-central-
asia/23012  
23 Shamil Sultanov, “Voina protiv Evrazii. Razmishlenia o novoi strategicheskoi kontseptsii Seve-
roatlanticheskogo aliansa”, Россия-Исламский мир, no. 49,  December 08, 2010, Завтра, 
http://www.centrasia.ru/newsA.php?st=1292015400  

http://blogs.cfr.org/asia/2011/02/22/seven-guidelines-for-u-s-central-asia-policy/
http://www.businessinsider.com/seven-guidelines-for-us-central-asia-policy
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http://www.globalresearch.ca/war-without-borders-washington-intensifies-push-into-central-asia/23012
http://www.globalresearch.ca/war-without-borders-washington-intensifies-push-into-central-asia/23012
http://zavtra.ru/
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the situation in Kyrgyzstan. It was no accident that the US Vice-
President Joe Biden24 called for superseding the frameworks of the 
so-called “Big game” and “spheres of influence”. 
On the other side, however, some experts25 were anxious that con-
solidation of the US influence in the Caspian basin was fraught with 
coupling of the “sanitary cordon”—the Baltics-Ukraine-Caucasus—
with Central Asia. That meant isolation of Russia along its whole 
southern perimeter. Subsequently, they considered that the US and 
NATO were seeking to gradually replace the SCO with the NDN as 
the driving force of economic, military and political integration of 
the Central Asian states. 
Washington, however, insisted26 that “Since 2014 the issues of secu-
rity in the country will be solved by the Afghan troops”. At the same 
time, the US Special Representative on the issues of Eurasian energy 
Richard Morningstar27 stated that it was important to achieve energy 
self-sufficiency. Thereupon, Washington supported not only Nabuc-
co but the whole Southern energy corridor—the full set of gas pipe-
lines, which should transport Caucasian and Central Asian gas 
through Turkey to Europe. In this sense, interaction with Russia and 
Iran after regulating its nuclear program was not excluded. 
Thus, in spite of all failures and temporary fluctuations, the main 
guidelines of the long-term American strategy in Central Asia essen-
tially have not been changed. However, by the end of the first dec-
ade of the 21st century, the instruments of its realization have un-
dergone a visible transformation. 
 

 

                                                           
24 “Vistuplenie vitse-prezidenta Baidena v MGU 15 marta 2011 goda”, White House, Office of the 
Vice-President, March 10, 2011, 2011, http:// www.america.gov/st/eur-
russian/2011/March/20110315105450x0.7276226.html 
25 Viktor Yakubyan, “Kak dolgo Moskva budet terpet antirossiiskyu aktivnost Berdimuhamedova i 
Alieva”, IA REGNUM, January 19, 2011, http://www.centrasia.ru/newsA.php?st=1295472840 
26 “Amerikanskaya storona podderjivayet reshenie Turkmenii postavlyat svoi gaz NABUKKO”, 
ИА REGNUM, February 18, 2011, http://www.centrasia.ru/newsA.php?st=1298009400 
27 “Mi podderjivayem ne tolko Nabukko”, Кommersant.ru, December 09, 2010. 
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1.2. The Iranian Factor in Modern Geopolitics of Cen-
tral Asia 
 
In addition to the US, a key role in all geopolitical processes sur-
rounding Central Asia has also been played by the Islamic Republic 
of Iran. Formation of an efficient system of regional economic rela-
tions that could solve the priority task in Central Asian develop-
ment—access of national products to the world market and the re-
gion’s integration into the world economic community—largely de-
pends on resolution of Iranian-American discrepancies in that or 
another format. 
Iran can also play a serious role in providing stability and security in 
the CA countries, including more broadly, also CIS countries and 
Russia with its sizeable Moslem population. A similar role of Tehran 
is preconditioned, first of all, by absence in the history of Iranian re-
lations with the region of any large-scale Shia-Sunni contradictions. 
The majority of these peoples coexisted quite peacefully at different 
stages of history within the frameworks of various state formations. 
Their belonging to the common cultural and civilizational heritage of 
the Islamic world has been more important both in the past and to-
day. At present, the Islamic Republic is attractive by the fact that for 
the post-Soviet Moslems it represents a model of relatively educated 
Islamic democracy, successfully combining achievements of the 
West and East. This is confirmed both by the level of political cul-
ture of the Iranian population and rather strong influence of pro-
Western elite and youth in the country. Of importance is also the 
leading influence of Iran in the Islamic world (for instance, in Or-
ganization for Islamic Conference, OIC). From the economic point 
of view, Iran represents a possibility to participate in mutually advan-
tageous energy and transportation/transit projects, successfully rein-
tegrating the region along the routes of the Silk Road. From the mili-
tary and political point of view, Iran can provide considerable assis-
tance in suppressing different terrorist attacks and radical move-
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ments, as in the case of, for instance, Tehran’s assistance to Iraq and 
Afghanistan. 
In turn, Central Asia enters the IRI’s vitally important sphere of 
economic interests28. In Iranian opinion, the Middle East and Cen-
tral Asia represent a traditional and very profitable comprehensive 
market for Iran. 
Active cooperation with Central Asian countries serves to strengthen 
Iran’s regional status, prestige, and role in the Moslem world which 
is very important in the light of the ongoing Iranian-Saudi conflict; it 
eases the region’s international isolation, and attempts to reintegrate 
it on the basis of a shared Middle East-Central Asian historical past. 
However, Iran also needs to ensure that there is stability, mutually 
beneficial cooperation, and peace in the neighboring Central Asia 
that is inseparably linked with Afghanistan by force of geographic, 
historical, cultural and ethnic closeness. Hence, the vital concern of 
Iran in its participation in any geopolitical project embracing the re-
gion of Central Asia. 
Subsequently, the Iranian stand on the recently proposed geopolitical 
projects on the transformation of Central Asia is of special interest. 
 
Iran and the New Silk Road strategy 
First of all, due to the discussions stirred up around the future of the 
Central Asian region, the Iranian stand on the New Silk Road (NSR) 
concept is of interest. It can be supposed that, on condition of ob-
serving vital Iranian interests, this initiative in principle could be 
supported by Tehran. 
However, doubts concerning the realization of the American NSR 
plans in majority of the CIS states and even in the West itself, geo-
political tension in the region, and the US anti-Iranian sanctions 
jointly with the international isolation and pressure on Tehran, have 
hampered up to the present period active Iranian involvement into 
the region. In these circumstances, Iran has to look for alternative 

                                                           
28 Khatami Mohammad, Islam, Dialog I Grajdanskoye Obshestvo (Moscow: ROSSPAN, 2001), 46. 
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variants of regional cooperation that would be potentially able to 
block the NSR strategy. 
So, not restricting itself to bilateral, rather close relations with Russia 
and China, Tehran aspires to enter the SCO ranks. In parallel, Teh-
ran closely cooperates with Delhi, including within the limits of 
TRACECA project (Transport Corridor Europe-Caucasus-Asia) that 
is profitable for Central Asia and Europe, and realization of the 
Chabahor project (see p. 3.2) in Afghanistan. Concurrently Tehran 
undertakes measures on normalizing relations with countries of the 
Persian Gulf and Central Asia. For instance, it is speeding up the 
projected transport corridor Uzbekistan-Turkmenistan-Iran-Oman, 
seeking to arrange economic partnership with Qatar29, and has been 
preserving the second after China trade partnership with the United 
Arab Emirates30. 
The NSR strategy is also impeded by absence of any significant 
changes in the Afghan-Pakistani conflict and by American-European 
discrepancies on Iran. Some stakeholders in the EU have expressed 
protest against the US Congress’ tactics of supporting anti-Iranian 
sanctioning, that “demonstrates indifference to the interests of the 
European and Asiatic allies”, economically suffering from the intro-
duction of sanctions31. 
 
Asian project of regional cooperation 
American ideas of regional cooperation (NSR) has inspired another 
international program titled Heart of Asia (Kabul, June 2012), unit-
ing all Asian states interested in the Afghan transformation, includ-

                                                           
29 “Katar gotov sotrudnichat s Iranom v razrabotke mestorojdenia “Yujniy Pars””, Iran.ru, Decem-
ber 25, 2013, 
www.iran.ru/news/economics/91951/Katar_gotov_sotrudnichat_s_Iranom_v_razrabotke_mestor
ozhdeniya_Yuzhnyy_Pars 
30 “Iran's Non-Oil Foreign Trade Turnover Tops $70”, January 23, 2017, 
https://financialtribune.com/articles/domestic-economy/57992/irans-non-oil-foreign-trade-
turnover-tops-70b  
31 Jenkins Peter, “Nuclear-Related Sanctions on Iran are no Longer Justified”, Payvand.com, Decem-
ber 03, 2013, http://www.payvand.com/news/, https://lobelog.com/nuclear-related-sanctions-on-
iran-are-no-longer-justified/  
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ing Russia, China and India. Being, in fact, a logical continuation and 
development of the American Silk Road idea, this strategy stresses a 
multilateral, purely regional approach independent from the US. Co-
operation with the United States, according to opinions of the pro-
ject initiators, has its own definite limits, stated quite clearly in the 
materials of the Istanbul summit in 2011. 
Interests of common security, as well as cultural, civilizational and 
religious closeness with majority of the project participants, stimulate 
rather active participation of Iran in all events of the Heart of Asia 
forum. At the same time, according to the participants’ view of the 
Heart of Asia, the required efficient mechanism of interaction 
among the participating states has not been yet elaborated, and the 
process is developing with certain difficulties that lead to some mis-
understandings in interstate relations. 
Besides, it is worth mentioning that most members of regional asso-
ciations (Heart of Asia, Non-Aligned Movement, etc.) are develop-
ing states facing numerous domestic problems that predetermine 
dependence, in one way or another, on the United States. At that, 
the most influential actor of the Non-Aligned Movement—India—is 
a strategic partner of the US. Hence, as proven by experience, similar 
regional unions are not likely to provide real opposition to Washing-
ton. At present, these unions are not lacking in interstate discrepan-
cies (Iran-Saudi Arabia, India-Pakistan, Pakistan-Afghanistan, etc.) 
that extremely complicate achieving compromise among the mem-
bers. 
Apparently, participation in such a regional forum provides Iran and 
other states with a discussion floor to exchange opinions, work out 
common stands on some issues of regional development and consol-
idate ties, as well as to extend the range of state partners. 
 
Chinese model of the Silk Road 
China’s territorial proximity, historical and cultural links to Iran and 
the rest of Asia, rapidly developing economy and ever growing geo-
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political weight in the world determine active role and special status 
of Beijing in geostrategy of Iran. 
Iranian leadership regards China not only as a great power, but also 
as an independent, non-aligned and developing Asian country, 
whose support in military, political and economic spheres is of spe-
cial significance in the period of present instability in the Middle 
East, Central and South Asia as well as complexity of the Iranian-
American relations. 
These considerations justify Iranian support of the Chinese version of 
the Silk Road—The Belt and Road Initiative (see p.2.4). This, however, 
does not mean negation of Iran’s own economic and political interests, 
which in the future may not always coincide with Beijing’s interests. 
However, common opposition of Iran and China to the unipolar system 
and long-term US presence in the CA region orient these countries to-
wards Russia. Beijing and Tehran give due attention to Russian econom-
ic and military potential, its interests in Central Asia and ability to be-
come a counterweight to the American presence in the region. Iran, 
Russia and China are striving for speedy stabilization and peaceful re-
construction of Afghanistan, displaying anxiety about the US long-term 
military presence at their borders. They also call against unilateralism in 
the world politics and so-called “double standards” of the US, and sup-
port leading role of the UN in the new world order. This does not ex-
clude their own geopolitical goals in Central Asia (see p. 2.3 and 2.4). 
But, in comparison with United States’ inefficient Middle Eastern 
and Afghani policy, Chinese and Russian interests do not cause im-
mediate economic or security threats and challenges to the region 
and are more fruitful from the economic point of view. 
Similar economic considerations explain participation of Iran, Russia 
and China in bilateral and multilateral military, political and economic 
agreements on Central Asia, including construction of the North-South 
transport corridor and restoration of the Silk Road. 
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Eurasian model 
Geographical proximity and complexity of the situation in CA and 
the Middle East induce Iran to also preserve the Eurasian vector of 
partnership, which, together with its known Central Asian orienta-
tion, means wider integration with Russia and China. 
It is no accident that the Iranian Ambassador to Russia, Mehdi 
Sanai, stressed32 Tehran’s interest in forming a free economic zone 
with the Eurasian Economic Union. Membership in this organiza-
tion would allow IRI to establish closer economic ties with its mem-
ber states. In this sense, relations with Russia have paramount signif-
icance for Iran. 
Iran and Russia are vitally interested in political, economic and social 
stability and in counteracting radical extremism in the CA region. 
In particular, both sides understand the necessity of consolidating 
joint efforts in the Caspian to attract the CA states, as “such cooper-
ation will neutralize interference of outer-regional forces in this re-
gion”33. They are also drawn together by commonality of positions 
on Afghanistan, Syria, and non-interference of IRI into Russian affairs 
(Islamic factor). On the whole, as Tehran believes34, Russian “rela-
tions with Iran play the key role in the basin of the “Greater Middle 
East”, that is, of the Persian Gulf and Indian ocean. Iran can play a 
serious role in guaranteeing stability and security in the CIS coun-
tries—Southern neighbors of Iran”, and in the Russian regions with 
Moslem population. 
Thus, it is obvious that Russia has an utmost need to preserve control 
over this geostrategically important country, located in the center of 
the forming Eurasian network of transport and pipeline routes from 
Central Asia. Under the present geopolitical distribution of power, the 
influence lost in Iran would mean, for Russia, significant restriction of 

                                                           
32 “Iran Interested in Free Trade Zone with Eurasian Economic Union”, IRNA, January 15,2015, 
http://www.irna.ir/en/News/81921505/  
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its presence in Central Asian and Middle Eastern regions and the ina-
bility to control vitally important spheres of its interest. For Russia, it 
is especially important, taking into account, other worrying geoeco-
nomic trends. 
At the same time, Iranian cooperation with the Eurasian Economic Un-
ion seems to be problematic. 
Firstly, it is dictated by the weakness and defragmented state of the 
organization, whose perspectives of development are rather vague 
for the nearest future. Predominance of politics over economics in 
the Eurasian policy of Russia and the pressure that it exerted on oth-
er Eurasian Union member states is the fact acknowledged even by 
some Russian experts35. This leads Kazakhstan, the biggest CA actor, 
to develop external political and economic preferences that not al-
ways coincide with the interests of Moscow. Two other influential 
states in Central Asia—Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan—have not 
joined the organization. Without participation of all CA states in the 
Eurasian Union, its importance has been significantly reduced, and 
that will create certain difficulties in realizing Iranian economic strat-
egy in the CA region. 
Secondly, due to potential Russian-Chinese rivalry and present 
defragmented state оf the Eurasian Union, it is too early at present 
to speak about efficiency, mutual complementarity and overlap be-
tween the Eurasian Union and SCO projects or the Eurasian Union 
and Chinese Silk Road projects. Even the joint economic potential 
of the Eurasian Union members is not comparable with the eco-
nomic power of China, thus inducing these states into financial and 
technological dependence on Beijing. Such a situation cannot but 
reduce Iranian interest towards this organization. 
Thirdly, it is doubtful that Tehran will support Russian aspirations36 
to become one of the decisive power centers in Eurasia and control 
access to energy resources and transportation and transit corridors 

                                                           
35 Igor Pankratenko, “Euraziyskii Economicheskiy Soyuz: krah proekta?”, March 09, 2016, 
http://eurasiadiary.ru/news/specialist-view/10929  
36 Evgenii Primakov, “Mir bez sverhderjav. Mnogopolyarnii mir i shansi SSHA”, Izvestia, August 22, 
2003. 
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from Central Asia.  It is quite understandable that Iran has its own 
long-term geopolitical plans in the Middle East that are not always 
compatible with Moscow. This can be judged by diversification of 
external political and economic preferences of Tehran (EU, Turkey, 
and others.). 
Fourthly, Tehran’s relations with Russia, in spite of their friendliness, 
are ambiguous37. Iranian partnership with Russia was clouded in the 
not so distant past by Moscow’s anti-Iranian sanctions and problems 
in the military and technical sphere. That is why much in the Iran-
Eurasian Union partnership will depend today on the level of bilat-
eral relations between Russia and Iran. 
At the same time, there are also a number of reasons in favor of 
forming, in the long-term, a common Iranian economic space with 
potentially extended and reformed Eurasian Union, including, possi-
bly, Uzbekistan. 
Firstly, the unrelenting crisis in the Middle East and ambiguity of the 
Iranian-American relations have forced Iranian leadership to be 
more flexible in the regional policy and preserve the Iranian-Russian 
union in the interests of its security, as a possible counterweight to 
the US. This role could be potentially played by the Eurasian Union 
in case of active Iranian involvement into it. Subsequently, Tehran 
declares seriousness of its intentions to develop ties with Russia38. 
Secondly, extreme strengthening of China in Central Asia does not 
correspond either to the interests of Iran nor the CA states them-
selves. This issue is especially topical since, in the Chinese program 
document of October 2012, there is an appeal to the Chinese leaders 
towards “march to the West”, that is, towards Central Asia. Chinese 
trade with the CA states has increased 100 times since the collapse 
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of the Soviet Union, achieving $ 46 billion.39 In this sense, Iranian 
partnership with Russia is bringing some balance in their trilateral 
relationship. In the perspective, Iran, most likely, intends to widen 
and strengthen its sphere of interest in the Middle East, and, possi-
bly, on the territory of the Eurasian Union, where economic inter-
ests of Beijing and Tehran cannot always correspond to each other. 
Thus, Iran aspires to secure freedom of action in the zones of its in-
terest, based on policy of checks and balances, and active coopera-
tion with partners within all regional formations (SCO, Eurasian 
Economic Union, Heart of Asia, and others.). Hence, there is some 
inconsistency of Iranian actions. 
We cannot exclude the possibility that Iran, in the future, will enter 
SCO and contribute to a mutually advantageous Western partnership 
with the broader Eurasian region. At the same time, keeping in mind 
firm positions of the Iranian conservatives, one can assert that the 
country could hardly defect from its fundamental Islamic course of 
development. 
 

Conclusions to Chapter I 
 
Based on this discussion, it is possible to draw the following conclu-
sions: 
1) The main purposes of the American policy in Central Asia 
have remained virtually unchanged and, on the whole, are directed at 
providing the US with energy and political security, as well as build-
ing an American-centered world order, based on the balance of 
power and interests of the leading powers. However, the US lacks 
previous political influence in the region and is dependent on itself 
on the regional powers and the allies’ actions. 

                                                           
39 Emili Feng, “Marsh na zapad: regionalnaya integratsia v Tsentralnoi Azii”, Huffington Post, January 
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2) The role of the CA region is substantially increasing with the 
region’s shift into the epicenter of geopolitical struggle between the 
leading powers—US, China and Russia. Each of the powers suggests 
their own models of geopolitical development— American New Silk 
Road, Chinese The Belt and Road Initiative and the Russian Eura-
sian Economic Union. 
3) Inconsistent US approaches forged with participation of a 
great number of lobbying groups in Washington, complicate multi-
lateral regional partnership. Hence, the discrepancy between de-
clared goals and real US policy. 
4) The region of CA is regarded in Tehran through the prism of 
its economic and political security interests in the regions of Central 
and South Asia and the Middle East. Iran wants to guarantee its role 
as a “gate” to Central Asia and transit route for oil, gas and transpor-
tation. 
5) None of the presently advocated projects can be realized 
without the participation of Iran, and so the world powers seek to 
attract Iran on their side. Iran is able to assist or block execution of 
these projects, taking into account its special status in Central Asia 
and presence of a big Shia diaspora in Afghanistan. This predeter-
mines Tehran’s careful and ambiguous policy: on the one side, en-
gagement with different regional structures; on the other, a fight for 
the final lifting of sanctions and normalization of relations with the 
West.  
The next chapters will examine to what extent the above-mentioned 
geopolitical and geoeconomic ideas and goals of the United States 
and Iran are viable when confronted with the interests of other 
powers, and what the outcome is for the region of Central Asia and 
its political orientation. 
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2. Geopolitical processes in Central 
Asia through the prism of Iranian-
American relations 

 
 

This chapter examines the role of geopolitical and geoeconomic 
tendencies, expressed in actions of the concrete regional actors, es-
pecially their transportation and energy policy. It also assesses the 
impact of these processes on defining Central Asian political prefer-
ences and models of development. 
Political processes in each paragraph are examined through the 
prism of the Iranian-American relations, divided in two periods: be-
fore 2006 and, more deeply, from 2007 to January 2017. 
By the beginning of the second decade of the 21st century, the fight 
for the new world order and distribution of interests and forces 
among the leading powers (first of all, the US and Russia), has en-
tered a new stage. It has been preconditioned by a series of interna-
tional events: the Middle Eastern and Ukrainian crises, talks on the 
Iranian nuclear program, withdrawal of international troops from 
Afghanistan and the rise of China. A peculiarity of this fierce geopo-
litical struggle lies in using such policy instruments as territorial sei-
zures, and extending the geography of anti-Iranian sanctions. The 
fight for Iranian resources deepened the international rift and pro-
pelled final reorientation of the CA states towards Chinese Silk Road 
projects. 
The main regional power centers—Russia and China—have direct 
and immediate interests in Central Asia, keeping in mind their bor-
dering location with CA, historical and cultural ties, regional and 
global political and economic status. These actors’ relations with Iran 
have been partially studied in p. 1.2. Below we will concentrate on 
their relations with the US in the period under study. 
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2.1. US policy in Central Asia: present-day Euro-
Atlantic approaches to Iran (2007 to January 2017) 
 
During the last decade, the US mainly continued to base its Central 
Asian policy on the provisions of its “Act in Support of Freedom in 
Afghanistan” (2002). This was quite evident from the Afghanistan 
Accountability Act of 2015, which stressed the need “to support the 
Afghan efforts to build strong regional economic connectivity with 
the country’s neighbors”40. 
Along with known provisions of the American CA strategy, experts 
openly stress that “market reforms in Central Asia … serve national 
interests of the United States, allowing to open new markets for the 
American goods and services, and being a source of energy and min-
erals”41. In this connection, the US Congress Act from January 17, 
2014 additionally sanctioned (P.L. 113-76, Sec. 7044) allotment of $ 
150 million for development programs in South and Central Asia 
(SCA) linked with the processes of transformation in Afghanistan42. 
Yet, since September 2015, as a more purposeful strategy and having 
in view the differences between the secular, more developed CA 
states and Islamic war-torn Afghanistan, the United States has been 
advancing “C5+1” mechanism (CA states and the US). 
Central Asian partnership with the United States is carried out main-
ly at the military and political level and is linked to the issue of guar-
anteeing security of Afghanistan and the CA region. With this goal in 
mind, the regional office of NATO was functioning in Tashkent 
since 2013 until autumn 2016. Additionally, in August 2015, the Pen-
tagon completed free supply of 328 modern armored cars to the Uz-
bek Ministry of Defense that became the biggest in history act of 
military assistance to the Central Asian countries. In February 2016, 
the Pentagon published a program on partnership in the struggle 

                                                           
40 Afghanistan Accountability Act of 2015, passed Senate amended April 28, 2016, 
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41 Jim Nichol, “Central Asia: Regional Developments and Implications for U.S. Interests”, Congres-
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42 Ibid. 
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against terrorism, foreseeing allotment of $ 50 million to the CA 
states in 2016–2017.43 In total, the CA republics received about $ 8,8 
billion of assistance for regional development during the period of 
independence. Simultaneously, Washington is planning to extend 
cooperation with the CA states to the spheres of economy, energy 
and ecology, education and culture44. 
At the same time, the US continued to counteract the dominance of 
Iran and Russia in the region. Functioning of the Northern Distribu-
tion Network has not been, in practice, transformed into the pro-
jected system of transportation and transit routes and only sharp-
ened the existing contradictions among the regional players. We 
should particularly mention the rift between the US and Russia on 
occasion of the increasing influence of Washington in Central Asia 
and preservation of a part of the American contingent in Afghani-
stan for an indefinite period of time. 
On the other side, Iranian role has been growing in issues of inte-
grating Central and Southern Asian regions, in perspective—the 
Middle East. Moreover, the Iranian card has been more actively used 
by regional actors while solving their geopolitical goals (Russia, Chi-
na, etc.). This process, however, was aggravated by the long-lasting 
Syrian crisis, launched in 2011 and involving nearly all Central Asian 
actors, and accompanied by Iranian-Saudi (Shia-Sunni) confronta-
tion. 
In totality, these destabilizing factors have been forming a favourable 
environment for the growth of challenges and threats in the CA re-
gion (drug trafficking, Islamic State, extremism, illegal migration, 
etc.). For this reason, the tempos of regional economic integration 
and hence, of the process of realization of the Euro-Atlantic strategy 
in Central Asia (New Silk Road), have been restrained. 
By that time, two main approaches towards the CA region dominat-
ed in the United States: advocating final curtailment of American  
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presence in the region or, to the contrary, more active involvement. 
Critics of the current American strategy in Central Asia assert that 
the NSR concept is nothing more than a romantic illusion and has 
nothing to do with the real state of affairs. The Northern route al-
ready proved its failure as evidenced by the problems of its commer-
cialization. 
Therefore, significance of Central Asia as the gates to Afghanistan 
was expected to be reduced in the strategic approach of the United 
States. Here, American experts45 proceed from the internal character 
of the CA region. The region will be left out of the sphere of the 
American transformative diplomacy, as it has its own internal and 
regional dynamics of development, specific geopolitical surround-
ings. 
In my point of view, by the beginning of 2016, the American New 
Silk Road strategy had completely lost its previous significance for 
the US regional policy. In the context of the Middle Eastern events 
and instability of the Central and South Asia (first of all concerning 
territories of Afghanistan and Pakistan), accompanied by geopolitical 
tension around the region and growth of radicalism in CA, the CA 
states felt doubts with regard to efficiency of any US-sponsored pro-
jects. 
Still, absence of an efficient US concept on Central Asia has not re-
duced the interest of great powers in the region—its development 
can have far-reaching negative consequences for the United States. 
Hence, other experts recommend taking proper account of the in-
terests and problems of the CA states46. 
Even pessimists47 are inclined to think that in the long term, internal 
changes in the CA states can create possibilities for advancement of 
American initiatives like the New Silk Road. Meanwhile, they under- 
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line the US interest in  

▪ preventing the spread of weapons of mass destruction; 

▪ ensuring that Central Asia does not become a sanctuary for 
radical Islamic militants; 

▪ constructing a regional energy market in Central Asia that is 
linked to Afghanistan, South Asia, Europe, and East Asia; 

▪ greater regional integration among Central Asian states. 
The most important of these tasks is the issue of normalizing rela-
tions with neighboring Iran, which alone could greatly promote 
peace and security in the wider region of SCA.  To remove obstacles 
in their regional strategies, the US and EU have organized interna-
tional talks on the Iranian nuclear program—the main stumbling 
block in development of Western dialogue with Tehran. Despite 
some disagreements, the US and European approaches were unified, 
owing greatly to their general opposition to Moscow’s Ukraine poli-
cy and later, to the Syrian events and intensification of the terroristic 
acts all over the world. 
In this connection, the following main factors, from my point of 
view, have been analyzed here: Iranian, Afghan, Saudi-Pakistani and 
Russian factors. 
 
Iran 
By the beginning of the second decade of this century, the US-Iran rela-
tions became largely dependent on resolution of the issue on Iranian 
nuclear program.  Developing the program is, undoubtedly, one of the 
basic themes for Iranian Islamic regime’s survival. All groups and polit-
ical parties support the country’s external position on this issue. The 
perceived strategic importance that the nuclear program’s success in 
international negotiations bears for the future of the country, predeter-
mined the victory of Hassan Rouhani in the presidential elections of 
2013. 
As it was noted in the May 22, 2013, IAEA report on the Iranian  
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nuclear program48, Iran continued 
1) establishing centrifuges of the second generation (IR-2m) at 
its nuclear object in Nathans (the number of such equipment had 
been increased from 180, mentioned in the previous report, to 689 
in the current report); 
2) converting uranium to 20 % level; 
3) activity of the nuclear equipment in Araq;  
4) widening possibilities for storing up the uranium enriched 
until 5 %. 
The majority of experts, pointing at the fact that the technical possi-
bilities of Iran were not sufficient to create an atomic bomb, warned 
of the lack of prospects for military actions against Iran. War would 
only stimulate further development of nuclear weapons in Iran and 
can be finished not in favor of the West. In this respect, the West 
was seriously studying the possibilities of beginning a constructive 
dialogue with Tehran. Analysts from the International Crisis Group49 
stressed that only negotiations, based on mutual compromises and 
concessions, could become a way out of the present-day situation. 
For Iran, participation in the nuclear program negotiations is neces-
sary to solve the ripe issues of regional (drugs, refugees, terrorism, 
etc.) and domestic security. The state of Iranian economy was con-
ducive to that: the level of inflation reached 42 % since the begin-
ning of 2013, and country’s economic growth slowed down in the 
same period until 5,4 %50.  
Taking into account these realities, on November 23, 2013 in Gene-
va, representatives of Iran and the “six” international mediators 
signed an intermediate agreement—the “Joint Plan of Actions” 
(JPA), which determined both the primary and final steps of the sides 
on regulation of the Iranian nuclear issue. On January 20, 2014, the JPA 
entered into force. In accordance with it, Iran should restrict a part of 
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its nuclear program, and the West should unfreeze a part of Iranian as-
sets in its banks and lift a certain amount of economic sanctions from 
Tehran. 
Simultaneously with these developments, the US and its Western al-
lies have been accusing Iran of: 

▪ supporting terrorism; 

▪ violations of human rights; 

▪ involvement in the regional affairs (Syria, Lebanon, Gaza, 
Iraq, Afghanistan, Yemen, Bahrein).  
To calm down the opposition, the US administration paid attention 
to the fact that the key anti-Iranian sanctions remained in place.51 
JPA was only the first step towards a comprehensive solution to the 
problem. 
The process of negotiations with Iran was started by the internation-
al community and sped up after Crimea was annexed by Russia in 
March 2014. As a result, in April 2015, considerable progress was 
achieved during negotiations of the “six” with Iran. The joint Com-
prehensive Plan of Actions (JCPOA) on the Iranian nuclear program 
was approved. On July 15, 2015, Iran and the countries of the “six” 
(US, France, Britain, Germany, China and Russia) reached an agree-
ment on the nuclear issue in exchange for cancellation of the anti-
Iranian sanctions. 
On July 20, 2015, to support the agreement on the Iranian nuclear 
program, the UNSC unanimously adopted Resolution 2231, which 
foresees the order of lifting international sanctions on Tehran over a 
period of 10 years on condition that it will observe the treaties bro-
kered by the “six”. By adopting the Resolution, the UNSC also 
launched a mechanism for renewal of all previous limiting actions in 
case of violation of the treaty by the Islamic Republic. 
At about the same time, an IAEA report indicated no signs of unde-
clared nuclear material and nuclear activity in Iran. Subsequently, 
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since January 2016, the process of staged lifting of the sanctions on 
the Islamic Republic of Iran began. 
Among foreign policy reasons preceding this step, the following fac-
tors can be singled out: 

▪ At the brink of completing his last presidential term, Barack 
Obama was highly interested in fulfilling his pre-election promises 
with regard to Iran and improving the US image on the international 
arena by means of forming the basis of a new US Middle Eastern 
policy. 

▪ Alongside extension of Iranian cooperation with China and 
Russia, European states were active in renewing their presence on 
the territory of Iran (Germany, France, Italy, Britain, etc.). 

▪ Geopolitically, Washington was not inclined to cede the ener-
gy-rich Iran to anyone and aspired to found an IR system based on 
checks and balances and acceptable for all. 

▪ Cooperation with Iran was necessary in the view of the ever-
increasing struggle of the world community with the Islamic State52 
and stabilizing Afghanistan. Not accidental, therefore, was linkage of 
the issue to the UN Security Council headed international negotia-
tions, held on December 18, 2015 in New York. The Security Coun-
cil secured peaceful resolution of the Syrian conflict, agreed in Vien-
na on November 13, 2015, which is not possible without Iranian in-
volvement into the process. 
Overall, however, opposition and anti-Iranian stereotypes are quite 
strong in the United States, so therefore it is too early to speak of 
Iranian-American rapprochement. 
Both Rouhani and the Obama administrations were very cautious in  
their approaches to the extended dialogue53. However, they did not 
exclude gradual extension of communication into non-nuclear 
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spheres, balancing the interests of Washington in Afghanistan, Yem-
en and Iraq. Obama administration was adhering to the opinion that 
during the ongoing discussions on the Iranian nuclear issue, it is bet-
ter to speak of how to assure all sides’ execution of their obligations 
and not to allow destabilization of the Middle East in connection 
with the forthcoming consolidation of IRI’s status54. 
In its last months in office, the Obama administration was planning 
to adopt measures to “strengthen” a multilateral nuclear deal with 
Iran so that the incoming American President and his team could 
not undermine the international agreement. The planned measures 
included “steps to provide licenses for more American businesses to 
enter the Iranian market and the lifting of additional U.S. sanc-
tions”55 against Iran. 
However, Iran is still considered an intrinsically bad actor whose 
supposed destabilizing influence across the region should be coun-
tered at every turn, in partnership with such traditional allies as Saudi 
Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Israel and Egypt. Besides, the 
pessimists point out that “A tally of Iran sanctions relief includes 
more than $ 10 billion in cash, gold” and even in “a best case scenar-
io under the deal, Iran will have nuclear weapons in little over a dec-
ade”56. As a result, in the last days of 2016, the senators overwhelm-
ingly approved the 10-year extension of tough economic sanctions 
against Iran. 
Another major point of disagreement left today between the US and 
Iran is Syria, where interests of both countries diverge: the Obama 
administration was interested in ousting Syria’s President Bashar al-
Assad from power and Iran, on the contrary, protected this regime 
(see further in p. 2.3). At the same time, the previous US administra-
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tion was obviously not content with the growth of Iranian-Russian 
partnership over Syria, although officially it encouraged any peaceful 
resolution of the Syrian crisis. 
Thus, Obama’s policy on Iran was inconsistent and ambiguous and 
did not, in fact, achieve its proclaimed goals. The incoming President 
Donald Trump negatively assesses the JCPOA agreement with Iran, 
and this development endangers the whole negotiation process with 
Iran and leaves the US-Iranian relations in uncertainty. So, all Cen-
tral Asian challenges remain in place. 
 
Afghanistan 
Up to the present, the dragged-out Iranian-American contradictions, 
aggravated by sanctions and absence of concord among regional actors, 
have been impeding solution of most Afghan issues and have in some 
sense influenced the complex character of Iranian-Afghan relations. 
This was partly influenced also by objective reasons, proceeding from 
their territorial proximity and security issues, arising from this factor. In 
2015, for instance, 2.5–3.0 (1 million registered, 1.5–2.0 million undoc-
umented) Afghans lived on the territory of the Islamic Republic57, that 
contribute to inner instability of the country. Moreover, Iran lies on 
the main trafficking route for poppy, the source of opium and hero-
in, from Afghanistan to Western Europe. Thus, Iran is very vulnera-
ble to the situation inside Afghanistan. 
The Iranian position, therefore, is stable and unchanging in the sense of 
advancing the idea of a single Afghanistan, formation of a stable, pre-
dictable and friendly country not creating internal and external prob-
lems and, as far as possible, promoting realization of its geoeconomic 
plans. 
This largely corresponds to the interests of Kabul, proven by the fact 
that even in the unstable context Iran accounted for 5 % of Afghan 
exports and 9.1 % of imports58. Moreover, during the last years, 
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Tehran annually spent more than $ 50 million dollars, assisting Af-
ghanistan with its struggle against drug trafficking59. Besides, both 
countries together with CA states are highly interested in building a 
network of transport corridors and pipelines, connecting themselves 
with Central Asia. 
However, in conditions of the remaining Iranian-American discrep-
ancies, a more efficient and wider Iranian-Afghan partnership has 
been impeded by 1) anti-Iranian sanctions, limiting realization of 
projects with participation of Iran; 2) challenges and threats arising 
from geopolitical contradictions among various powers; 3) Washing-
ton’s support of the regional Pakistan-Saudi alliance (see below). 
Anti-Iranian sanctions have touched the most important spheres for 
Afghanistan—energy, finance and transportation. 
Kabul receives most of its energy from the neighboring Iran, who 
supplies 15 % of oil delivered to the country60. However, realization 
of any energy agreements with Iran has been under threat owing to 
the anti-Iranian sanctions. The Iran-Pakistani gas pipeline remains 
problematic in these conditions, its progress also being dependent 
on stabilization of the internal situation in Pakistan and normaliza-
tion of Afghan-Pakistani and Afghan-Iranian relations. 
On the other side, as a result of the US-EU sanctions, problems 
have been arising in the Afghan financial and market system61. In the 
transportation sphere, Washington’s pressure, demanding to put an 
end to Iranian-sponsored projects, caused tension in Afghan busi-
ness circles62. All this considerably destabilized the Afghan market. 
Meanwhile, geopolitical discrepancies among the involved regional 
actors have created a fertile ground for various regional challenges 
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and threats, additionally complicating relationships between Iran and 
Afghanistan. 
Drug trafficking. In particular, uninterrupted flow of drug trade from 
the territory of Afghanistan and Pakistan to Central Asian, European 
and Persian Gulf countries represents a danger both for Iran and the 
whole Central Asia. According to the Health ministry officials esti-
mates, there are 2.2 million drug addicts in Iran, about 2.75% of the 
population63. Correspondingly, Tehran annually spends about $ 1 
billion for the struggle against drugs64. 
Refugees. There are about 3 million Afghan refugees in Iran, according 
to the official data. The flow of refugees was only increasing as 
withdrawal of the peacekeeping troops from Afghanistan ap-
proached, that forced Tehran to repatriate the Afghan refugees. Ac-
cording to UN assessments, in the first half of 2012, Iran deported 
711 Afghan refugees a day65, provoking Kabul’s resentment. 
Water supply. Solution to the problem of joint water supply from 
Helmand river, originating in the central Afghan mountains, was ag-
gravated in the period of sanctions and US opposition to Tehran and 
Kabul’s rapprochement. 
Cultural and religious discrepancies. In the context of isolation imposed 
by the world community, Iran had to support its Shia tribesmen by 
means of financing their cultural and religious activities and mass 
media, and this brought additional tension into relations with Kabul. 
The recent outburst of the Shia-Sunni conflict in the Middle East 
has contributed to deepening of Shia-Sunni divisions on the territory 
of Afghanistan. In particular, Afghanistan currently faces the tactic 
of “madrassah expansion” which spilled over from the neighboring 
Pakistan66.  
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Terrorism. At the same time, threats coming from various terroristic 
groups (Al-Qaeda, Jundulla, TTP and others,) operating near Iranian 
borders have persisted. It is obvious that their operation has only 
been reinforced by absence of unity among regional actors. This is 
confirmed by the recent appearance of the Islamic State representa-
tives on the Afghan territory that has aggravated the internal political 
situation and is creating immediate threats to CA states (e.g., on the 
borders with Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan). 
At the end of 2015, according to official data, the number of warri-
ors in Afghanistan equaled 50 thousand. Their core was formed by 
the Islamic movement of Taliban, numbering about 40 thousand 
fighters, and the IS fighters contributed 2-3 thousand people67. Ac-
cording to unofficial data, there were 40 thousand fighters in the 
country, out of them 3500—ISIL supporters. 
The complexity lies in the fact that not only is the country influenced 
from the outside, but also there is no unity on some security issues 
inside Afghanistan—for instance, on possible involvement of the 
Taliban into country’s transformation. 
Previously, the Afghan government was generally against any in-
volvement of the Taliban into governmental structures, pointing out 
that nearly all the country’s troubles resulted from their military op-
erations and subversive actions, supported largely by neighboring 
Pakistan. However, seeing no way out of the situation due to the 
Taliban’s numbers, it now seems that they are trying to talk to repre-
sentatives of the Taliban under the US auspices. For example, repre-
sentatives of the Taliban and the Afghan government met with an 
unnamed US diplomat for secret talks in Qatar in September and 
October 2016. Experts stress68 the absence of any Pakistani officials 
during the meeting. No positive results have been declared. 
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In contrast to representatives of the Afghan establishment and in 
spite of the ideological discrepancies with the Taliban, Tehran con-
siders it necessary to continue the dialogue and maintain points of 
contact with the Taliban. Moreover, it does not exclude future part-
nership with the US on Afghanistan. 
The topicality of the Taliban issue has turned it into another point of 
contention for the external actors. In particular, it has become a sub-
ject of rivalry in the US-Russian fight for regional domination (see 
below). That can once again contribute to the protraction of the re-
gional peace process.  
 
Saudi-Pakistani factor 
Owing to the unresolved relations with Iran, Washington in its Is-
lamic policy has traditionally tried to rely on the Pakistani-Saudi tan-
dem. This became topical in the light of impending peacekeepers’ 
withdrawal from Afghanistan and as Washington became aware of 
Islamabad’s decisive role in stabilization of Afghanistan. However, 
Washington’s intention to use the Saudi-Pakistan alliance was com-
plicated by the beginning of the negotiation process with Iran. In 
these circumstances, the US actions more often bore reactive and 
ambiguous character. 
On the one side, Washington declared the principles of regionalism, 
based in the NSR concept, and stressed the important role of the 
regional states in supporting Afghan progress, peace and stability in 
the entire region. It did not impede dialogue between Iran and Paki-
stan. 
On the other side, however, reconciliation of Iran and Pakistan went 
out of the US control and was developing extremely slowly, with pe-
riodic splashes of violence from the side of Pakistan and Saudi Ara-
bia. The reason is that in the case of successful completion of the 
“5+1” international group’s nuclear negotiations with Iran, Saudi 
Arabia would be doomed to reduction of its geopolitical and eco-
nomic influence and weight in the Middle East and Central Asia, as 
well as within OPEC. Correspondingly, Islamabad’s potential leading 
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role in the region and influence of the Pakistani Taliban in the AfPak 
zone could be reduced. To counteract such a tendency, Riyadh and 
Islamabad carried out a series of actions directed against Tehran’s 
interests in their most important zones—Afghanistan and Syria. 
Despite that, factors that allowed to regulate the situation in a posi-
tive way predominantly remained in place.  
Firstly, the Saudi kingdom is generally recognized to be suffering a 
domestic political crisis. There is no unity in the spiritual and ideo-
logical realm, and therefore the future of the country is not quite 
clear, even taking into account Saudi financial and other resources. 
On the contrary, the Iranian society is more mobilized and develops 
dynamically even under sanctions. It is more liberal and educated 
and has sufficient experience of cooperation with the West. 
Secondly, the last decades have confirmed strategic importance and 
irreplaceable role of Iran in solving the regional problems in Central 
and South Asia, Middle and Near East. Moreover, military and polit-
ical potential of Iran can, in case of further aggravation of events, be 
reinforced by the forces of the OSCE and SCO countries— a seri-
ous barrier in the way of the Saudi-Pakistani ambitions. 
Thirdly, it is clear that even if Pakistan has financial support from 
Saudi Arabia, it cannot solve the majority of its regional problems 
connected with Afghanistan without resolving relations with Iran. 
All the more that Islamabad and Riyadh themselves are fighting with 
manifestations of terrorism on their own territory. 
Finally, without constructive participation of Iran, one cannot speak 
of stability in the vast area of Central and South Asia and the Middle 
East, let alone fulfill any geopolitical project. 
Hence—search for compromise resolution of the regional security 
issues. In any case, however, the place of the long-standing US ally, 
Saudi Arabia, is obviously irreversible as a counterweight to Iran in 
regional geopolitics and energy security issues. 
 
Russia 
It is in the US geopolitical interests to “prevent any process in Eura- 
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sia, able to lead to formation of a single dominating power”69. One 
of the main components of this process is, doubtless, Russia, whose 
recent years’ rapprochement with Iran do not correspond to the in-
terests of the Euro-Atlantic community. 
Still, keeping in mind political failures of the last years, as well as ge-
ographic, cultural and spiritual closeness of the CA republics both to 
Iran and to Russia, the West has periodically made positive gestures 
towards Moscow. As representatives of the US State Department 
said, the NSR strategy foresaw participation of all regional states, in-
cluding Iran and “vital partners”—CA countries, and was aimed at 
“long-term, meaningful results”70.  
However, in spite of the definite progress in relationships between 
the US and Russia, geopolitical rivalry between them has been only 
growing in expectation of concluding negotiations of the “six” on 
Iran. Thus, to achieve decisive advantage in the struggle with the 
West, Russia was negotiating with Iran on purchase of oil in big vol-
umes (500 thousand barrels a day); protecting its interests in negotia-
tions on the Iranian nuclear program and on the Syrian issue; accel-
erating the process of establishment of the Eurasian Economic Un-
ion; supporting Chinese initiative on the BRI, in contrast to the 
American NSR model. Additionally, at the end of September 2015, 
Russia started military operations in Syria. 
Success of these endeavors would mean victory of the Russian ener-
gy policy and building a Russian-Iranian energy security mechanism 
in Eurasia. This would immediately influence the European energy 
system that is fully dependent on Russian gas supplies. Moreover, 
this contradicts already stated (p. 1.1) American geoeconomic and 
geopolitical plans. 
By way of response, the EU and the US discussed joint plans regard-
ing diversification of energy suppliers to NATO member countries, 
bypassing Russia. Both sides called for introduction of sanctions 
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against Moscow and restricting partner relations with Russia within 
international structures. 
Simultaneously, the US was accomplishing reduction of prices on 
energy resources and support of radical opposition movements in 
Syria with the assistance of the Saudi-Pakistani alliance, controlling 
the Afghan process and supporting an active dialogue with the CA 
states.  
Independence of the CA states acquired in these circumstances spe-
cial significance for the Euro-Atlantic community. Within this 
framework, for instance, in the period of 2012–2016 US Congress 
delegations visited Uzbekistan 11 times and US Military Force dele-
gations—21 times. Besides, in March-April 2014, Assistant State Sec-
retary to South and Central Asia Nishi Biswall visited Uzbekistan, 
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. In October-November 2015, during his 
first visit to Central Asia, the US State Secretary John Kerry met with 
leaders of ministries of foreign affairs in Central Asia in the format 
of the dialogue between the US and CA republics, known as 
“C5+1”.  
On the other side, Washington was trying to attract Iran to the pro-
cess of search for political ways of regulating the Syrian crisis. As a 
result of these endeavors, in September 2015 Tehran took part in the 
70th session of the UN General Assembly and in autum—in the Vi-
enna international negotiations on Syria. But, as a whole, relations 
remained tense. 
The Obama administration’s relations with Moscow became even 
tougher towards the end of his term. In particular, the US have been 
opposing the growing Russian cooperation with the Taliban. Russia 
has recently suggested forming a new, non-bloc security system in 
Afghanistan within the Russian-Chinese format of cooperation with 
participation of other external actors, like Iran, India, the US, Paki-
stan and Turkey. To start with, Russia, China and Pakistan have re-
cently participated in the Moscow negotiations with the Taliban that 
did not involve representatives of the Afghan government. Russia 
calls for flexibility with regard to Taliban, considering the movement 
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to be a local force and a necessary bulwark in the war against the 
global force—the Islamic State. In contrast, General John Nichol-
son71, the military commander of the US forces in Afghanistan, con-
siders that the official legitimacy, attached by Russia to Taliban, is 
not based on real facts, and is used only to significantly undermine 
the efforts of the Afghan government and support the warriors. In 
fact, this, in his opinion, indicates Russian rivalry with NATO. 
Of course, one cannot ignore the elements of geopolitical competi-
tion here. Moscow-initiated talks, in fact, tried to replace the suppos-
edly inefficient process that was already being started within the 
Quadrilateral Coordination Group (QCG) comprised by representa-
tives of Afghanistan, Pakistan, China and the US. All the more that 
Afghan experts themselves recommend72 proceeding with direct 
talks between the government and the Taliban to pacify the region. 
It seems reasonable that such direct talks between the domestic ac-
tors should precede and influence decisions of any international ac-
tors on the Afghan situation. 
Still, having in mind the present-day realities, Russia’s tactics on Af-
ghanistan can be justified. 
 First, the growing number of the Islamic State fighters and other 
challenges from Afghanistan call for rapid and resolute actions. In 
accordance with the latest estimates73, approximately 57.2 % of the 
country’s 407 districts are under Afghan government control or in-
fluence as of November 15, 2016, a nearly 15% decrease since No-
vember 2015. 
In circumstances of the additionally lasting instability in Syria, Iraq, 
Yemen, etc., and fragile situation in the CA states, one cannot wait 
until another outburst of violence in the region and should take 
some firm preventive measures. In this sense, Moscow, most obvi-
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ously, took into account the current US engagement with domestic 
post-election internal problems as well as complicated relations be-
tween the Afghan government and Pakistan and initiated the first 
round of exchange of opinions with two important partners—China 
and Pakistan. In the future, this framework will naturally be supple-
mented with other regional actors, including the Afghan government 
itself. 
Secondly, it seems quite realistic that the Taliban today wants to 
support, and moreover, to protect international projects in Afghani-
stan (CASA-1000, TAPI, etc.). The Taliban is interested in financial 
profits, which are not possible in conditions of war, isolation and 
absence of foreign investment. The majority of them, although op-
posed to the Afghan government and fighting for their rights, is tired 
of wars and bloodshed. Besides, as German and Afghan experts 
rightly state74, there is growth of IS activity in Afghanistan—a dan-
gerous competitor in the illegal field. In my point of view, this factor 
is even more important now both for Afghans and other regional 
actors, as it endangers the entire South and Central Asia region and 
can turn it into another battlefield like Syria. Thus, the Taliban can 
become a natural ally in this situation. 
Thirdly, Iran, although not participating in the tripartite negotiations, 
has been standing for peaceful negotiations with Taliban. Hence, 
there will not be any barriers from its side on this issue. 
Negotiations with the Taliban will not, of course, guarantee immedi-
ate peace and security in the country, having in view persistence of 
many above-mentioned challenges and threats. However, construc-
tive cooperation with the Taliban can be regarded as the first step 
towards pacification of the region, finding some balance of state in-
terests and restriction of radical activities in the region by eliminating 
ground for the alien extremist forces (IS). 
In this context, the advent of Donald Trump’s administration to 
power can hardly bring along major changes in the US strategy in the 
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interlinked Central Asian and Iranian directions—especially if we 
take into account his aspiration to cooperate with any nation fighting 
against the Islamic State and all kinds of terrorism. A more likely 
scenario is renewed procrastination and more rigid bargaining for 
mutual geopolitical and economic benefits. 
 

2.2. Iranian factor in the European strategy towards 
Central Asia 
 
General background and tendencies before 2006 
Until the second half of the first decade of the 21st century, the Eu-
ropean Union, the next global actor in Central Asia, did not have any 
strictly defined strategy in Central Asia. According to the majority of 
European experts, European interests in Central Asia coincided with 
the US interests on such issues as stability, access to energy re-
sources, development of democracy, human rights and market econ-
omy75. 
However, European economic interests went far out of the limits 
foreseen by the US with regard to IRI. These interests did not ex-
clude future development of EU-CA relations within the framework 
of CA-Iran cooperation. Iran and Central Asian countries represent 
an indivisible economic space for EU in the sense of developing 
their oil and gas resources and carrying out joint energy projects. At 
the same time, this is a huge potential market for the sale of Europe-
an technology, industrial goods and “know how”, as well as a sphere 
of realizing transportation and communication projects that would 
be geopolitically profitable for Europe. 
In that respect, the common Central Asian and Iranian aspiration, in 
cooperation with the European Union, is their entry into interna-
tional structures, satisfaction of the regional need for large-scale in-
vestments and access to the world markets. Tehran counts on for-
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eign energy companies to counteract reduction of its oil stocks and 
to broaden the use of its own gas resources, which have not been 
practically exploited yet. The general sum of agreements concluded 
by Iran with foreign companies in 2004 was equal to $ 10 billion.76 
Iran-EU cooperation also implies Tehran’s foreign policy interest 
in stimulating US-EU discrepancies on Iran and the Middle East. 
This cooperation, together with the Iranian-Russian partnership 
and active participation of Russia, China and CA states in the 
North-South transport project, serves to balance the US policy in 
Central Asia. In the future, therefore, Tehran will not exclude ex-
tended cooperation with EU in the CA region, including on issues 
of regional security supported by Central Asian states. 
However, development of bilateral EU-Iran relations still was under 
direct influence of the US strategy. Since the end of the 1990s, clash 
of the EU’s economic interests in IRI with the US anti-Iranian sanc-
tions, first of all, in the oil and gas sphere, led to growth of serious 
discrepancies between the European and American stands on Iran. 
Europe opposed the “axis of evil” concept and favoured “con-
structive dialogue” with Iran, that jointly with injection of West-
ern investment and high technology into Iranian economy, would 
stimulate strengthening of moderate forces in the country and 
could become a lever for development of the Iranian society77. 
According to experts, European “critical dialogue” with Iran, rig-
idly connected to debates on the latter’s political and humanitarian 
issues, would force the Iranian regime to make some concessions. 
However, in the second half of 2003, the US pressure on the Iranian 
issue as well as outbursts of international terrorism that sped up in 
various corners of the world once again shifted the EU’s preferences 
towards the United States. The European Union supported Wash-
ington’s point of view that Iranian reformers could not accomplish 
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necessary transformations and did not represent an influential force 
in the country78. 
Nevertheless, Germany’s position with regard to the Iranian issue 
remained unchanged: “There is no alternative to dialogue with IRI 
and we should continue our negotiations with Tehran”79. The EU 
hoped that IRI in the nearest future would be able to play a construc-
tive role in the Middle Eastern affairs, thereupon, the European coali-
tion supported admission of Iran into WTO80. During the Luxem-
bourg summit of European foreign office representatives, a decision 
was adopted on beginning the talks with Iran about intensification of 
trade and political ties. 
Thus, in spite of the periodical fluctuations, considerable foreign 
policy changes were ripening in Europe. Indeed, under a beneficial 
arrangement of forces and establishing control over Iranian oil and 
gas stocks, Europe could get a unique possibility of achieving a cen-
tral, independent from the US position in Eurasia; the possibility to 
avoid European economic development dependent on the US. Such 
European moods were demonstrated, for instance, by the sociological 
data81: the percentage of those desiring US leadership in the world 
arena declined in the first years of the 21st century from 64 to 37 %. 
At that, the majority of Europeans (55 %) supported a more inde-
pendent approach to security and diplomacy issues in US-EU rela-
tions. 
Still, the European Union will not aggravate relations with its key 
ally—the United States. It is impossible to even speak about ad-
vancement of the European strategy in this part of the world with-
out lifting the anti-Iranian sanctions and a stable situation in the 
Middle Eastern and Central Asian regions. Hence, efforts of the 
“European triad” (Britain, France and Germany) were directed at 
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bridging European and American approaches to the Iranian nuclear 
issue, non-admission of a military conflict between the US and Iran 
and reconciliation of the sides. Simultaneously, negotiations with 
Iran were taking place. 
From its own side, Tehran stated that the package of EU proposals 
on the “nuclear dossier” was unacceptable— it “does not guarantee 
the IRI’s interests, contradicts the Agreement on Non-proliferation 
of the Nuclear Weapons and Paris agreements between Tehran and 
‘European triad’”82. 
Thus, discrepancies in approaches to Iran and intensification of Ira-
nian-American contradictions in the second half of the 1990s until 
approximately 2005 served as one of the important sources of dis-
cord between the EU and US. This tendency directly influenced real-
ization of transportation, communication and energy projects in 
Central Asia. The EU states couldn’t realize mutually profitable pro-
jects with Iran and CA without a backward glance at the US. In prac-
tice, this kept Europe dependent on Russian energy policy and, 
hence, partly contributed to the economic weakening of the Euro-
zone. In this sense, Europe-American tension goes far from discrep-
ancies on Central Asian policy. 
 
2007 to January 2017  
During these years, the EU, weakened by the global economic crisis 
and sanctions against Iran, has been greatly interested in normaliza-
tion of relations with Iran in comparison to the US. Hence, the fu-
ture of the Iranian sanctions and the problem of developing eco-
nomic ties with this country rests, first of all, on resolution of the 
Iranian-American discrepancies. In this sense, Washington needs to 
take into account the following: 

▪ Last failures of the American strategy in Afghanistan, Middle 
and Near East, where Iran’s role in issues of providing security could 
be more productive. It is also a question of preserving non-nuclear sta-
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tus of the Middle East and gradual stabilization of the Afghan-Pakistani 
zone. 

▪ The Iranian role in Central Asia, where completion of integrat-
ing the regions of Central and South Asia in the future is impossible 
without involving Tehran in the majority of the Central Asian pro-
jects—especially because Tehran, in fact, has already been cooperating 
without mediators in the Afghan projects83. 
Besides, the Eurasian ‘arc of crisis’ that spins the Middle East, South 
and Central Asia has brought along unprecedented growth of activity 
and power of the ISIL groups and formation of the huge flow of 
refugees to Europe that resulted since the second half of 2015 in a 
series of international crises. The unstable situation in Afghanistan is 
already fueling the second-largest inflow of refugees into Europe (af-
ter Syria). 
In these circumstances, accompanied by overall geopolitical pressure 
of all involved actors on the Middle East and strengthening of Rus-
sian and Chinese power in the world, European countries came for-
ward with a more operative and efficient, compared to previous 
years, strategy of economic and security cooperation in Central Asia. 
The EU main goals remain untouched in the issues of advancing 
Western values and integration of the Central Asian states, solution 
to the regional security and economy problems. Their approaches 
here, in fact, largely coincide with that of the US strategy in the re-
gion. Yet, there are still doubts in the European Union about capa-
bilities of the Central Asian states to overcome their present frag-
mentation and common transitional difficulties (weak government 
institutions, civil societies, democracy problems, etc.). These are 
mostly problems that, according to the West, impeded successful 
Western-Central Asian partnership in the past, and now can also 
challenge their involvement into the region.      
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However, the EU leaders admit positive changes in the CA region, 
that occurred during the past 25 years of their independence. Partic-
ularly, they point at some “wind of change” in the Central Asian 
economies; stability inside the CA countries; changes in the mentality 
of the population; some progress in the issues of democracy; and 
regional activity of the CA states, including Turkmenistan. Moreo-
ver, the EU is optimistic with regard to the transformations and new 
regional policy of Uzbekistan. 
Hence, the European Union is ready for “strategic patience” and re-
newal of the long and staged involvement into the region. Europe is 
ready to allot one billion euro to strengthen security and develop-
ment of democratic institutions in the CA states. Aspiring to diversi-
fy energy supply, the European Union has also got down to more 
active realization of the “Southern Gas Corridor”, including the pre-
viously abandoned Transcaspian project.  
Thus, the European strategy in Central Asia becomes more flexible, 
realistic and pragmatic, aimed at consistency, stability and duration, 
taking into account regional presence of Russia, China and Iran. The 
new strategy is planned to be concentrated more on the issues of 
amending regional governmental institutions, accelerating economic 
and social transformations in Central Asia, which is a prerequisite for 
construction of regional energy-transport-networks, including Irani-
an transport routes. Much attention will be given to issues of strug-
gling against extremism and terrorism, strengthening the level of 
connectivity between regional actors and containing regional ambi-
tions of China. It is all the more that Europe is interested in promot-
ing the “Middle East-EU-CA” model of development in the region, 
that means, besides everything, restoring historical ties of the region 
with Iran. 
In this sense, successful signing of the agreement on Iran in July 
2015 became a triumph of European foreign political strategy on this 
issue and a confirmation of efficiency of the effective multilateral 
approach and diplomacy towards resolution of the international cri-
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sis around the Iranian nuclear program  issue84. Europe feels its re-
sponsibility for implementation of the main provisions of the 
agreement. In fact, it is considered in Europe that the ambiguous US 
approach towards Iran has provided the EU states with more levers 
of influence in the sphere of trade, economic relations and humani-
tarian rights. In contrast to the previous approach of advancing strict 
demands to Iran, the European Union now is calling for creation of 
favourable conditions for Tehran to implement provisions of the 
agreement. Subsequently, the EU plans: 

▪ to form special commission to coordinate European policy 
on IRI; 

▪ to develop bilateral relations with IRI; 

▪ to involve Tehran into resolution of the international crisis in 
the Middle East, first of all, on the territory of Syria, Lebanon, Yem-
en and Afghanistan; 

▪ to consolidate the global regime for non-proliferation of 
WMD; 

▪ to constructively involve Iran into resolution of the issues of 
humanitarian rights; 

▪ to strengthen the EU’s institutional and political presence in 
Iran. 
At the same time, the European Commission intends to turn Iran 
into the main gas supplier to Europe in the next decade. By 2030, 
the European Union, according to Western experts, can annually 
import from Iran up to 35 billion cub. m., that supposedly should 
reduce its dependence on Russian gas85. 
Meanwhile, in the period shortly after the signing of the JCPOA ob-
ligations by Iran, European companies and governmental institutions 
tried to rapidly fill in the temporarily vacant niche in the Iranian en-
ergy and transportation sector. In particular, the Iranian oil sector 
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and German “Deutsche Bank” have restored their cooperation86, 
and six Memorandums on cooperation in transport issues have been 
signed between Germany and Iran87. In turn, the French oil and gas 
giant “Total” is going to finalize, until March 20, 2017, an invest-
ment deal with Iran in the amount of $ 2 billion. According to the 
signed bilateral Memorandum, “Total” is going after implementation 
of the JCPOA to invest into the Iranian oil and chemical industry88. 
Thus, while following the main guidelines of the American policy on 
Iran, the European Union still preserves its own major geoeconomic 
interests with regard to Iran and Central Asia that its global ally, the 
United States, should take into account. The Iranian issue has sharp-
ened the old EU-US regional discrepancies that deepened their eco-
nomic competition in the region.  

 

2.3. Russia in Central Asian geopolitical processes 
around Central Asia 
 
General background and tendencies before 2006 
Russia is a leading regional power in present-day Central Asian geo-
politics, considering its closeness to the CA states, common Soviet 
legacy, shared current challenges and security threats. Moreover, 
Central Asia is, for Russia, one of the main arenas of confrontation 
with the United States. Before 2012, the international situation in the 
CA region was primarily defined by results of interaction among the 
three main regional actors’—US, Russia and IRI. 
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Aspiration of Moscow to control the Central Asian energy providers 
clashes with the growing US energy interests in the region. The anti-
terrorist campaign and the US international isolation of Iran de-
manded from the US a flexible and balanced approach to relations 
with Russia. Washington tried to secure Russian support for its Mid-
dle Eastern and Afghan strategies. In this sense, consolidation of the 
strategic partnership with Russia in 2001 allowed the Bush admin-
istration not only to neutralize the growing Iranian-Russian defense 
partnership but also caused corresponding changes in Russian Cas-
pian policy (search for possible participation of Russian companies 
in the BTC project)89. 
In turn, Moscow supported the viewpoint90 that US presence in the 
region corresponded to Russian interests as it blocked penetration of 
extremist Islam into the region, served as a potential counterweight 
to the growing Chinese power and promoted Russian role as an in-
dependent energy supplier to Europe91.  
The main precondition for the US-Russian partnership, however, 
was the cessation of Russian-Iranian military and technical coopera-
tion, including supplies of nuclear equipment. It was considered in 
Moscow that abandoning military and technical assistance to Iran 
would only strengthen the IRI’s thirst for the nuclear weapon, and 
continued cooperation would, on the opposite, strengthen the prag-
matists’ stand in the internal life of Iran and neutralize radical Islam-
ist approaches92.  
This new level of Russian-American relations did not mean complete 
rejection of confrontational thinking from both sides. This was 
mainly preconditioned by US military presence in Turkey, Georgia, 
Central Asia, Persian Gulf states and Afghanistan, and by ongoing 
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competition for control over the energy resources and transport cor-
ridors in the Caucasus and Central Asia. 
Using the US concentration on the Iraq crisis, Russia strived to ex-
tend activities of the Eurasian Economic Community and reinforced 
its economic and political positions in Central Asia. At the same 
time, Moscow came forward as an active mediator in negotiations 
between Iran and the West93. 
The essence of the Russian stand on Iran is not to let the interna-
tional crisis escalate into a military conflict and to preserve its long-
term partnership with Iran in the interests of its geostrategy.  
 
2007 to January 2017 
During this period, events such as the signing of the Vienna agree-
ment on the Iranian nuclear program and hence, the increased risk 
for Moscow to lose its positions in the Middle East and partially in 
Central Asia, or not the least important danger of spill-over of the 
Middle Eastern crisis to Russian southern borders, toughened Mos-
cow’s policy. Further strengthening of the Iranian-Russian partner-
ship in mutually beneficial directions, including Central Asia, has be-
come one of the external political priorities for Moscow. 
Main factors determining success of the Russian foreign policy at 
this stage are the following: the US Middle Eastern policy; progress 
in bilateral relations with Iran; developments in the Russian-
European partnership on the resolution of the Ukrainian conflict. 
 
The US Middle Eastern policy 
Each of the sides aspires to regulate the Syrian crisis in a direction 
where it would be able to secure a beneficial international balance of 
forces. Iran, by virtue of its historical, cultural and geographic links 
with Syria, can become an important partner in stabilizing the region. 
Therefore, the US and Russia are looking now for a resolution of 
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their discrepancies in a way that can damage their regional interests 
in the least degree. 
The basic, officially declared contradiction concerns the issue of pre-
serving Bashar Asad’s administration in power and Washington’s 
support of radical groups like Jabhat Al-Nusra. 
American experts consider any agreement between Moscow and the 
Syrian national coalition inappropriate if it is not supported by insur-
gency groups. The Syrian national coalition does not reflect interests 
of all warring groups, the majority of whom get only limited tactical 
success in the struggle against Damask and IS94. 
Moscow undertook efforts to organize its own anti-terrorist interna-
tional coalition under the aegis of the UN to fight the IS and regulate 
the situation in the Arabian Peninsula. In Russia, the main reason for 
the current Middle Eastern crisis is often found in the US short-
sided secret policy, sponsoring the process with assistance from rad-
ical Sunni states like Saudi Arabia to reshape the Middle East in ac-
cordance with their geopolitical plans. 
However, any secret theories in conditions of the globalizing world 
raise doubts. It appears unlikely that the US is interested in deepen-
ing the Iranian-Saudi, and, hence, Shia-Sunni contradictions and in 
appearance of new hotbeds of instability in the Middle East. 
Firstly, Iran, from the geostrategic point of view, is an important 
state, located at the juncture of the Persian Gulf, Central and South 
Asia, Middle and Near East: zones important for US plans. Contin-
ued instability in these areas endangers not only the US regional 
strategy but also potentially threatens the security of the United 
States itself with their dynamically increasing structure of the Mos-
lem population—from 2.6 million in 2010 to the forecasted 6.2 mil-
lion in 203095. 
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Secondly, one should not underestimate the state’s geoeconomic po-
tential. Not accidentally, the first US oil companies began to pene-
trate to Iran already in 1921. This interest has by no means been ex-
hausted with time. 
Thirdly, Iran, as it was mentioned, is a potentially important US 
partner in issues of providing security in Central and South Asia, and 
the Middle and Near East. 
Fourthly, the US, judging from its foreign policy actions, under-
stands quite well present-day internal political problems of the Saudi 
Kingdom, as well as advantages of the more dynamically developing 
Iran. Hence, search for a compromise solution of the regional secu-
rity issues, that in the future can bring some compromise in Iranian-
Saudi relations. The foundation for that is Riyadh’s strategic agree-
ments and economic dependency on the US. 
At the same time, however, Obama administration’s well-known er-
rors in Middle Eastern politics (Syria, Iraq, etc.) have generated con-
ditions for spillover of radical elements from one territory to another 
and serve as a favourable ground for their transforming, since 2013, 
into the Islamic State. As a result, the Middle Eastern situation start-
ed to present a danger for Russia, Iran and other states, including 
CA states.  
Meanwhile, in conditions where the issues of global security are be-
coming more intense, the American-Russian partnership could bear 
if not friendly, then at least, more productive character. It is quite 
obvious that the United States, European Union and Russia are in-
terested in  

▪ successful resolution of the conflicts in the AfPak and Syria 
zones to prevent spread of instability, extremism, illegal drugs turno-
ver outside the borders of these regions; 

▪ containment of the ever-growing influence of China in Cen-
tral Asia and adjacent territories; 

▪ counteracting the growing instability of the Central Asian re-
gion after 2014; 
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▪ restoring peace and order in Ukraine. In particular, the Euro-
pean Union counts on Russia participating in the process of revival 
of the Ukrainian economy96. 
The heated situation around Syria has been forcing Washington to 
begin the process of drawing together the Syrian approaches with 
Russia. On February 27, 2016, the UN Security Council Resolution 
on cessation of all military actions in Syria, including Russian and the 
US-lead coalition’s military strikes, came into force. These steps were 
followed by Secretary of State John Kerry’s visit to Moscow in July 
2016 to discuss further the coordinated tactics in Syria. The United 
States and Russia announced a tentative deal to coordinate airstrikes 
against the Islamic State and the Nusra Front, Al Qaeda’s affiliate in 
Syria.  
However, the efforts to establish a constructive US-Russian partner-
ship on Syria have not yielded any results. The approaches of the 
sides still diverge on issues of differentiating radical groups from the 
so-called moderate opposition. Failure to achieve any success in co-
operation on Syria resulted in almost complete US withdrawal from 
Syria in autumn 2016. The consequent deepening of the Iranian-
Russian joint military cooperation in Syria, strengthened at the end 
of the year by Turkey joining the alliance, has further contributed to 
preserving tension in bilateral relations. 
In particular, Putin ordered a reduction in his forces in Syria on 29 
December, coinciding with the start of a ceasefire brokered by Tur-
key and Russia. Turkey and Russia have separately accused the Unit-
ed States of backing what they call “terrorist groups”—the Islamic 
State and Kurdish groups. Maria Zakharova, a Russian Foreign Min-
istry spokeswoman, said that the policy change—set out in the an-
nual defense policy bill and signed into law by US President Barack 
Obama on December 23—would lead to weapons ending up “in the 
hands of jihadists with whom the sham ‘moderate’ opposition have 
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long acted jointly.”97 Simultaneously, Russia and Turkey put forward 
a Resolution to the Security Council in favor of the Russian-Turkish-
Iranian agreements on Syria. The UN welcomed their efforts and on 
31st December 2016 adopted the Security Resolution 2336, which 
approved efforts by Russia and Turkey to end violence in Syria and 
jumpstart a political process. The United States is, for the moment, 
sidelined, and it is clear that Washington is not satisfied by the 
course of events, judging them as a new Middle Eastern failure and 
virtual defeat of the US in the region. 
Thus, the US-Russian Middle Eastern discrepancies in the last days 
of the Obama administration only intensified and reached the level 
when they could easily be militarized. Still, in fighting against com-
mon enemy— the IS leaves the door open for cooperation.  
 
Iranian-Russian relations 
In response to challenges from the US side, Moscow and Tehran 
were aspiring to form closer economic, first of all, energy, as well as 
military and political partnership. Therefore, a free trade zone of the 
Eurasian Union with Iran and extension of the Iranian-Russian mili-
tary partnership in the Caspian is not excluded. 
In this sense, an important issue of the bilateral relations is military 
and technical cooperation in the Caspian to counteract the supposed 
US98 plans to play the littoral states’ discrepancies against each other 
and create bases of its influence in Central Asia. 
Moreover, during high-level negotiations held on August 17, 2015, at 
the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, both sides confirmed their 
intentions concerning the implementation of the Vienna agreements, 
joint plan of settling the Syrian crisis, the sphere of peaceful usage of 
nuclear energy and a series of bilateral economic projects99. Addi-
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tionally, Russia is trying to monopolize gas cooperation with Iran. 
With this aim, Moscow was planning to grant a $ 7–8 billion loan to 
Iran to finance the joint projects100. 
A significant role in the bilateral relations is attached to Syria. 
For Moscow, Syria is of priority role in the issues of protecting na-
tional security and preserving Russian geopolitical status in the Mid-
dle East. It also plays an important role in guaranteeing Russian en-
ergy strategy. The instability of Syria with potential of extending op-
erational ground of radical groups to the Russian Moslem Caucasus 
and CA region is of real threat to territorial integrity and Russian 
stability. 
Iranian interests in Syria are also linked with the interests of geopoli-
tics and national security. Syria refers to the region, representing for 
external policy of Tehran part of the higher-priority Moslem area, 
including historical-cultural bonds of Shia layers of the population 
with Iran. From the security point of view, Iran regards Syrian issue 
as closely related to the Palestinian-Israeli and Iraqi problems. In this 
connection, Tehran is interested in the survival of its traditional re-
gional Shia ally—Assad regime. Syria also plays an important role in 
building Iranian long-term relations with Turkey in the sphere of 
economy and security. 
Proceeding from these considerations, in autumn 2015 Russia and 
Iran started joint military operations on the territory of Syria. De-
spite the common interests, the existing obstacles and discrepancies 
between Iran and Russia on issues of foreign policy and regional ap-
proaches became more distinct in the process of the joint opera-
tions: 
1) Historically, Iran experienced long colonial dependence on 
the British Empire and partnership with the United States under the 
Iranian Shah. Today, this experience is complemented by contacts of 
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the numerous US-Iranian diaspora with its motherland and ceaseless, 
even under sanctions, ties in the educational sphere between the US 
and Iran (annually about 5,000 Iranian students study in the US). 
Consent of the Ayatollah Khamenei himself to the negotiations and 
restoration of cooperation with the West testify to the fact that even 
the clergy has to count with the demands of this dynamically grow-
ing part of the population. Today, this rather strong pro-Western 
mood in the Iranian society not always comes in favor of Russia. 
2) It is obvious that the weakness of the Russian economy and 
bank system and shortage of investments and technology will also 
hamper progress in the Iranian-Russian relations. One should also 
take into account the internal economic situation in the IRI: the in-
flation rate was reported at 12.60 percent, whereas the unemploy-
ment rate stood at 12.70 percent and youth unemployment rate was 
reported 30.20 percent in 2016.101 In the case of absence of any eco-
nomic progress that is linked with the flow of big investments and 
high technology to the region, such a situation can go out of gov-
ernmental control, especially if we take into account the unstable 
neighborhood (Iraq, Syria, etc.). In this sense, the role and place of 
Russia in the Iranian foreign policy in the long term will, obviously, 
yield to scientific, technological, infrastructural, logistical and finan-
cial possibilities of other powers. 
3) At the same time, perspectives for solving energy supply 
problems (such as ensuring supply to profitable markets and resolu-
tion of the Caspian dispute), considering Russian economic difficul-
ties, are very doubtful, whereas possibility of diversification of Cen-
tral Asian energy supply routes, bypassing Russia, is quite real. In 
theory and practice, all this fully corresponds to provisions of politi-
cal realism, demonstrating developing states’ aspiration to the estab-
lishment of political equilibrium, beneficial balance of power and 
interests in the region. For the CA states, such a tactic is justified by 
the interests of domestic political and socioeconomic stability, which 
demands urgent decisions to satisfice population’s needs (resolution 
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of the issues with unemployment, migration and drugs trafficking, 
etc.). Moreover, Iran and Russia remain competitors in the sphere of 
energy routes from the Central Asian and Caucasian regions. Tehran 
can use the situation in its own interests, which has been confirmed 
by recent activation of the Iranian-Turkish gas cooperation. 
4) As for Syria, it has been quite obvious that in the long term, 
war without a clearly defined final goal would bring both states to 
depend on other powers, and finally create a rift between Moscow 
and Tehran. It is obvious that the main problem is their different 
vision of the future of the Middle East, which influences the choice 
of allies and instruments of policy. While Russia is not so categori-
cal102 about Syria’s President Bashar al-Assad remaining in power, 
Iran opposed removal of Assad from power. In the Iranian view, any 
decision on Syria should not go outside the demands of the Syrian 
people, and the UN should be coordinated with the government of 
Syria and correspond to the international laws103. 
5) The importance of Russia for Iran will, most likely, be deter-
mined by how well Moscow plays the role of a regional security 
guarantor, taking into account the Euro-Atlantic, Saudi-Arabian and 
energy factors. Meanwhile, however, Iran is dissatisfied both by 
Moscow’s cooperation with its Sunni enemies, like Turkey and Saudi 
Arabia, and by its intention to maintain dialogue with the US and the 
EU. 
6) Since the very beginning, Iranian conservatives do not accept 
the idea of the US involvement in the process of resolving the Syrian 
crisis. They stressed, on multiple occasions, that they would have no 
relations with the US, excluding the nuclear program issue. On the 
contrary, Russia, despite its tense relations with the West, is active in 
the Western-lead dialogue on Syria. 
7) In fact, Iran is between a rock and a hard place. On the one 
side, there is the necessity to balance the American presence by fur-
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ther developing Iranian-Russian relations. Moreover, the discrepan-
cies with the United States bear a stable and long-term character. On 
the other side, there is a serious intention for concluding the final 
agreement with the “six” on the nuclear dossier in the “win-win” 
spirit, to make it beneficial both for Iran and all other countries par-
ticipating in the negotiation process. It is no accident that IRI’s Pres-
ident Rouhani states104 that his government will improve Iran’s rela-
tions with all countries of the world on the basis of mutual respect 
and defense of mutual interests. Moreover, Tehran stresses “the 
West could find a suitable partner in Tehran if it ‘corrected’ its 
policy in the Middle East”105. 
Despite serious obstacles, two weighty factors—geographic close-
ness and aspiration of the Iranian conservatives to maintain strategic 
counterweight to the US policy—will obviously determine future 
Russian-Iranian bilateral relations. Moreover, fundamental contradic-
tions of spiritual and ideological nature still exist between the West-
ern and Eastern political systems, the current Islamic regime in Teh-
ran and approaches of the so-called hawks. 
In such an ambiguous environment, Iran, on the one side, does not 
reject “assistance of the big powers”, namely Russia and China; on 
the other, it aspires to “achievement of the stable security model, 
possibly, under active participation of the regional powers exclusive-
ly”106. By which, first of all, the CA states are apparently supposed, 
but the roles of Russia, China and SCO are still crucial. 
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The Ukraine factor 
Indeed, present irreconcilable positions on Ukraine have, in fact, 
frozen Russian-European relations for an indefinite time, and with 
that— the rigid sanctions introduced by the EU and the US against 
Russia. 
However, objective Russian-European economic interdependence 
can, in the future, lead the sides to a more balanced constructive co-
operation with the involvement of IRI. 
Russia was the third largest EU trade partner, accounting, in 2013, 
for 9.5 % of the European Union’s foreign trade, about 7 % of all 
EU’s exports of goods and 12 % of the whole Eurozone import107. 
Russia satisfied the EU’s demand for oil and natural gas for a 
third, and in coal and oil products—for a quarter108. 
Not surprisingly, therefore, adoption of the strict sanctions against 
Russia is a rather complex and ambiguously interpreted process for 
Europe. For Russia, most important in this situation is “to preserve 
the existing economic and political relations with Europe intact and 
do not alienate no one else in the world”109. Possible loss from the 
contacts’ breakup will largely exceed the current problems in the 
Russian-European relations. 
One should take into account the differences between the US and 
the EU approaches to Iran and formation of the network of trans-
portation and transit routes from Central Asia, the majority of which 
are oriented at reaching the EU markets and do not exclude Russian 
participation. 
On another side, the European Union’s losses in 2014–2015 from 
introducing anti-Russian sanctions were estimated at € 90 billion110. 
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This is not a large amount overall, but it was disproportionate for 
Eastern European states and other EU members more involved in 
relations with Russia. In any case, some voices in the EU have called 
for studying modalities of cooperation with the Eurasian Union111. 
However, the EU would prefer to maintain relations with the Eura-
sian Economic Union as a proxy for relations with Russia, trusting 
that within this organization there will be stricter legal norms than if 
dealing with Russia bilaterally. 
It is worth reminding that in the future Iran is intending to share a 
common economic space with the Eurasian Union. Meanwhile, Ira-
nian-Russian and Iranian-Central Asian relations will obviously be 
influenced by the outcomes of Russian-European relations. Much in 
these circumstances will be dependent on how skillfully managed 
and mutually beneficial Russian and US policies are, and on com-
promise and coordination of their actions with other external actors, 
first of all, with Iran, in the sphere of security and economy. 
Any sharp changes in the Western course towards Moscow are not 
expected in the short-term, but not excluded in the mid-term. All 
disputable issues in the Western relations with Russia, namely mili-
tary and technical cooperation with Iran, approaches on Ukraine and 
Syria, etc., remain in force. Meanwhile, a unifying factor is the strug-
gle against terrorism, for the sake of which the search for the best 
regional compromise is continued. 
 

2.4. China in Central Asian geopolitical processes 
 
General background and tendencies before 2006  
Another influential actor in Central Asia is China, with its role grad-
ually and steadily increasing. Beijing has been forced to correlate its 
interests with the state of the Iranian-American relations that in a 
certain way influenced realization of Chinese long-term regional 
plans. 
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Besides the already mentioned economic interests, Beijing has aimed 
at prevention of cooperation of terrorist groups from the Islamic 
countries with separatist groups in the Chinese Xinjiang Uyghur Au-
tonomous Region (XUAR). The struggle against religious extremism 
did not exclude development of relations with Iran, demonstrating 
pragmatism and flexibility of the Chinese policy. At present, Iran is 
regarded by Beijing rather as an economic than political competitor 
in Central Asia, based on understanding of the present-day strategic 
possibilities of Tehran and awareness of the incompatibility of re-
gimes in Iran and in CA states. 
For the CA states, China and Iran have great significance as possible 
counterweights to claims from other geopolitical forces; their poten-
tial in the fight against other regional security threats; accessibility 
and closeness of their markets; the roles of these countries as im-
portant transit routes for delivery of Central Asian goods to the 
world markets. 
 
The US Iranian strategy and China 
The main obstacle for successful development of an Iranian-Chinese 
partnership in Central Asia has been the US-Iranian strategy. It im-
peded significant investments and active Chinese participation in 
large-scale projects involving Iran. In particular, the United States 
sharply reacted to Iranian-Chinese agreements in the nuclear sphere. 
Bilateral nuclear cooperation was suspended under US pressure in 
1999. However, once some Chinese companies were not subject to 
sanctions112. Beijing regards comprehensive sanctions as counter-
productive in international politics and seems to allow peaceful usage 
of the Iranian nuclear program as it sees no danger from the existing 
political regime in Iran. On the opposite, that does not correspond 
to the US interests, inclined to change, if possible, the current Irani-
an regime. 
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On the other side, China did participate in the US-led effort to pre-
vent Iran from acquiring a nuclear weapon. It obviously did so not 
to be isolated on the international arena, to preserve main economic 
partners—the US and EU, and under pressure from such regional 
stakeholders as Saudi Arabia. 
At the same time, China managed to bypass the sanctions in projects 
of vital economic interest to itself. For instance, by preserving the 
right to lay a pipeline through the Iranian territory to the Persian 
Gulf, Beijing made it understood that it was not anxious about the 
American sanctions as a whole, but only about the economic aspect 
of the business. 
As a whole, up-to-date the anti-Iranian sanctions have provided Bei-
jing with a possibility of strengthening its positions in Central Asia 
without any obstacles. 
However, China could not realize its strategically important projects 
in circumstances of the extremely prolonged US-Iranian confronta-
tion and sanctions against Tehran. Beijing proceeds from the fact 
that in the foreseeable future, current Iranian economic difficulties 
cannot make Tehran a strong rival for Beijing. Instead it can be a 
useful partner on the issues of balancing China’s CA strategy with 
the US regional policy. 
Thus, in the interests of economy and security, since 2010 China 
boycotted113 any prolongation of the economic sanctions against 
Iran at the level of its Ministry of Foreign Affairs and bilaterally with 
Russia. It is also clear that Beijing is against any additional military 
involvement into the Middle East, as it sharply restricts energy flow 
from the region, promotes religious extremism and violence near its 
borders and on its own territory (XUAR). 
At the same time, the Moscow-initiated idea of the Eurasian Eco-
nomic Community was regarded in Beijing as an effort counteracting 
Chinese interests in Central Asia. Chinese experts support a com-
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promise formula for resolving regional security issues in Central 
Asia. They believe that various approaches are not mutually exclu-
sive and can be joined into one complete strategy, relying on positive 
sides of the partnership, mutual understanding and trust, excluding 
confrontation and “games” of the leading powers. In this context, 
American-Chinese partnership can be useful. Beijing has been striv-
ing to balance this partnership by promoting closer cooperation be-
tween the OSCE and the SCO. 
 
Iranian-Chinese partnership 
The accession to power of Seyyed Mohammad Khatami and his 
concept of Dialogue between Civilizations contributed much to the 
growth of mutual understanding both between CA states and Iran, 
and Iran and China. The next impetus for activation of Iranian-
Chinese regional cooperation was provided by the international anti-
terrorist campaign started after the September 2001 events. 
The bilateral relations between China and Iran were gradually freeing 
themselves from any political considerations on the Iranian nuclear issue 
or economic sanctions against Tehran. Very soon China turned into the 
third largest Iranian trade partner in Asia and the fourth in the world. 
The main topic of the bilateral dialogue was their cooperation in the oil 
sphere. Crude oil comprised 98 % of Iranian export to China, owing to 
which Iran provided 18 % of Chinese needs in import of this raw mate-
rial114. 
Simultaneously, the efforts of both states were oriented at searching 
for a mutually acceptable balance of relations with Russia (for Chi-
na—also with the US) and formation of prerequisites for further de-
velopment of relations with CA states. These measures foresaw Ira-
nian and Chinese active participation in CA energy projects and in 
the vitally important transport corridors connecting all sides with 
European and Asian markets. 
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Iran played a significant role in realization of Chinese energy projects 
in Central Asia and the development of transportation routes with 
participation of the regional states. The network of transport corri-
dors going through China and Iran was directed at reducing Beijing’s 
dependence on the American market, providing, at the same time, an 
alternative exit to the world markets for the CA states. Specifically, 
in December 2005, a 1000 km oil pipeline was opened, connecting 
Kazakhstan with China. It became the first Central Asian export 
route bypassing Russian territory. The Iranian Silk Road project pre-
supposed energy transit through the territory of Kazakhstan to Chi-
na, and Iranian shipping lines in the Caspian Sea connected Enzeli 
and Naw Shahr ports in Iran with Ekrau in Kazkhstan. To protect 
itself from a potential blockade of energy supplies from the Middle 
East115, China attached great importance to the “second Eurasian 
shipping bridge” through Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan 
and Iran to Europe. Another project, foreseeing construction of the 
railroad Kashgar-Osh-Andijan, was regarded in China as part of this 
“bridge”.116 Meanwhile, Iran coordinated the construction of the 
railroad corridor China-Middle East-Europe. 
On the other side, Beijing activated its policy of uniting CA states 
within the limits of the SCO and strengthened its trade and econom-
ic relations with CA states. In particular, to show tendencies in this 
time period, the Chinese-Uzbek trade turnover in 2003 comprised $ 
347 million—that was two times more than in 2002. Besides, Beijing 
allocated its SCO Central Asian partners a $ 900 million credit to re-
alize economic projects117. 
It is worth also mentioning here the Chinese efforts to form the En-
ergy Club for Asia, an idea declared at the SCO summit in Dushanbe 
in September 15, 2006. These tendencies could not but attract Teh-
ran’s interest, which decided to join the SCO ranks in the future. 
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Thus, Chinese efforts were directed at securing territorial and border 
integrity, search for mutually acceptable balance in the US-Russia 
relations, as well as at creation of premises for further development 
of relations with the CA region. The last aim presupposed active par-
ticipation in CA energy projects that are vitally important for the 
growing energy demands of China, as well as construction of 
transport corridors linking China with European and Asian markets. 
It was obvious at the same time, that much in the investigated geo-
political tendencies depended on the level of US-Iran relations. So, 
before the evident activation of Chinese policy in Central Asia in 
2004, the US-Russian partnership was based on jointly counteracting 
the threat of international terrorism. However, continuation of Ira-
nian-American confrontation served as a favourable ground for 
formation of such alliances as Russia-China and IRI-Russia, and tri-
lateral unions like Russia-IRI-China, directed against the US regional 
strategy.  
 
2007 to January 2017  
During these years, China has continued to try to keep an acceptable 
balance of interests and power between the US and Russia, which is 
necessary to push forward its recently elaborated strategy of the BRI. 
In this sense, Beijing’s main foreign policy vectors are the CA states and 
Iran. At that, Beijing has to take into account corresponding strategies 
of the US and Russia. 
 
Central Asia   
Economic stagnation of Russia and Europe and preoccupation of 
the US by its own internal and external problems have given a 
chance for Beijing to gradually strengthen its positions in Central 
Asia. China aspires, in fact, to lead important regional processes 
both within the limits of the SCO and on the bilateral level. 
Thus, in the beginning of 2015, Chinese Minister of Foreign Affairs 
Van I officially declared that the Chinese center of foreign policy 
would be the “One Belt—One Road” concept (later called “Belt and 
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Road Initiatiave”). According to it, China intends to create an eco-
nomic route to Europe through the entire Eurasia. To fulfill the pro-
ject, Beijing initiated the Silk Road Fund with capital of $ 40 billion, 
and the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, which was allotted $ 
50 billion. These means are planned for building railroads, ports and 
necessary infrastructure, as well as for developing economic and cul-
tural relations between the Silk Road countries and China118. 
On February 15, 2016, the first transit train from China through Ka-
zakhstan and Turkmenistan came to Tehran. 
Within the framework of the new Chinese foreign policy, the role of 
Uzbekistan has been dynamically increasing as a source and transit 
country in the process of implementing Chinese transportation, 
transit and energy projects in Central Asia. They include construc-
tion of a China-Kyrgyzstan-Uzbekistan railroad and laying the “Cen-
tral-Asia-China” gas pipeline. The total volume of Chinese invest-
ments into the Uzbek economy constituted more than 6,5 billion 
dollars, whereas bilateral trade in 2015 comprised $ 4,1 billion119. 
In local opinion, Uzbekistan, not connected with Russia by integra-
tional obligations, and has unique potential to play the role of a key 
regional partner in regulating domestic Afghan problems. 
However, the CA states are cautious in relations with China. For in-
stance, Tashkent refrained from more intensive contacts within the 
limits of SCO and opposed Chinese initiative of a free trade zone 
within the SCO. 
Despite all its positive purposes aimed to solve socioeconomic and re-
gional security problems, it is most likely that the BRI is, in fact, part of 
the efforts to restructure the immediate Beijing’s neighborhood in its 
own interests. As a leading Chinese scholar, Yuan Peng says, “China 
should seize the opportunity to modify unreasonable international 
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mechanisms . . . including international or regional organizations, re-
gimes, and laws”120. 
There are also such significant barriers: difficulties for Beijing to 
simultaneously improve relations with the CA states, Russia and the 
US; cultural and mental differences between China and CA coun-
tries; competition between the BRI and the Eurasian Economic Un-
ion; absence of a concrete substance of the BRI121. 
Most these problems are, in principle, solvable or at stage of their 
resolution. The most important obstacle is, nevertheless, cultural dif-
ferences. Historically, despite close contacts, the Turkish and Confu-
cian-Buddhist civilizations never merged into a single whole. The 
same can be said about the present stage, specifically about the di-
versification of foreign preferences of the CA states. The Chinese 
role in the arising IR system will thus be reduced to the role of a bal-
ancing state. 
 
Iran 
It is in the economic and political interests of Iran, before and after 
lifting the sanctions, to develop economic cooperation with China. 
Iranian and Chinese efforts to closely coordinate their policy in the 
issues of building BRI of the 21st century have a significant role. The 
supply route for Chinese products through the territory of Iran ben-
efits all three sides—China, CA states and Iran, as it will increase the 
volumes of their external trade and make Iran a link in the routes 
connecting Central Asia with the outside world. Potential Chinese 
assistance in resolution of regional security issues is of special value 
for all sides. 
In this connection, both states are attaching much attention to de-
velopment of trade and economic links. In particular, since the lift-
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ing of sanctions in January 2016, China, alongside with India, has 
remained the leading importer of Iranian crude oil. In 2017, Chinese 
firms are expected to lift between 3 million to 4 million barrels more 
in Iranian oil each quarter of the year than last year122. The volume 
of bilateral trade is constantly increasing; this indicator has grown 
from $ 500 million in the first years after the Islamic revolution in 
Iran to $ 27 billion in recent years123. In the 10-month period of 
2016, China imported $6.54 billion and exported $ 8.4 billion worth 
of non-oil goods to Iran124. At the same time, Iran intends to build a 
strategically important center for export of oil and chemistry prod-
ucts in the region of its Chabahor port. Proximity of the Chabahor 
port to the Chinese and Indian markets makes it attractive for the 
geographically isolated Central Asian states. 
To consolidate the achieved success, the Chinese leader discussed 
the plan of bilateral strategic cooperation for the following 25 years 
and signed 17 bilateral agreements in various spheres during his visit 
to Iran in January 22-23, 2016. During the next decade, the trade 
turnover between the countries is planned to reach $ 600 billion. 
However, experts pay attention to the fact that before arriving to 
Iran, the Chinese Chairman visited Saudi Arabia, where Chinese and 
Saudi sides agreed to establish an all-round strategic partnership125. 
It is clear enough that Beijing strives, in the interests of security and 
economic benefit, to promote constructive cooperation between 
Tehran and Riyadh, thus reducing the level of their confrontation. 
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Both countries are important from the energy point of view. And 
BRI is possible only in conditions of peace and stability. 
The scope of the Iranian-Chinese partnership greatly depends on 
regional Russian and US policies. 
 
Russia 
Russia continues to be the main Chinese Eurasian partner. In partic-
ular, in 2014, trade turnover between the two countries neared $ 100 
billion, but the trend since has been downward. According to the 
Chinese, in the first three quarters of 2016, trade turnover amounted 
to just over $ 50 billion126. 
At the same time, with the launching of some Chinese projects in 
Central Asia, particularly, the China-Turkmenistan-Kazakhstan rail-
road route, anxiety is growing in Moscow that the BRI can pass 
through the whole Eurasia, bypassing Russian territory. Thus, Russia 
can be cut off the Silk Road routes. Beijing, in response, is assuring that 
“China is the market, which will swallow everything that Russia can sug-
gest”127. Chinese activity in Central Asia is explained by the fact that 
it aspires to provide itself with guaranteed energy supplies, and Rus-
sia is not covering its oil and gas needs to a sufficient degree. 
From the other side, a tendency of the last years is a certain rap-
prochement of India with the Russia-Iran-China union. The trilateral 
cooperation Russia-Iran-China generated an idea of the strategic un-
ion between Iran, China, Russia and India, coordination and coopera-
tion between the SCO and BRICS128. Still, it is obvious that the Russian-
Ukrainian crisis has significantly reduced possibilities of Russia playing 
the leading role in this union, at least, in the foreseeable future. Possible 
consolidation of these organizations can only strengthen the Chinese 
role in Central Asia, supported by dynamically developing Iran. 

                                                           
126 Catherine Putz, “China and Russia Aim to Increase Trade Turnover to $ 200 Billion by 2020”, 
November 8, 2016, http://thediplomat.com/2016/11/china-and-russia-aim-to-increase-trade-
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127 Vladimir Skosirev, “Xi Jinping prokladivaet noviy Shelkoviy put”, Ng.ru, January 22, 2016, 
http://www.ng.ru/world/2016-01-22/1_china.html  
128 BRICS—group consisting of five countries—Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa. 
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In particular, during the fourth summit on Interaction and Confi-
dence Building Measures in Asia, held in Shanghai in May 2014, 
Chinese President Xi Jinping stressed the necessity to form new re-
gional security architecture129. It is supposed that the alliance in the  
security sphere between Iran, China and Russia, strengthened in the 
future by partnership with other Asian countries, would allow for 
protecting their interests while interacting with the United States and 
the EU. 
In this connection, Russian experts130 are laying basis for new forms 
of rapprochement with Tehran by granting it full membership in the 
SCO and in the BRICS. However, there are series of factors testify-
ing for a small possibility for development of such tendency. 
First, there is no special optimism in Moscow today on the future of 
the Russian-Iranian cooperation131. 
Secondly, a sufficient potential for competition between Moscow 
and Beijing has been preserved. 
Thirdly, there is not enough unity between BRICS members to con-
solidate the organization, which is exacerbated by the pre-dominant 
financial position of China in this union. Out of $ 100 billion of the 
primary joint fund, China contributed $ 41 billion, whereas Brazil, 
Russia and India contributed each only $ 18 billion132, which already 
lays the basis for future asymmetrical development of this organiza-
tion. 
Recognition of these realities, nevertheless, does not reduce the im-
portance of a closer regional partnership in the interests of security 
and economic development. 

                                                           
129 “Iran-Russia-China Alliance US Nightmare: Academic”, http://www.presstv.com/detail/2014 
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130 Vladimir Alekseev, “O vstuplenii Irana v ShOS i BRIKS”, Iran.ru, July 21, 2014, 
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2014, 
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Thereupon, during the Ufa SCO summit, Russian President Vladimir 
Putin proposed to join two projects— the Eurasian Union and Chi-
nese version of the Silk Road—and thus to carry out logistical and 
transport unification aimed at modernization of Central Asian infra-
structure financed by Chinese investments. In case of progress, Rus-
sian-Chinese cooperation can lead not only to a fundamental trans-
formation of Central Asia, but can potentially change the whole 
Asian-Pacific region, which raises anxiety in the West133. 
With this goal in mind, Russia was preparing an agreement on a fu-
ture continental partnership between the Eurasian Union and SCO. 
However, at present, as discussed, this is rather problematic. It is un-
likely that China is interested in the strengthening of its potential ri-
val. Russia will have to face most violent geoeconomic competition. 
Still, in the interests of security, it does not exclude formation of the 
prerequisites for future multilateral partnership. 
Besides, in my opinion, there are two main factors: historic, cultural 
and demographic closeness and international terrorism, that will fi-
nally stimulate gradual overcoming the present-day barriers between 
Russia and CA states and in the long run promote consolidation of 
the Eurasian Union and its continental partnership with the SCO. In 
circumstances of chronic instability in the Middle East and Central 
Asia, ever increasing threats from the side of IS and other radical 
formations, it is of vital priority for CA states and Russia to settle 
urgent internal social and economic problems, which create a fa-
vourable environment for feeding and extending the influence of 
terrorists. In this regard, consolidation of regional partnership under 
the aegis of the powers and having all necessary financial, economic, 
military and political resources to withstand these threats is vitally 
important for Central Asian security. As to certain challenges for re-
alization of big interstate projects, including the BRI, they are objec-
tive and quite expected. Historically, in the process of tackling com-

                                                           
133 Mitesh Mistri, “Kitayskii drakon i russkii medved horosho ujivayutsya vmeste v Tsentralnoi 
Azii”, August 18, 2015, http://www.centrasia.ru/newsA.php?st=1439893440 
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mon challenges and threats, instruments were always found to over-
come or restrict them in one or another manner. 
 
The US 
During the last few years Iranian-Chinese cooperation in economic, 
military, political, nuclear and other spheres has been, in fact, served 
as a specific Chinese leverage on the US regional policy. The advent 
to power of President Hassan Rouhani and the beginning of talks on 
the Iranian nuclear program legitimized latently developing Iranian-
Chinese relations. In its turn, Washington exerted significant pres-
sure on Beijing’s policy towards Iran. These two contradictory 
tendencies in some periods slowed down, and in other times acceler-
ated development of the Iranian-Chinese partnership. 
Thus, the possibility of forming a group of states (China, Russia, 
Iran and CA states), joined in a single self-sufficient energy block, 
obviously raises anxiety in the West. To counteract it, the US per-
sisted in exerting pressure on the Iranian issue. In particular, in early 
2012, Washington imposed sanctions against three Chinese firms 
accused of supply of substances and materials which could be used 
in production of weapons of mass destruction. 
Concurrently, the US came across Chinese opposition into sanctions 
towards Iran the UN Security Council. Beijing stood against the situ-
ation when “sanctions, adopted at the bilateral level, damaged nor-
mal trade cooperation of other countries with Iran”134. 
At the same time, Beijing used deepening military and technical 
partnership with Iran as an instrument of pressure against Washing-
ton. In 2014, Beijing intended to increase its military expenditures by 
more than 12 % and bring them to $ 132 billion level, which raised 
strong anxiety in the United States135. In summer 2013, Iran and 
China signed an agreement on security issues, aimed at developing 
joint measures to counteract international extremism and terrorism. 
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In May 2014, Vice-Secretary of the Iranian National Security Coun-
cil, Ali Bagiri, visited China. 
However, Beijing takes into account the role and significance of the 
US, strategic cooperation with which strengthens China’s national 
security, promotes significant economic growth and territorial integ-
rity of the state. Therefore, even tough conservatives in China do 
not object to the SCO-NATO dialogue, as Beijing is not interested 
in a prolonged confrontation with Washington. 
For the United States, China’s strategic importance lies in its active 
interest in the resolution of regional security problems (terrorism, 
drugs, etc.) and in the leading role in the SCO. Washington has to 
take into account the presence of this dynamically developing power 
in Central Asia and reconcile this fact with the US regional policy. 
Moreover, the US has no principal objections against Beijing’s par-
ticipation in Caspian projects. They keep in mind the growing rivalry 
between Beijing and Moscow in the CA region and a mass of inter-
nal problems in China. At the same time, to ensure further economic 
growth, China needs access to the important foreign markets, mainly 
in the US. 
On the other side, Iranian-American relations are not stable enough 
to eliminate the key sanctions against Iran, and that is why some 
Chinese experts consider it necessary to promote reconciliation be-
tween the US and Iran. As a partner of both, China has to carefully 
regulate trilateral relations, and it considers itself more a victim than 
a beneficiary. In the case of any military conflict, Chinese interests in 
the maintenance of stable energy supplies and a stable goods market 
will be seriously undermined136. 
Proceeding from these realities, Washington and Beijing made con-
siderable efforts to settle their discrepancies at various conferences 
and seminars, consultations and summits. In conditions of the 
Ukrainian and Iraqi crises, US and Chinese interests could probably 

                                                           
136 Jin Liangxiang, “The Prospect of the Iran Nuclear Issue and China-Iran Economic Relation”, 
January 8, 2014, http://www.chinausfocus.com/foreign-policy/the-prospect-of-the-iran-nuclear-
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be most balanced on the question of division of spheres of interest 
and formation of the new world order. 
Thus, in the process of the sixth round of American-Chinese Strate-
gic and Economical Dialogue (July 9-10, 2014, Beijing) and of the 
fifth round of high-level consultations, the US and China came to  
some positive conclusions137. 
I should add here that some Iranian experts do not exclude the pos-
sibility of forming, in the future, a system of regional security under 
the aegis of the SCO and the US, where the SCO could play the role 
of a mediator in the partnership of regional states with Western 
ones. 
Indeed, Beijing has been actively supporting the US-led peacekeep-
ing process in Afghanistan, including participation in the Afghan ne-
gotiations with Islamabad. In parallel to that, China is increasing di-
rect investments into the United States. According to some data, in 
the first half of 2015, direct investments of Chinese companies into 
the US achieved the record amount of $ 6,4 billion; during this time,  
88 transactions were concluded138. 
It is worth paying attention that the agreement on close Chinese-
American cooperation, including in military and political sphere, was 
planned soon after the conclusion of the agreement on Iranian and 
Chinese defense partnership in May 2014. 
However, until the end of 2016, Beijing’s growing power encoun-
tered the accelerated US plans to form the Trans-Atlantic Trade and 
Investment Partnership (TTIP), intensifying their old global rivalry. 
To withstand the still powerful US and its potential ambitions in 
Asia, China has activated the formation of the All-Round Regional 
Economic Partnership (first suggested in 2012), which includes nine 
states—Australia, India, China and South-Western Asian states, but 
leaves the US “out in the cold”. Besides, presumably, to support the 
yuan, China refused to be the main creditor of the US Department 
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of the Treasury, reducing its shares of obligations to $ 1,12 trillion. 
And most important, on January 2, Beijing launched the first in his-
tory, 12 thousand km long railroad from Chinese province 
Chzetzyan to London. The train passes through Kazakhstan, Russia, 
Belarus, Poland, Germany, Belgium and France. In total, experts say, 
the Chinese-British partnership covers on its route 60 countries of 
the world, inhabited by about 60 % of the world population and 
holding 75 % of the global energy resources. In 10 years, the volume 
of trade along the forming trans-Eurasian network could achieve $ 
2.2 trillion139. 
At the same time, Germany, a key supplier of technology brands, is 
already the main European destination for Chinese FDI, with a total 
amount of $10.8 billion in the first half of 2016140. American experts 
are extremely anxious about Chinese financial expansion into the 
Old World, urging Washington and Brussels to respond resolutely to 
the Chinese initiatives. The new US President, Donald Trump, 
promises to move “very quickly” to secure a beneficial bilateral trade 
deal with Britain after the Brexit. A favourable indicator for positive 
changes in this direction is the results of a poll, conducted in Britain, 
which found that 49 % of Britons supported a close relationship 
with the new US President141. 
Needless to say, a trans-Eurasian transport network can be very ben-
eficial for the CA states striving to reach world markets by alterna-
tive, safe and comfortable routes. Here, new opportunities are open-
ing to significantly reduce geopolitical tension, at least between Rus-
sia and European countries. Beneficial trade will positively influence 
involved states’ economies. 
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With such public support in Britain, the pragmatic and business-like 
Trump administration can certainly achieve some progress in rela-
tions with this traditional US ally. Still, all trade issues dealing with 
Europe must overcome certain resistance from the Congress. It is 
clear, therefore, that improvement of American-Chinese relations 
will take time. In any case, it seems, bilateral trade agreements with 
the EU and other states will prevail during the new US administra-
tion, and this can, in a certain degree, contain Chinese ambitions. 
Particularly, attraction of the Central Asians to more profitable alter-
native Western projects can partly restrict the sphere of Chinese ac-
tivity. 
Most obviously, a complex process of coordinating positions and 
conditions of running businesses in the South and Central Asia 
(SCA) is expected. It is clear enough that Donald Trump, having his 
own experience of running big business and being forced now to 
defend US economic and geopolitical interests, will not agree to 
simply follow the BRI ideas. The new President will, undoubtedly, 
advance his own conditions for carrying out trade and guarding the 
routes, and will contain China in trade, financial and, if necessary, in 
military spheres. In other words, he will aspire to preserve and con-
solidate the US leadership in the process. 
Chinese and European engagement with Iran opens wide possibili-
ties for this country to join the trans-Eurasian projects, bypassing 
American sanctions. The progress still depends on the US-Iranian 
strategy.   
From its own side, the European Union, a point of destination for 
the majority of the CA routes, is ready to admit the market status of 
the Chinese economy. However, the 2017 elections in the leading 
Euro- 
pean countries, like Germany, France and Italy, and internal EU cri-
sis could slow down the process of the Western rapprochement with 
China, and, consequently, of realizing joint projects. The tempos of 
transformations depend on the internal situation in each EU country 
and their ability to solve their development problems efficiently. 
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2.5. Turkish policy in Central Asia 
 

General background and tendencies before 2006 
Turkey is one of the most active regional players in Central Asia, 
representing the Islamic world. In comparison to Iran, Turkey is a 
secular Sunni Moslem state (99.8 %)142. 
The country is distinguished by its favourable geographic location, 
has historic, cultural, religious and linguistic ties with the CA region. 
Therefore, Turkey considers itself an ideal model for the Central 
Asian states. 
Ankara’s geopolitical plans are aimed at political and economic inte-
gration of Central Asia and the Caucasus under its auspices, which 
potentially could promote resolution of the internal political prob-
lems, strengthening its status and influence on the international are-
na. In the economic sense, the Turkish strategy foresees guarantee-
ing the Turkish business and access to the Central Asian energy re-
sources and control over the Caspian routes of energy transporta-
tion.  
In the 1990s, the main instrument for the realization of those tasks 
was the US-sponsored export oil pipeline—the BTC project. How-
ever, there were a number of problems on the way of fulfilling the 
Turkish geostrategy in Central Asia. 
Firstly, considerable discrepancies between positions of CA states 
and Turkey became visible143. Initial contacts in the region, based 
on the concept of pan-Turkism, did not bring the expected results 
owing to domination in these countries of purely pragmatic ap-
proach in relations towards its ethnocultural “brother” and unwill-
ingness to have a new tutor in its face. The CA states made a 
choice in favor of developing bilateral relations, restricting them 
predominantly to the spheres of culture and education, construc-
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tion and economy. Cooperation with CA states in the military and 
security sphere did not go out of the limits of Centrazbat exercis-
es. Moreover, negative influence on relations between Turkey and 
Uzbekistan was exerted, particularly, by actions of such illegal re-
ligious organizations as “Nurchi”, headed by Fethullah Gülen. 
Secondly, the inability of Turkey to provide financial, economic 
and political assistance to the CA region and preoccupation with 
its internal political problems and relationships with Europe also 
affected considerably the Turkish status in the region. 
Thirdly, efforts to strengthen Ankara’s stand in the CA region 
through a key factor in the regional security issues, Afghanistan, 
turned out at that period to be ineffective. I think the Westernized 
model of Turkey does not fully correspond to the mentality of the 
Afghan conservative Moslem population. Although later, in the 
2000s, young Afghans, having more contacts with the abroad, were 
becoming increasingly liberal, they still were not the majority in the 
more traditional Afghan population. 
Fourthly, some obstacles on the way of achieving mutual under-
standing with CA states appeared as a result of some elements of 
competition between Russia and Turkey on issues of selecting ener-
gy routes and influence in Central Asia, as well as determination of 
the CA republics to intensify ties with the Western countries without 
any mediators, be it Russian or Turkish assistance. 
And, at last, Turkey has been feeling geopolitical pressure related to 
the EU decision to postpone its membership. The growth of anti-
American spirits in the period of the anti-terrorist campaign and 
strengthening of the Islamic factor inside the country substantially 
influenced the degree of mutual trust between Ankara and Washing-
ton and weakened US influence on Turkish foreign policy. 
Interlacing of the given factors with the internal political issues of 
the country, aspiration to preserve a mutually acceptable balance in 
relations with the Islamic world in conditions of the global anti-
terrorist struggle and vulnerability of Turkey to the threat of religious 
extremism, brought the Turkish establishment to reconsideration of 
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the previous priorities in its policy in favor of the oil-producing 
countries of the Middle East. 
Of special importance among the Middle Eastern countries was 
the Islamic Republic of Iran—a large oil producer and an influen-
tial OIC member. Turkey adhered to the tactic chosen in the 
1980s by Turgut Özal: maintain patience and develop normal rela-
tions with the IRI on the condition that export of the Islamic fun-
damentalism is excluded from the Iranian side. 
In spite of some clear discrepancies, specifically, the anxiety of Iran 
about development of military and political relations between Israel 
and Turkey, Ankara and Tehran had common stands on a series of 
regional security problems, including resistance to Iraq’s breakup 
and the creation of the Kurdish government on its territory. Pragma-
tism of Turkish and Iranian foreign offices was expressed in the fact 
that on the official level they were not rivals, but rather mutually 
compatible allies in the Caucasus and Central Asia. 
Gradually the “struggle of models”144 gave way to sober political and 
economic estimates. Besides, with the advent to power in Turkey of 
the pro-Islamic government of Abdullah Gül, Iran and Turkey sur-
faced new possibilities. 
At that, it was becoming more evident that Ankara and Tehran could 
use their shift towards a moderate, “soft” form of Islam as an in-
strument able to facilitate their cooperation with both the EU states 
and the secular states of Central Asia. New tendencies in Iranian-
Turkish relations could also be traced in the harmonization of their 
bilateral approaches not only towards the CA region but also on is-
sues taking place far from their borders, including the establishment 
of the “just” peace in the Near and Middle East. 
In November 2001, this tendency led to the restoration of supplies 
of the Iranian natural gas to Turkey. In 2003, the volume of the rail-
way cargo transportation between Turkey and Iran increased by 100 
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% in comparison with 2002145. At the same time, both states strove 
to interact on the multilateral basis, that, in particular, was confirmed 
by the projected Iranian-Chinese railroad route through the Central 
Asian region with participation of Ankara. 
It is quite clear that reorientation of the Turkish policy in the 
Middle East was stimulated largely by activation of Iranian-
European contacts and intensification of American-European dis-
crepancies on Iran. During the anti-Iran sanctions period, the 
Turkish government got a chance to strengthen its positions in 
the CA region. However, the growing reorientation of European 
capitals to Iran, bypassing the sanctions, increasingly restricted 
Turkish business activity and reduced the chances for self-
repayment of the BTC project, which is vital for the Turkish in-
terests. In conditions when the sanctions against Iran were gradu-
ally diminishing, Turkey could finally lose the Central Asian mar-
ket—CA states were increasingly orienting towards Eurasian 
powers and the EU to realize their energy projects. In this situa-
tion, cooperation with the West remained a priority in Turkish 
foreign policy. This was also stimulated by pressure from the 
Bush administration146, anxious about the Iranian-Turkish rap-
prochement. 
Nevertheless, a set of complex political, economic, as well as Islamic 
factors, defined the growth of pro-Iranian attitudes in Turkey, which 
was proved by sociological polls147: the barometer of Turkish-Ameri- 
can relations reduced from 28 in 2004 to 20 in 2006, with the Euro-
pean Union—from 52 to 45, while with Iran it rose from 34 to 43. 
At the same time, the allied relations of Ankara and Washington re-
stricted the potential of Turkish relations with Tehran. Construction 
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of the BTC project was significantly restricted by American-
European discrepancies on Iran and, hence, by insufficient funding 
of the project from the EU side. Simultaneously, Ankara tried not to 
complicate its relations with the Caspian player and its economic 
partner—Russia. Moreover, Turkish military and political circles in-
creasingly counted on cooperation with Eurasian states, including 
Russia, to prevent potential instability in Central Asia. This was 
stimulated by the Plan of Actions on Development of Cooperation 
between Russia and Turkey in Eurasia signed on November 16, 
2001. 
Thus, the contours of the new Turkish strategy in Central Asia took 
more distinct character after the beginning of the anti-terrorist cam-
paign in 2001. On the one side, it was obviously oriented at further 
consolidation of the partnership with the Euro-Atlantic community 
and development of multipronged cooperation with Russia, on the 
other—at strengthening Turkish status in the Islamic world, includ-
ing relations with IRI. At that, instead of the frankly pan-Turkist, 
ethno-national and religious propaganda, a more moderate model of 
the “soft Islam” was propagated in Turkey as the most acceptable 
way for the development of the CA states. 
 
2007 to January 2017 
Turkey’s long-term strategy continues to be oriented towards be-
coming a major player that ensures energy security of the European 
countries through diversifying sources of hydrocarbons. In this re-
spect, the country is attributing particular significance to uniting the 
entire Caucasus and Central Asia into a single energy transportation 
system, providing access to Europe through Turkish territory. In the 
context of economic globalization, its unique geographic location 
could make Turkey a major terminal and energy bridge between the 
East and West. 
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US-EU 
The issue of efficient interaction of the Euro-Atlantic and Eurasian 
trends in its foreign policy remain the key problem for Turkey. 
Lately, the US has essentially stopped putting pressure on Ankara’s 
Iranian initiatives. This is explained by compatibility between the 
Iranian-Turkish partnership and Washington’s new regional strategy. 
At the same time, it has become clear that the EU is leaning toward 
revising its policy in favor of Iran and Russia. 
Up to the present, the American expert community148 believed that 
cautious management of the Turkey-EU-Russia-Iran axis might help 
the US to achieve its goals in the Middle East and Eurasia. 
In spite of everything, Washington is sure now that it is Turkey, with 
its strategic location at the juncture of the Black, Mediterranean and 
Marmara Seas, that possesses the role of the regional hegemon. His-
torically, its economy has been the biggest in the Middle East. In the 
future, according to Western assessments, demographic changes, ex-
pected in the world in the next 25 years, will promote the growth of 
the Turkish influence in the CA region. The Turkish population, ac-
cording to forecasts, will be increased by more than 20 %, reaching 
96 million, potentially aiding the successful use of the Turkish “soft 
power” strategy in Central Asia149. Looking for ways to reconcile the 
sides, experts stress the commonality of Turkish and Iranian energy 
and strategic interests—for example, both states are against an inde-
pendent Kurdish state150. 
Ankara, in its turn, thinks it necessary to increase partnership along 
the EU-Turkey-Russia axis. As early as 2013, goods turnover among 
the EU countries, Turkey, and Russia amounted to more than $ 470 
billion151. In all likelihood, the US will also be included in this axis in  
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the future. 
It is no accident that Turkey has been asking during the current dis-
cussions: “Is it right to exert efforts on the Eurasian Union with its 
very vague future when Trans-Atlantic Trade and Investment Part-
nership (TTIP) is eclipsing the future foreign trade policy of so many 
states?” On the other hand, “the Eurasian Union is developing as an 
alternative to the TTIP and Trans-Pacific Partnership. It is precisely 
such forms of partnership among states that will now determine the 
balance of power in the world”152. 
This model places the emphasis on Turkey’s fundamental role in an 
extensive European partnership with Russia’s participation. In so 
doing, experts are clearly ignoring the Iranian factor, which, in my 
opinion, makes the formation of the above-mentioned axis impossi-
ble. Moreover, they do not take into account the deep Russian-
Western and Turkish-European discrepancies. A constructive part-
nership can be realized, at least, after the final settlement of the Ira-
nian and Ukrainian problems, which is not foreseeable in the short 
term. Even in the long term, it will be obviously difficult to reconcile 
a partnership with Turkey competing TTIP and the Eurasian Union, 
especially since TTIP perspectives are still not clear and the Eurasian 
Union is too weak. It will take a long time before both models of 
cooperation can strengthen. 
Turkish significance in the US is linked also to the growth of Islamic 
extremism in the Near East (Iraq and Syria), where Washington’s 
cooperation with Turkey has not yet been successful. The United 
States wants to use the struggle against extremism, particularly, the 
Syrian conflict, to push forward Ankara’s regional role and influence. 
Acknowledging the commonality of the US, Turkish and Saudi in-
terests in using force in Syria, American experts, at the same time, 
point at the difference in approaches of the three states towards 
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Damask. The US strives only for the removal of Syrian President 
Bashar al-Assad. Neither Washington nor Ankara wants a full over-
throw of the regime itself, lest jihadists come to power. But Saudi 
Arabia is pursuing a more aggressive policy. Using jihadists, Riyadh 
is striving to remove the Allawi’s regime that would allow it to fight 
against Tehran’s influence.153 Meanwhile, joint Turkish-US opera-
tions against IS did not bring the desired result. The main obstacle, 
in the experts’ view, has been the failure to coordinate a joint Wash-
ington-Ankara approach. Both sides were disappointed with each 
other154. 
Besides, the failed July 16, 2016, military coup in Turkey has further 
complicated Turkish-Western relations. Ankara is in no condition 
now to curb inflows of migrants to Europe. Europeans, in their turn, 
are not ready to deal with a renewed immigration crisis, as they are 
absorbed with growing nationalistic and anti-globalistic tendencies in 
the European countries. 
The results of recent sociological polls demonstrate the state of the 
Turkish relations with the West eloquently: 64 % of participants do 
not even aspire for the EU membership, and 78 % do not consider 
the US and NATO to be Turkey’s strategic allies155. 
Nevertheless, Turkey’s foreign minister has recently stressed that 
“Nobody can ignore the role of the United States. And this is a prin-
cipled position of Turkey.”156 Washington was invited to the new 
Syria peace talks being organized by Moscow and Ankara in Astana. 
In its turn, the White House noted that “Turkey is an important ally 
of NATO. We’ve got benefits from the union with Turkey, and we,  
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quite obviously, value this partnership and obligations, which they’ve  
taken on the struggle against IS”157. 
Thus, Turkish relations with the US and EU are not unambiguous. 
The situation in Syria and the latest internal political events, in fact, 
drove Turkey into a political corner. In these conditions, Ankara is 
increasingly relying on Russian support. However, to balance its pol-
icy and achieve its proclaimed geopolitical goals and energy interests, 
it needs to preserve the union with the Euro-Atlantic community as 
well. Hence, Turkish positive gestures towards the US. In its turn, 
the new US administration has to take into account the Turkish stra-
tegic role in maintaining American positions and fight against terror-
ism in this important part of the world. All the more important be-
cause of American relations with other influential Moslem powers—
Iran and Saudi Arabia—are not clear-cut, and the US needs a trust-
worthy ally in the Islamic world. 
 
Russia 
Turkish-Iranian partnership in no way contradicts Moscow’s inter-
ests; the latter is interested, among other things, in strengthening the 
secular form of Islam on its southern frontiers. Ankara, in turn, is 
trying not to complicate relations with this key Caspian player and its 
economic partner. Russia occupied the second place after the EU 
among Turkey’s economic partners. However, the volume of bilat-
eral trade began declining to $ 32 billion in 2013 and reached, in the 
first six months of 2016, only $ 8.5 billion158. This, in experts’ view, 
was explained by the economic crisis in Russia and the November 
2015 crisis between the two countries. At the moment, Turkish 
companies still have about $ 10 billion of investments in Russia and 
officials are sure to reach the $ 100 billion goal in 2019 or 2020. 
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On the whole, relations between Russia and Turkey are developing 
quite propitiously in trade, investments, tourism, security (primarily 
in the Black Sea region), and so on. It is not surprising, in that re-
spect, that Turkish security interests and energy dependence on 
Moscow and Tehran even after introducing Russian sanctions 
against Turkey (concerning knocked-off CU-24 jet) led to restoration 
of the Turkish-Russian relations and did not radically influence 
Turkish interaction with them. 
Within this tendency, a visit of the Russian Minister of Foreign Af-
fairs Sergey Lavrov to Baku took place. It happened just a few days 
after the reconciliation of the Turkish and Russian Presidents Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan and Vladimir Putin, on July 11-12. Russia is most 
probably attempting to revive indirectly the idea of the Eurasian 
Economic Union in a new format through conflict resolution in the 
region (long-lasting Karabakh issue), stimulating Turkish and Iranian 
activities in the regions of the Caucasus and Central Asia, as well as 
joining their efforts in the topical security spheres. However, this will 
certainly not be an easy process owing to the following factors:  

▪ Russia and Turkey are the main contenders for influence in 
CA within the Eurasianism-pan-Turkism line. Turkey’s growing in-
fluence in CA means there are still challenges relating to the differ-
ences in the positions of the regional countries regarding their Tur-
kic unity.  

▪ Contradictions in Syria. Moscow accused Ankara of support-
ing such terrorist organizations as IS and “Jabhat-al-Nusra”. In its 
turn, Turkey criticized Russia for providing Syria with military sup-
port.159 

▪ Bilateral competition continuation in raw hydrocarbon trans-
portation. Ankara is striving to reduce dependence of the Turkish 
economy on Russian gas (around 60 % of gas deliveries to Turkey 
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come from Russia)160. In this respect, Turkey is examining energy 
cooperation with Iran as the optimal alternative corresponding to its 
Middle Eastern plans. In their turn, Iranian experts161 are favoring 
transportation of Central Asia’s natural gas by Southern route to Eu-
rope through Iran and Turkey. And the European Union and, con-
sequently, the United States wants to make Iran the main gas suppli-
er. 

▪ Russia and Turkey do not see eye to eye on Ukraine. For ex-
ample, Turkey is in favor of Ukraine’s integrity and independence 
and has no intention of recognizing the results of the Crimean refer-
endum held on March 16, 2014162. 

▪ Russian efforts are developing simultaneously with the Euro-
Atlantic efforts to solve the long-lasting Karabakh issue, but it is still 
not clear who can suggest the best option to settle the problem. The 
situation is exacerbated by the fact that Azerbaijan and Armenia co-
operate both with Russia and the Euro-Atlantic community, and 
they need to balance their relations. 
On the other side, there are also factors in favor of Russian policy: 

▪ In Central Asia and the Caucasus, there is an interest in regu-
lating Russian-Turkish relations due to their negative influence on 
economic and security situation in the region. This is demonstrated, 
for instance, in Baku’s assistance in normalizing Moscow-Ankara 
relations163. Realization of big scale Silk Road projects allows Azer-
baijan to become a transit center and a regional hub. In this regard, 
Turkish leaders proposed such formats as Azerbaijan-Turkey-Kaza- 
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khstan and Azerbaijan-Turkey-Russia164.  

▪ The tendency of improving Turkish-Iranian relations, starting 
in early 2000s, has been solidifying now. As an Iranian expert165 
stresses, Erdogan is “a better option than the rest”. 

▪ Russia finds a “window of opportunities” in energy politics. 
The matter is that tension in Russian-Turkish relations has not 
touched the energy issue. Turkey is still the second gas market for 
the “Gazprom” after Germany166. Now Moscow and Ankara have 
renewed once suspended negotiations on the natural gas pipeline 
project Turkish Stream. 

▪ Two members of the Minsk group, France and the US, have 
been absorbed with their own problems—terrorists and presidential 
elections. Political uncertainty and internal problems, therefore, can, 
most probably, protract the process of conflict resolution even dur-
ing the Trump administration. 

▪ Iranian-US relations are not stable enough and depend on the 
will of the American lawmakers, which brings the process of final 
lifting of Iranian sanctions under question. 
That leaves Russia some space to act in its own interests and to con-
solidate security and economic links with Caucasian and Central 
Asian states, as well as with Iran and Turkey. In the case of success, 
Russian endeavors could signify stability and economic progress on 
the territories of Russia, the Caucasus, Middle East and Central Asia. 
This could contribute as well to activation of regional trade along the 
“North-South” and other mutually beneficial routes.  
However, to settle bigger international issues and deal with Islamic 
terrorism and another splash of interstate tension, the Obama ad-
ministration tried to avoid any military conflicts in the region and 
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positively assessed Russian-Turkish reconciliation. Russian-Turkish 
cooperation in Syria, in case it is supplemented by coordinated 
American-Russian actions, could be productive and speed up the 
resolution of the Syrian crisis. In particular, because Turkey is obvi-
ously not inclined, despite the present-day tension, to distance itself 
from the Euro-Atlantic community - its NATO allies. Neither the 
US nor the EU wants this, keeping in mind their abovementioned 
geoeconomic and geopolitical interests and assessments of the Turk-
ish regional role. 
The current Turkish foreign policy with regard to the CIS states re-
flects its ambitions to preserve both Eurasian and Trans-Atlantic 
vectors in its strategy. To guarantee its energy security, the cabinet of 
Erdogan tries to diversify its energy supplies and is negotiating on 
this issue not only with Azerbaijan and Iran but also with Iraqi Kur-
distan, Algeria, Qatar and Israel. 
Meanwhile, the key issues in Turkish-Russian relations are the reso-
lutions of their discrepancies in Syria and agreeing on Turkish stream 
(see p. 3.1). 
 
China 
An interesting role in these processes has been played by China. 
Chinese priorities are, first of all, its security and economic develop-
ment. In this regard, it does not bind itself by purely regional obliga-
tions and proceeds by cooperating, despite the political frictions, 
with the United States and its allies—Turkey and Saudi Arabia (see 
below). 
So, rapprochement between China and Turkey has lately been ob-
served. The closeness of their stands on settling of a series of inter-
national problems, for instance, realizing the Silk Road projects and 
on issues of regional security, became the point of contact for the 
two countries. 
China is Turkey’s 3rd trade partner after Germany and Russia 
worldwide and first trade partner in the Far East. Goods turnover 
between Turkey and China was equal to more than $ 27 billion in 
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2015.167 Western experts think that the recent visits by Erdogan to 
Beijing and Xi Jinping to Turkey show the blossoming of relations 
between the two countries. Beijing and Ankara are holding talks on 
cooperation in different spheres (nuclear energy, trade, infrastructure 
projects, and the military) that prescribe, among other things, Tur-
key’s assistance in the development of Xinjiang. 
It is obvious, no matter how we explain the ongoing cooperation 
among Turkey, the US and China, that a methodical progress on 
possible combination of the American and Chinese Silk Road pro-
jects is present. Thereupon, these countries will naturally be aspiring 
to demilitarization and stabilization in the areas of their interests, 
opening a way for dialogue and trade-off with Russia and Iran, and 
corresponding to the CA states’ interests. 
 
Turkish approaches towards Central Asia 
Meanwhile, the Turkish society has lately been actively discussing the 
country’s development paths. These discussions have been generated 
by the inefficiency of the country’s Middle East strategy, on the one 
hand, and by the ongoing tension between Russia and Ukraine, on 
the other. 
The main disputes have revolved around which development path 
Turkish society will choose—religious, ethnoreligious, nonconform-
ist,168 or secular, and how this will influence the country’s foreign 
policy preferences. Influential experts are favouring secular devel-
opment and believe that the country’s priorities should be multidi-
mensional and pragmatic. They should also keep in mind the need to 
integrate the country into the global governance processes in the 
21st century169. 
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From this viewpoint, Ankara has been refocusing its attention on the 
CA region, which it sees as a means for achieving its long-term geo-
political goals. It has chosen an institutional approach, with emphasis 
on the Turkish Agency on Cooperation and Development under the 
prime minister of Turkey (TICA), as an instrument of its foreign 
policy. TICA’s main goal is advancement, to balance Iranian and 
Russian influence, of Turkish experience with market economy and 
democratization through the so-called “Turkish model” of develop-
ment sponsored by the West170. 
Therefore, in autumn 2007, then prime minister Erdogan initiated a 
political union of Turkic-speaking states to coordinate their efforts 
in key vectors of foreign policy. In June 2014, at the 4th summit of 
the Turkish Council, a Declaration “Turkish Council—Modern Silk 
Road” was signed. Besides economic partnership, Turkey continues 
to develop military and technical cooperation with the CA states (in-
cluding within NATO) and interaction on issues of security and 
peaceful reconstruction of Afghanistan. 
Still, Turkish influence in the region has been uneven. In the energy 
field, Ankara has been giving preference, first of all, to energy-
producing countries—Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan. 
Kazakhstan is one of the most important Turkic states in the Turk-
ish regional strategy. Its importance is determined by Turkey’s po-
tential integration with the Eurasian region. Bilateral trade volume 
between Turkey and Kazakhstan reached 2 billion dollars in total in 
2015 and is expected to rise to $ 10 billion. Turkey is the 17th largest 
investor in Kazakhstan, in terms of capitalization and the 4th largest 
country in terms of investments excluding energy171. On February 6, 
2016, the Turkish prime minister Ahmed Davutoglu visited Kazakh-
stan. 
Concurrently, Turkish companies are participating in building infra- 
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structure at the port of Turkmenbashi ($ 2 billion)172. Goods turno-
ver between these countries reached, in 2013, $ 3.6 billion173. But in 
2015, exports and imports from Turkey to Turkmenistan amounted, 
respectively, to $ 1.85 billion and $ 557 million174.  
At the same time, Ankara’s entire regional strategy, in fact, largely 
depends оn spontaneous and fortuitous cooperation with Uzbeki-
stan, which is the largest post-Soviet CA state in terms of popula-
tion. Turkish relations with this country, as it was noted, have not 
been developing properly.  
During the last years, the situation has gradually begun to improve. 
In particular, Turkey is one of Uzbekistan’s five largest foreign trade 
partners. In 2015, the volume of mutual trade turnover amounted to 
$ 1.2 billion and the volume of Turkish investments to Uzbek econ-
omy exceeded $ 1billion175. On July10–12, 2014, then the Turkish 
minister of foreign affairs Ahmet Davutoglu paid an official visit to 
Uzbekistan. 
However, the most favourable conditions for Ankara’s rapproche-
ment with this geostrategically important regional country have been 
formed by the period after advent to power of the new Uzbek Presi-
dent Shavkat Mirziyoev. 
First, President Erdogan’s cabinet has lately taken a very negative 
stance against the illegal religious organizations like “Nurchi” headed 
by Gulen. This has removed from the agenda a significant barrier 
that previously hampered relations with Uzbekistan. 
Secondly, as it was noted, Turkish Pan-Turkist rhetoric has been 
moderated, taking into account the Iranian factor and presence of 
Farsi-speaking people in the CA states (Tajikistan and Uzbeki-
stan). 
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Thirdly, under the growing Turkish-Western tension and ambigu-
ous relations with Saudi Arabia and other states, Middle Eastern 
problems (Syria, Iraq, etc.) required a search for allies and eco-
nomic partners. Therefore, Erdogan has finally reviewed his poli-
cy in favor of Eurasia, where Uzbekistan should become the main 
link in Turkish relations with Central Asia. 
Within this context, Erdogan’s visit to Uzbekistan took place in No-
vember 2016. The two sides think this signified the beginning of a 
new era in bilateral relations. 
However, there is a series of challenges left that they have to deal 
with. 
In particular, Turkish pluralism and excessive democracy in religious 
matters is not applicable for the CA countries at the stage of their 
transformation, low level of theological knowledge and socioeco-
nomic instability in the context of the growing global challenges and 
threats. Owing to this, the majority of CA states are not accepting 
various forms of Turkish Islamism, instead being inclined to refer 
Islamism, separatism and Pan-Turkism to different radical interna-
tional groups, including IS. This is raising anxiety in CA, especially if 
we take into account the number of all kinds of refugees on the terri-
tory of Turkey: 103,000 from Iraq (2014) and 2,992,567 from Syria 
(2017) 176. Open CA citizens’ access to Turkey has already created 
possibilities for their recruiting and delivery to the Syrian borders177. 
On the other side, Turkey was previously involved into the Shia-
Sunni counteraction on the side of Saudi Arabia. It formally sup-
ported some radical groups in Syria. Today, although its stand on 
Syria has partially softened, it continues to diverge from the Iranian 
and Russian stands, which is reflected also in the level of mutual un-
derstanding with CA states—Russian strategic partners in the issues 
of struggle against radical movements.  
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And lastly, Turkey does not have sufficient economic and military 
potential to render significant aid to CA countries in order to im-
plement and protect a transportation and transit system. In this 
sense, it should, perhaps, find some compromise with other Central 
Asian actors—Russia, the US and the EU.  
At the same time, an attractive aspect, both for the West and the 
Caucasus and Central Asian states, is the domination of a secular 
moderate form of Islam in Turkey. In this regard, CA states and 
Turkey have, besides everything else, common tasks of struggling 
against terrorism and extremism, achievement of stability and well-
being of the regional states. 
The rapprochement with Iran is latently, but steadily growing during 
the Syrian crisis. It is worth mentioning Iranian President Rouhani’s 
visit to Turkey on June 9-10, 2014. 
Still, some experts are pointing to the incompatibility of Pan-Turkic 
ideology and Iranian-Turkish partnership in CA. They also admit 
potential and mutually advantageous cooperation between the two 
countries within the framework of the projected Silk Road routes. 
Experts think that both countries need to build a model of relations 
under which cooperation would be superior to the competition 
while taking into account national interests178. 
Attempts to build such a model were reflected in the increase in 
goods turnover between Iran and Turkey; in 2013 it topped $ 8 bil-
lion in the energy sphere alone179. However, ambiguity of the Irani-
an-Turkish relations still demonstrated itself in the ups and downs of 
their economic relations. The volume of trade, for instance, fell from 
$ 13.71 billion in 2014 to $ 2.94 billion in 2016180. 
By spring 2016, discontent with the Syrian strategy of the leading 
powers promoted next round of rapprochement between Ankara 
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and Tehran. On March 5, Turkish prime minister Davutoglu arrived 
in Iran, which supposedly opened a new chapter in the bilateral rela-
tions. Iranian experts think that: 

▪ in the period after adoption of the JCPOA on July 14, 2015, 
Iran should take advantage of the new geopolitical realities and bal-
ance its relations with the leading world powers181, removing strate-
gic discrepancies, especially with the United States. This will allow 
for concentration on the issues of development and economic pro-
gress. Turkey, in its turn, is anxious about geopolitical consequences 
of this period— the growth of Iran and its participation in the reso-
lution of the Syrian crisis which cannot correspond to the Turkish 
interests. 

▪ Imbalance in the Middle East, specifically in favor of Saudi 
Arabia, will negatively influence Turkey. Leadership and hegemony 
of the Saudi Kingdom in the Arab world contradicts Turkish neo-
Ottoman policy. Rapprochement with Iran, despite their Syrian dis-
crepancies, is playing a positive role, that allows opposition to the 
growth of Iranian influence and unilateralism in the regional poli-
cy182, concentration on the struggle against terrorism and construc-
tive steps on uniting the Moslem world. 

▪ Problems of bilateral relations are of tactical character and 
not necessarily strategic, as cthere are no ideological contradictions 
in them. The sides have growing common economic and energy 
needs. Turkey is the gate for Iran to Europe, whereas Iran is a gate 
for Turkey to Asia. There is a possibility to coordinate investment 
flows and bank sphere, creating a serious mechanism to practically 
implement bilateral partnership. Moreover, Tehran can become a 
mediator in regulating relations between Ankara and Moscow183. 
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It appears that similar considerations, in any case, will prevail in the 
process of regulating the Syrian crisis and during any outburst of the 
Iranian-Turkish tension. Historical, cultural and demographic close-
ness of both states to CA states plays not a small part in this process. 
Turkey and Iran have to take into account mutual interests in the 
region, especially keeping in mind Turkish energy dependence on 
possible future supplies of energy resources from Central Asia and 
Iran, the fight against terrorism and building common regional 
transportation and transit network. In turn, active Iranian and Turk-
ish presence in Central Asia can fulfill the role of balancers in the 
CA region, taking into account the forecasted growth of the Chinese 
influence. Here, potential activation of partnership within the Eura-
sian Union is still topical. 
 

2.6. Pakistani-Saudi factor in Central Asia 
 
General background and tendencies before 2006 
Another Iranian rival for political and economic influence in Cen-
tral Asia is the Islamic Republic of Pakistan—one of the key US 
allies in Central Asia. This is preconditioned, among other things, 
by the presence of Shia diaspora in Pakistan (10–15 %) and in Af-
ghanistan (10–15 %)184. 
Islamabad also sees itself as a regional power and a “gate” to the 
Indian Ocean and the world markets for Central Asian countries. 
In addition, Pakistan has been securing its long-term geopolitical 
aims in Central Asia—integration with the region’s countries and 
drawing them into its geopolitical orbit. 
Afghanistan has always been regarded as the best geo-economic 
point of access to Central Asia. It comes as no surprise, therefore, 
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that Islamabad tried to strengthen its influence on Kabul. It was 
working hard to regain its lost position in Afghanistan by becoming 
actively involved in its economic and political rehabilitation; it also 
worked on possible inclusion of the pro-Pakistani forces into the 
new Afghan government. It was expected that the Turkmenistan-
Afghanistan-Pakistan gas pipeline and the related transportation pro-
jects designed to give the land-locked partners access to the Pakistani 
ports of Karachi and Gwadar would play a great role in the process. 
As to Iran, extreme weakening and marginalization of Pakistan due 
to the loss of its former positions in Afghanistan and politico-
economic crisis in the country can potentially destabilize the whole 
region, including IRI. Hence, the flexible Tehran’s strategy, doing its 
best to maintain flexible economic and security cooperation with Pa-
kistan. Simultaneously, it tried to preserve its domination in Central 
Asia185. 
In December 2002, the first visit in ten years of then Iranian Presi-
dent Mohammad Khatami to Pakistan took place. It became a turn-
ing point in the bilateral relations. The same year, both sides signed 
an agreement on delivery of the Iranian gas to Pakistan. Islamabad 
promised to provide necessary guarantees of security for the gas 
pipeline from Iran to India through the Pakistani territory. 
However, the US policy, directed at international isolation of Iran, 
was the most serious obstacle in the way of this project. In doing 
this, Washington relied on: 

▪ the Pakistan-Saudi tandem—immediately after September 
2001 events, the US decided that it would be more effective186 to 
combine its aid to Pakistan with contacts with other Moslem coun-
tries in the expectation that this combination would help to address 
and resolve a wide range of problems (primarily stabilization in Af-
ghanistan). When applied, however, this aggravated the Shia-Sunni 
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disagreements and invigorated regional rivalry between Iran and 
Saudi Arabia. 

▪ economic instruments used to force Islamabad to select busi-
ness partners suggested by Washington. Pakistan, as the main recipi-
ent of American financial aid, was living under constant pressure 
from Washington, which torpedoed all economic projects with Teh-
ran. It did not like the plans to build an Iranian-Pakistani gas pipeline 
under the agreement signed in 2002: Washington suspected that 
Tehran would spend the money thus earned on international terror-
ists and proliferation of WMD. 
The factor of tension in American-Pakistani relations, also produc-
ing anxiety of CA states, is domination of religious radical move-
ments like the Taliban, incorporation of the representatives of these 
groups into governmental and military structures, and their quite 
possible link with radical elements in the Middle Eastern coun-
tries187. The Taliban has been supposedly linked with Saudi radical 
Wahhabis. It is commonly believed that they first appeared in reli-
gious seminaries—mostly paid for by money from Saudi Arabia—
which preached a hard line form of Sunni Islam. 
Indeed, internal instability in Pakistan, closely connected with the 
Afghan crisis, does not favor international partnership. To illustrate 
trends in this period, trade between Pakistan and Iran in 2003–2004 
constituted only about $ 376.3 million188. 
There are also continuing political contradictions between India and 
Pakistan. Delhi, taking into account internal situation in Iran and be-
ing under strong Washington’s pressure, expressed lack of confi-
dence in financial justifiability of the Iranian-Pakistani energy pro-
ject189. 
The visit to Islamabad by the head of the Iranian Ministry of For-
eign Affairs Manouchehr Mottaki on December 14-16, 2005, put 
new accents in the complex Iranian-Pakistani relations. Tehran, in 
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the opinion of Russian experts190, distinctly signaled to Islamabad 
that Pakistan in the future could become the main Iranian ally in 
the South Asian region. As an Islamic state working on its own 
nuclear program, it expected real assistance from Pakistan, includ-
ing in the framework of the International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA). In its turn, Islamabad called on Washington to find a dip-
lomatic solution to the Iranian issue191. 
For CA states, development of economic cooperation between Paki-
stan and Iran bears positive character, as it can contribute to the sta-
bilization of the region and offer possibilities of using Iranian-
Pakistani potential in the joint regional projects with participation of 
CA states. This circumstance, to a certain extent, neutralizes their 
competition in the sphere of energy transportation. However, con-
frontation between various religious and political currents, ethnical 
and tribal contradictions and the unsolved territorial dispute between 
Pakistan and India are constant sources of instability in Central Asia, 
able to trigger local military conflicts. At that, both the pro-American 
policy of Pakistan in conditions of Iranian-American confrontation 
and anti-American solidarity of the radical Islamic organizations in 
IRP and IRI bring in an element of instability and distrust in the CA 
region. 
 
2007 to January 2017  
The security of Central and South Asia, the Middle East, and the CIS  
continues to depend on the level of relations between the Islamic 
Republic of Pakistan and the Islamic Republic of Iran, as well as on 
the strategy the latter pursues in the so-called AfPak zone. 
 
Interests, challenges and threats 
In the context of the intensifying instability and geopolitical struggle 
around CA, heated immediately before and after the NATO with-
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drawal from Afghanistan, Iranian and Pakistani security interests 
demand support of the regional balance of powers. They need mu-
tual cooperation in a settlement of the Afghan crisis, struggle against 
drug trafficking and resolution of the refugee issues, preventing or-
ganized crime, etc. Moreover, both sides are extremely interested in 
the advancement of a comprehensive regional partnership, whether 
it is the US-sponsored NSR project or Chinese BRI. 
Success in this issue totally depends on the realization of the trans-
portation and transit routes connecting CA with South and South-
Western Asia and Europe. This could help Iran and Pakistan to 
overcome the current economic crisis and stimulate growth of the 
Iranian and Pakistani economies. 
Anxious about the possible spread of instability to the territory of 
Iran, Tehran is trying to implement a flexible strategy, aimed at bilat-
eral cooperation with Pakistan in the security and economy areas, 
while aspiring to preserve the dominating stand in CA. Iran has re-
cently activated diplomatic work aimed at the extension of cargo 
transit from the CA states through its own territory. With this in 
mind, ten rounds of talks with representatives of the railroad offices 
of CA states were held. 
Islamabad figures prominently in Tehran’s plans relating to the re-
gional transportation routes and hydrocarbon pipelines from Central 
Asia to Europe and Asia. With this in mind, Iran has recently 
launched modernization of Pakistani railways in the border areas. 
On the other hand, closer economic cooperation between Iran and 
Pakistan may decrease the conflict potential in Central Asia and 
around it, and accelerate regional economic growth. So far, full-scale 
economic cooperation between Tehran and Islamabad cannot be 
realized due to the following factors: Iranian-American; American-
Russian; Saudi; Chinese; Afghan; Indo-Pakistani. 
 
US-Iran  
A staunch negative Iranian principle towards any foreign interfer-
ence in the region revealed itself in strong Iranian disagreement with 
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the American military presence in Afghanistan after 2014. Pakistan, 
on the other hand, is a strategic partner of the United States, and 
which has always depended on Washington for its security and eco-
nomic status, and status as one of the main “foes” of the Iranian 
conservative establishment. 
The United States’ efforts to keep Iran isolated and prevent its closer 
relations with Pakistan in practice led to:  

▪ strengthening of the Shia-Sunni divergences and exacerbation 
of the Iranian-Saudi regional rivalry, which found its expression at 
the beginning of the military conflict in Yemen; 

▪ incompleteness, due to the sanctions, of the strategically im-
portant gas pipeline between Iran and Pakistan. Today Iran has 
completed its part of the gas pipeline project with a total investment 
of above $2 billion of investment, Pakistan has fallen behind the tar-
get to take delivery of gas, initially scheduled for 2014192; 

▪ possible interference of the secret services of the United 
States and the Gulf countries in terrorist groups’ activities in the 
zones of the planned Iranian-Pakistani pipelines. Some believe that 
these groups might have been involved in terrorist actions in the 
provinces of Sistan and Baluchistan; 

▪ further exacerbation of Indian-Pakistani relations (see below). 
The conclusion of th1e Vienna Agreement on July 14, 2015, pro-
vides Iran and Pakistan with the possibility to renew and speed up 
the suspended energy cooperation. Both countries are interested in 
continuing a series of economic projects, including import of elec-
tricity, export of wheat and construction of railroads193, and TAPI. 
The tendency is reinforced by Tehran’s approval of the Pakistani 
stand with regard to Iran and the Moslem world, including its posi-
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tion on Yemen.  On the whole, Iran wants to use the nuclear agree-
ment as an instrument to promote regional stability and balance ge-
opolitical interests. Therefore, Tehran is ready to overcome disa-
greements with Saudi Arabia and Persian Gulf states, welcomes the 
Afghan government’s rapprochement with Pakistan and involve-
ment of Islamabad into negotiations with the Afghan Taliban194. 
On August 14, 2015, the Iranian Ministry of Foreign Affairs declared 
simplification of customs procedures in relations with Pakistan. 
Moreover, transit from CA states to Pakistan by Iranian railroads has 
received 40 % discount195. Bilateral trade volume was around $ 1.6 
billion annually before international sanctions on Iran, which was, 
however, recently reduced to $ 300 million196. Now Iran and Paki-
stan are negotiating an increase of trade within the frameworks of a 
Free Trade Agreement (FTA) and energy partnership. It is anticipat-
ed that the Iranian-Pakistani trade will soon increase to $ 5 billion. 
However, the gas import is still under the sanctions’ influence. De-
spite the reached agreements on widening bilateral trade, Pakistani 
gas export was reduced to $ 128 million by March 2016197. 
 
The cornerstones of a mutually advantageous partnership 
In spite of the strong Trump administration’s opposition to the 
Obama strategy, anti-Iranian sanctions will, most likely, be removed 
in full. Washington understands that “voting no deprives … a future 
President of bargaining power over the Iranians. It isolates us in the 
world. And it allows Iran to move further toward a nuclear weap- 
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on”198. It is clear that no one is interested in such a scenario. 
Objectively, contradictions and barriers do not remove commonality 
of interests in CA from the agenda. In this regard, the following 
tendencies can be stressed. 
1) Since liquidating the Taliban’s regime in Afghanistan in 2001, 
Iran and Pakistan have achieved certain progress in unfreezing bilat-
eral relations. Two main reasons explain this: gas dependence of Pa-
kistan and instability at the border between the two countries. 
2) The prevailing anti-American mood in the Pakistani society 
(according to the assessments of the Pew Research Center in 2014, 
only 14 % of the population feel sympathy towards the US199), to-
gether with a certain degree of Islamic solidarity, that supposedly, 
can facilitate dialogue with Tehran. 
3) Pakistan, Iran and Afghanistan are interested in mutually ben- 
eficial reintegration with the regions of SCA and the Persian Gulf 
area, advocate the extension of transit and trade, encourage invest-
ments into the private sector, and support the development of infra-
structure, transportation and communications200. 
Therefore, Pakistan actively participates in the execution of the 
Heart of Asia regional process and successfully conducted a regular 
conference of this forum in Autumn 2015. In February 2016, the 
sixth annual session of the Pakistani-American Strategic Dialogue at 
the ministerial level was held. The officially declared goal of the US-
Pakistani Dialogue is the achievement of regional and international 
security and stability. Their key interests are reflected in the work of 
their six working groups, including energy, security, strategic stability 
and non-proliferation; defense issues; securing law and order and 
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fight against terrorism, and others. Both sides are interested201 in es-
tablishing strategic stability in South Asia, in more efficient actions 
against various types of extremists, first of all, against IS/Daesh, and 
in advancing bilateral cooperation between Pakistan and Afghani-
stan. 
The majority of the regional security issues, discussed today by the 
US and Pakistan, correspond to Tehran’s interests as well. This is 
contributing nowadays to the reduction of conflict potential and 
IRI’s constructive cooperation with the CA states. 
 
The US-Russia  
American-Russian discrepancies, as it was noted, largely define the 
geopolitics in SCA, and the Near and Middle East. In the context of 
these interstate discrepancies, Washington and Moscow are periodi-
cally looking for Pakistan’s support in their AfPak area policy. Here, 
in this region, where Islamabad’s policy plays an important role, the 
destiny of the NSR is being solved now. 
It is no accident that two factors— the establishment of strategic 
partnership between India and Washington and the increase of the 
Pakistani Taliban’s significance in stabilization processes of Afghani-
stan — have switched Russian attention to Pakistan202. This was tak-
ing place in the context of cooling US-Pakistani relations (after at-
tacks of the American pilotless vehicles, troops transportation, etc.). 
Correspondingly, Iranian-Pakistani relations were becoming less 
strained— obvious in the absence of any significant bilateral conflict. 
On the verge of withdrawal from Afghanistan, the US became more 
aware of the Pakistani key role in the issues of regional stabilization. 
Next change of accents in the regional geopolitics was connected to 
the Ukrainian events. After the referendum in Crimea on March 16, 
                                                           
201 “U.S.-Pakistan Strategic Dialogue. Joint Statement, Media Note. Office of the Spokesperson. 
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2014, and its annexation to Russia, the West, led by the US, intro-
duced tough sanctions against Russia. The hardly built American-
Russian partnership on Afghanistan was under threat. This influ-
enced realization of Iranian-Pakistani projects and activity of the 
Russian-Pakistani group on fighting terrorism. The Iranian stand, 
officially supporting Moscow’s course, contradicted silent neutrality 
of the US ally—Pakistan. 
On this point, American experts203 advised regarding Pakistan not 
only in the context of the US Afghan policy but mainly through the 
prism of forming the new US relationships with Asia. The serious-
ness of the US intentions was confirmed by the talks on regional se-
curity and bilateral relations between Sartaj Aziz, national security 
advisor and the key advisor on foreign policy to Prime Minister Na-
waz Sharif, and US Secretary of State John Kerry, which took place 
in Washington on January 27, 2014. Later the Asian Development 
Bank, which is mostly influenced by the US, provided $ 30 million 
assistance for Islamabad to complete its first terminal204. 
Thus, Washington does everything to impede the Russian regional 
strategy and to enlist support of the key regional actors in its SCA 
policy. 
 
China 
In search of an alternative financial sponsor and partner on security 
issues, Pakistan is turning towards China. On July 30, 2015, the sixth 
round of the Chinese-Pakistani strategic dialogue, aimed to promote 
construction of the Chinese-Pakistani economic corridor and deepen 
comprehensive business cooperation between the sides, was held. 
Pakistani-Chinese military and political partnership, which includes 
delivery of weapons, assistance in the modernization of the Pakistani 
military forces and deployment of the Beijing’s military naval base in 
Gwadar, is strongly irritating Iran. Additionally, one can add here the 

                                                           
203 Daniel S. Markey, “Reorienting U.S. Pakistan Strategy: From Af-Pak to Asia”, Council on Foreign 
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possibility of use of military forces against Shia diaspora in Pakistan. 
A factor of anxiety for Tehran is also Chinese participation in the 
construction of the competing transport projects, linking the country 
with CA. 
Such barriers restrain, to some degree, the fulfillment of the Iranian-
Pakistani projects, at least until the complete lifting of the sanctions. 
To remove these discrepancies, China and Pakistan are striving to 
add Iran to their combined cooperation efforts. For instance, it is 
possible that Iran’s participation in the Gwadar Pakistani-Chinese 
project can become an event of regional scope205. 
Indeed, I think, both traditional Chinese-Pakistani and Iranian-
Chinese cooperation correspond to Chinese Silk Road initiatives, 
hence, first of all, Chinese interests. Pakistan supports Chinese-led 
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (where Iran is one of the 
founders!) and the Silk Road Fund. In the long run, Pakistan can be-
come the main beneficiary of the Gwadar project due to the use of 
its transit possibilities and subsequent stimulation of the country’s 
service, infrastructure and industry sectors (see p. 3.2). 
 
Afghanistan 
The country’s role is very important in new transit projects through 
the territory of Afghanistan to the world markets (see more on 
Trans-Afghan projects in p. 3.1 and 3.2). At the moment, the most 
disturbing point hampering their realization is the Afghan-Pakistani 
dispute, which we will discuss below. Without its resolution, one 
cannot speak of any transit projects in Afghanistan. Simultaneously, 
the country is still a target of rivalry between Pakistan and Iran. 
In addition to what has been mentioned earlier (see p. 2.1., Afghani-
stan) we can illustrate the scope of the Afghan problem affecting 
both countries by such figures as the 2.4 million of Afghan refugees 
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camping in Iran and 2.6 million – in Pakistran206, according to 2014 
data.  
The US State Department set up an Afghanistan and Pakistan Stra-
tegic Partnership Office. The US and Pakistan, however, have very 
different ideas about the future development of Afghanistan. Tehran 
would particularly like to see the Shia community of Afghanistan be-
ing afforded wider rights. Islamabad, in turn, with its own political 
ambitions, believes that the interests of the Taliban should be taken 
into account to stabilize relations between Pakistan and Afghanistan. 
The very different ideological approaches and preferences of Iran 
and Pakistan explain their very different approaches to what the Tal-
iban is doing. Iran cannot accept the philosophy of the Taliban, 
whose representatives live predominantly in Pakistan and partly in 
Afghanistan. The Afghan insurgents could not have thrived without 
sanctuary in Pakistan, whose main intelligence service, the Inter-
Services Intelligence (ISI) directorate, cultivated them in the 1990s 
and maintained ties to them after 2001207.  The situation in Pakistan 
is complicated by rivalry of two parties—the Pakistan Moslem 
League (PML Nawaz Group) and the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf party 
founded by Imran Khan—which might strengthen the Taliban on 
the lookout for an opportunity to seize power. 
The recent split among the ranks of Taliban after the death of the 
Taliban’s leader Mullah Omar is endangering the whole process of 
the currently ongoing peaceful negotiations with Taliban. In experts’ 
opinions, the new Taliban leader has close contacts with Pakistan, 
and there are some fears that it is, in practice, a weapon of the Paki-
stani policy in Afghanistan208. 
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Islamabad strives to create a balance between pro-Taliban and anti-
Taliban forces. But, the expert community states209 that the Taliban 
wants to overthrow the government and create a real Islamic state in 
Pakistan. 
On the other hand, successful talks with Iran, the withdrawal of 
American troops, and a strategic agreement with Iran will open new 
perspectives for Washington, namely, practical cooperation with 
Iran. The United States sees Iran as a potential strategic partner in 
the peaceful transformation of Afghanistan—something which Is-
lamabad is not interested in. 
Likewise, Pakistan does not need a partnership between India and 
Iran, on the one side, and Afghanistan, on the other; Afghanistan 
does not want to see the Taliban or any other extremist group at the 
helm; it is seeking closer relations with the Central Asian countries 
within the Heart of Asia project, which will trim the role Pakistan is 
playing in the region. 
The disagreements and conflicts do nothing to alleviate the contin-
ued threats presented by all sorts of terrorist groups (al-Qa‘eda, 
Jundallah, and others) operating in close proximity to Iran and in 
Pakistan. For instance, it is well-known that representatives of the 
banned Hizb-ut-Tahrir movement continue operating on the territo-
ries of Afghanistan and Pakistan, from where they are striving to 
spread their influence on CA and recruit their followers. The chaotic 
and unpredictable situation with absence of efficient power struc-
tures in the AfPak area creates a favourable ground for their activity 
and preparation of Central Asian warriors in the training camps on 
the Pakistani territory. 
At the same time, it is clear that none of the projected Silk Road pro-
jects will be successfully realized without stabilization of Afghani-
stan. Kabul is extremely interested in constructing transportation 
and transit routes through its territory since that would accelerate 
resolution of the socioeconomic problems and stabilize the country. 
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Towards this end, the governments of Pakistan and Afghanistan 
have recently undertaken a series of peaceful negotiations with the 
Afghan Taliban, although without any success. 
In his turn, on February 29, 2016, the US State Secretary Kerry wel-
comed the efforts of the Pakistani government on advancing talks 
with the Taliban, and its constructive role in organizing the work of 
the Quadrilateral Coordination Group comprised of representatives 
of Afghanistan, Pakistan, China and the US. QCG members consid-
er that achievement of a wider regional consensus in support of the 
peacebuilding process in Afghanistan under the aegis of the Afghans 
themselves is the best option for regional stabilization210. 
However, the expert community is talking about the inefficiency of 
the ongoing talks with the Taliban, accusing Pakistan of nearly all 
security threats to Afghanistan. The worsening relations between 
Afghanistan and Pakistan have in fact stalled many projects. In this 
context, the current Russian imitative on the Taliban (see p. 2.1.), 
involving Pakistan, contributes to the process, adding a new signifi-
cant dimension—Russian support to the talks with Taliban. 
With this in view, Iranian experts point at difficulties impeding 
achievement of consensus with the Taliban. In particular, the Tali-
ban’s demands for direct talks with the US and control over the 
Helmand province are not realizable at the moment. Each of the 
sides follows their own conflicting goals. Simultaneously, Daesh is 
still endangering the country and, in addition to partnership with the 
Pakistani Tehrik-i-Taliban, able to attract a significant part of the 
Taliban discontent with the politics of the Afghan government and 
involved powers211. 
The matter is that the power in Pakistan is concentrated in the hands 
of the army, which is trying to fight against radicals and establish or-
der in the country. The complexity of the situation lies in contradic-
tions between military and non-military forms of governing and cur-
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rent disputes on the expediency of preserving militarized form of 
government212. Such an unpredictable, chaotic situation with sup-
posed Pakistani military involvement in the Afghani internal crisis 
negatively impacts all regional projects. 
Settlement of the Afghani issues, thus, depends on a great number 
of variables, first of all, consensus and coordination among the re-
gional actors. 
 
India 
Pakistani relations with India are of no small importance to Pakistan. 
American-Indian strategic partnership and the advancement of the 
NSR is intended to normalize Indo-Pakistani relations in the future. 
However, they have still been developing according to the formula 
“one step forward, two steps back” (see the next chapter). 
On the whole, the Pakistani vector in the geopolitics around CA re-
mains to be one of the most problematic and unstable in view of in-
ternal and external Pakistani development, which makes realization 
of the New Silk Road improbable. 
 
Saudi Arabia 
The collapse of the Soviet Union created unique geostrategic possi-
bilities in Central Asia for Saudi Arabia too. Using its “peculiar” 
stand in the Islamic world, Saudi Arabia aspired to consolidate its 
geopolitical positions by involving the predominantlyMoslem Cen-
tral Asian states into its sphere of influence. The fundamental argu-
ment of the Saudi foreign policy doctrine is “responsibility for the 
destinies of the Moslem states and peoples”213. 
However, according to assessments of 2005, Saudi Arabia came 
across long-term difficulties inside the country—high levels of un-
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employment (14 % and more) and the growth of population (2.4 % 
annually) that demanded adequate governmental expenditures. 
Therefore, in 1999, King Fahd underlined the importance of eco-
nomic, political and military regional union of the Persian Gulf 
states214. In 2016, the unemployment rate still constituted 11.2 % 
and the inflation rate—4.4 %215.  
One can assume that in the future Saudi Arabia intends to include 
Central Asian states in this union. 
Meanwhile, Saudi Arabian interaction with CA states has been car-
ried out at three levels: 
1) Official: Saudi Arabian foreign political and economic offices 
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ministry of Islamic Affairs, Ministry of 
Haj and Umra, Development Fund, etc.); 
2) Saudi Arabia financing international Islamic structures (World 
Islamic League, OIC, Islamic Bank for Development (IBD), etc.). 
3) unofficial sponsorship of illegal religious movements, groups 
and parties in Central Asia by different funds, companies and non-
governmental institutes. 
In practice, such interaction includes, in particular, the following  
measures: 

▪ humanitarian assistance and acts of charity (donations for 
building mosques and madrasas); 

▪ cultural and educational assistance, directed mainly at teach-
ing students from CA countries in religious institutions; 

▪ distribution of Islamic literature in these countries;  

▪ assistance in organization of the Haj;  

▪ propaganda of the Saudi version of Islam by various types of 
missionaries and businessmen;  

▪ cooperation with IBD. 
Direct material and technical assistance to the Moslem population of  
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Central Asian countries, in combination with the religious agitation 
and propagandist actions, stimulated spread of Islamic fundamental-
ism, radical extremism and alien ideas of Wahhabism in the region. 
This factor, together with the activity of the Taliban movement, de-
termined flexible and cautious policy conducted by the Central Asian 
governments with regard to Saudi Arabia. The policy, however, was 
moderated by contacts in the sphere of small and medium enterpris-
es and arranging Haj for the citizens. 
Riyadh’s policy is aimed at reducing the role of its rivals in Central 
Asia: Iran and Turkey. At the same time, economic and religious re-
sources of the Saudi Kingdom secure its dominating position and 
the role of the primary donor in this competition. It is obvious that 
informal rivalry between the Saudi Kingdom and Turkey is softened 
by both countries’ belonging to the Sunni version of Islam, turning 
them more into partners than rivals in some strategic moments. 
From Tehran’s point of view, however, Saudi Arabia represents the 
model of so-called “American Islam”. Moreover, the assumed con-
nection between the US and Saudi Arabia to the appearance of the 
Taliban issue also provoked tension in the Iranian-Saudi relations. 
Nevertheless, during the investigated period, political (Islamic soli-
darity in the course of the US anti-terrorist campaign and on the Ar-
ab-Palestinian conflict) and economic considerations promoted 
some rapprochement between Iran and Saudi Arabia216. Continua-
tion of the Iranian-American confrontation in the context of the 
ambiguous relations between Riyadh and Washington, activation of 
radical Islam in the Saudi Kingdom and strengthening of the con-
servatives’ stand in IRI created favourable conditions for intensifica-
tion of ties between Saudi and Iranian conservatives. 
Thus, in 2005, expecting US military operations in Iran, Saudi Arabia 
even applied to the OIC, initiating a summit of all Moslem leaders to 
overcome fragmentation and discord in their ranks217. 
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As a whole, the Iranian-American conflict did not significantly influ-
ence the Saudi interests. The role of this country as a “cradle of the 
Islamic civilization” guarantees preservation of its political weight 
and influence in the Islamic world. However, general governmental 
debt comprised, according to the estimates of December 31, 2016, $ 
200.9 billion218. In this situation, the Saudi Kingdom was interested 
in preserving economic cooperation with the United States—a key 
importer of the Saudi energy resources. 
At the same time, Western diplomatic measures on the Iranian “nu-
clear dossier”, accompanied by further strengthening of Tehran’s 
prestige and role in the Islamic world and possible growth of its nu-
clear potential, were irritating for Saudi Arabia. Development of 
such contradictory tendencies formed an explosive situation in geo-
graphic proximity to the Central Asian region. 
Pakistan is one of the closest partners and potential allies of the Sau-
di Kingdom in opposing strengthening Iran’s regional status. With 
this goal, the Saudis are ready to “use its channels to negotiate a deal 
with Tehriki-Taliban (TTP)”219. In American experts’ views, “Paki-
stan will assist the kingdom in providing small arms and training for 
the Syrian rebels, at least to the extent that this does not upset Is-
lamabad’s relations with Washington”220, and Tehran. It is unwise to 
entrust the balance of interstate forces to radically-minded and 
heavily-armed people; their haphazard and uncontrolled moves 
might lead to far-reaching repercussions in the Middle East and in 
Central and South Asia. Ukraine is the best example. 
On the other hand, experts do not exclude that Riyadh might try to 
upturn the joint Iranian-Pakistani energy projects221. The beginning 
of civil war in Yemen also contributed to straining of the Pakistani-
Saudi relations. Still, Islamabad refused to provide Riyadh with milta-
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ry support in the Yemen conflict. In Pakistani view, ideology origi-
nated in Saudi Arabia, has already damaged and continues damaging 
the country greatly.222 The Yemen crisis, as a matter of fact, is unco-
vering the existing difference between the Saudi and Pakistani Sunni 
versions of Islam and the difference between political cultures of the 
more democratic Pakistan and the authoritarian Saudi Kingdom. 
The last events have, thus, shown that Riyadh and Islamabad are 
pursuing a two-faced policy: on the one hand, both capitals are talk-
ing to the Taliban, aiming to adjust the Afghan political field to their 
own interests. On the other, their unofficial forces supported the 
riots in Syria and were fomenting the Sunni-Shia strife and religious 
extremism in Central Asia that was probably guided and funded by 
radical groups in both countries. 
Lately, however, the official power in Islamabad, concentrated in the 
hands of the militaries, is resolute in its aspiration to achieve coun-
try’s stability and to fight against terrorism. Islamabad is extremely 
anxious by the intensification of tension in Iranian-Saudi relations. 
This, besides the known regional and global problems, is threatening 
with spillover of the ethno-national conflict to the territory of Paki-
stan. On January 18 and 19, 2016, several days after introduction of 
the JCPOA on the Iranian nuclear program, Pakistani Prime-
Minister Navaz Sharif visited Saudi Arabia and Iran. He called on 
the sides to regulate the conflict as soon as possible by peaceful 
means and proposed Saudis to create a channel for dialogue with 
Iran. Pakistan and Iran agreed223 to appoint their special ambassa-
dors on the issues of mediation in regulating Iranian-Saudi relations. 
But experts are pessimistic about the results of the Navaz Sharif’s 
shuttle diplomacy, pointing at the ongoing rather close partnership 
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of Islamabad and Riyadh and internal instability of Pakistan, largely 
connected with Sunni-Shia contradictions224.  
Particularly, terroristic group Jamaat ud-Dava, denounced in 2002, is 
receiving support from the Saudi coalition of Islamic states and in-
fluencing Islamabad’s decision-making225. 
Thus, despite the positive dynamics of the Iranian-Pakistani rela-
tions, Pakistani-Saudi partnership is still a factor of instability and 
unpredictability in the SCA region. But common historic and cultur-
al legacy with Central Asia, their leadership’s stand against terrorism, 
for peace and economic development of the wider region of Middle 
East, South and Central Asia, their dependence on future regional 
energy and transportation networks allow to hope for building future 
constructive and beneficial relationships with these states, despite 
present difficulties. Acceleration of the big regional projects can only 
positively contribute to this process.      

 
2.7. Indian policy in Central Asia 
 
During the last several years, another regional actor—India, has been 
important on issues of providing security in Afghanistan, in the de-
velopment of the NSR and the BRI processes and is starting to more 
visibly demonstrate itself in geopolitical processes around Central 
Asia. Until recently, Delhi was not quite proactive in the region, 
missing the convenient moment but now is actively trying to repair 
the omission and occupy its geoeconomic and geopolitical niche in 
the emerging system of regional connections. At that, success of the 
Indian policy in the SCA is inseparably linked with its relationships 
with the Islamic Republic of Iran. 
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Commonality of interests 
India and CA states are connected through geographic, historic, cul-
tural and economic proximity and interests. It suffices to remind of 
inclusion of these regions into the Achaemenid empire in the 6th 
century B.C., or close contacts since the original Silk Road period 
and the dynasty of Baburids in the 16th century. 
In this sense, Delhi, for security and economic reasons, is extremely 
interested restoring the lost contacts with CA sovereign republics.  
Firstly, there is the factor of the AfPak zone neighboring with CA, 
together with common regional challenges and threats—terrorism 
and extremism, drug trafficking, organized crime, etc. India fears 
that potential political Islamization of Central Asia could disrupt the 
fragile equilibrium in the region and that manifestations of radical 
extremism and the destabilization of Central Asia could influence the 
Kashmiri situation. Therefore, Delhi hopes to cooperate closely with 
the secular CA states in the fight against these threats and challenges, 
including those emanating from the territory of its regional rival—
Pakistan. 
Secondly, by means of economic partnership with the CA region, 
India also strives to solve socioeconomic problems and satisfy the 
annually growing energy needs of the more than billion large popula-
tion of the country. In this regard, Central Asia is one the most con-
venient and traditionally compatible markets for Indian goods, 
know-how and high technology. A possible way out of the Indian 
energy deficit is building new oil and gas pipelines from the CA re-
gion, which would stimulate the flow of capital into the Indian 
economy and reverse movement of capital and technologies into the 
CA states. 
Afghanistan, due to its strategic location, can, in the Indian opinion, 
become a key in disclosing Central Asian trade potential as well as a 
geoeconomic corridor linking Central Asia with the subcontinent. 
Thirdly, Central Asia, in the Indian view, contributes to a new bal-
ance of Indian relations with the Moslem world. The staunch anti-
fundamentalist position of CA states guarantees geopolitical balance 
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not only in the region but in the whole world. In this regard, it is im-
portant for Delhi to prevent the decrease of the traditional Indian 
influence in Afghanistan in favor of Islamabad and its allies. 
Fourthly, and not the least, there is the problem of deterring ever 
increasing Chinese influence in Central Asia. In the case of Chinese 
predomination in CA, India could finally lose its chance for econom-
ic reintegration with the CA region and become isolated from the 
main transportation and transit flows and routes in its area of inter-
est. 
As for the landlocked CA countries, the geostrategic location of In-
dia—its central position in the Indian Ocean, facing the Aden Gulf 
and the Arabian Sea and allowing for an exit to the Atlantic and Pa-
cific oceans, is of special value. This geostrategic advantage gives In-
dia a particular role in securing peace and stability in the region, 
closely connected with and directly neighboring Central Asia. 
Central Asians also take into account potential of the dynamically 
developing India. According to the World Bank assessments, India 
by 2020 will be able to enter the ranks of world leaders as one of 
five most promising developing countries. It is in the interests of 
CA states to develop cooperation with India in energy, transport, 
communication and high technology, science, trade, small and me-
dium business. 
For Iran, the role of South Asia is also preconditioned by issues of 
security, economic reintegration and restoration of this region with 
predominant Moslem population through completion of transporta-
tion and transit networks that would connect it with the Persian 
Gulf. This would consolidate the regional status of IRI. The region 
enters the sphere of Shia interests of Iran—10–15 % of the Indian 
population is Shia. Iran gives proper weight to the dynamically grow-
ing Indian economy, its active presence in Central Asia and Afghani-
stan, as well as to the role of the country as a balancer in relations 
with other regional powers. Instability in Pakistan and Afghanistan 
makes India indispensable for Iran due to its proximity, fruitful ex-
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perience of interstate cooperation and available intellectual re-
sources. 
Iran and India have, therefore, long-term friendly relations, exclud-
ing some periods, and similar views on the issues of regional securi-
ty. Iran is the main energy and oil supplier to Delhi – its supplies in 
October 2016 rose to 759,700 barrels per day226, as well as an im-
portant partner in possible confrontation with Pakistan and China 
and in other security issues related to Afghanistan. 
Besides interest in any regional project, be it NSR or BRI, both India 
and Iran support construction of the North-South transport corri-
dor, beneficial for all regional states and able to connect Russia, Cen-
tral and South Asia. Both sides are uninterested in the return of the 
Taliban or other radical groups to power, or in the strengthening of 
the Sunni block uniting Afghanistan, Pakistan and Saudi Arabia227 
that presents challenges of ideological and political nature. 
It is no accident that in August 2015, the Iranian Minister of Foreign 
Affairs, Mohammad Javad Zarif, visited India. India was ready to pay 
off a $ 1.4 billion debt for oil delivery228 and was planning to in-
crease import from Iran. 
But in practice, despite all official statements, the partnership was 
not progressing. In particular, strategic dialogue between India and 
the CA states on issues of regional security, initiated in the early 
2000s, did not bring visible results. 
 
New strategy in CA 
Withdrawal of the peacekeeping forces from Afghanistan, extension 
of the Chinese presence in CA and negotiations of the “six” on Iran, 
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as well as destabilization of the Middle East, forced Delhi to rethink 
its Central Asian strategy. The possibility of final loss of a geopoliti-
cal future in this region and ever increasing regional security prob-
lems induced India to take measures to protect its interests here. 
The main priorities for Delhi remain energy and regional security 
issues. Owing to the poorly accessible location of Central Asia, ener-
gy supplies remain a key issue for India. Thus, Delhi continues to 
push forward with the joint Indian-Iranian project Chabahor, TAPI 
gas pipeline and North-South international transport corridor, allow-
ing CA states to get to the international markets bypassing Pakistan. 
All of this fully corresponds to Central Asian transportation and 
transit priorities. In view of positions already held by China in Cen-
tral Asia, India sees itself as an alternative market for the CA states. 
This corresponds to the Central Asian multivector policy and tactics 
of diversification of their energy exports to the world markets. 
Furthermore, according to the UNCTAD world output growth es-
timates, the growth of Indian economy in 2015 and 2016 was equal 
to 7.2 and 7.6 %, correspondingly229. During the last decade, the 
country turned into one of the biggest world oil importers (nearly 4 
million barrels of oil a day), giving way only to China and the US. As 
a whole, India becomes the main engine of demand in Asia at the 
time, when, most likely, China fills its strategic reserves and begins 
shifting towards a more low-carbon economy230. 
To balance its foreign policy, Delhi reminds about its adherence to 
the principles of Non-Alignment Movement and, hence, independ-
ence of its foreign policy from strategies of any powers, including 
the US. This context provides the country with more political space 
in the simultaneous arrangement of its relations both with the Eura-
sian powers (Russia, China, and others), and the Euro-Atlantic 
community. 
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So, being a strategic US partner and ally, Delhi supports Moscow’s 
stand on issues concerning its interests. For instance, to deepen re-
gional integration, India supports the idea of Eurasian economic 
space and does not exclude entering the Eurasian Union in the fu-
ture. Concurrently, India activated its participation in BRICS and 
after a long period of observing and waiting started the process of 
achieving membership in the SCO (the first step was taken on July 7, 
2015, in Ufa). 
These steps allowed India to intensify its policy in Central Asia. In 
July 2015, Indian prime minister Narendra Modi visited all five CA 
republics for the first time since their independence—Tajikistan, 
Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan. In the Indi-
an view, this visit could create a new strategic direction in the “Cen-
tral Asia Connect Policy”, proclaimed in 2012. The expediency of 
developing Indian-Central Asian relations in the security sphere is 
proved, for example, by Tajikistan’s being located merely 20 km 
from Big Kashmir. An Indian military object is located not far from 
the anti-Indian terroristic groups’ bases, in proximity to the territory 
where China and Pakistan carry out their military and economic co-
operation231. 
Simultaneously, Indian policy in Central Asia is influenced by a series 
of geopolitical factors. The main factors are US-Iran and US-Russia 
relations, Pakistan and China.  
 
US-Iran relations 
US-Iranian discrepancies influenced India indirectly, leading to am- 
biguous relations with Iran and hampering effective Indian partner-
ship with Afghanistan and Central Asia. 
Deepening since 2006, American-Indian economic and defense co-
operation has been bringing tension into relations between Delhi 
and Tehran. Delhi supported anti-Iranian sanctions and cooperated 
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with NATO on Afghanistan232. Long-term Iranian-American dis-
crepancies stimulated the formation of various interstate associa-
tions, some of which contribute to the activity of the radical move-
ments in the Afghan territory. In particular, Iranian experts point to 
the link between terrorist groups in Afghanistan and the US partner-
ship with Saudi Arabia. 
The United States does not reject partnership with Saudi Arabia. 
However, lately, they did not hamper regulation of Indian relations 
with IRI, where joint interests converged around Afghanistan. Iran 
has been active in cooperating with Delhi within the limits of the 
Heart of Asia international program, as well as on other Indian initi-
atives on stabilization of Afghanistan. Washington, not directly par-
ticipating in the Indian regional initiatives, still supports them mar-
ginally. It is worth noting that the Silk Road concept, itself, was con-
firmed by the US in 2011 in Chennai (India). Bilateral Indo-Afghan 
programs are carried out within the limits of the strategic agreement 
on partnership between India and Afghanistan, concluded in the 
same 2011. 
Taking into account the intensified regional Sunni-Shia crisis and the 
US marginal involvement into it, Delhi restrains from public support 
of Sunni or Shia states, as India has a great number of both Sunni 
and Shia among its population. It seems Delhi is counting on posi-
tive changes in Tehran’s policy with regard to Saudi Arabia, taking 
into account both states’ weight and influence in the Moslem world. 
On the other side, it is necessary to somehow counteract the pres-
sure from the Chinese and Pakistani side. Therefore, Delhi signed 
political and defense agreements with Saudi Arabia. 
Thus, the US and its allies remain Indian important strategic part-
ners. 
 
US-Russia relations 
Not less deep and long, American-Russian contradictions also influ- 

                                                           
232 Sepahpour–Ulrich Soraya, “Shiite Revival or Majority Resistance?” Payvand.com, June 6, 2006, 
http://www.payvand.com 

http://www.payvand.com/


145 

ence Indian foreign policy fluctuations within the limits of the Euro-
Atlantic and Eurasian approaches. 
India’s dynamic growth requires an extension of its economic activi-
ty and a search for new markets for Indian goods, investment and 
technology. On the other side, problems of regional and global secu-
rity orient it towards the United States. Washington, with all ambigu-
ity of its policy, possesses real economic, military and political re-
sources to partly satisfy increasing needs of the Asian giant. 
Yet, rapprochement between Delhi and Washington caused alertness 
and distrust from the side of Moscow. By mid-2000s, relations be-
tween India and Russia became rather cool. It is absolutely obvious 
that Russian discontent with the widening of the military and politi-
cal ties between India and the US was spread also to the subsequent 
growth of Delhi’s military and political activity on the territory of 
Central Asia. This included the establishment of a strategic partner-
ship with Uzbekistan in 2011, and with Tajikistan—in 2012. 
Moreover, the new political project “Central Asia Connect Policy”, 
aimed at strengthening of Indian positions in Central Asia, was di-
rected at using the potential of the SCO, Eurasian Union and Cus-
toms Union. But in practice, the actions of the regional project par-
ticipants were concentrated only around the SCA issues. Russia, 
therefore, considered itself isolated from the newly provided possi-
bilities and temporarily restricted its participation in the Afghan pro-
cesses. 
On their part, India and the US have been trying to attract Moscow 
to actively participate in the issues of resolving Afghani problems. In 
particular, along with the India-US-China union, a trilateral union 
India-China-Russia on issues of peace and stability of Afghanistan 
has been operating since 2002. This assumes more active SCO par-
ticipation in settlement of the issues of regional security. 
However, the success of many similar processes greatly depends on 
the final regulation of the Western relations with Russia and Iran. 
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Pakistan 
Washington’s accent on the special regional role of Delhi adds addi-
tional tension in the complex India-Pakistan relations. The turn of 
the American policy to the Asian-Pacific region, where “South Asia 
is represented as a key axis with India as a basis for bilateral relations 
with China”233, as well as the “key” role of Delhi in providing securi-
ty in Afghanistan and developing New Silk Road (virtually in all pro-
cesses in the heart of Asia)234 contradicts the regional interests of 
Pakistan. And obviously, does not help them reach a compromise. 
Another problem in Indo-Pakistani relations is destabilization of Af-
ghanistan by the Pakistani Taliban. In experts’ assessment235, 10,373 
accidents were registered in 2014, the figure exceeding the previously 
highest indicator of 10,193 in 2010. According to the UN data, in 
the same 2014, there were in total 19,469 incidents on security is-
sues—growth by 10.3 % compared to 2013—registered in Afghani-
stan. The majority of incidents, 69 %, occurred along the borders 
with Pakistan. For that reason, the United States is not going to leave 
Afghanistan fully. Washington is planning to provide additional 
pressure on Islamabad to terminate its support to the destabilizing 
forces in the region. At the very least, the United States is going to 
reduce the volume of its economic support to Pakistan. 
However, negotiations between the Pakistani government and the 
Taliban are not fruitful. Owing to the increased regional rivalry be-
tween India and China, tension between Islamabad and Delhi has 
also been preserved. 
According to Indian assessments, 700 violations of the interstate 
agreements took place and more than 70,000 of people were re-
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placed only in the Jammu province since May 2014. At the same 
time, Delhi and Islamabad agreed to regulate their relations under 
the aegis of the UN. Indian experts rightfully consider that the long-
er the conflict lasts, the more involved actors there are, who interest-
ed in prolonging this conflict236. 
It is doubtful, therefore, I think, that India and Pakistan’s entry to 
SCO can solve their longstanding discrepancies. It cannot remove 
Indo-Chinese discrepancies in one hour, either. Yet, the participation 
of Delhi and Islamabad in the international organization headed by 
China can restrict sharp clashes within the limits of the Indo-
Pakistani-Chinese triangle due to their involvement in mutually ben-
eficial projects. Besides, during the last years, the sides became more 
aware of the fact that without reducing conflict potential in Indo-
Pakistani relations, it was impossible even to discuss the realization 
of big economic projects in SCA. 
Now only bilateral measures, it is considered in India, are able to 
normalize the situation in Indo-Pakistani relations237. Probably with 
this goal, in December 2015, the first in ten years visit of the Indian 
prime minister Narendra Modi to Pakistan took place. 
Indian experts suggest adopting Chinese experience, which reinvig-
orates military diplomacy as a more efficient instrument of the inter-
national practice238. This approach, however, is aimed at a very long 
term period. 
Meanwhile, Indian opposition to the extremist forces in Afghanistan 
is approximating Delhi’s stand with Tehran’s, and to some degree 
puts it in conflict with Islamabad (Shia factor). However, in econom-
ic and regional security issues, Iran follows its national interests that 
allow it to cooperate with Pakistan in the energy sphere. 
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China  
Simultaneously, India was anxious about deepening Pakistani-
Chinese cooperation and accelerated advancement of their joint pro-
jects, for instance, on Gwadar (see below). 
It seems, however, that China thinks rationally enough and is not 
interested in spoiling relations with its Asian rival, relying, besides 
all, on US support. To push forward its Central Asian policy, Beijing 
is also uninterested in the creation of additional instability in areas of 
its economic interests, including the AfPak territory. Indian infra-
structural projects are, as a whole, correlated with the Chinese BRI 
and Beijing’s new Asian strategy. 
Not accidentally, China invited India to become part of its initiative 
on the restoration of trade between Asian peoples within the limits 
of the revived Silk Road.239 On its own side, Delhi shows interest in 
the idea of uniting the whole Asia with the aid of the BRI strategy. 
Indian experts stress the similarity between Indian and Chinese self-
perceptions. India can have a constructive partnership with those 
elements of the BRI strategy where there is a convergence of inter-
ests and mutual benefit. It is necessary for Delhi and Beijing to work 
out security architecture in Asia to govern common territories, in-
cluding the maritime zones. The BRI and the future of the Asian se-
curity architecture are unthinkable without Sino-Indian unification, 
concludes Delhi240. 
It is obvious that Indian-Chinese cooperation can receive sufficient 
support from Iran, who is also actively involved in the realization of 
the BRI. Moreover, Iran is able to become a mediator between Delhi 
and Beijing to advance its mutually beneficial projects. 
Thus, Indian policy in SCA is greatly dependent on its relationships 
with the Islamic Republic of Iran, both in joining and coordination 
of its plans on Afghanistan and CA, and counteraction to extreme 
growth of the Chinese regional influence, switching to the transport 
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arteries from CA and balancing Indian relations with the Moslem 
world (Pakistan) and other actors (the US, Russia) in the region. In 
its turn, Russia and the CA states can balance Chinese presence by 
partnership with India and other powers in Central Asia. 

 

Conclusions to Chapter II 
 
Period of 1991-2006 
As a result of geopolitical and geoeconomic tendencies, in 1991–
2006 Central Asia encountered a series of challenges and threats to 
its development, resulting from the geopolitical tension created 
around the region.  
Absence of trust among the key actors (Russia-US, US-Iran, China, 
etc.) led to a low level of cooperation/coordination, thus creating a 
favourable ground for the development of other negative factors. 
Thus, together with another driver—the transitional state of Central 
Asia—geopolitical tension gave birth to such outcomes in and 
around Central Asia, including Afghanistan, such as growth of ter-
rorism, religious extremism, ethnic conflict, failed states, prolifera-
tion of weapons of mass destruction and drug-trafficking. In the po-
litical sphere, this situation also diverted international attention from 
a resolution of the regional security issues. In the economic sphere, 
these drivers led to sanctions (Iran) and reducing investments into 
the realization of vitally important big economic projects in Central 
Asia. 

▪ Geopolitical tension is linked, first of all, to contradictions 
between Russia and the Euro-Atlantic community. The main con-
tradiction lies in the choice between the Eurasian and the Euro-
Atlantic models of development. 
Russia. The Eurasian trend of geopolitics presupposes Russian influ-
ence in Central Asia combined with partnership with the Islamic Re-
public of Iran. Moscow required time to accomplish, before 2006, a 
geopolitically advantageous transport-pipeline strategy in Central 
Asia and to strengthen its regional position. From this point of view, 
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ongoing inert Iranian-American confrontation corresponded more 
to the interests of Russia, than military confrontation between the 
two powers. With this in view, elements of competition in the CA 
region and confrontational thinking at military and political level, as 
well as Russian interest in Iran, remained unchanged. 
In the interests of regional stability, CA states supported any initia-
tives directed at cease of military actions against IRI. Russian initia-
tives in the sphere of energy and transport corridors corresponded 
to the economic interests of the CA states, but on the condition of 
simultaneous development of alternative projects with participation 
of Iran. 
The specifics of the Euro-Atlantic strategy at that time were in the 
growing discrepancies on Iran in the US-EU relations. The role of 
the Iranian-American factor in the European strategy on Central 
Asia bore ambiguous character. In conditions of the Iranian-
American conflict, the EU-US cooperation itself bore a lackluster 
and inconsistent character. 
Instability and ambiguity of the European policy, and priority of 
solving the arising internal political problems, forced Central Asia to 
join the Eurasian Economic Community—an organization closer to 
them in its goals and interests. Simultaneously, the CA interests were 
directed at achieving the EU-US compromise with Iran and for-
mation of stable international space to realize regional economic in-
tegration. 

• Another geopolitical problem concerned the US allies in the 
Moslem world: Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Pakistan. 
Turkey represented, at this time, the US-sponsored main export oil 
pipeline—the BTC project, and the model of a secular Moslem state 
for the newly established CA states. Yet, relations between this 
country and CA states were not even due to both failure of the over-
all US energy strategy in Central Asia and own errors in the region, 
connected mostly with the Islamic factor (Uzbekistan). 
Correspondingly, the CA states passed, to a various degree, the way 
from declaring the Turkish model of development, disappointment 
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and some distancing from Turkey to normalization of bilateral rela-
tions with it. Relationships of two sides were restricted to the 
spheres of small and medium business and scientific and cultural 
contacts. 
Yet, with growing global disappointment with the US antiterrorist 
strategy and intensification of its internal crisis, Turkey undertook 
very tangible efforts to develop a more balanced foreign policy, not 
excluding friendly partnership with Iran and Russia, and advance-
ment of the moderate form of Islam in CA. This found support 
among CA countries interested in removing any geopolitical and 
economic tension in the CA region. 
Saudi Arabia has been less dependent on the Iranian-American re-
lations in its Central Asian policy. But its unofficial sponsorship of 
illegal religious movements, groups and parties in Central Asia 
stimulated spread of Islamic fundamentalism, radical extremism and 
alien ideas of Wahhabism. This predetermined a flexible and cau-
tious policy conducted by the Central Asian governments with re-
gard to Saudi Arabia.  
Internal political instability of Pakistan and its bordering regions, as 
well as its lack of political and economic resources, did not allow it 
to be an active player in Central Asia. But consolidation of the Irani-
an-Pakistani relations in the examined period on the basis of anti-
Americanism and growth of Islamic radicalism served as a destabiliz-
ing factor for security in Central Asia. 
As a whole, the allied obligations of Turkey, Pakistan and Saudi Ara-
bia with the United States, and their economic dependence on West-
ern capital, restricted the potential of their relations with Iran. These 
countries’ partnership with the US played the role of counterweight 
to possible Iranian ambitions in the Moslem world. 
The most applicable strategy for the Central Asian interests in this 
situation was maintaining cautious, in some sense restricted, diplo-
matic, trade, economic and cultural relations with these states. 
Under these geopolitical and economic circumstances, the CA states  
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were looking for the safest and most beneficial way for transporta-
tion of their products to the world markets. 
The politically safest, not so strictly tied to Iran, but comparatively 
longer and more expensive way was considered to be through Chi-
na. The majority of the CA states, therefore, were carefully studying 
this alternative route. The Chinese market could become one of the 
perspective directions in development of the Central Asian econo-
my. It was also expected that Chinese presence could serve as a bal-
ance in relations of CA states with other regional actors. 
China was also, to a certain degree, interested in continuation of the 
Iranian-American contradictions to complete its own pipeline strate-
gy in Central Asia. On issues of opposition to the US military action 
against Iran, the Chinese stand coincided with the Russian one and 
was against any extremism, radicalism and separatism, that could log-
ically result from military actions in the neighboring regions. 
In sum, the international situation, formed as a result of these geo-
political processes, proved destabilizing influence of the Iranian-
American confrontation on the general geopolitical background in 
Central Asia, that distracted attention and political resources from 
disputable and interlinked security issues and laid foundation for the 
future pro-Chinese reorientation of CA states. 
 
2007 to January 2017  
Central Asian security and development is under the influence of the 
following key issues: 1) the growth of instability in the vast area of 
SCA and the Middle East (ISIL, Syria, etc.); 2) the start of the US-
Iran dialogue; and 3) the rise of China. 
The Afghan, Ukrainian, Yemen and Syrian crises, being virtually a 
reflection and outcome of the current geopolitical struggle, put the 
situation in Central Asia at the edge of a global catastrophe. In cir-
cumstances of extremely prolonged Iranian-American tension and 
geopolitical discrepancies, the CA republics are found literally in a 
ring of politically and economically unstable states, including IRI and 
Russia under sanctions. Bordering the AfPak territory, the CA states 
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are the first potential victims of various flows of terrorism, extrem-
ism, drugs, WMD, etc. At the same time, the CA economies are un-
der twofold pressure: by both anti-Iranian and anti-Russian sanc-
tions, which extremely exacerbates the socioeconomic situation in 
CA. A logical result of these processes is the activation of religious 
opposition in the CA states and Afghanistan, replenishment of the 
ranks of IS and other radical groups.  
In this connection, the CA states are extremely interested in the 
quickest regulation of the problems and discrepancies among the 
regional actors, in realization of the Vienna agreements and subse-
quent full lifting of the sanctions from Iran and Russia. Reduction of 
geopolitical tension, and with this of the level of instability in the CA 
region, will allow CA states to concentrate on the key issues of inter-
nal political development. Besides, wide possibilities will be opened 
for the CA states’ collaboration on multilateral projects with partici-
pation of Iran. First of all, these will be projects in the transporta-
tion, transit and energy spheres, which will help to accelerate region-
al integration and adjust cooperation in the security sphere. 
In the meantime, under these circumstances, the period of Chinese 
“wait-and-see” and careful examination of geopolitical possibilities 
has also finished. 
The struggle between the Eurasian and Euro-Atlantic ideas of devel-
opment, embodied earlier in the Eurasian Union and NSR strategies, 
since 2013 has been supplemented by the third, Chinese Belt and 
Road Initiative strategy. In conditions of the Middle Eastern and 
South Asian instability and ever increasing Chinese economic power 
and influence in Central Asia, the American NSR strategy has, in 
fact, been abandoned. And since the Ukrainian crisis, the amorphous 
state of the Eurasian Union has been even more shaken. 
The main reasons for the present inefficiency of the Eurasian Union 
include the following: 

▪ the organization is purely asymmetric with the predominant 
role played by Russia, which will influence decision-making and de-
crease economic, and hence, political sovereignty of its members; 
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▪ the Eurasian Union has, in fact, no own agenda, concept or 
long-term program of development241. 
The failure of the US New Silk Road strategy is manifested in the 
following: 
1) The West did not get full access to the energy resources of 
the SCA region. The main projects of the NSR strategy—TAPI, 
CASA-1000242 and Black Sea corridor to Europe from Afghanistan 
and China—have not been completely realized.  
2) Washington’s rhetoric about principles of regionalism, based 
in the NSR concept, and official declarations on the necessity of 
opening a single anti-terrorist coalition contradicted the US real poli-
cy, which continued to restrict Russian and Iranian participation in 
regional affairs. The beginning of the US-Russian constructive inter-
action in this context has not yet brought the desired effects. Geopo-
litical competition between the US and the EU, on the one side, and 
Russia, on another, means their struggle to include into their own 
areas of influence: а) Central Asia; b) Iran; c) China; d) the resolution 
of the Ukrainian and Syrian crises in the appropriate format. 
3) The beginning of the US-Iranian dialogue has been complex 
and uneven. Basic contradictions between Iran and the West were 
not fully removed by signing, on July 15, 2015, the international 
agreement on Iranian nuclear issue. The uncertainty in the Iranian-
Western relations has only consolidated Tehran-Moscow strategic 
cooperation. 
4) Geopolitical tension creates favourable ground for various 
regional challenges and threats in Afghanistan, linked mainly to in-
formal activity of the Saudi coalition. 
5) Iranian-Russian relations in the foreseeable future have a ten-
dency for a certain stable growth, based on common security inter-
ests and on an aspiration to create a system of checks and balances 
in relations with other leading powers. 

                                                           
241 “Vistuplenie Prezidenta Respubliki Uzbekistan Islama Karimova na Zasedanii Soveta Glav 
Gosudarstv SNG,” October 13, 2014, http://www.mfa.uz/ru/press/news/2014/10/2593/  
242 СASA-1000 (Central Asia–South Asia)—project foreseeing energy transfer from Tajikistan and 
Kyrgyzstan to Afghanistan and Pakistan. 
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6) Concurrently, the Iran-China-Russia union will, apparently, 
be preserved as a potential instrument of pressure on the US on the 
disputable issues of international development, possibly also within 
the framework of the SCO which can include Iran. 
7) Pakistani instability is preserved. Two factors define Pakistani 
regional strategy: the outcome of the ongoing negotiations with Af-
ghanistan and construction of the Chinese-Pakistani-Iran economic 
corridor. Both are difficult to fulfill in the foreseeable future. Be-
sides, the issue is aggravated by the Sunni-Shia conflict, where Irani-
an and Pakistani interests often diverge. 
8) The greatest challenge for the NSR is the Indo-Pakistani ri-
valry in Afghanistan and in CA states. Besides, India, being a US 
strategic partner, is aspiring to balance its foreign policy preferences 
within the limits of Euro-Atlantic and Eurasian approaches. 
In comparison, the more successful Belt and Road Initiative has is in 
fact proved its ability to unite nearly all regional actors in its projects, 
excluding the US. But its realization has its own specifics: 

▪ Chinese policy in CA bears an ambiguous character. On the 
one side, Chinese capital is playing an important role in the creation 
and improvement of the existing infrastructure and logistical con-
nections in CA, and, as a whole, in the modernization of national 
economies. In this regard, the challenges for realization of big inter-
state projects are objective, quite expected and removable by collec-
tive efforts. On the other side, it is clear that Beijing’s policy is di-
rected, first of all, at the fulfillment of its own tasks, where CA 
states, in case they do not elaborate an adequate strategy, can in the 
future turn into a “raw material appendage” of the Chinese econo-
my. Central Asia can become an interim step on the way of the Chi-
nese global strategy, where the United States still plays the main role 
due to economic interdependence, military and strategic compatibil-
ity and global competition. 

▪ Concurrently, in their relations with Beijing, CA states will 
inevitably clash with such challenges as cultural and mental differ-
ences between China and the CA states, competition between the 
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BRI and the Eurasian Union, need for concretization and correlation 
of the Chinese model with economic needs and interests of the CA 
states and Iran, etc. 

▪ It is all the more important since the expected rapid Iranian 
economic progress and regional influence after full lifting of sanc-
tions can represent a certain challenge for the Chinese economic 
plans in Central Asia. 

▪ It is more likely that the US, the EU and Russia can also op-
pose the ever-increasing Chinese influence in CA and adjacent re-
gions. 
Still, there are also factors that can reconcile the competing sides in 
the future. 

▪ It is doubtful that the US was interested in aggravating Irani-
an-Saudi discrepancies and in the appearance of new hotbeds of in-
stability in the Middle East. Iran is a potentially important partner on 
the issues of providing security in SCA, Middle and Near East. Iran’s 
natural resources and dynamically developing economy, its military, 
political and demographic potential have undisputable advantages 
compared to Saudi Arabia. 

▪ US-European-Russian potential points of contact, besides the 
Chinese factor, can include such issues as а) regulating the AfPak 
and Syrian situation; b) preventing destabilization of the CA region; 
and c) restoration of peace and order in Ukraine. 

▪ European fluctuations on Iran have gradually stabilized with 
the EU reuniting with the US on security and economy issues. With 
Washington’s support, the EU states strive to make Iran the main 
gas supplier in the future and pursue their own policy on CA and 
Iran. This corresponds to the US interests in energy security and po-
litical stability of the SCA. 

▪ Ankara continues to propagate “soft power” strategy and the 
moderate form of Islam in the kindred Central Asia. However, its 
role for the CA states is also ambiguous. On the one side, this is cul-
tural, historical, ethnic and economic closeness, on the other, there 
are challenges and threats of radicalism from the territory of modern 
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Turkey and inability of the Turkish economy to generate investment. 
Joining Eurasian (with CA) and Euro-Atlantic trends in these cir-
cumstances is a very intricate issue, which depends on the final regu-
lation of the Syrian crisis and Russian-Turkish relations. 

▪ Historical and cultural proximity, vital interests in CA and 
predominance of pragmatic approaches in Turkish and Iranian for-
eign policies, will determine their partnership in any regional scenar-
ios. At that, a certain degree of their conflict-free rivalry will be pre-
served in CA. Success in the development of the Iranian-Turkish 
cooperation will be defined by the degree of their observance of the 
CA states’ economic interests and foreign political preferences, by 
the development of the internal situation in Turkey and by efficiency 
of their strategies as a whole. Already in the mid-term future, Iran 
and Turkey can become mutually complementary factors in Central 
Asian development. Moreover, these countries will be able to speed 
up the process of modernization and integration of the CA region by 
unification of the Caucasus and CA into a single energy and 
transport system with an exit to Europe. 

▪ Pakistan and Iran are interested in developing the Silk Road 
regional initiatives, in energy partnership and, as a whole, in econom-
ic integration with SCA; the interests of stability and sustainable de-
velopment lead them to cooperate on issues of regional security and 
demand maintaining regional balance of power. Besides, Iranian-
Pakistani cooperation with China does not exclude, in the long term, 
practical realization and coordination of the BRI strategy with the 
Eurasian Union. 

▪ Iran is a key component and a basis for Indian policy in SCA. 
Their bilateral relations are aimed at opposition to the Pakistani and 
Chinese potential ambitions and partnership on Afghanistan. The 
level of Iranian-Indian cooperation will influence the efficiency of 
the Indian policy in CA and the balance of its interests with the ma-
jority of regional actors, including China and Pakistan. 

▪ At this stage, a regional priority for all actors is the achieve- 
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ment of progress in the struggle against radical forces and success in 
negotiating process with the Taliban. 
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3. Economic aspects of geopolitical 
processes in Central Asia 

 
 

In this chapter, we will discuss Central Asian development in the 
fields of energy and transport—the spheres most distinctly revealing 
geoeconomic interests, threats and challenges which ultimately im-
pact political orientation of the region. 
The processes of building energy and transportation and transit sys-
tems are facing geopolitical risks and challenges, examined in the 
previous chapters. Hence, the main drivers are geopolitical tension 
and well-known transitional difficulties of CA states. 
The way out of the regional and global security situation is largely 
connected to building a system of energy pipelines and transport 
corridors. Supposedly, this will significantly stabilize the region, cre-
ating favourable conditions for its economic well-being. Therefore, 
these tasks are both the aim and the instrument for achieving eco-
nomic integration and security of the region. Their implementation 
can provide a real breakthrough in the development of a vast region 
of SCA. 
The three leading powers, the US, China and Russia, are competing 
for the leadership in constructing energy and transport routes. Yet, 
while there is no concrete American strategy in principle, but only 
the aspiration to realize the idea of the Silk Road assisted by regional 
powers themselves, China is investing in projects significantly ad-
vancing its BRI strategy. 
Key factors influencing the geoeconomic process, remain for the 
time being, Iran and the United States. 
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3.1. Politics of energy corridors in Central Asia 
 
3.1.1. 1991–2006 
 
General prerequisites 
The oil and gas sphere is always referred to as the most important 
priority in the development of energy-rich countries. It is not sur-
prising, as energy can play the role of a strategic instrument in 
achieving both geopolitical and economic goals for any developing 
or developed country. This issue demands special attention in the 
21st century with its rapidly growing world energy needs. All the 
more that current sharp geopolitical and geoeconomical processes 
create multiple barriers in the way of supply and distribution of en-
ergy resources.  
The most intricate situations when you come across a vast region 
with immense stocks of energy resources and states under the indi-
rect or direct influence of international sanctions like the Central 
Asian states and the Islamic Republic of Iran. 
The main energy producing countries in Central Asia are Kazakh-
stan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. 
The oil and gas sphere is intended to ensure successful Central Asian 
integration into the world trade system that foresees construction of 
new pipelines, increasing export of oil and gas. In conditions of the 
geopolitical competition and political instability in the region, CA 
states stand for diversification of energy export transportation routes 
that, at the same time, can protect their national markets from the 
unfavourable influence of the world state of affairs and external 
competition. 
At least all CA states, as it was mentioned, are interested, for the 
sake of geoeconomic and geopolitical stability, in cooperation with 
the United States. 
At the same time, the territory of the closest CA neighbor, Iran, is 
considered in the region to be the cheapest and closest way to the 
Asian and European markets. Furthermore, transit of hydrocarbons 
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via Iran offers “direct access to sea ports and, particularly, access to 
consumers of Kazakhstan’s oil … without any intermediaries.”243 
On the whole, energy partnership with Iran allows achieving both 
political and economic goals. It restricts the potential monopoly of 
some states in the energy sphere (e.g., China, Russia) and provides a 
safe route for the CA energy due to a certain distancing from the un-
stable zones of conflict (Afghanistan, etc.). Besides, owing to its own 
rich energy resources, Tehran can play not only a transit role but be 
an importer and exporter of resources to Central Asia. 
In turn, the region of Central Asia is a priority in the development of 
IRI, as it is interested in the restoration of the national economy and 
reintegration of the region. 
Iran supports the idea of developing a network of alternative pipe-
line routes from CA which would promote regional energy security, 
economic development and expansion of export markets. It will also 
ensure that Iran plays the role of a “gatekeeper” in Central Asia and as 
a transit route for oil and gas pipelines and transport networks. With 
that in mind, in the interests of its own comprehensive security, Teh-
ran does not strive to dominate in the energy sphere of the region 
and supports the region’s right to diversify export and transit routes 
of energy resources. 
However, a number of objective and subjective factors have served 
as barriers to the effective development of bilateral relations between 
Iran and Central Asian countries. They include the following: 

▪ the socioeconomic consequences of the collapse of the USSR 
and differences between the political system of the Islamic regime in 
Iran and the secular states of Central Asia; 

▪ weakness of the Iranian economy, which could not supply 
high-end technologies to and make sizable investments in Central 
Asian countries, at least in the sanctions period; 

▪ ethnic and religious differences between Sunnis and Shia, 
Persians and Turks—this factor can be exploited by certain groups  

                                                           
243 Аibat Jarikbaev, “Transit nefti: iranskii marshrut”, Caravan.kz, February 09, 2004, 
https://www.caravan.kz/articles/tranzit-nefti-iranskijj-marshrut-367986/  
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to achieve their objectives in the region; 

▪ absence of legal solution of the Caspian Sea issue, which does 
not allow development of full-scaled cooperation in the energy 
sphere. 
The tasks of securing the role of a “gate” to Central Asia and transit 
route for the oil and gas pipelines and transport for Iran have been 
complicated, however, by the US anti-Iranian sanctions and Ameri-
can-Russian geopolitical rivalry in the CA region. 
 
Kazakhstan 
Kazakhstan’s main tool in its foreign policy is the oil and gas indus-
try, to which the country’s economy is tied. According to the last es-
timates, oil accounts for about a quarter of Kazakhstan’s gross do-
mestic product and about 60 % of its total exports244. 
 
The US 
The importance of Kazakhstan for the United States is precondi-
tioned, first of all, by the fact that it is the key Caspian and, simulta-
neously, an internationally influential oil and gas player. Hence, the 
US cannot but coordinate its energy strategy with this country. 
The main struggle in the 1990s developed around the BTC project, 
which was strategically important for the American interests (see 
Annex 1). Its realization would involve CA states into the Euro-
Atlantic space. Correspondingly, the project was boycotted by Mos-
cow. 
During a long period, the issues of the assumed BTC capacity and its 
financing by the World Bank and other international organizations 
remained unsolved. Political and economic reasons caused periodical 
fluctuations of the Kazakh foreign political preferences and level of 
its support for the BTC project. 

                                                           
244 Asian Development Bank. Country Partnership Strategy: Kazakhstan 2012–2016. Sector As-
sessment (Summary): Energy 1, https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/linked-documents/cps-
kaz-2012-2016-ssa-02.pdf  

https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/linked-documents/cps-kaz-2012-2016-ssa-02.pdf
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163 

Yet, the interest of American companies in the Kazakh oil was not 
decreasing. The American company “Chevron” was declared the 
republic’s primary strategic partner, and American shares in the 
“Tengiz-Chevroil” joint enterprise constituted 72 %245. However, 
Russian specialists considered the whole Tengiz oil complex to be 
the Russian companies’ sphere of influence because the bulk of the 
oil export went through the functioning Mangishlak-Samara pipeline 
and Tengiz-Novorossiysk arterial pipeline. 
US political pressure on Kazakhstan in the choice of an energy 
transportation route was only strengthened in the period of the anti-
terrorist campaign in the Middle East and Central Asia. However, 
during the first months of the Afghan operation of 2001, the favour-
able political climate for normalizing Iranian-American relations in-
duced Astana to persuade Washington to realize projects through 
the territory of Iran. With this goal, a series of Kazakh-American 
summits and discussions were held246. 
But the doubts of Kazakhstan on the BTC project were still pre-
served. On the one side, Astana doubted the financial, technical and 
ecological expediency of providing its energy resources to the BTC 
project. The unstable political situation in Afghanistan was obviously 
not conducive to building an oil pipeline from Central Asia. On the 
other side, Kazakhstan experienced simultaneous pressure from the 
Russian and US sides. 
To balance its relations with two influential forces (Russia and the 
US), the Kazakh leadership courted American companies. It was 
considered that the available pipelines were enough for Astana to 
export its oil until 2008–2009. Firstly, this was the Atyrau-Samara oil 
pipeline (which transferred 15 million tons of Kazakh oil annually), 
the Caspian Pipeline Consortium (capacity—67 million tons annual-
ly), and in the future—the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline247. 

                                                           
245 Julia Nanay, “Iran’s Role in Central Asia. A Dialogue with AIPAC”, Washington D.C.: The 
Petroleum Finance Company, Sponsored by the Middle East Institute and SAIS Central Asia Insti-
tute, September 24, 1998, 10. 
246 Kazakhstanskaya Pravda, April 10, 2002. 
247 Аnatoliy I. Gusher, “Geostrategicheskoe izmerenie problem Kaspiyskogo morya”, Journal teorii i  



164 

The Bush administration was emphatic, explaining to Astana inexpe- 
diency of the Iranian energy routes248. Simultaneously, Washington 
forced Kazakhstan to accept firm commitments connected with the 
Trans-Caspian pipeline. 
Failures of the US peacekeeping actions in Iraq and the growth of 
the anti-Iranian sentiment in Washington’s military were accompa-
nied by the tough Western pressure on CA countries in issues of 
speeding up democratic reforms, human rights and advancement to 
a free market economy. The OSCE, the EU and the US, as well as 
the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development called for 
radical measures with regard to CA states. They threatened to reduce 
investments in transport projects as TRACECA, the realization of 
which could promote the economic well-being of the whole Central 
Asian region. In conditions of the ongoing anti-Iranian sanctions, 
such Euro-Atlantic strategy threatened to disrupt all alternative ener-
gy transport projects planned by Astana. 
In response, Kazakhstan turned to China, notably activating rela-
tions with this country. In December 2005, the 1000 kilometer pipe-
line, connecting Kazakhstan and China, was opened. It became the first 
Central Asian export route, bypassing the territory of Russia. 
The topicality of Kazakhstan in the US geostrategy only increased in 
the period of the Andijan events and the official opening of the BTC 
pipeline in 2005. It was a question of Washington’s support of Ka-
zakhstan’s chairmanship in the OSCE in 2009 and additional in-
vestments into Kazakh energy fields. As a result, in July 2006, an 
agreement between Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan was signed on trans-
portation of hydrocarbons from Kazakhstan through the Caspian 
Sea and BTC pipeline. 
 
Russia  
Strengthening of the American-European discrepancies on Iran and  

                                                                                                                                           
praktiki Evraziistva No. 22 (2003), January 10, 2003, http://www.eurasianet.org 
248 “Press-conferentsia pomoshnika Gosudarstvennogo sekretarya SSHA po delam Evropi i Evrazii 
E. Elizabeth Jones”, January 24, 2003, Tashkent: Slujba informatsii TSEEP pri Minekonomiki RUz. 
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Iraq intensified cooperation between Kazakhstan, Russia and Euro-
pean states. 
Thus, an agreement on the division of the three gas deposits in the 
northern part of the Caspian Sea: Kurmangazi, Tsentralnoe and 
Hvalinskoye, and an agreement on transit of the Kazakh oil through 
the territory of Russia to Europe were signed. In October 2001, the 
Caspian Pipeline Consortium began to transfer oil, extracted by the 
American companies Chevron and ExxonMobil at the Tengiz de-
posit in the northern Kazakhstan, into Novorossiysk. The launch of 
the Tengiz-Novorossiysk pipeline (1,580 km) was a true blow for the 
BTC construction plans. The tendency of rapprochement with Rus-
sia was concluded by Kazakhstan’s entry into the community Russia-
Belarus-Ukraine and formation of the Eurasian Economic Commu-
nity. 
However, in response, Washington’s diplomatic efforts led to the 
conclusion of an agreement on the extension of Kazakh coopera-
tion with NATO in October 2004 in Almaty. It was obvious that 
Russia would take it with “evident displeasure”249. 
For Moscow, in circumstances of the growing US military presence 
in Central Asia, cooperation of CA states with Tehran was the most 
favourable scenario that left space for Russian activity in Eurasia, 
including the strategically important Middle Eastern region. 
 
Iran  
Besides the above-mentioned factors, the role of Kazakhstan for 
Iran is preconditioned by its belonging to the Caspian zone. The 
economic and political significance of Kazakhstan in the Iranian 
strategy demands, therefore, active advancement of Tehran’s Caspi-
an and other interests, if necessary, by making concessions to Asta-
na. 
Astana, in its turn, is interested in the Iranian transit possibilities. 
The long-term viability of the Kazakh oil transit through Iran is pre-

                                                           
249 Dmitrii Maslov, “Neprostaya drujba. Kazahstano-rossiyskie otnoshenia segodnya”, Kontinent No. 
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conditioned250 by the attractiveness of the widening Asian markets—
the total demand for crude oil in countries of South-Asia and China 
is growing in a stable manner, by approximately 5 % annually. Not 
the least important factor for the choice of the Iranian route to the 
banks of the Persian Gulf is its ability to balance the interests of the 
involved powers. 
However, the tough US stance on Iran influenced the decrease in the 
rate of swap operations between Kazakhstan and IRI. Kazakhstan’s 
intention to sell out oil to Iran was first brought up in the course of 
drafting a protocol on development of cooperation in the transport 
sphere (November 1992).251 In 1996 an agreement on supplies of 
Kazakh oil to Iran on a swap basis was signed. The contract, howev-
er, was not finalized until December 2001, and only in February 
2002 the first tanker with oil set out from the Kazakh port Aktau to 
the Iranian port Neka. Swaps were scheduled for 10 years. Already at 
the end of 2004 about 35,000 billion barrels per day of the Turkmen 
and Kazakh oil were delivered to the Iranian port Neka. As western 
experts admitted, Iran was planning, by modernizing its equipment, 
to increase oil exchange, partially, with the aim to compete with the 
BTC pipeline252. This also would mean a real break-through to finish 
American blockade. In May 2004, Kazakh President Nursultan Naz-
arbayev even openly declared his government’s desire to build a 
pipeline through the territory of Kazakhstan and Iran.  
But in the context of the international tension around projects en-
gaging Iran, it was difficult for Astana and Tehran to find necessary 
external support for resolving arising infrastructural and financial 
problems to advance their economic project. As a result, Astana had 
to reduce its cooperation with Iran in the oil sphere. According to 
the Energy International Agency (EIA), the amount of the volume 
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of the swap operations constituted only 25,000 barrels per day in 
2012.253 
From the other side, in circumstances of the Iranian-American con-
frontation and ensuing non-competitiveness of the Iranian economy, 
oil routes through the Iranian territory could not play the decisive 
role in Kazakhstan’s foreign economic strategy. According to the 
official Kazakh point of view254, this was due to the country’s adher-
ence to polyvariant ways of oil delivery to the world markets. The 
competition between Iran and Kazakhstan for efficient supply and 
distribution of its product also played its role. As a result, Astana 
concentrated on other projects, supposedly more profitable from the 
geoeconomic point of view.  
Another barrier for the choice of the Iranian energy route was the 
problem of the legal status of the Caspian Sea. Failure to settle it 
brought, in 2001, the militarization of the Caspian and indirect US 
involvement into the Caspian zone. To prevent regional destabiliza-
tion and to strengthen its control over the Caspian energy resources, 
Washington provided military and technical assistance to the Caspian 
countries, including Kazakhstan. In particular, since January 1, 2004, 
the US opened a program for the modernization of the Kazakh Cas-
pian coast. The same year, Washington financed the construction of 
military objects, spending $ 2.9 million, and increased expenditures 
on training Kazakh military to $ 113 thousand.255 
However, as a whole, the possibility of laying a pipeline on the terri-
tory of Iran was not removed from the agenda. For instance, the 
Franco-Belgian company “Total-Fina Elf” prepared techno-
economic ground for the construction of an oil pipeline from Ka-
zakhstan through Turkmenistan to Iran with access to the Persian 
Gulf and a branch to Western Pakistan. In the future, it was planned 
to pump Russian, Uzbek and Turkmen oil using this artery. Besides, 
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Tehran “offered privileged price for oil transit, that also increased 
the chance for the Iranian variant”256. 
Meanwhile, discussions over a possible beginning of the Washing-
ton-Tehran dialogue were renewed. In October 2004, a summit be- 
tween Iranian trade minister and Kazakh prime minister was held. 
Special attention was given to the issues of the Kazakh oil transit 
through the territory of Iran. In its turn, Iran was active in stepping 
up oil barter and increasing the capacities of its Caspian ports to 
“double” the volume of the oil operations with Kazakhstan257. 
Together with this, the day before opening the BTC pipeline on May 
25, 2005, President Nazarbayev reconfirmed his adherence to the 
export of the Kazakh oil through the BTC pipeline. To change the 
geopolitical situation in their favor, the US and the EU made side by 
side with providing financial support, a series of positive gestures 
towards Astana. For instance, they declared that Kazakhstan was 
able to become a “real leader” in Central Asia258. 
From its own side, Kazakhstan increasingly became aware of the 
ambiguity and unpredictability of the current situation, able to lead 
to interstate conflicts and general instability in the CA region. There-
fore, Astana considered the appearance of a more complex geopolit-
ical climate in Central Asia as “the chief security challenges in the 
region”259. 
 
Turkmenistan 
Development of another Central Asian energy producing country—
Turkmenistan, is also closely interlinked with the oil and gas sector 
of the economy. The Turkmen oil and gas potential, particularly, oil 
reserves, comprised, in Western assessments, 600 million of barrels 
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as of 1 January 2016, and natural gas reserves— 7.504 trillion trillion 
cubic meters for the same period260. 
Bilateral interstate relations remain a priority in the foreign policy of 
neutral Turkmenistan. 
 
Iran  
The neighboring Iran is of special importance for geostrategy of 
Turkmenistan. In the opinion of Turkmen experts, Iran occupied a 
stable fourth place in Turkmenistan’s external trade turnover, and it 
was doubtful whether Ashgabat preferred friendship with the US to 
the detriment of cooperation with Tehran261. 
The territory of the neighboring Iran was regarded by Turkmens as 
one of the most comfortable land routes for the export of energy to 
the world markets. Therefore, Turkmenistan considers itself a “key 
country”, providing Central Asian states with an exit to the sea. 
Turkmenistan is vitally interested in cooperating with Iran in the de-
velopment of the national gas industry and using wide opportunities 
Iran provides for the transit of the Turkmen gas. For Ashgabat, the 
Iranian corridor also means possible liquidation of the Russian mo-
nopoly in transit of the Turkmen gas262. 
In the geoeconomic sense, Turkmenistan is the source of energy and a 
real partner for Iran in developing energy projects and laying out the 
pipelines. Owing to its geographic location and raw resources, Turk-
menistan is able to become one of the basic oil and gas pipeline corri-
dors in Central Asia and play an irreplaceable role as a transit country 
for exporting Kazakh oil and gas to the Persian Gulf and Turkey. For 
Iran, Turkmenistan’s role as a strategic partner in the elaboration of 
the Caspian Sea legal status is also important. 
But the development of Iranian-Turkmen relations was not without  
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some discrepancies. Specifically, Iranian experts highlighted the co-
operation of Turkmenistan with the US, Israel and the EU, including 
Turkmen-Israeli cooperation in the oil and gas sphere, as an obstacle 
to the Iranian strategy263. 
Since proclaiming, at the end of the 1990s, the “dialogue of civili-
zations” course of the former Iranian President Khatami and soften-
ing of the Iranian-European discrepancies, Iran hoped to cooperate 
with Europe regarding the oil gas sector of Turkmenistan in the fu-
ture. This stimulated the appearance of more reserved Iranian ap-
proaches to the Ashgabat’s policy. 
As in other cases, the US counteraction to projects, including Iran 
projects, was a real barrier on the way of Iranian-Turkmen economic 
relations. In particular, the US postponed licensing the company 
“Mobile” for participation in swap operations with Iran for an indefi-
nite period of time, thus complicating oil export from Turkmeni-
stan264. 
In fact, the American sanctions froze a major gas pipeline via Iran, 
where an international consortium, headed by the English-Dutch 
group Royal Dutch Shell, had its share. Turkmenistan considered 
this project the most cost-effective from the commercial point of 
view265. It was expected that the pipeline would go through Turk-
menistan, Iran and Turkey. The first section of the pipeline was 
ready (Korpedje-Kurt-Kui) with a capacity of 8 billion cubic meters. 
The pipeline carried only 1.5 billion cubic meters of gas in 1999, 2 
billion cubic meters (4 billion cubic meters were planned) in 2000 
and 2.2 billion cubic meters in the first 6 months of 2001. Imple-
mentation of the rest of the project was suspended due to financial 
reasons266. 
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The US 
In spite of the complexity of the established regional situation, 
Turkmenistan occupies an important place in the United States’ 
strategy in the sense of providing an access to the Central Asian en-
ergy resources. In the future, it is not excluded that important energy 
zones of Central Asia and the Persian Gulf can be united into a sin-
gle geoeconomic space. Washington takes into account the conven-
ient geographic location of Turkmenistan, which is able to provide 
oil and gas supplies through the territory of Afghanistan and Paki-
stan towards the South, to the seas of the Indian Ocean. 
At the same time, depending on the situation, Ashgabat’s policy was 
directed at certain distancing or rapprochement with Russia and 
Iran. The absence of strict political preferences in Turkmen foreign 
policy brought tension in relations between Turkmenistan and the 
United States. In particular, Ashgabat provoked the US’ wrath by 
firm decision to lay up the oil pipeline to Iran. 
Moreover, Ashgabat started negotiations on building a Caspian gas 
pipeline with the participation of Ukraine, Russia and Kazakhstan, as 
well as Turkmenistan. It was planned to be completed by 2007267. 
The importance of these negotiations was assessed by Moscow in 
the context of the idea of a new economic integration of the former 
Soviet republics with the assistance of the energy industry and gas 
and oil pipeline network. From this point of view, signing of the 
agreement with Turkmenistan on April 10, 2003, on delivery of the 
Turkmen gas by Central Asia–Center main gas line (through Uzbeki-
stan and Kazakhstan) to Russia, Ukraine and Europe became indeed 
“revolutionary”—it was expected that it would bring Russia $ 300 
billion268. 
As a whole, Russia and Iran played not a small role in the failure of 
the Transcaspian gas pipeline (see Annex 1) — per se a failure of the 
American policy of involvement in Central Asia. This was also aided 
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by each side’s boycotting the issue on the status of the Caspian Sea, 
and by the cardinal change of the Russian policy with regard to the 
export of the Turkmen gas through a united system of gas pipelines. 
The goal of such a policy was reducing Turkmenistan’s interest in 
the Transcaspian pipeline. 
However, the United States was not going to yield to Russia in the 
strategically important zone of Central Asia. This was evidenced by 
the entry of the US wide-scale financial assistance to Turkmenistan. 
Moreover, the US administration again supported the BTC project 
to export Caspian oil and gas to the Western markets independently 
from Russia and Iran. This coincided with Ashgabat’s aspiration to 
reorient the main energy pipelines to bypass Russia. 
Iran and Russia were equally anxious about the Turkmen activity in 
promoting the trans-Afghan energy route to the Indian Ocean. To 
avoid this, Moscow and Tehran stirred up their economic and dip-
lomatic activity in Central Asia. However, political and economic in-
stability of Afghanistan and neighboring Pakistan hampered the 
trans-Afghan route, postponing the beginning of its construction for 
an indefinite period of time. 
In these circumstances, the Turkmen leadership switched its atten-
tion to China. The Chinese and Turkmen governments were plan-
ning to build a pipeline, which would allow Ashgabat to provide Bei-
jing with 30 billion cubic meters of gas annually.269 
Thus, preservation of the Iranian-American confrontation and the 
following consequences forced Ashgabat to look for exits for the 
country’s oil and gas potential, although these were often unreal, due 
to complex regional political and economic situations. Iranian-
American discrepancies were not only reflected in the flow of capital 
into the Turkmen oil and gas sphere, but also stimulated political 
maneuvering of the Turkmen leadership within the frameworks of 
the Iran-US-Russia triangle, promoting militarization of the Caspian 
Sea and geopolitical destabilization of Central Asia. This, in totality, 

                                                           
269 Igor Torbakov, “Rossia vnimatelno nabludayet za rasshireniem turkmeno-kitayskogo 
ekonomicheskogo sotrudnichestva”, Eurasianet.org, August 30, 2006, http://www.eurasianet.org  

http://www.eurasianet.org/


173 

not only impeded the development of the regional economy and 
process of regional integration but put obstacles in the way of realiz-
ing American regional plans as well. 
 
Uzbekistan 
Unlike Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan has comparatively small volumes of 
oil in its disposal, but is the third biggest producer of natural gas 
among CIS countries and ranks among the first ten states in the 
world by its extraction270. 
 
Iran 
Potential participation of Uzbekistan in Central Asian energy pro-
jects going through the territory of Iran to the Persian Gulf is of 
great importance. At that, one should take into account the presence 
of Uzbek energy resources and the role of Iran as the most conven-
ient transit route for an exit of the Uzbek export to the world mar-
kets. 
At the same time, Uzbekistan does not border the Caspian Sea and, 
occupying the middle location in the region, is in a certain way de-
pendent on joining the energy projects that are being realized in 
Central Asia. The most important aspect of the Iranian-Uzbek rela-
tions is, therefore, cooperation in the transportation and communi-
cation sphere, which is also indirectly linked to the development of 
regional energy ties. Post-9/11 events demonstrated the necessity of 
an urgent solution for transportation and transit problems in Central 
Asia. Their effective resolution can stimulate Central Asian integra-
tion and restrict the base for international terrorism. 
The economic expediency of the Iranian orientation in the Uzbek 
economy was attested, for instance, by the reorientation of Uzbek 
exports—nearly 60 % of cotton is going to the Iranian port Bender-
Abbas271. 
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Yet, an international project— the construction of the Trans-Afghan 
railroad corridor Termez–Mazari-Sharif and Iranian Bender-Abbas 
and Chabahor ports, carried out within the framework of the 
“TRACECA” program—was dependent on how quickly the bridges 
and highways would be restored. On the whole, realization of the 
projected wide scale-plans, securing Uzbekistan’s exit to the sea sim-
ultaneously in several directions, including to the Black Sea and ports 
of the Pacific Ocean, came across huge financial difficulties. As it 
was noted in Uzbekistan, “due to the shortage of financing … annu-
ally out of 9.4 thousand km public roads, needed to be repaired, only 
about 40 % have been repaired in accordance with the norms of the 
repair timeframes”272. 
Continuation of the Western economic pressure on Central Asia in 
these conditions, as well as the US anti-Iranian strategy, excluding 
Tehran in energy, transport and other projects, in fact, provided the 
basis for the continuation of the socioeconomic and political insta-
bility of Central Asia. 
 
The US 
For Washington, Uzbekistan is a key Central Asian state, both in the 
sphere of regional security and in the realization of the Silk Road 
strategy. 
At the same time, it is obvious that American instruments of eco-
nomic pressure on Iran in conditions of globalization influence the 
general capital flow into the economies of Central Asia. Specifically, 
“indicators for per capita direct foreign investments flow into Uz-
bekistan are, as before, the lowest among the countries with transi-
tional economies”273. 
In circumstances of the regional and global international tension, 
Uzbekistan was gradually strengthening its economic ties with the 
CIS countries and IRI. Thus, to illustrate tendencies in this period, 
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the share of the foreign trade turnover with the CIS partners in-
creased from 31.7 % for 9 months of 2003 to 34.4 %, whereas with 
third countries decreased from 68.3 % to 65.6 %. In the correspond-
ing period of 2004, the leading trade partners of Uzbekistan were 
Russia—13.9 % of export (increase of 185.2 % compared to the lev-
el of the first 9 months of 2003) and Iran—6.0 % (increase of 133.4 
% over the same period)274. 
The West, led by the US, adopted before and in the course of 
Andijan events (2005), an extremely tough and mostly unjustified 
position on the issues of humanitarian rights in Uzbekistan, which 
finally turned Tashkent towards the Eurasian powers. Correspond-
ingly, foreign economic relations of the country with Moscow and 
Tehran were consolidated—Russia occupied the first place among 
the sixth leading partners of Uzbekistan during the first nine 
months of 2005, accounting for 19.2 % of its exports (increase of 
151.9 % compared to the first 9 months of 2004) and Iran —the 
third with 6.8% (increase of 125.6 %)275. 
 
Russia 
Russian geostrategic interests in Uzbekistan made Russia the primary 
US rival concerning political influence in the region. 
In the period after September 11, 2001, the development of internal 
regional political processes stimulated Uzbek-Russian rapproche-
ment on a number of issues of vitally important significance for 
Central Asia. 
In particular, the Uzbek leadership was interested in efficient func-
tioning of the Central Asia—Center gas pipeline, which was operat-
ed by Moscow. According to agreements concluded in Samarkand, 
the sides planned to increase the volumes of Uzbek gas supplies to 
Russia to 10 billion cubic meters. The documents, signed in summer 
2005 between the “Uzbekneftegas” National Holding company and 
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“Lukoil” and “Gazprom” open joint-stock companies, foresaw at-
traction of investments into the oil and gas industry of Uzbekistan in 
the size of $ 2.5 billion276. 
In June 2004, this tendency resulted in the signing of a strategic 
partnership agreement between two countries. It was followed by 
the signing, in November 2005, of the Uzbek-Russian agreement on 
the allied relations and merging of the Central Asian cooperation 
with the Eurasian Economic Community on the initiative of the 
President of Uzbekistan. 
Development of these relations demonstrated the inefficiency of the 
West at changing Uzbekistan’s policy in the necessary direction. As a 
result, the Bush administration undertook a series of military and 
diplomatic steps to remove Moscow from its traditional zone of in-
fluence. One of them was the US Assistant Deputy Secretary on the 
South and Central Asian Asia Richard Boucher’s visit to Tashkent at 
the beginning of August 2006. In the process of the visit of the high-
ranking American diplomat an effort was undertaken to restore mu-
tual trust, lost after the Andijan evens of 2005, and build a new basis 
for bilateral cooperation. The starting point for restoration of coop-
eration between the US and Uzbekistan could, according to the Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs of Uzbekistan, be a convergence of opinions 
of both countries on the issue of Iranian nuclear problem. 
Thus, the growth of instability in the Central Asian region, largely 
connected with the continuation of the Iranian-American confronta-
tion and geopolitical “games” around the Iranian dilemma, was final-
ly reflected in the change of foreign political preferences of Tash-
kent. From the readiness to preserve and strengthen American-
Uzbek strategic partnership, consolidating in case of necessity the 
US military presence on its territory, Uzbekistan turned to active op-
position to the Western strategy on issues not corresponding to vi-
tally important interests of the country. In practice, it meant 
strengthening of the Eurasian, first of all, Russian-Chinese trend in 
the Uzbek foreign policy. 

                                                           
276 Anvar Babayev, “Po puti dalneishego ukreplenia partnerstva”, Narodnoe slovo, June 30, 2005. 



177 

3.1.2. New tendencies in regional energy policy 
 
Presently, vast reserves of oil and gas in the CA countries are under 
no doubt. (See Table 1). In particular, Kazakhstan has the second 
largest oil reserves among the former republics of the Soviet Union. 
Its proven reserves constitute 30 billion barrels of oil and 85 trillion 
cubic feet of natural gas as of May 2017277. For its part, Turkmeni-
stan has the sixth largest natural gas resources in the world—265 
trillion cubic feet—and proven 600 million barrels of oil.278  
The energy experts give the following data on three republics: 

 
Proved oil and gas reserves in Central Asia (2013–2015) 

Country 
 

Oil reserves Gas reserves 

Kazakhstan 30 billion barrels 85 trillion cubic feet 
 

Turkmenistan 600 million barrels 265 trillion cubic 
feet 

Uzbekistan 594 million barrels 65 trillion cubic feet 

Table 1. Source: US Energy Information Administration, Kazakh-
stan—May 10, 2017; Turkmenistan—July 2016; Uzbekistan—July 
2016, http://www.eia.gov/countries  
 
However, in the official view, Uzbekistan’s potential reserves of oil 
constitute even more than 5,3 billion tons, gas condensate – 480 mil-
lion tons, natural gas is around 5 billion cubic meters, and oil and gas 
condensate – around 5 billion cubic meters279.  
As to Iranian reserves, it holds around 10 % of the world’s crude oil 
reserves, 17 % of the world’s proved gas reserves and more than 
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one- third of OPEC resources280. Oil export revenues enabled Iran 
to accumulate more than $ 100 billion USD of foreign currency re-
serves.281 
 
Potential for cooperation 
Unfortunately, the share of Iran in the trade of Uzbekistan constitut-
ed only $ 374.9 million, according to the results of 2014282. That is 
about 2.4 % of the total Uzbek foreign trade turnover (excluding 
CIS states) for 2014283. 
Despite all difficulties, the majority of the involved regional states 
have transitional societies and face similar social, economic and se-
curity problems. This will objectively stimulate them to cooperate 
and search for mutually acceptable decisions and projects. Besides, 
the CA states and IRI need investments and technologies, which 
presupposes partnership with the US, China and the EU. 
Furthermore, there are a number of factors testifying to the fact that 
the CA states and Iran can gradually work out a mechanism for 
overcoming, or at least, constraining their existing problems. The 
following factors will be conducive to this in Central Asia: 
1) further improvement of the legal framework for conducting 
business and the creation of a favourable investment climate; 
2) institutional and financial assistance from the EU, Russia and 
the US within the frameworks of bilateral and multilateral economic 
(including the high-priority oil and gas sphere), scientific, technologi-
cal and educational projects; 
3) intensified search for better regional security mechanisms on the 
multilateral level (SCO, OSCE, etc.). 
On its part, Uzbekistan, for instance, plans decentralization of ex-
port and import operations and more attention to attracting foreign 
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investments and to the development of export activity. At the same 
time, the country plans to speedily put into operation several big 
blocks of deposits and is planning to increase its gas reserves by 
488.5 billion cubic meters and liquid hydrocarbon reserves — by 
41.7 million tons. It is expected to increase the annual gas extraction 
to 66 billion cubic meters by 2020, and oil and gas condensate—to 
3.5 million tons.284. 
Preparatory measures were also undertaken in Kazakhstan; they were 
scheduled to lead to the growth in the production of crude oil and 
gas condensate by up to 111.1 % in 2015 compared to 2011 (an in-
crease of production by 9 million tons; no newer data available). Oil 
production is expected to reach 110 million tons as early as in 
2018.285 
As for Turkmenistan, it started operation of the second gas pro-
cessing plant “Bagtyiarlyk” with a total capacity of 9 billion cubic 
meters of market gas per year and started building facilities for in-
dustrial development of the “Galkynysh” gas deposit, which is de-
signed to produce 30 billion cubic meters of market gas annually286. 
 
Challenges and threats 
However, up to the present, the existing challenges for Iranian-
Central-Asian cooperation, mentioned in the second chapter, have 
not been removed and even have the tendency to further aggrava-
tion. Excluding differences of political systems, all sides are quite 
able, as the time has proved, for peaceful coexistence. 
Thus, as already mentioned in p. 2.3, the relative weakness of the 
Iranian economy, unable to invest into Central Asian countries, has 
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been preserved, at least in the nearest term. Sunni-Shia contradic-
tions are absent in CA, however, there are fears to be involved in the 
present-day Sunni-Shia conflict due to periodic sunni-shia clashes in 
neighboring Pakistan. 
As regards the anti-Iranian sanctions and the problem of the legal 
status of the Caspian Sea, resolution of these problems, despite the 
achieved agreements, bears a long-term character and depends on 
many variables of the current geopolitics. 
In total, these factors, together with temporary investment, technical 
and infrastructure difficulties, will hamper the development of the 
Iranian-Central-Asian oil-gas partnership to a certain degree. 
 
Influence of sanctions 
Moreover, the prolonged negative influence of the anti-Iranian sanc-
tions on economic processes in Central Asia has oriented the CA 
states towards China as the most convenient, reliable and predictable 
investor. 
It is obvious that the idea about the dependency of the low level of 
trade on internal political and economic stability can only partially 
explain the situation in the region. The policy of sanctions of the 
leading powers is an important factor in the circumstances of the 
transformation and modernization of the developing countries. 
Without actively developing trade, regional resources can even, in 
the most favourable political and economic environment, be used 
only to cover social, economic and other needs of the developing 
CA states (example—Kazakhstan). Naturally, construction of trans-
portation and transit pipelines cannot be realized without direct for-
eign investments. 
Dependence of the Central Asian economies on lifting the Iranian 
sanctions can be illustrated by the example of Uzbek economy in the 
period of 1995–2011 (until its trade with the CIS states strength-
ened). Thus, it can be noticed that gradual increase of foreign in-
vestments from 12.4 to 3853.8 billion soum287 in the period of 1995- 
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2011 stimulated the growth of trade turnover from 6,612.6 million 
dollars to 26,059.3 million dollars correspondingly. Trade sharply 
increased in 2005 after an increase of investments from more devel-
oped countries outside the CIS space: from 6,096.7 million dollars in 
2005 to 15,020.4 million dollars in 2011, increasing GDP from 302,8 
billion soum to 77,750.6 billion soum correspondingly (see Figure 1). 
Even with some possible inaccuracy of the official statistics, such a 
surge still testifies to the tendency. The search for corresponding in-
vestors brought to the fact that in 2010, for instance, the share of 
Chi nese companies in Kazakhstan’s oil market comprised 21.5 %288.  
 
 

 
Figure 1. Influence of the trade turnover on GDP in Central Asia—
the case of Uzbekistan (1995–2011). Source: Uzbekistan Almanac 2013 
(State Statistic Committee of the Republic of Uzbekistan, Center for 
Economic Studies, 2013), 81, 159. 
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Uzbekistan and China jointly implement energy projects with the 
total amount of $ 2.8 billion289, both countries signed a solid package 
of bilateral agreements for the implementation of trade and econom-
ic projects, investment and financial cooperation for $ 6.3 billion, 
including investments, loans and grants from China for $ 2.7 bil-
lion290. The contract between Turkmenistan and China is expected 
to increase the total annual volume of natural gas supplied to China 
to 65 billion cubic meters.291 
The whole process of economic reorientation of the CA states to 
China can be presented in the following figure:  

  
Figure 2. The process of influence of the anti-Iranian sanctions on 
Central Asian states 
 
Changes in the Iranian energy strategy 
During the last years, Iran’s policy has remained steadfastly cautious 
and ambiguous. On the one hand, Tehran has been trying to develop 
a strong regional energy partnership, independent from any US pres-
sure and interests. 
In this regard, Iran is strengthening bilateral cooperation in the ener-
gy sphere. Thus, Kazakhstan and Iran are negotiating the possibility 
of resumption and increasing volume of swap delivery of Kazakh-
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stan’s crude oil to Iran. Turkmenistan and IRI successfully carried 
out large-scale joint projects on building pipelines such as Korpedje-
Kurtkui, Artyk-Liutfabad, Dovletabad-Serakhs-Hangeran, which de-
liver Turkmenistan’s natural gas to Iran. In addition to the existing 
Korpeje-Kurtkui pipeline operating for already 10 years, by which 
Turkmenistan has annually delivered about 8 billion cubic meters of 
gas to Iran, the Dovletabad-Serakhs-Hangeran pipeline will annually 
supply Iranian consumers with 20 billion cubic meters of Turkmeni-
stan’s gas in the future292. 
Tehran and CA states accelerated their Caspian cooperation by mak-
ing certain compromises and reconciling positions. As a result, the 
Caspian Sea session held in Astrakhan in autumn 2014 was assessed 
in Iran as one of the turning points in the history of Caspian state 
relations. On the other side, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Iran, Azer-
baijan and Russia cooperate in the realization of the Caspian railroad 
corridor, projected to be finished in 2018. Experts consider that this 
could increase the volume of trade by 8–10 times293. The Caspian 
ring could become the central point of the North-South corridor, 
which will join the Baltic and Indian Seas by the shortest way. China 
will, most probably, join the project due to its interest in the Caspian 
area. 
On the other hand, Tehran is doing its best to improve relations 
with the West. Increased possibility of lifting sanctions on Iran 
strengthens the European aspect in the CA-Iran cooperation. Thus, 
the EU states’ trade with Iran amounted €13.7 billion in 2016294. 
During his European tour the same year, Iranian President Rouhani 
concluded an agreement worth $ 18 billion with Italy alone. The sum 
of Iranian transactions with French companies constituted more 
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than $ 30 billion. Germany is ready to increase the sum of its Iranian 
operations to $ 5–6 billion295. 
Iranian-Saudi competition in the energy sphere only favors Europe. 
As a result, the EU countries can get cheaper supplies of Iranian oil. 
Simultaneously, Iran is stepping up the Chinese strand of its energy 
strategy. Tehran intends to collaborate with the EU and CA states 
within the Chinese BRI, for instance, in the process of implementing 
the “Plan on Interaction in the Oil and Gas Sphere with Russia and 
the CA States”. In fact, Iran is already participating in the “Turk-
menistan-Uzbekistan-Kazakhstan-China” gas pipeline project, 
launched in 2009. After a partial lifting of the sanctions, Tehran and 
Beijing announced a new era of their economic relations, expressed 
in signing 17 new agreements worth $ 600 billion296. 
From its side, the EU issued a new energy strategy package, prioritiz-
ing protection from unforeseen stoppages in energy supply (Russia), 
and is preparation for cooperation with China. The European Union 
regards the BRI as Beijing’s serious intention to form a new model 
of international relations. It is supposed that the BRI will help to 
form an integrated Eurasian market, including Russia, and open new 
business possibilities for foreign companies. Europe takes into ac-
count its own potential role as a balancer of Chinese influence in the 
CA region; convergence of key interests of China, the EU and other 
countries on security issues; possibility to strengthen the OSCE and 
involve the Eurasian Union into active partnership. Thereby, con-
clude experts, a new common architecture of global government in 
the 21st century will be created297. Besides, the EU leaves the right, 
as far as possible, to be independent of Russian routes. Priority here  
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is the Turkish corridor of Iranian energy supplies298. 
Thus, both CA states and Iran preserve, on the one side, the Eura-
sian vector of foreign economic activity, and on the other—the con-
stantly growing Chinese vector. Conditions are being gradually built 
for an integrated future Eurasian market, including Russia, and active 
cooperation with European companies. 
 
Disputable projects 
 
However, the process of forming a new model of international eco-
nomic relations is not smooth yet. This is explained by the remaining 
tension in US-Iran and US-Russia relations. But due to geopolitical 
changes of the last year, Iran is now considered a part of the future 
Euro-Atlantic energy security system. The struggle is happening, in 
fact, between projects bypassing Russia and projects with partici-
pation of Russia: Western-sponsored projects like the Trans-
Anatolian Natural Gas Pipeline (TANAP), the Trans-Caspian (TCP) 
and the Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India (TAPI) gas pipe-
line, on the one side, and Russian-sponsored project Turkish Stream, 
on another. 
The ТАNАP project, an important component of the Southern Gas 
Corridor, is pushed ahead by European countries in cooperation 
with Turkey, Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan. The project is designed 
not only to diversify the routes and sources of supply but also to un-
dermine the Russian monopoly on the export of its energy resources 
to European countries. 
A part of such a strategy is the examination of possibilities for Irani-
an participation in the TANAP. Some experts believe that in the 
post-sanctions period, Iranian gas can be transported to Europe 
through the TANAP pipeline already after 2018 when the pipeline 
project is projected to be finished299. Meanwhile, 55 percent of the  
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work for the project was completed by the end of November 
2016300.  
However, Russian experts point out301 that the main problem of the 
project is filling the pipeline with a sufficient amount of gas since it 
is unlikely that Azerbaijan is able to supply 20 billion cubic meters of 
gas per year as Europeans expect. The Turkmen gas, in fact, has 
been already sold to China for the next 10–12 years. Tehran’s partic-
ipation in the project is simply pointless—its joining TANAP would 
jeopardize its relationship with Iran’s closest ally, Russia. This could 
also increase the geopolitical role of Turkey, in which Tehran is not 
interested at all. Russian experts also doubt Chinese interest in this 
project, paying attention to its more important gas projects with Pa-
kistan and Iran. But the primary and still unresolved question is the 
status of the Caspian Sea. Russia and Iran insist that during con-
struction of a gas pipeline under the Caspian Sea, the interests of all 
five littoral countries are to be taken into account. 
Azerbaijani specialists stress, in their turn, that the gas volume in 
Azerbaijan is enough to fill the gas pipelines within the TANAP pro-
ject. The proved recoverable reserves amount to 2.55 trillion cubic 
meters of gas, and the forecasted reserves are 6 trillion cubic me-
ters.302 
Turkmen experts303 also state that owing to the Gazprom’s decision 
to abstain from purchases of Central Asian gas, Turkmenistan has 
now new free volumes of gas worth several billions of cubic meters. 
Last year, for instance, Turkmenistan increased gas extraction to 72.4 
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billion cubic meters, while its gas export to Russia decreased to 2.8 
billion cubic meters. Besides, only the Galkinish and Yashlar depos-
its, taken separately, constitute 26.2 trillion cubic meters. As to Teh-
ran’s interest in the project, Turkmen experts pay attention to profit-
ability for Iran to lay a 300–700 km gas pipeline rather than to build 
several thousand kilometers of it. 
Azerbaijani specialists confirm this interest, saying that Iran is inter-
ested in purchasing a share in the TANAP304. This seems realistic if 
we take into account that Tehran has, on multiple occasions, de-
clared the priority of economic considerations and profit in relations 
with all international actors, including Russia and Turkey. As we al-
ready mentioned in p. 2.5, problems of Iranian-Turkish relations are 
of a tactical character and not necessarily strategic.  
Additionally, it is worth mentioning that India is also involved in 
construction of the TANAP gas pipeline through Indian-Turkish 
Joint Enterprise. 
To pacify Moscow, Turkmen experts305 assure that until the proba-
ble date of the TANAP launch, European demands in gas will grow 
and may exceed the volumes suggested by the Caspian states at least 
two times. 
If this is true, in the future this could leave alternative space for Rus-
sian gas too. Hence, there is an opportunity to find some compro-
mise between energy producing and exporting countries. 
The ТCP project foresees active participation of the EU and Turk-
menistan. The TCP can supposedly be linked to the Southern Gas 
Corridor, meant to transport natural gas from the Caspian area to 
Europe, bypassing Russian territory. Turkmens consider it the short-
est route, having besides ready infrastructure to pump gas through 
the territory of Azerbaijan. 
However, Ashgabat has to assess all political and economic obstacles 
as well as security issues connected to the implementation of the 
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TCP. First of all, it could further aggravate its relations with Russia 
and Iran, opposing it on the Caspian Sea legal issues. Besides, the 
majority of experts point at serious ecological barriers that prevent 
implementation of the TCP. 
In particular, Kazakh experts306 are pessimistic with regard to the 
project. They pay attention to the suspended legal status of the Cas-
pian Sea. As to Iran, they have to agree307 that the content of Iranian 
and Russian claims to the project sufficiently differ and Iran is in-
clined to become a transit country on the way of Turkmen gas ex-
ports to Europe. 
Yet, Turkmen experts308 argue that the sea area planned for the TCP 
is not a disputable territory neither from sectoral nor shareholding 
principle. In comparison to already existing Russian pipelines, built 
in the depth of 2000–3000 meters, the TCP will run in the depth of 
300 meters. At the same time, Ashgabat notes that any project, in-
cluding the TCP, is usually realized after a serious ecological exami-
nation by national and global ecologic institutions. So, there is no 
ground for panic. 
Meanwhile, to guarantee its own and EU’s energy security in the 
strategically important Caspian Sea, it is expected that the US can 
undertake some steps in this region. In particular, American ex-
perts309 recommend that their government promote a speedy and 
peaceful solution to the legal status of the Caspian Sea, securing the 
US and European energy interests, and to provide political support 
for construction of the Trans-Caspian Pipeline within the Southern 
Gas Corridor. 
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Thus, Turkmen energy dependence on Russia is constantly decreas-
ing, further distancing both states from each other. In case of pro-
gress of these tendencies, both Russian and Western-sponsored 
pipelines can pass through the territory of Turkey. To what extent 
can the subsequent growth of Turkish influence then correspond to 
the Iranian interests? At present, it is obvious, however, that Iran has 
no other choice as to take all this pragmatically and make the best of 
it for its own economic interests. It seems quite realistic that in the 
future, after improving its infrastructure, investment and other pos-
sibilities, Tehran can join the TCP. 
ТAPI, another alternative route for delivery of Turkmen gas, re-
mains topical for the participants since early 90’s, despite the Afghan 
instability. The Turkmenistan–Afghanistan–Pakistan–India Pipeline 
(TAPI), also known as Trans-Afghanistan Pipeline, is planned to 
transport Caspian Sea natural gas from Turkmenistan through Af-
ghanistan into Pakistan and then to India. 
Its history started, in fact, in spring 1995, when the governments of 
Turkmenistan and Pakistan and international companies Bridas (Ar-
gentina), the US company Unocal and the Saudi oil company Delta 
expressed mutual readiness to cooperate on this project. But in Jan-
uary 1997, Bridas had to terminate its activity in this project owing to 
some mutual discrepancies between the participants. According to 
the agreement of October 25, 1997, the TAPI project was headed by 
the US company Unocal and the Central Asia Gas Pipeline, Ltd. 
(CentGas). By 1998, Unocal worked out an agreement with the main 
Afghan opposition forces, Taliban and Northern Alliance, on laying 
the future pipeline through the territories under their control. How-
ever, the instability of Afghanistan and serious discrepancies be-
tween Unocal and the Turkmen government concerning the term of 
fulfilling the project postponed it indefinitely. Accordingly, in De-
cember 1998, Unocal declared its abandoning the project. But in 
2002, the US Ambassador in Turkmenistan, Laura Kennedi, ex-
pressed the US readiness to support commercially viable and mutual-
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ly beneficial export energy pipelines in the region310. The efforts to 
renew the cooperation failed again mainly due to financial reasons 
and the ongoing instability. 
In spite of those difficulties, in mid-December 2015, the Turkmen 
section of the TAPI gas pipeline was launched. In June 2016, the 
Turkmen government allotted more than $45 million to finance the 
construction of the initial stage of the TAPI gas pipeline. In April 
2016, the shareholders of the TAPI Pipeline Company Limited con-
sortium signed an investment agreement worth $ 200 million311. 
Moreover, the Islamic Development Bank is going to conclude an 
agreement to finance construction of the Turkmen section of the 
TAPI gas pipeline. The volume of investments from all sources will 
be, according to the official data312, 42.7 billion Turkmen manats ($1 
= 3.5 manats) in 2017. The project is expected to be completed in 
late 2018. 
The project does not exclude the participation of other energy pro-
ducing countries, including Iran. However, the viability of the pro-
ject appears unlikely, keeping in mind constant Afghani-Pakistani 
and Indian-Pakistani discrepancies and conflicts, Syrian instability 
and possible linkage of all this to Saudi radicals’ illegal activity. There 
is no guarantee, therefore, that the Taliban and IS warriors cannot 
impede the realization of the TAPI project. Even after removing the 
sanctions, a long preparatory period is necessary to prepare the cor-
respondent infrastructure, logistics, etc. 
Turkish Stream—The meeting between Russian President Putin 
and his Turkish counterpart Erdogan in St. Petersburg on August 9, 
2016, has raised the possibility of putting the Turkish Stream pipe-
line—a submarine gas corridor connecting Russian and Turkish 
port—back on the agenda. “Gazprom” has already received the first 
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permission of the authorities of the Turkish Republic for the build-
ing the Turkish stream across the Black Sea. 
However, European experts argue313 that Europe should prevent a 
formation of an axis between Moscow and Ankara that is against the 
EU’s energy interests. Therefore, they remind about the Turkish 
ambitions of becoming a regional gas hub and attracting investments 
necessary for the realization of the Southern Gas Corridor. Moreo-
ver, they made it clear that increasing reliance on Russia could bring 
to the loss of the Turkish geostrategic significance to the EU. The 
Western experts see the way out of this situation by speeding up the 
Southern Gas Corridor and proposing to jointly further engagement 
with other regional suppliers, notably Turkmenistan. Others doubt314 
that the Turkish Stream project can be linked to the TANAP gas 
project due to the insufficiency of the gas volume after fully develop-
ing the second and third phase of its Shah Deniz gas field. 
Yet, Russian experts assure315 that Greece and other European coun-
tries are very much interested in the Turkish Stream. The Turkish 
Stream includes two pipelines, one of them going to Turkey and the 
other - to the countries of South Europe. The problem concerns on-
ly the South European Pipeline, which can be opposed by EU. Rus-
sian specialists assure that both pipelines will be built until the end of 
2019316. Meanwhile, Moscow is planning to build the pipeline to the 
borders of Turkey and Greece and then it is up to Europe whether it 
wants to continue gas cooperation or not.  
Thus, the future of this project is also not quite clear. Although it 
does not involve Central Asian resources directly, its geopolitical im-
plications are important for the CA countries and their energy policy, 
all the more because Turkey and Russia are active regional players. 
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At present, I think, Turkey will try to preserve this alternative as 
well, not to spoil recently improved relations with Russia and eco-
nomic benefits needed for it as a transitional country. It would be 
difficult, however, to balance these relations with another important 
Turkish partner—the EU. Therefore, one can expect ups and downs 
in the process of realizing the Turkish Stream, which will eventually 
be implemented, perhaps after improving EU-Russia relations and 
lifting the sanctions. 
Based on the above, one can conclude that the West has stirred up 
its energy activity in the Caucasus and Central Asia and has achieved 
some success in implementing the TANAP project. However, the 
legal status of the Caspian Sea will certainly impede the realization of 
the TCP. It is doubtful that the US can achieve interstate consensus 
on this issue in the nearest term, taking into account their tense rela-
tions with Russia and Iran. TAPI will progress only on condition of 
pacifying the AfPak zone, which will also take an indefinite period of 
time and will depend on the concerted efforts of all regional actors 
and geopolitical situation as a whole. The future of the Turkish 
Stream is rather vague and dependent on the EU-Russian relations. 
But due to Turkish-Russian interest in bilateral cooperation, it may 
still develop very slowly. 
 
Current problems 
Besides the abovementioned, a number of current difficulties, possi-
bly of a temporary character, exist. 
Among internal problems, the following can be noted: 

▪ Tehran should modernize its entire oil and gas sector, equip-
ping it with necessary infrastructure that will take approximately 5 to 
10 years, according to majority assessments. In particular, it is neces-
sary to invest $ 500 billion only into its oil sector317 and to expand 
its rail network—$ 1.5 billion of annual investment in the next six  
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years318.  

▪   In order to extract oil at the officially declared level of 4.7 
million barrels per day, Iran should annually drill about 500 oil 
wells319. Although in 2016 Iran, according to official assessments, 
restored former levels of oil production—about 4 million barrels per 
day, the problem has not been fully solved yet320.  

▪ Domestic energy consumption of the country is too high and 
by 3.3 times exceeds the average world indicator, while the volume 
of gas consumption annually increases by 7 % on average321. It is not 
clear, therefore, to which degree the country is capable of satisfying 
the demands of the European countries. 
At the external level, the following challenges to the regional pro-
jects can be singled out: 

▪ In the short term, Russia remains in a more advantageous po-
sition in the sphere of oil and gas supply to the EU states, as a result 
of the ongoing geopolitical frictions between the regional actors that 
create gaps to fill in by Russian companies. For instance, one of the 
perspective corridors for gas supply to Europe—through Turkey—is 
not quite reliable owing to the preserved EU-Turkey discrepancies, 
while Iranian-Saudi tensions contribute to the energy price for-
mation. 

▪ There is still an element of distrust in Iranian-Russian rela-
tions. Due to the continuation of the anti-Russian sanctions and 
complicated Russian-European relations, technical and economic 
problems persist. Their settlement, even under the most optimistic 
scenario, will take much time. 
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▪ The European-Iranian relationships will, despite the Europe-
an efforts to have an independent Iranian policy, be influenced by 
the Iranian-American discrepancies. This can be only prolonged dur-
ing Trump administration and have already toughened European 
competition in the Iranian market.  

▪ In the long term, a part of the ambitious Chinese plans cannot 
be compatible with the growing interests of Tehran. Up to the present, 
for instance, Iran has not clearly seen its role and significance in the 
Chinese sponsored Silk Road initiative and has needed more dialogue 
on technical aspects of the project322. 

▪ Transitional difficulties of CA states are also a significant 
challenge for progress in energy cooperation. Domestic issues and 
absence of corresponding international experience in CA countries 
have resulted in weak professional training of specialists able to work 
in the global competitive environment, in the absence of necessary 
infrastructure, transportation, communication and logistical systems. 
Such an environment inevitably engenders a difference in approach-
es to organizational and technical problems, conflict of interests on 
production, refining and transportation of oil and gas. 

▪ Final resolution of the Iranian sanctions issue and preparation 
of infrastructure and logistical foundation for future energy projects 
are key moments in advancing the oil and gas partnership in CA. 
They also demand a long preparatory stage. 
At the same time, there is still potential for Western-Iranian coop-
eration on energy. Thus, according to the latest assessments (2016), 
proved Iranian crude oil reserves constitute 158 billion barrels, 
proved reserves of natural gas (2016)—1.201 trillion cubic feet323. 
Iran’s annual average crude oil production was forecast at 3.1 million 
barrels per day in 2016, and almost 3.6 million barrels per day in 
2017. Besides, Iran has a number of new oil fields. In particular, the 
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fields that Iranian and Chinese companies have been developing 
over the past several years have the potential to add 100,000 barrels 
per day to 200,000 barrels per day of crude oil production capacity 
by 2017324. 
In 2014, to attract more investments, Iran introduced a new, more 
flexible contract model called the “Iranian (or Integrated) Oil Con-
tract”. The still not finally approved model allows foreign companies 
jointly with the National Iranian Oil company to elaborate oil gas 
deposits and get some profit foreseen by the contract during 20–25 
years. The country hopes companies will invest as much as $50 bil-
lion a year 325. 
As a result, until the end of 2016, Iran issued a list of 29 companies 
from Europe and Asia that have the government’s approval to bid 
for oil and gas development projects in the country. “Total” signed a 
tentative agreement with Tehran for a $ 4.8 billion project to devel-
op an offshore gas field in South Pars326. 
In the case of failure in relations with the US, Tehran is also count-
ing on the Ayatollah Khamenei’s “economy of resistance”, which 
counteracts current and potential future sanctions against Iranian 
economy. The Doctrine foresees the focus, first of all, on its internal 
forces and economic transformations. Today, the priority in the de-
velopment of the state oil gas sector is accorded to cooperation with 
the neighboring Persian Gulf countries, Iraq and Turkey. It is sup-
posed that they will serve as transit countries for supplies of Iranian 
gas to the international markets (the EU, etc.). Besides, Iran is plan-
ning exchange operations with the Caspian states (Azerbaijan, CA) 
and cooperation with regional neighbors in industrial production and 
engineering services.327 
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Thus, it would be naïve to expect rapid progress in the Iranian-
Central Asian collaboration, and hence, in the Euro-Atlantic vision 
of the energy security system. Especially because the outcome is not 
quite clear with the new US administration that does not approve the 
JCPOA agreements. This restricts Central Asian activity only to Chi-
nese projects as the most realistic and beneficial at the moment. In 
its turn, China refrains from being involved into disputable projects 
but on the condition of intensified Chinese-European economic co-
operation and after the final normalization of Iran-West relations it 
can take an active part in the European projects including Iran, 
probably within the framework of the BRI strategy. Simultaneously, 
as a result of Chinese-American economic competition, Central 
Asian states can receive, in the future, more consolidated support 
through the Western-sponsored pipeline projects like TANAP. Sim-
ultaneously, efforts to realize TAPI through activating regional 
peacekeeping and economic cooperation with all Afghan stakehold-
ers will be undertaken. In perspective, after the potential lifting of 
Western sanctions from Russia, some Central Asian offshoots of the 
Turkish Stream can be examined. 
 

3.2. Formation of transportation and transit network in 
Central Asia: geopolitical aspects 
 
Plans and realities of the Eurasian corridors 
Main acting and projected Eurasian corridors are directed towards 1) 
Iran and the Persian Gulf; 2) China; and 3) Afghanistan after its sta-
bilization. 
The role of routes to Europe, including within the limits of the 
TRACECA program and intergovernmental agreement on Trans-
Asian railroads, is not significant at the moment, due to the current 
European economic crisis and lack of clarity regarding Iran. As to 
the Northern Distribution Network, it lost its previous significance  

                                                                                                                                           
Center, November 2015.  
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mainly due to the abovementioned geopolitical problems. 
 
Iranian routes  
are connected, amongst all, with the Tejen-Serakhs-Meshhed rail-
road, which provides CA states with an access to the Iranian trans-
portation system and the ports of the Persian Gulf, Europe and 
Turkey. At the same time, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and Turkmeni-
stan are incorporated into the Iranian railroad system via the eastern 
branch of the “North-South” transport corridor, attracting cargo 
from India, Iran and other Persian Gulf states to the Russian territo-
ry and then to the North and West Europe. The eastern branch of 
the “North-South” corridor allows to reduction of the distance (it is 
600 km shorter than through Serahs) and, correspondingly, the 
terms of freight delivery to the markets of Central Asia, Iran and 
Turkey. From its side, projected construction of the Bafk-Zahedan 
railroad can provide direct railroad communication between Iran and 
Pakistan that allows CA states to get an access to the South Asian 
countries. 
However, Iranian routes have not brought the expected results due 
to economic weakness of the involved states, instability around Iran 
and geopolitical tension in relationships among the majority of ac-
tors. 
 
Gwadar 
Iranian-Pakistani projects with participation of China have got 
enormous resonance in the sense of their possible geopolitical out-
comes for the region of SCA. Many experts consider that realization 
of the so-called “Chinese economic corridor” (see Annex 2), joining 
Iran, Pakistan and CA states, means staged realization of the BRI 
strategy and its amalgamation with the NSR strategy. The corridor 
was initiated on April 20–21, 2015, during the visit of the Chinese 
leader Xi Jinping to Pakistan. The sides signed 51 memorandums of 
understanding worth $ 46 billion. Beijing is planning to use them for 
two purposes—creation of so-called “Chinese-Pakistani economic 
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corridor” and development of Pakistani energy sector328. It is ex-
pected to finish the project by 2030. 
The Chinese-Pakistani economic corridor should connect Pakistani 
South-Western port town Gwadar with Chinese Xinjiang Uyghur 
Autonomous Region (XUAR) by means of a wide network of mo-
tor- and railroads. Modernization of the Gwadar port can open ac-
cess for Beijing to the Persian Gulf and become a comfortable way 
to the markets of the Middle East, Africa and Central Asia, creating 
an alternative way for transportation of hydrocarbons. It is no acci-
dent that Tehran, interested in widening its economic links, intends 
to cooperate with China and Pakistan on Gwadar. Transit through 
China to Central Asia would be the most viable variant of interna-
tional trade for the Western part of China, the Gulf countries and 
CA states. 
Concurrently, the Chinese Oil Pipeline Administration, a subsidiary 
of the energy giant “Chinese National Petroleum Corporation” 
(CNPC), is planning to build 700 km pipeline to Navabahsh, which 
is the Pakistani gas distribution center in the Sindh province. Paki-
stan will build 80 km of the pipeline from Gwadar to the Iranian 
border, where it is expected to be linked to the existing 900 km pipe-
line branch to the gas fields of the South Pars329. 
In the case of positive dynamics, these tendencies could, in the fu-
ture, stimulate constructive cooperation between Iran and Saudi 
Arabia, Iran and Pakistan, reduction of the Shia-Sunni tension, in 
which CA states are interested. It is obvious, however, that Pakistan 
will not be able to finish the gas pipeline without Chinese financial 
assistance. 
Besides, as experts say, Gwadar project is opposed by the Belujistani  
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population in Pakistan, who are anxious about potential Chinese 
domination in the region. The project, in their view, is profitable first 
of all to Beijing, not the Pakistani population. This situation can slow 
down the tempo of the Chinese advancement into the region, but 
cannot diminish the idea of regional economic cooperation, which in 
favourable circumstances can still have a future. 
 
ECO 
The energy partnership with Central Asia is reinvigorated by activity 
within the framework of the Economic Cooperation Organization 
(ECO)330. In particular, there is an understanding that railroads can 
potentially be used in transporting energy resources. For this reason, 
discussions are underway about the necessity to increase railway traf-
fic capacity to connect mining and industrial production centers with 
sea ports. Great hopes are set on “Kazakhstan-Turkmenistan-Iran” 
railway route with the volume of shipments, according to expert 
opinions, reaching approximately 20 million tons331. 
 
Chinese routes  
(Western Europe-Western China, Eurasian motor transport initiative 
“NELTI”, etc.) provide CA states with more secure and reliable 
transport links to Europe, South-Eastern Asia and Russia, and look 
more viable for CA states in comparison to other routes. It is espe-
cially important that since the 1990s, China has revealed its interest 
in the railroad link “China-Kyrgyzstan-Uzbekistan”. To accelerate its 
Central Asian strategy, China concluded multibillion dollar invest-
ment contracts, including construction of the North-South corridor. 
It is worth mentioning that the leading German railroad company 
Deutsche Bahn has recently expressed its readiness to use the 
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North-South corridor for supplies of goods from Europe to Iran 
through Azerbaijan.332 Thus, Chinese-German cooperation can 
stimulate the development of this profitable Eurasian transport 
route. 
 
Trans-Afghan route  
is the shortest way to the Southern ports (Uzbekistan–Afghanistan–
Pakistan, Uzbekistan–Afghanistan–Iran). The peace in Afghanistan 
can open new perspectives on elaborating Southern alternative 
transport corridors to the Iranian ports of Bender-Abbas and 
Chabakhor, Pakistani Karachi, Kasim and Gvadar. The attractive-
ness of this route can be increased by the termination of the 
transport projects “Iran-Pakistan-India” and “Afghanistan-Pakistan-
India”. Central Asian interest in this direction is quite evident from 
the launching the first line of the Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-
Tajikistan railroad on December 1, 2016. 
At the moment, the biggest trans-Afghan project is the moderniza-
tion of the Port Chabahor. Chabahor port is located at the South-
East of Iran in the Sistani and Belujistan provinces. It is one of the 
key elements in the North-South transport corridor. The project 
is sponsored by India. The cost of the project is estimated at $ 85 
million333. Besides building the second and the third terminals of the 
port, India will assist in the construction of the railroad connecting 
the port with the rest of the Iranian territory. 
After a long period of waiting and analysis of the unstable situation, 
Delhi stepped up its activity with regard to Port Chabahor. Using the 
port, having a strategic importance for the country, and the North-
South corridor, India plans to deliver its goods to Afghanistan, CA 
states, Iraq, Russia and Europe. In this way, its transport expendi-
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tures, compared to other routes, will be reduced approximately by 30 
%334. Thus, in the future, India will be able to extend the borders of 
the Chabahor project and increase its exports to the CIS states. For 
Iran, the Chabahor project, besides economic profit, will represent a 
chance to finish with American-induced economic isolation. 
As a whole, the realization of the Chabahor project should be re-
garded as an effort to build a single trade-transportation-transit sys-
tem with future active involvement of CA states, securing its partici-
pants’ free access to the world markets. For CA states and Afghani-
stan in particular, the project provides access to the world markets, 
secure employment and benefits from trade and participation in the 
Chabahor trade economic zone. It is expected that the project will 
start operating very soon. Its future can be judged, for instance, by 
plans to build a petrochemical industrial zone in the region with 
about 30 petroleum and gas processing enterprises, closely connect-
ed with free trade zones of Chabahor. Private investors intend to 
invest $ 11 billion in creating the zone.335 Central Asia, India and 
China are expected to become markets for the products produced 
therein. And, not least importantly, Tehran intends to safeguard Sis-
tani and Belujistan provinces, which allows the strengthening of re-
gional security336. 
Washington’s silence in this question allows me to conclude that af-
ter removing the Iranian sanctions, the United States could become 
more tolerant towards projects with Iranian participation, including 
the Chabahor project. However, it heavily depends on the new US 
Trump administration’s will and economic interest to proceed fur-
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ther with the JCPOA process with Iran, on the level of the US-India 
partnership and US support of Indian endeavors in Afghanistan. I 
think the present Chinese-American competition for influence in the 
region can eventually positively contribute to the project in the sense 
of stimulating US financial countermeasures against China. 
Meanwhile, Iran has accelerated building several joint economic 
zones for strengthening regional trade. At present, 10 projects with 
foreign investments are being realized in the Iranian Serakhs eco-
nomic zone, bordering Turkmenistan. It is crossed by transportation 
routes, linking Iranian ports at the Persian and Oman Gulfs with CA 
states, Caucasus and Russia. The free economic Enzeli zone, located 
on the coast of the Caspian Sea, could supposedly include one zone 
from each regional country. These economic zones can be connect-
ed with other Iranian trade zones, for instance, Arvand trading zone, 
which is crossed by important trade routes. Moreover, Iran tries to 
attract the Persian Gulf states, such as the Arab Emirates, to collabo-
ration in such zones337. 

 
Preparation of CA states for transcontinental routes 
Realization of the examined transportation projects in the future 
means, for CA states, the following possibilities: 
1) creating new working places, investments, alternative markets 
and economic benefits from participating in the multilateral projects; 
2) more effectively coordinating regional efforts in the struggle 
against global challenges to the region (IS, other radical groups, drug 
trafficking, migration, etc.); 
3) coordinating policy and balance relations with leading powers 
based on the principle of checks and balances; 
4) interacting constructively in the sphere of infrastructure and 
logistics and preparation of necessary staff. 
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Each CA state tries to make the most use of their geographic loca-
tion and other advantages to turn their country into the biggest in-
ternational transportation and logistics hub, with all positive financial 
and geopolitical dividends for itself. There is a certain element of 
healthy competition among the three Central Asian states—
Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan, whose transport strategy 
will mainly define the development of the region. Yet, there are no 
regional alliances. On the contrary, these strategies complement each 
other and in the future will promote building a single regional 
transport network. 
Thus, about $ 7 billion was allotted in Uzbekistan in 2011–2015 to 
develop transport infrastructure. The new transportation program of 
Uzbekistan for 2015–2019 is worth $ 10 billion338. The total amount 
of investments into the transport sector should constitute about $ 
46.7 billion until 2030339. Additionally, the Uzbek government is 
planning to establish four new free economic areas in Buchara, Sa-
markand, Ferghana and Khorezm oblasts. 
The peculiarity of the central location of Uzbekistan is in its transit 
possibilities. Hence, cargo transit can become one of the important 
export articles. Therefore, the country faces the task of increasing 
transit attractiveness of its transport corridors. In circumstances 
when the competition of transport routes is increasing in Central 
Asia, transit potential of the country could stimulate closer integra-
tion of the national transport system with international transport 
routes. 
By developing the program of creating a safe, single national 
transport system, Uzbekistan prioritizes its compatibility with the 
main directions and parameters of developing regional transport cor-
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ridors, stress Uzbek leaders340. In particular, the newly built Angren-
Pap railroad through Fergana Valley has capacities to fulfill such a 
linking role in the region, in the future connecting the country with 
China and Europe. As a whole, the country has the possibility of de-
livering local goods to the world markets in almost 10 directions. 
About 18 % of regional railroads pass through the territory of Uz-
bekistan, the share of all freights shipment among them being about 
11 %.341 At the same time, Uzbekistan is the only country in CA 
through the territory of which cargo traffic, railroads, motorcars, riv-
er and air transport can run from Afghanistan. Hence, Tashkent 
works very actively on the trans-Afghan corridor Termez-Mazari-
Sharif-Herat-Bender-Abbas, Chabahor, and railroad Herat-Andhoi-
Mazari-Sharif. The relative stability in relations of Iran with CA 
states allows the construction of the transport corridor Uzbekistan-
Turkmenistan-Oman-Qatar (the agreement on this route entered in-
to force on April 23, 2016) and functioning of the newly-built rail-
road Kazakhstan-Turkmenistan-Iran. Simultaneously, an interna-
tional corridor Europe-Uzbekistan-China is planned to be built 
through the construction of the Uzbekistan-Kyrgyzstan-China rail-
road. 
Kazakhstan intends to become one of the main transit countries be-
tween East and West, Chinese and European markets, as well as the 
main logistical operator among the CA states. Nowadays, Astana at-
taches great importance to the Aktau seaport, which is the main part 
of the Kazakh special economic zone functioning since January 1, 
2003. Being part of the TRACECA and “North-South” international 
corridors, Aktau is considered the “Western gates” of the country 
that provide access to the Caspian, Black, the Mediterranean and 
Baltic Seas, to the Persian Gulf and South-Eastern Asia. 
A peculiarity of the developing Kazakhstani transportation and 
transit system is the necessity for the state sector to interact and co-
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ordinate its actions with a series of rather big private transport com-
panies. Therefore, some difficulties in coordinating mutual actions 
on a wide range of issues, including the choice of alternative routes 
and providing security of the routes, cannot be excluded. 
In its turn, Ashgabat plans to turn its international seaport in Turk-
menbashi into the “sea gates” of Central Asia, providing shipment of 
cargo from Afghanistan and the East to Azerbaijan and further to 
the Black Sea and Europe. At the same time, the construction of the 
126 km long railroad Atamurad-Imamnazar-Akina-Andhoi is fore-
seen between Turkmenistan and Afghanistan. It is also planned342 to 
link railroads of Tajikistan and Turkmenistan on the territory of Af-
ghanistan and to finish the project Uzen-Gorgan, started in 2007 and 
aimed to connect the country to European and Asian transport net-
works. 
The Turkmen energy and transport policy is greatly dependent on 
the current geopolitical competition around the region (West-Russia-
China) and is also vulnerable to threats of destabilization from the 
Afghanistan territory. Hence, there is some indefiniteness in the fu-
ture of the Turkmen transportation system and challenges on issues 
of its design and coordination with transportation systems of the 
neighboring states. 
Speaking about the CA region in general, some experts343 pay atten-
tion to differences among tax and customs policies of the CA states 
and excessive focus on the development of infrastructure to the det-
riment of liquidating obstacles on the way of constructing a regional 
transport network in Central Asia. However, I think, without build-
ing effective infrastructure and logistic system any talks on tax and 

                                                           
342 “Ashgabad Supports Dushanbe’s Initiative on Joining Railroads of Two Countries on the Terri-
tory of Afghanistan”, http://www.12news.uz/news/2013/03/13/; “Infrastructural Projects of 
Turkmenistan Transform the Logistical Map of the Continent”, June 25, 2013, 
http://turkmenistanembassy.am/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=2480&full=1 
343 Elena Kulipanova, “International Transport in Central Asia: Understanding the Patterns of 
(No)Cooperation”, University of Central Asia, Institute of Public Policy and Administration, Work-
ing Paper No. 2, 2012, 
https://www.academia.edu/27704058/International_Transport_in_Central_Asia_Understanding_t
he_Patterns_of_Non-_Cooperation  

http://www.12news.uz/news/2013/03/13/
http://turkmenistanembassy.am/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=2480&full=1
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custom policies are unproductive. Besides, the interests of stability 
and potential economic benefits have already forced the CA states to 
begin the process of mutual rapprochement. Particularly, we can 
mention the new Uzbek President’s endeavors with regard toward all 
its CA neighbors. This is a prerequisite for their future gradual work 
over a single tax and customs policy, but it needs time.  
Anyway, Uzbek experts consider344 that any transit corridor through  
the CA region can provide most favourable conditions for cargo de-
livery by means of: 

▪ harmonization of bureaucratic procedures at the border 
checkpoints on the basis of agreements on the joint usage of the rail-
roads; 

▪ formation of single transport standards for the CA states; 

▪ guaranteeing the connection among industrial centers, mar-
kets and regional ports; 

▪ establishing a special investment fund for the realization of 
regional infrastructure projects. 
Kazakh experts345 stress the convergence of interests of Central 
Asian countries in constructing and modernizing transportation and 
logistical infrastructure and achieving a new important stage of in-
ternational cooperation in Central Asia when usage of the transit po-
tential can bring colossal economic and political benefits not only to 
Central Asian states but to third countries as well. Hence, the con-
tinuation and deepening of the regional and international coopera-
tion could terminate the geopolitical struggle in its present form. 
As a whole, common interests of CA states in forming diversified 
regional networks of alternative routes are quite obvious. Yet this 
does not exclude differences in resources and competition for the 
right to become the main international transportation and transit 

                                                           
344 “Transport Communications of Central Asia: Variants for their Maximum Usage”, April 24, 
2009, http://cps.uz/ru/analitika-i-publikatsii/transportnye-kommunikatsii-tsa-varianty-
maksimalnogo-ispolzovaniya-ikh-poten 
345 Aset Ordabayev, “Geopolitika transportnih koridorov v Tsentralnoi Azii”, Report, Institute of 
World Economy and Politics under the President of the Republic of Kazkhstan, April 2015. 
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hub in the region. Healthy competition is the engine of any progress, 
as we know. 
 

3.3. Some implications of geopolitical tendencies for 
the CA states 
 
It is too difficult to sum up the outcomes of the geopolitical tenden-
cies surrounding Central Asia, of course, especially considering the 
fragility and instability of some of them. However, there are some 
objectively preconditioned tendencies, characteristic for the CA re-
gion, which cause no doubts. 
The key tendencies in the development of the modern Central Asia, 
demonstrated by this analysis, are as follows: 

▪ Stable relations with the Islamic world, first of all with Iran 
and Turkey. 

▪ The key role of the Eurasian states—Russia and China. 
Data on the external trade turnover of the two leading states of the 
CA region (see Figures 3, 4) in the period from 2002 to 2015 provid-
ed below, are eloquent enough to show more favourable Chinese 
and Russian position in the region, compared to the US one. Note 
that in the period of 2002-2015 there were practically no export op-
erations from Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan to the US. 
However, the Chinese historical experience of relationships with the 
CA states is weaker and more ambiguous in comparison to Iran, 
Turkey and Russia. Keeping in mind this, and also the cautious atti-
tude to Chinese geopolitical and economic intentions, I think its 
stand will be less solid than Russian, Iranian and Turkish. In its turn, 
Russian-Chinese competition will certainly contribute to this situa-
tion. 

▪ Stable relations at the global level with the EU states and the 
US. The situation here is complex and unpredictable, taking into ac-
count potential policies of the new Trump administration. 
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Figure 3. External trade balance of Kazakhstan, 2002–2014. Source: 
Asian Development Bank, “Key Indicators for Asia and the Pacific 
2015”, http://www.adb.org 

http://www.adb.org/
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Figure 4. External trade balance of Uzbekistan, 2002–2014. 
Source: Asian Development Bank, “Key Indicators for Asia and the 
Pacific 2015,” http://www.adb.org  
 
 

http://www.adb.org/
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Liberal democracy ideals, promoted by the West to lay the ground 
for constructing transportation and energy network and market rela-
tions in the wider region of South and Central Asia, very often face 
strong opposition from the local states as unacceptable in view of 
their present-day specifics of development. But the international 
practice of life has revealed quite clearly the wide usage of neoliberal 
and realist principles in external and internal policy and strategy of 
Central Asia. It would be just, then, to say that Central Asians differ-
entiate universal norms of democracy and liberal rights (collective 
security system, democratization of social life and improvement of 
international law, observance of international norms and principles 
of foreign policy, etc.) from specific cultural norms, morals and 
standards of their life, which form the basis of their identity and, 
hence, cannot be altered or transformed. 
Huge emigration of Central Asians and their openness to the world, 
revealed in their multivector policy and aspiration for diversified ex-
ternal economic networks, attest to their globalist tendencies in con-
trast to certain growing anti-global tendencies elsewhere in the 
world. 
In this sense, the Obama administration’s efforts to build a multilat-
eral regional partnership can be assessed positively here. One cannot 
but admit that the Obama administration contributed to the process 
of clarifying the disputable areas in bilateral relations, uniting Euro-
Atlantic allies and starting long-awaited constructive international 
talks on Iran. Hence, it has prepared the ground for first business 
steps in Iran, that has been promptly used by the European and oth-
er states. Taking into account the complexity of international life and 
plurality of the involved interests and forces, it would be better to 
assess these efforts as the beginning of a long process and not a 
complete failure. Especially because these efforts virtually made the 
Afghan international peacekeeping process and the beginning of 
business with Iran irreversible. This is reinforced by the growing 
Chinese-European partnership with CA states. 
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At the same time, there are still tendencies inherited from the 
Obama period that negatively affect the security situation in Central 
Asia: 

▪ Threats and challenges from Syria, Iraq and AfPak areas re-
main in force and have been intensified by Sunni-Shia conflict. 

▪ Iran-US tension is preserved, hence persisting difficulties in 
attracting foreign investment and realization of projects in the Mid-
dle Eastern direction. 

▪ The policy of the West to restart relations with Russia has 
turned into sanctions, cold-war relations and a military race in 2015–
2016. 

▪ Proclaimed Western strategic dialogue with China has been 
challenged by rigid competition and financial war. 

▪ The traditional EU-US partnership has been weakened by 
deep discrepancies on Iran and trade war issues. 

▪ Western partnership and endorsement of Turkey as a model 
for Central Asian states has turned into discrepancies on issues of 
terrorism and tactics in Syria. 
In this context, Central Asian states, particularly Uzbekistan, have 
chosen the strategy of a constructive equidistant partnership with 
world powers, that in political theory, means maintaining a balance 
of powers. A voice of the Central Asian region, its position on the 
key international issues is now more visible in the face of Kazakh-
stan’s work in the UN Security Council and in organizing Astana in-
ternational negotiations on Syria. Through such international institu-
tions and forums, Central Asian states protect their regional interests 
and contribute to the settlement of the burning global issues. 
As to the US, despite the existing barriers, it has been quite active in 
Central Asia. Its strategy has not been radically changed and is still 
focused on three main strategic interests: security, energy and gradual 
modernization of the SCA region. This presupposes increased re-
gional trade. In this respect, the US has not abolished the ideas of 
turning Central Asia into a hub connecting the Central, South and 
South-Western Asia and Europe. 
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Supporting these tasks and taking into account Syria, Afghanistan 
and other points of instability, the US is ready to fulfill the role of a 
regional security guarantor in cooperation with other regional actors. 
For instance, American experts stress the need for the US, the UN 
and all partners to continue to support the Afghan National Unity 
government in the political settlement process. President Obama’s 
goal of withdrawing US troops has motivated him to support a polit-
ical settlement with the Taliban. “If implemented, such a settlement 
might eliminate the need for foreign troops in Afghanistan, and re-
duce the volume of foreign aid Afghanistan now receives to main-
tain the outsized security forces required to cope with the cross-
border insurgency”346. 
Settlement of the major disputes among the internal influential forc-
es in Afghanistan, which could stabilize the whole region, is certainly 
supported by CA states, as this secures peace and stability in their 
own countries and opens new economic possibilities in the Afghan 
direction. With all this in view, closing NATO’s branch in Tashkent 
in autumn 2016 does not mean curtailment of the Western coopera-
tion with Central Asian states. But it depends now on the Trump 
administration to continue this line. 
Meanwhile, it is quite clear that Central Asia and the Islamic Repub-
lic of Iran mean too much both for the preservation of the US secu-
rity, dependent in some sense on the Middle East and SCA situation, 
and in issues of realizing wide interests of the American business. 
These are realities of the global world. Without guaranteeing com-
prehensive security, one cannot even talk of full settlement of the 
internal issues, which are the main goal of the new US President. 
It is worth just remembering the September 2001 tragedy in New 
York, organized by the regional radical forces. Additionally, the 
Obama administration announced an increase in refugee intake to 
110,000 in FY 2017. As of 2015, approximately 83,000 people born 

                                                           
346 Barnett R. Rubin and Garnon Georgette, “The U.S. Presence and Afghanistan’s National Unity 
Government: Preserving and Broadening the Political Settlement”, Center on International Coop-
eration, August 2016, http://cic.nyu.edu/  
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in Syria resided in the United States, accounting for less than 0.2 
percent of the overall foreign-born population of 43.3 million347. 
These migrants can still indicate a potential increase of socioeco-
nomic problems and possible security challenges for the American 
society that President Trump should solve somehow. 
At the same time, interests of the US business circles will not allow 
Washington to remain behind its European colleagues on the Iranian 
market. One can expect, therefore, a policy of reviewing the JCPOA 
agreement, rigid US-Iran dialogue, a slow process of lifting the anti-
Iranian sanctions and trade wars with Europe on the Iranian issue. 
As a whole, with the advent to power of the new administration, the 
Central Asian strategy can be partially reviewed. I think the following 
factors will influence Washington’s involvement in the SCA region: 
1) Interrelationship of the US national security issues (migration, 
criminality, drugs trafficking, etc.) with the processes in the Middle 
East and SCA, including Afghanistan; 
2) global interests of the American business, which have collid-
ed with the European Union’s interests here; 
3) influential foreign policy lobby in the US and abroad, de-
manding the continuation of the strategy in this part of the world. It 
will be difficult for the new US administration to combat the adopt-
ed multilateral JCPOA agreements on Iran.  
According to some American experts, President Trump’s practical 
experience in running big businesses can become an invaluable asset 
for the American business interests, counting on the passage from 
the previous administration’s demagogy to concrete regional pro-
jects.  
Thus, most probably, new US activity in the CA region can be ex-
pected, however slow it may be due to understandable reasons 
(choosing staff, examination, discussing and coordination, etc.). 

                                                           
347 Jie Zong and Jeanne Batalova, “Syrian Refugees in the United States”, Report from Migration 
Policy Institute, January 13, 2017, http://reliefweb.int/report/united-states-america/syrian-
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The European countries’ positions are not sufficiently strong due to 
the current EU crisis. Europe’s complex relations with the US dur-
ing the last years, when the “EU is no longer viewed by the US as 
the most important region of the world, thus signaling that Europe 
can no longer rely on American protection alone”348; European-
Russian contradictions with Europe over energy issues, Ukraine, etc.; 
and present EU fragmentation and its discrepancies with the US on 
Iran greatly impede and slow down implementation of the European 
goals. 
Specifically, up to date, among all CA states only Kazakhstan has 
had significant trade turnover with Europe. European gross invest-
ments into Kazakh economy were equal to $106 bln in 2000-2014349.   
Yet, the European Union is revising its Central Asian strategy and 
foreign policy instruments within its new plans in the Iranian direc-
tion. For instance, the EU is intending to invest about 1 billion euro 
into the CA region in the period of 2014–2020. 
But the absence of a single approach to the Chinese market may re-
strict European resources and negatively contribute to a realization 
of the future EU strategy in CA, I think. Multilateral projects will 
naturally be dependent also on the progress of reforms in the CA 
states, which is not an easy process in view of the radical reforms 
undertaken in Uzbekistan by the new President and weakness of Ta-
jikistan and Kyrgyzstan. Hence, in the short-term, the focus will, 
most probably, be on the development of bilateral relations with CA 
countries. 
European experts, in turn, point out “that it is not always a matter of 
everyone acting together: it is often a question of small-group coop-
eration, supported by others or just accommodated in the spirit of 
‘constructive abstention’”350. Among key partners, they point at Chi-
na, India, Japan, Korea and Malaysia. I think their joint economic 

                                                           
348 Stephen Walt, “Towards an EU Global Strategy. Consulting the Experts”, October 2015–April 
2016, European Union Institute for Security Studies, http://www.iss.europa.eu  
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power inspires some optimism even in case the Trump administra-
tion restricts its activity in SCA. 
The combination and interlacing of the mentioned steps, the region-
al actors’ economy and security interests are leading, supposedly, to a 
gradual merging of three models for the CA states development (see 
Figure 5.). The following, I think, will contribute to this process: 
1) considerations of geopolitical security among the CA states, 
whereby they strive not to allow predomination of any of these 
models. Therefore, for instance, Uzbekistan declared the principle of 
constructive equidistancing from the leading world powers; 
2) absence of a single recognized international leader among the 
states advancing these models; 
3) principles of regionalism, foreseen in these concepts, that can 
provide a definite balance of interests and forces. 
The real situation at the moment is represented in the following fig-
ure: 
 

Figure 5. Main tendencies: concepts and reality 
 
Thus, the growth of geoeconomic and geopolitical threats leads, in 
practice, to the prevalence of the Chinese Belt and Road Initiative. 
The analysis shows quite clearly that the Russian-sponsored Eurasian 
Economic Union is, at the moment, rather weak. Still, time has also 
proved the fact that it is inclined to partly merge with the Chinese 
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project. Taking into account the comprehensive closeness of CA 
states to Russia and their aspiration to balance the Chinese factor, it 
can be stated that the Eurasian Union has all capacity to become, in 
the remote future, a separate, potentially reformed and extended or-
ganization. At the moment, however, it has to closely coordinate its 
activity within the Chinese BRI. Realization of the US-sponsored 
New Silk Road strategy has been virtually restricted only to regional 
military and political cooperation. Its future depends on coherent, 
regionally coordinated and effective policy of the new US admin-
istration. 
The described tendencies testify in favor of balanced Chinese, Rus-
sian and Western positions in Central Asia. It is obvious that the role 
of Russia and Western states as balancers and closest allies will re-
main a priority for the CA region in circumstances of the geopolitical 
tension and increasing global threats. 
The present-day relationships among the external actors in CA can-
not be fully destructive and negative or entirely positive due to their 
closeness, intertwined interests and mixed available potential. All of 
them have a future to a various degree, taking into account their 
proximity. Hence, we can speak of only various forms of coopera-
tion—limited, complex, perspective, etc. Their approximate state of 
relations can be presented using the following figure (please, see the 
next page, Figure 6). 
What defines Central Asian preferences today? 
Historical, cultural, religious (more than 81 % of CA population are 
Moslems) and even kindred links of Central Asians with Iran and 
Turkey have developed for centuries. The states historically existing 
in Central Asia economically flourished, which is well demonstrated 
by the preserved monuments of science and culture of the 9th to 
12th and earlier centuries. CA peoples preserved close trade contacts 
even in the periods of their fragmentation. A common cultural-
civilizational and economic space was in existence. 
Presently, however, the efforts of some Islamic states to reintegrate 
peoples of Central Asia under their aegis come across a multiplicity 
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of factors, related to the long-term historic development of these 
states apart from each other. One can refer to the peculiarities of 
their contemporary political culture and economy, various geopoliti-
cal goals and tasks, complex ethno-religious composition of the 
population. CA states have to take this into account while reviving 
their relations with the Islamic world. 
 

 
 

limited cooperation, complicated with regional competition           
and terroristic threats 
complex cooperation 
perspective 
limited cooperation 
perspective, complicated nowadays with global competition  
large-scale cooperation, but complicated with regional-global   
competition 

 
Figure 6. Approximate assessment of the present-day interstate co-
operation in CA 
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In this sense, Russia, China, Turkey and Iran have greater advantages 
due to their stable, close and understandable cultural and economic 
environment. Despite some difficulties, these countries have stable, 
mutually complementary and dynamically developing economies, 
military and political resources and the capacity to support stability 
in the CA region. Iran, in comparison to other Islamic states, is more 
liberal (see about this peculiarity in p. 1.2). Still, the CA countries 
should overcome the existing Iranian-Turkish rivalry and geopolitical 
discrepancies in the region.  
The role of the US and the EU is objectively preconditioned by the 
status of these powers in the IR system, comprehensive resources 
and technological possibilities. At the same time, Europe has the ad-
vantage of continental location for more close contacts with the CA 
region. 
It is quite clear that in such complex international environment, the 
CA countries should, in the interests of security and preservation of 
their unique integrity, identity and originality, overcome their 
defragmented state and speed up the process of economic integra-
tion—first of all, among themselves. 
Still, one should keep in mind that firstly, the previous world of mili-
tary and political blocks has gone into the past. Secondly, Russian, 
Chinese and Iranian support does not mean the isolation of the CA 
states from other countries, keeping in mind the above-mentioned 
cultural and civilizational factors. Thirdly, neither regional power – 
Iran nor Russia - has enough tools to counteract peaceful Chinese 
expansion. This means, primarily, reliance on national interests and 
balance of power in the regional foreign policy, which is taking form 
of a constructive equidistant partnership with leading power centers. 
 

Conclusions to Chapter III 
 
Thus, it is clear that there will not be any dominating geopolitical 
models of development in the future due to the existing contradic-
tions between regional actors and regional opposition to the domina-
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tion of some of these models. We can see in the future merger of 
these models a complex set of interacting state unions: CA-Russia-
Turkey-Iran plus China, EU-the US and others. As a whole, the 
world will obviously be developed further within the balanced influ-
ence of the three leading states: the US, Russia and China. 
At the moment, geoeconomic and geopolitical threats to Central 
Asia lead to the prevalence of the Chinese version of The Belt and 
Road Initiative as the main and clear model of regional development 
for the nearest perspective. The fragile Russian-sponsored Eurasian 
Economic Union is inclined to partly merge with the Chinese pro-
ject, whereas in the long-term it has capacity to become a separate, 
potentially reformed and extended organization. Realization of the 
US sponsored New Silk Road has virtually been restricted only to 
regional military and political cooperation. But already in the short-
term, the CA region will come across intensified European-
American involvement in the region that will positively affect its so-
cial-economic situation. 
In addition, the following can be said both to support the suggested 
thesis and to conclude the chapter. 
 
Energy sphere: 
1) At present, the majority of the planned oil and gas projects in 
the territory of CA with participation of Iran has not been complet-
ed. Their completion is linked mainly to the outcome of the ongoing 
geopolitical struggle around Iran. 
2) Barriers at the external level are 

▪ Iranian-American discrepancies and attendant process of 
the final removal of the anti-Iranian sanctions can stretch 
out for an indefinite time; 

▪ an element of distrust in Russian-Iranian relations, low 
competitive potential of the Russian economy, compared 
to the EU, China and other future Iranian partners, have 
been preserved; 
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▪ Central Asian fears to be involved into the current Sunni-
Shia conflict between Iran and Saudi Arabia; 

▪ the legal status of the Caspian Sea; 

▪ a part of ambitious Chinese plans cannot in the future be 
interlinked with the increasing Tehran’s interests. 

Internal barriers оn the way of energy projects with participation of 
Iran include such factors as: 

▪ Low investment capacities of the Iranian economy, 

▪ Weak oil and gas infrastructure; 

▪ Insufficiency of the oil wells; 

▪ High level of energy demand in the country. 
3) Prolonged negative influence of the anti-Iranian sanctions on 
the level of external trade and socioeconomic development in Cen-
tral Asia has finally reoriented the CA states towards China. 
4) The majority of the involved regional states face transitional 
difficulties, have similar socioeconomic problems and need a con-
structive regional and global partnership that would, despite the dif-
ficulties, promote their cooperation in the oil and gas sector as the 
priority sphere in their development. 
5) Tehran is striving to intensify cooperation in energy, includ-
ing the settlement of the disputable Caspian issues. It also expresses 
readiness to cooperate with the CA states within the limits of the 
Chinese Silk road strategy and tries to secure support of the Europe-
an companies for future projects. 
6) The West has achieved some success in promoting the 
TANAP project. However, the legal status of the Caspian Sea will 
certainly impede realization of the TANAP and the TCP, and will 
contribute to increased tensions among the Caspian states. It is quite 
clear that the TAPI will progress only on the condition of pacifying 
the AfPak zone that depends on concerted efforts of all regional ac-
tors and geopolitical situation as a whole. The future of the Turkish 
Stream is largely dependent on the improvement of the EU-Russian 
relations, as well as the consistency and efficiency of the present-day 
Russian-Turkish relations. 
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7) Overall, much in the evolution of the oil and gas partnership 
in the SCA region depends on regulating the Syrian and Ukrainian 
crises, final removal of sanctions from Iran and forming a single 
compromise model of the partnership, considering the interests of 
all involved partners. 
 
Transportation sector:  
Difficulties of internal character in the CA region, together with a  
multiplicity of organizational and technical tasks related to the reali-
zation of transportation, infrastructure and logistical projects, as well 
as harmonizing national tax and other policies, will naturally require 
a transitional period in forming a common transportation system of 
Central Asia. 
1) The biggest challenge in development of the external trans-
portation network of Uzbekistan has been the competition of 
transport routes bypassing Uzbekistan. The loss of time in overcom-
ing the current challenges (for instance, speeding up Iranian routes) 
can turn into serious losses for the Uzbek economy. 
2)  It is clear that the multiplicity of geopolitical interests in Cen-
tral Asia will also create difficulties in coordinating transport strate-
gies at the level of the region itself. A serious threat for transporta-
tion and transit plans in CA is possible attacks of regional extremists 
and IS. 
3) On the other side, CA states confront the problem of the 
harmonization of their transport strategies with strategies of the 
leading powers. It largely concerns creating routes from the coun-
tries of the Asian-Pacific region, mainly from China, leading through 
CA. Challenges include the correspondence of local route prefer-
ences to the plans of that or another power sponsoring the construc-
tion of roads. 
4)  The most realistic, for the time being, are the Chabahor and 
Gwadar projects with participation of Iran. But rivalry between India 
(Chabahor), on the one side, and Pakistan and China (Gwadar), on 
another side, challenges these projects. But in the long run, for-
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mation of the “Chinese economic corridor”, linking Iran, Pakistan 
and CA states within the BRI projects, could correspond to the US 
interests. 
5)  However, one cannot exclude that with the launch of the 
projected transportation routes to Central Asia, new routes for drug 
trafficking, illegal migration, criminality and corruption can also be 
opened. It is obvious that reeducation and training of the suitable 
personnel in CA and CIS states, which is necessary to work in such a 
complex international environment, will take a long period of time. 
6)  To limit the existing risks and challenges, CA states there-
fore, need to speed up economic integration, strengthen coordina-
tion and interaction among their law enforcement structures, as well 
as attract Iran, Turkey and Russia to more actively participate in res-
olution of the regional security issues. 
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Conclusions 
 
 

Analysis of the regional IR system allows the following generaliza-
tions: 
1) The former world of geopolitical dualism has been changed 
by growing multipolarity and a necessity to distribute global power 
between three main powers—US, China and Russia. Hence, it is a 
question of possible combination and interaction of their interests, 
which is, at present, quite difficult to solve. Therefore, issues of re-
gional and global security remain a central concern. 
2) The potential threat of Islamization and radicalization of the 
CA region determines the choice of the secular governments in CA 
in favor of balanced relations with the West, China and Russia, as 
balancers in their relations with the Islamic world. 
3) The prolonged instability of Central Asia, complicated by the 
radicalization of the Middle East and potential spread of the extrem-
ist activities of radical forces, demands unification of the world 
community and joint settlement of these problems. It is obviously 
impossible to solve global socioeconomic and political problems 
with previous mechanisms of the block thinking, disconnected and 
weakly coordinated unions of states, and by using outdated instru-
ments and ways of governance and regulation of conflict situations. 
4) The persistent reluctance of some geopolitical actors to trade 
off part of their great power ambitions in favor of regional stability 
preserves geopolitical tension in Central Asia and prolongs and 
brings into question realization of some launched projects. In these 
circumstances, destabilization of Central Asia, owing to Syria’s 
closeness, involvement of Saudi Arabia and Turkey into the crisis 
and their close connection with Afghanistan and Pakistan, is very 
high. That, in totality, also threatens Western security interests. 
5) It appears, therefore, that both Obama’s cabinet and the new 
Trump administration are forced, in the interests of stability and 
guaranteeing the US interests in SCA and in the Middle East, to 
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bring the negotiations with Iran to a successful and relatively suitable 
for all sides end. In the case of pragmatic and deliberate approach of 
the new US administration, the results of the Iran-West negotiations 
could secure preservation and inviolability of the Islamic regime in 
Iran. Moreover, Tehran is able to become, with time, a potentially 
important strategic partner of the US in the process of peaceful 
transformation of Afghanistan. 
6) Iran, Turkey and Russia can become mutually complementary 
factors in the development of Central Asia, all able to accelerate the 
process of modernization and integration of the whole region by 
unification of the Caucasus and Central Asia into a single energy sys-
tem with an exit to Europe. However, Tehran’s “East and West” 
policy will, to a certain degree, restrict the Russian role in the Iranian 
economy. These considerations, alongside with other factors, have 
obviously influenced present-day Russian-Turkish rapprochement, 
which irritates Iran, but will not cancel their pre-destined coopera-
tion in Central Asia.  
7) Russian presence in the CA region most probably will be bal-
anced by the presence of more developed and active European pow-
ers and China. On the one side, certain incompatibility of Central 
Asian culture with the Chinese one and potential economic challeng-
es of being absorbed by the “Chinese dragon” persist. On the other, 
the danger of Islamic extremism justifies Russian presence in Central 
Asia and corresponds Moscow’s vital regional interests. Hence, in 
the mid-term, Russia can restore and strengthen its influence both in 
the world and in the CA region. This depends on successful mobili-
zation of its resources and the efficiency of its internal and external 
policies. 

 
Risks and challenges 
In sum, such a complex geopolitical situation, aggravated by intensi-
fied geoeconomic struggle and rise of extremism will, most probably, 
promote the preservation of a favourable ground in Central Asia for 
secret games with the participation of extremist forces, drug traffick-
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ing, organized criminality, outburst of violence, military conflicts, 
etc. 

 

Possible scenarios for development of geopolitical 
situation around Central Asia 
 
Scenario 1. Before the final lifting of the anti-Iranian sanctions 

▪ Dialogue and negotiations on Iran and other burning issues 
will take place between th1e European Union and the new US ad-
ministration, as a result of which, staged, more rigid, but a rational 
and pragmatic policy of Iranian involvement can be undertaken. 

▪ The tendencies for rapprochement of the CA states will be 
gradually deepened, however, predominantly bilateral forms of co-
operation and gradual realization of Chinese multilateral projects 
with participation of the CA states, Iran and EU will remain more 
realistic. 

▪ A Russia-Iran-Turkey alliance will be created, based on eco-
nomic and political considerations. But the union will be fragile, tak-
ing into account Turkish membership in NATO, Chinese partner-
ship with all these states and the containment of its strengthening 
from the Saudi side. Still, it has a future for balancing other powers’ 
regional interests and, in principle, does not contradict the US inter-
ests, although preserving tension in relations with the EU over ener-
gy issues. 
 
Scenario 2. Failure to complete the process of lifting the anti-
Iranian sanctions 
This appears most unlikely, but cannot be excluded due to the con-
tainment strategy of the present Trump administration and other an-
ti-Iranian forces in the US. 

▪ Cooperation between the EU and CA states will be intensi-
fied with the gradual involvement of Iran into regional projects, and 
sponsorship of the Asian powers. 
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▪ A Russia-Iran-Turkey alliance, supported by China, can be 
further consolidated in the interests of security. 

▪ The Eurasian Union will be extended and strengthened, in-
cluding other CA states, Iran and, possibly, India to protect its coun-
tries’ economy and security. 

▪ Extension of the Iranian-Saudi and Syrian conflicts zones ap-
pears unlikely, owing to the regional and global powers’ containment 
strategies but is not excluded in the case of force-majeure circum-
stances on the territories of Afghanistan, Pakistan and other states. 
This will endanger current and potential geoeconomic projects in 
Central Asia, will negatively affect Iranian-Uzbek and Iranian-Tajik 
relations taking into account the Central Asian Shia diaspora, and 
could aggravate the situation in the Middle and Near East, Central 
and South Asia, and in the CIS. 

▪ In the case pro-Syrian and Shia-Sunni incidents do not hap-
pen due to the prevalence of pragmatic considerations in the re-
gion—which is more probable—the Persian Gulf states, including 
Saudi Arabia, can gradually start cooperation with the Eurasian Un-
ion. 
 
Scenario 3. Final lifting of the anti-Iranian sanctions in the long 
term. 

▪ Some transitional period is expected to cope with all prob-
lems: 

– regulation and coordination of positions and actions 
among all participants of the regional process, including 
the conflicting sides, to remove bilateral and multilateral 
problems (including the Turkish factor). 

– Tactics of indirect and direct exclusion of that or another 
participant in the projected geoeconomic projects in CA 
will persist, preserving geopolitical tension with all subse-
quent outcomes. 

– Intense geoeconomic competition of energy and transport 
projects. 
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– Difficulties of organizational nature: infrastructure, tech-
nical, staff, government or other organizational issues at 
the level of projects’ realization, owing to insufficient pre-
paredness for joining global economic projects. 

– Aggressive policy of advancing own interests and pressure 
(US, China, Iran, etc.) on issues of pushing forward price, 
tax, investment and other policies. 

– Challenges for CA states emanating from the territory of 
Afghanistan and Pakistan: threats of extremism and radi-
calism, drug trafficking along the built and planned energy 
transportation routes. These are likely to come, first of all, 
from the territories on the borders with Afghanistan 
(Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan). 

▪ In the long term, relationships along the US-EU-Iran-China-
Turkey axis will be gradually consolidated. Russia-Iran-Turkey coop-
eration will concentrate more on mutually beneficial economic pro-
jects and will remain as an instrument of checks and balances to pro-
tect their interests. 

▪ Constructive partnership with the expanded, in the long term, 
Eurasian Union and building pragmatic, rational relations of the Eu-
ro-Atlantic community with Russia, concentrating on the key region-
al issues, is not excluded. 

▪ SCO will, most probably, remain a regional forum for dis-
cussing the burning economic issues of the region. 

 
Some possible recommendations for regional powers 
It is expedient in these circumstances that the international commu-
nity should support the comprehensive reform programs, undertak-
en by the Central Asian governments, by financing local expertise 
and restricting unnecessary pressure on the work of some reforming 
institutions. 
The regional actors involved into CA economic activity should:  

▪ coordinate regional tax, customs, and legislative policies for 
efficient realization of CA transit projects; 
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▪ intensify information exchange, mutual assistance and sup-
port among the interested law enforcement structures on burning 
security issues; 

▪ strengthen control at all checkpoints, border and transit-
logistical points. 
The leading powers should 

▪ intensify comprehensive scientific and educational coopera-
tion with CA states to prepare necessary staff to be ready to work in 
the globalized environment and make a timely analysis of the ongo-
ing projects; 

▪ organize some practical courses in CA on the exchange of 
experience in the spheres of transportation, infrastructure, logistics 
and law enforcement; 

▪ organize working groups for timely monitoring and analysis 
of the functioning projects with subsequent publication of the re-
sults in open mass media. 
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List of Abbreviations 
 
 
BRI  
BRICS  
 
BTC 
CA 
CIS 
ECO 
EU 
FTA 
IAEA  
IEA 
IR 
IRI 
IS 
ISIL 
JCPOA 
NATO 
NDN 
NSR 
OIC 
OPEC 
OSCE  
 
PATTA 
SCA 
SCO 
TASIS 
TCG  
TICA 
TTIP 
UN SC 

The Belt and Road Initiative 
Association of Brazil, Russia, India, China and 
South Africa 
Baku–Tbilisi–Ceyhan  
Central Asia 
Commonwealth of Independent States 
Economic Cooperation Organization 
European Union  
Free Trade Agreement  
International Atomic Energy Agency 
International Energy Agency 
International relations 
Islamic Republic of Iran 
Islamic State 
Islamic State of Iraq and Levant 
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Actions 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
North Distribution Network 
New Silk Road 
Organization of Islamic Conference 
Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries 
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Eu-
rope 
Pakistani–Afghani–Tajik Trade–Transit Agreement 
South and Central Asia 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization 
The American School in Switzerland 
Trans-Caspian Gas Pipeline 
Turkish Agency on Cooperation and Development 
Trans-Atlantic Trade and Investment Partnership  
UN Security Council  
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US 
ТАNAP 
 
ТАPI 
 
ТRАCECA 

United States 
Trans-Anatolian Pipeline Natural Gas Pipeline Pro-
ject 
Turkmenistan–Afghanistan–Pakistan–India gas pi-
peline 
Transport Corridor Europe–Caucasus–Asia 
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Annex 1. Energy pipelines from Central Asia 

 
 

 

Source: © OECD/IEA 2010 World Energy Outlook, IEA Publish-

ing. Licence: www.iea.org/t&c 

 This map is without prejudice to the status of or sovereignty over 
any territory, to the delimitation of international frontiers and 
boundaries and to the name of any territory, city or area. 
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Annex 2. The Map of the Proposed Chinese Silk 

Road 
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