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THE WEST, RUSSIA AND CHINA IN CENTRAL ASIA:
WHAT KIND OF GAME IS BEING PLAYED IN THE REGION?

Igor TORBAKOV"

ABSTRACT

The article deals with the old and new actors of power struggle in Eurasia, and
analyses the pecularities of the ‘New Great Game’ in detail. In this context, while
seeking answers to the questions ‘What is the New Great Game’, ‘What is its
essence?’, the article makes comparisons to the ‘Great Game’ which has made its
mark on the 19" century, displays the current situation. The author dwells on the
perception of interests of regional and global actors, and examines their soft and hard
power instruments on the scene, especially looking into the issue of military bases in
the region. The article analyzes security as well as geostrategic and economic aspects
of the power struggle of three major actors, United States, Russia and China, with
respect to regional policies and inter-relations of these countries. Russian-Chinese
relations, especially on the issue of security, are emphasized, and their attitude
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primarily a rivalry between the two major colonial powers — the British and Russian
empires -- for control over Central Eurasia.' The present-day interpretations of the
Great Game tend to expand the number of players -- bringing in such regional
heavyweights as China, as well as the key outside power, the United States -- but
retain the Game’s main characteristic feature — namely, the big powers jockeying
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for position in Central Asia.’ The latest conceptualization sees the Game as being
largely driven by the desire of Russia and China to squeeze the United States out of
Central Asia and establish their exclusive control over the strategically located and
energy-rich region.3

What is the Essence of the Great Game?
According to most analysts, a key element of the Great Game is outside powers’
security presence in the region -- whether military bases or joint war games with

host countries or arms deliveries or control of energy transit routes. )
Geopolitically, security presence allows an outside power to exercise more

control over a host country’s policies and make sure the outside power’s national
interests are observed and promoted in the host country.

Economically, security presence allows an outside power to ensure that Central
Asia’s energy riches are exported in the direction the outside power wants; an
outside power usually seeks to make sure such deliveries are safe and that other
outsiders cannot easily reroute the region’s energy flows.

In military-strategic terms, security presence allows an outside power to project
force from a host country to other countries in the region, including the outside
power’s rivals.

Are We Witnessing the Latest Variety of the Great Game?
The present-day outside powers do indeed seek to expand their security presence in
Central Asia. A more critical glance would reveal, however, that the Great Game
concept appears to ignore a number of important points.

First, following the collapse of the Soviet Union, Central Asian states have
become independent actors capable of making their own decisions.”

Second, the relations between the Central Asian states and the outside powers
are not the hierarchical ones in the tradition of a great power — client relationship.
The nature of these relations, rather, likely depends more on how the regional
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countries perceive their political, economic and security interests. Sometimes the
regional countries’ interests might indeed include pitting great powers against one
another, thereby creating an image of a great game.

Third, more recently, the diverging trajectories of Central Asian states have
made the situation even more precarious and confused.

Fourth, the geopolitical ‘game’ played by the outside powers does not have an
unequivocally confrontational character. To be sure, the competition between the big
powers does exist but at the same time there is an understanding that cooperation is a
must to prevent further destabilization of the already dangerously volatile region.5

So What'’s the Current Situation on the Ground?

Currently, Moscow and Beijing’s positions in Central Asia seem to be strong, and will
likely grow stronger in the near future.’ By contrast, the West (the U.S. and the EU)
appears to be in strategic retreat at the moment.” To understand why it is so, one has
to focus on the interests of the Central Asian ruling regimes and analyze how, in light
of these interests, the regional leaders perceive the policies of the key outside powers.

Currently, Central Asia’s leaders have three primary concerns: they seek to
perpetuate their rule over their countries while blocking attempts by political
opposition to topple their regimes; they intend to continue combating radical
Islamist activity; they want to further economic development in such a way that will
not undermine their control over their own economies.

The West, particularly the United States, is actively calling for political change in
the region, and Washington is more concerned with having Central Asian
governments’ help in its struggle against militant [slamists than in providing security
assistance for the regional regimes at home. The West also wants the local
economies to be liberalized, which would require domestic elites to sacrifice control
over regional economic processes. Russia, on the other hand, is doing the opposite,
and has therefore won regional governments’ appreciation.8
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While the West is pushing for democratic reforms in the autocratically ruled
region, Moscow hasn’t demonstrated any inclination to interfere in Central Asia’s
domestic politics by demanding improvements in human rights or the
implementation of political competition. This difference alone makes the choice
between the two potential sponsors an obvious one for Central Asia’s authoritarian
governments. (Russian strategists claim that American policy aimed at spreading
democracy in Central Asia failed like it did in the entire region of the Greater Middle
East because Washington was slow to understand that democratization which
comes before modernization in the poor underdeveloped countries cannot be
sustained.)9

In terms of security, the United States has shown no interest in helping regional
governments defend themselves from the challenges posed by domestic opposition
forces. And the U.S. response to the uprising in Andijan in May 2005 was a primary
factor in pushing the region more toward Moscow, as Washington’s reaction made
it clear to Central Asia’s regimes that they would not be able to count on the United
States for security assistance during potential emergencies.]0 Furthermore,
governments across the region, whether rightly or wrongly, believe the United
States is supporting anti-government movements that these regimes see as
coalitions between Islamist and pro-Western forces.

While the West reacted to the events in Andijan by criticizing the Uzbek
government’s ruthless response, Moscow was supportive of the regime, and made it
clear that it would help Central Asian governments to fight the Islamist opposition.”
This was formalized in the July 2005 summit of the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization (SCO), and the Kremlin also has made this commitment through the
Collective Security Treaty Organization.12

Furthermore, Moscow has taken concrete steps by participating in the joint
counterterrorism exercises in both Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan and by increasing
military cooperation.]3 The contrast between Washington and Moscow’s positions
was plain to the regional governments. (For Russia, this cooperation serves national
security interests as much as it does political interests in reducing U.S. influence in
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the region. Moscow seeks to prevent the security breakdown in Central Asia: any
significant political upheaval in the region, the Kremlin strategists argue, would
make Russia’s southern frontier vulnerable to an assault of militant Islamists
moving north from Afghanistan. Russia and Kazakhstan share a very long border,
and Central Asian security is therefore of vital interest to Russia.)

But the most significant difference has recently been in terms of economic
cooperation. Economic aid from the West in general and the United States in
particular is now viewed rather skeptically by governments in the region. Central
Asian officials complain that Western aid never lives up to the expectations, as the
bulk of it tends to be reserved for the numerous, and quite expensive, Western
consultants. Furthermore, the aid is vulnerable to wide-spread corruption, which
prevents it from reaching its destination. On top of this, the monies often come with
significant strings attached. The latter sometime include demands for political and
economic reform that the local leadership perceives as being potentially detrimental
as it risks to undermine regional governments. Also, economic benefits from the
presence of U.S. military bases turned out to be less than anticipated -- as it
happens, the local expectations were grossly exaggerated. Other benefits, such as
employment of the local population at the Western military facilities, were not
crucial to the host countries’ economies. On the other hand, trade with Russia and
China remains a vital element of economic development for all the Central Asian
states.

Moscow, relying on a vast resource base built due to the windfall energy
revenues, is currently seeking to strengthen economic ties between Russia and
Central Asia. As one commentary contends, Russia’s new expansion in Central
Asia is propped not so much by its military might, which remains rather inadequate
as by its economic dynamism, driven by the powerful energy sector.

With Russia’s major gas reserves steadily depleting and the development of the
untapped fields in the Arctic being extremely costly, Gazprom, Russia’s state-run
energy monopoly, is increasingly turning its gaze to Central Asia’s gas riches.
Russia has already signed a massive gas pact with Turkmenistan: under the terms
of the 2003 accord, Moscow got what seemed to be the exclusive right to export all
natural gas produced in Turkmenistan for the period of 25 years. But the mercurial
nature of the Turkmen president, Saparmurat Niyazov, makes him an extremely
inconvenient and unpredictable partner, which forces Moscow to look for a back up
plan.

4 Pavel K. Baev, “Russia’s Counterrevolutionary Offensive in Central Asia”, PONARS, Policy Memo
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Thus, in January 2006, Gazprom signed two agreements with Uzbekistan
pledging $1.5 billion in Russian investments in the Uzbek energy sector. The most
important accord is a 25-year production sharing agreement on the development of
the Ustyurt gas fields. Most Russian energy analysts applauded the deal. Any
investments Gazprom makes in the region, they argue, increase the company’s
influence and make the local authorities more loyal. In addition, with the Ustyurt
gas reserves in its possession, Gazprom will be able to at least partially protect its
interests and keep its gas balance should the Turkmen gas production drop. The
deal is also attractive for Tashkent, the analysts say: Uzbekistan simply lacks funds
both for the exploration and development of its energy reserves and, more
importantly, for the expansion of the throughput capacity of the Central Asia —
Center pipeline’s Uzbek section to secure the export of fuel.”®

But even before inking a gas accord with Uzbekistan, Russia managed to sign
another energy agreement that has potentially huge economic and political
implications. In the end of 2005, Gazprom reached a five-year transit deal with
Kazakhstan’s state natural gas transit company KazMunaiGas to transit 55 billion
cubic meters of Turkmen and Uzbek natural gas a year, giving Gazprom monopoly
control over all three Central Asian states’ natural gas exports.]6 As some analysts
note, this agreement represents the virtual completion of Russia’s successful efforts
to forge something like a gas cartel of producers. Playing a leading role within this
grouping, Russia would not only dominate the export of Central Asian gas but
would also obtain control over the economies of both the gas-producing and gas-
consuming states in the post-Soviet Eurasia.'’

The forming of the Russia-led gas cartel will likely have significant repercussions
for other major consumers — like, for example, the European Union. According to one
perceptive commentary, ‘All natural gas produced in the former Soviet Union comes
from Gazprom, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan or Turkmenistan, with any natural gas
originating in a country ending in ‘stan’ having to transit through Kazakhstan and
Russia on its way to any market. The KazMunaiGas deal means that Gazprom -- and
by extension, the Kremlin -- now owns all of that gas. Any state wanting to use
Central Asian gas in order to get energy independence from Russia is now out of
luck.’'®

This situation doesn’t bode well for the countries such as Ukraine and the Baltic
States: it would appear that these nations are now deprived of any viable

5 Yelena Mazneva, “Gazprom stavit na Uzbekistan”, Vedomosti, 26 January 2006.
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alternatives to Russian-owned natural gas. The January 2006 standoff between
Russia and Ukraine over the gas pricing which resulted in a brief cutoff of supplies
that affected even a number of the EU countries served as a powerful wake-up call
for any nation that is dependent on Moscow for its energy needs.

In military-strategic terms, the situation in the Central Asian region has also
changed quite dramatically over the past year. In 2002-2004, Moscow’s attempts to
counterbalance the U.S. military presence were doomed to failure, as the new
Russian air base in Kant, Kyrgyzstan was vastly inferior to U.S. and NATO’s
facilities set up in the region in the wake of the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks
against the U.S. But 2005 has seen an impressive reassertion of Russian military
influence in Central Asia."

The most significant development was Uzbekistan’s geopolitical shift. The U.S.-
Uzbek ‘strategic partnership’ forged in March 2002 was seen by many security
experts in both countries as an effective geostrategic leverage helping balance
Russia and China in the region. The Karimov government, however, strongly
resisted attempts to use the ‘alliance’ for promoting liberal reforms and human
rights. Having suppressed the Ferghana Valley riots, which he asserted was an
attack of the ‘external radical Islamist forces,” Karimov promptly revived the
‘strategic partnership’ with Moscow and received a red-carpet welcome in Beijing.
As a direct result of Tashkent’s falling out with Washington, the U.S. airbase at
Karshi-Khanabad has been withdrawn.”® The growing security ties between Russia
and Uzbekistan have ultimately culminated in the military pact between the two
countries which was signed in November 2005.% Additionally, a number of military
exercises comprising Russian and Central Asian contingents were conducted in the
fall of 2005, and the first joint Russian-Chinese maneuvers added a new dimension
to this cooperation.22

Dilemmas of Russian Policy

In spite of the apparent success in restoring its great power stature, Russia’s
seemingly dominant position in Central Asia is far from guaranteed. In fact,
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Moscow will hardly succeed in maintaining its leadership role unless it sorts out a
number of contradictory aspects of its policy towards the Central Asian states.

First, Russian strategy in Central Asia appears to be resting on a shaky
foundation. It seeks to preserve the status quo and help perpetuate the regimes that
have sworn geopolitical allegiance to Moscow. But what does the status quo
actually mean? Its essence, some experts contend, is the ‘ossification of post-Soviet
ruling elites’ and the decay of the political systems they shaped for their
convenience. The perpetuation of the unreformed local regimes is exactly the root
cause of the brewing political crisis in the region.23 Russia, too, runs the risk of
being too closely allied with the regional rulers. For example, having pledged to
support Karimov, the Kremlin will inevitably find itself between the rock and the
hard place when his regime eventually crumbles and social turmoil ensues. Then
Russia will face a painful dilemma: to come to Karimov’s rescue would mean to be
drawn into a possibly violent internal conflict; to ignore the request for help would
mean to badly let one’s ally down. Having signed an alliance pact with Karimov,
one commentary argues, ‘Russia automatically made a possible civil war in
Uzbekistan its internal problem.’24 Besides, Moscow’s readiness to embrace any local
autocrat may well prove to be a bad miscalculation — simply because such an alliance
is unlikely to last too long. As one observer points out, ‘Russia remains primarily a
fallback option.’25 The long-term preferences of Central Asian elites would ultimately
be pulling them toward the West.?

Second, despite the fact that Moscow and Beijing have managed, so far, to find
a degree of accommodation, the competition between the two powers in Central
Asia is all but inevitable. Russia will likely have to struggle pretty hard to maintain
its strategic standing on par with China. As most historians would contend, China is
not emerging -- it is re-emerging to reclaim its traditionally exceptional place in the
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region. China was a presence in Central Asia ‘ever since the Silk Road first
connected the Middle Kingdom to the Roman Empire.’27

While some Moscow strategists talk of a Chinese alliance against the West,
‘China has been taking advantage of that misperception and preparing for a world in
which Russia no longer matters.’””® China has been building rail lines and petroleum
pipelines into Central Asia and acquiring Central Asian energy firms. According to
various estimates, China National Petroleum has invested almost $10 billion in
Kazakhstan since 1997. In October 2005, Beijing scored a major geopolitical coup
when China completed a $4.18 billion takeover of PetroKazakhstan Inc. This move
was followed by the opening of the new Kazakh-China oil pipeline on December
15.%

China quietly sponsors an unofficial policy of encouraging migration of its
citizens to Central Asia as well as to the resource-rich but sparsely populated
Russian Siberia. Russia, on whose vast expanses between the Ural Mountains and
the Far East live less than 30 million people, cannot fail to feel a tremendous
demographic pressure from across the border with China. And in Kazakhstan, there
are reportedly around 100,000 Chinese who have settled there recently.30

China is purchasing components of Russian military technology as part of a
broad-based modernization program. According to one Western commentary,
‘China is fully engaged in the old three-player game and views Washington as its
major concern, with Russia being simply a tool of foreign policy.’31 Some Russian
analysts share this view and are quite pessimistic about the long-term prospects of
Sino-Russian ‘cooperation.” Even if Moscow does manage to increase its influence
in Central Asia in the short-term, Beijing will likely be the biggest geopolitical
winner in the long run, they say. Russia, being China’s junior partner, will inevitably
be forced to gradually cede both its dominant position in the region and access to
Central Asia’s enormous energy resources to its much more powerful ally. Thus,
what now appears to look like a return of the Soviet Union’s ‘soft underbelly’ to
Mother Russia’s fold is rather a slow but steady process of transformation of
Central Asian region into Beijing’s expanded zone of influence.*
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Third, Russia will ultimately need to decide whether it genuinely wants to push
the United States from Central Asia, or whether it can live with the U.S. presence in
the region. Pragmatically defined Russian interests, some analysts suggest, are not
necessarily incompatible with U.S. interests in Central Asia.® True, Moscow
wouldn’t like to see the strengthening of U.S. positions in the region where it
traditionally dominates, they argue; but it should also be clear, they add, that Russia
isn’t prepared and in fact doesn’t want to bear the full responsibility for securing
political stability and economic development in Central Asia. Thus, the argument
goes, in reality the Kremlin is interested both in preserving a ‘certain level’ of
American presence in Russia’s strategically sensitive ‘southern underbelly’ and in
maintaining some sort of partnership with the U.S. One policy paper published in
the recent issue of the journal Rossiya v globalnoi politike even argues that in the
majority of the Central Asian states Moscow should try to either share the
responsibility for the regional stability with the outside ‘third force’ — be it China, the
U.S,, or the EU — or shun this burden altogether. There are Russian experts who
even suggest offering to the U.S. a status of observer in the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization. Any attempt by the SCO ‘to squeeze Washington out of Central Asia’
would be counter-productive, they contend. If this happens, ‘an extremely
dangerous geopolitical vacuum will emerge in the region.’34

Finally, Russia as well as other outside powers will have to pursue their interests
in the region whose countries diverge widely in their geopolitical orientation.
According to some observers, the most significant development of the last year is
the parting of ways among Central Asian states themselves. But although the
individual trajectories of the regional countries do differ markedly, all Central Asian
states appear to have opted for the tactics of sophisticated foreign-policy
maneuvering. According to one recent commentary, a policy whereby a regional
state would be geopolitically tethered to a single outside power is receding to the
past. Thus, it starts slowly dawning on the great powers that they cannot achieve
their goals pursuing a ‘single Central Asian’ policy in the region; instead, they need
to elaborate a set of policies targeting individual Central Asian states.”

Here’s a brief overview of what some Central Asian policymakers and analysts
call a ‘pragmatic strategy’ pursued by the regional countries. At first blush,
Turkmenistan continues sticking to its precarious neutrality status, remaining in a
kind of self-isolation. But Turkmen President Saparmurat Niyazov’s recent
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overtures toward China including the signing of the long-term gas accord with
Beijing indicate that Ashgabat seeks to break Russia’s monopoly on the exports of
Turkmenistan’s natural gas.36 While reiterating that Moscow is their main strategic
partner, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan continue to maintain a close relationship with the
United States. Kazakhstan, politically the most stable and economically the most
powerful nation of the region, seeks to preserve the multi-vector character of its
foreign policy and economic development. Despite persistent pressure from
Moscow, Kazakh leadership leaves open the possibility of exporting oil through the
newly opened Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline. Some energy analysts do not exclude
the future competition between Moscow and Astana. Putin wants to turn Russia into
an energy superpower, they say. But Kazakhstan also possesses huge amounts of
oil and gas that will likely compete on the world markets with the Russian
hydrocarbons.37 For the time being, only Uzbekistan appears to have cast its lot
with Russia and China. But this trend is unlikely to last too long. Besides, Karimov,
the Uzbek strongman, will likely not miss the opportunity to play Moscow off
against Beijing to create more favorable geopolitical conditions for his regime.

CONCLUSION

The great powers do indeed compete in Central Asia and go out of their way to
expand and strengthen their security presence there. The above analysis would
suggest, however, that the 19" century Great Game model is an inadequate
epistemological tool for understanding the 21* century tangled interactions in the
region. The current pattern of relations between various international actors is much
more complex than a traditional geopolitical tug-of-war between the old colonial
empires.

Over the past year, Russia, claiming that its paramount strategic goal is regional
stability, has achieved much success in consolidating its influence across Central
Asia. This success, however, appears to be temporary as is the current period of
stability. Russia’s policies aimed at preserving the status quo (read the stability of
the powers that be) fail to address Central Asia’s socio-political problems — above
all, the pervasive corruption and the over-concentration of power in the hands of the
ruling elites -- that cause broad public discontent and may eventually lead to a
major political upheaval.
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While Moscow’s strategic clout has grown recently, the capacity of the West
(the U.S. and the EU) to influence political developments in the region has
significantly diminished. However, the overall situation in Central Asia remains
highly volatile and the present-day geopolitical landscape is far from being
permanent.
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