New States’ Relations with
Neighbors 


One of the often overlooked aspects of the new states of Central Asia is their relations with contiguous states other than Russia.  Armenia’s long-standing dispute with Turkey, for instance, or attempts by Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan to forge mutually beneficial economic relations with Iran, despite deep-seated suspicions stemming from their very different views on the role of Islam in political affairs.  Finally, the ongoing conflict in Afghanistan has placed the neighboring Central Asian states of Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan and (non-contiguous) Kyrgyzstan in uncomfortable proximity to the front lines of the U.S.’s and Russia’s war on terror.


The relations of the new states with countries like Turkey, Iran and Afghanistan are important because they demonstrate most accurately how these newly sovereign entities can conduct relations on a nearly equal footing with other states.  The new states’ relations with Russia and, to a lesser extent, with the U.S. are clearly based on a radical asymmetry of power.  With the exception of Georgia and Ukraine (and perhaps Kazakhstan), the newly independent states remain in a condition of limited sovereignty when dealing with Russia.  Large Russian minorities living within their borders, or their dependence on Russia for gas, oil and other economic essentials, means that they are unable to assert a fully independent stance when dealing with their neighbor to the north.  Finding other economic partners or markets for their goods is a key element in their attempts to achieve a fuller measure of sovereignty and independence from the former imperial ruler.  Looking at recent developments along the periphery of the old Soviet Union, we see a number of examples of how these states are trying to create other opportunities outside the Russian sphere, or to deal with a conflict (in Afghanistan) which poses both a threat and an opportunity for them.

Armenia and Turkey


On October 10 in Zurich, Switzerland Secretary of State Clinton oversaw the signing of an agreement between Armenia and Turkey to reopen diplomatic relations and the border between the two countries.  Armenians, who for decades have demanded that Turkey acknowledge the slaughter of Armenians by the Turkish army during World War I as “genocide”, and the Turks, who have refused to recognize Armenia’s annexation of the Azerbaijani enclave of Nagorno-Karabakh, warily sought a rapprochement, which seemed likely to run off the tracks right up to the actual signing ceremony on October 10.  Subsequently, the legislatures in the two countries, which must approve the agreement, have been unable to agree on whether to pass the measure or not.  Today, four months after the signing ceremony in Zurich, the border between the two countries remains closed.

What is at stake in this effort to reduce the tensions between these two neighbors?  First of all, for Armenia the desire is to end, or at least lessen, the landlocked country’s isolation from the outside world.  As things now stand, Armenia has no diplomatic relations with either Azerbaijan or Turkey, its two main neighbors.  Since independence in the early 1990s, Armenia has relied upon a supply line that passes through its neighbor to the north, Georgia, and thence to the Black Sea ports for the import and export of goods.  It has also tried to establish a rail link across its common border with Iran.  If the annexation of Nagorno-Karabakh proves to be lasting, Armenia’s border with Iran would become much longer.  But, given the religious and political differences between the two countries, this connection will likely be of limited utility.  Turkey sees itself as having a “special relationship” with the ethnically Turkic peoples of Central Asia, one that rests more on sentiment than on any actual common economic or political interests.  The Turks have benefited from the construction of the oil pipeline from Azerbaijan to the Turkish port of  Cehyan.  The line passes through Georgia (not Armenia) and represents one of the few export routes for Central Asian oil and gas that does not pass through Russian territory.  The Turks have also been supportive of the Azerbaijani position on the disputed area of Nagorno-Karabakh.  The enclave, with its largely Armenian population, had been a part of Azerbaijan during Soviet days and only broke away from that country in the early 1990s, when an uprising supported by the newly independent Armenia succeeded in expelling Azerbaijani forces.  Part of the reason for Turkish support for Azerbaijan is a common Turkic heritage, but it is also likely that Turkey sees Azerbaijan as a potentially rich market for its exports and a reliable source of oil.  For all of these reasons, rapprochement with Armenia remains highly problematic.  Nationalist legislators in both Armenia and Turkey are opposed to the reopening of diplomatic relations and the common border if this requires conceding anything to the other side.  

Armenia remains of particular significance to the West due to its very large expatriate community of seven to eight million people, living largely in Europe, Canada and the U.S.  The leaders of this diaspora are often the most adamant in demanding that Turkey acknowledge the killing of Armenians by Ottoman forces during World War I as “genocide.”  Turkey, meanwhile, is experiencing an accentuation of Islamic influence in its politics and is apt to prove less compromising in dealing with long-time Christian enemy Armenia.  


Ironically, Georgia, through which goods passing to and from Armenia must pass, has mixed feelings about a renewal of relations between that country and Turkey, fearing that it might inflict economic damage on Georgia through the loss of the transit trade.  

Relations between Iran and the Central Asian States

The January 4-6 visit by Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad to Tajikistan and Turkmenistan underlines another possible outside influence on developments in Central Asia.  Turkmenistan’s leader, Gurbanguly Berdymukhamedov, sought an alternative route for the export of Turkmen natural gas after the Putin government in Russia put pressure on him to pay higher transit fees for Turkmen gas using the pipeline through Russia.  The Russians have also tried to pressure Turkmenistan into charging lower prices for its gas, which is widely used in Russia itself.  The new gas pipeline is the second one to carry Turkmen gas into Iran, where it is consumed locally or re-exported.  The new line increases capacity form 8 billion cubic meters of gas per year to 20 billion.  

Unlike Turkmenistan, Tajikistan does not have natural gas or oil.  In fact, it is the poorest of the poor Central Asian countries.  As such, it is more an object of Iranian aid than a trading partner.  Ahmadinejad’s press release after his visit hailed the “150 Iranian companies carrying out numerous engineering projects” in Tajikistan.  Like Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan (which Ahmadinejad did not visit), Tajikistan shares a border with Afghanistan.  Although most of the fighting in that country has been in the southern Pashtun-dominated regions bordering on Pakistan, the three former Soviet republics bordering Afghanistan on the north have taken-on increasing importance as supply bases and transit points for U.S. and NATO forces fighting in Afghanistan.  Given Iran’s rather conflicted stance regarding the Taliban and Al Qaeda, Ahmadinejad may well feel it is important to strengthen relations with neighboring countries that have similarly mixed-feelings about the Afghan conflict.  

The Afghan Conflict and Central Asia


Of the three Central Asian republics bordering Afghanistan, only Uzbekistan allows the transit of military supplies to U.S. and NATO forces.  Turkmenistan has explicitly declined to allow its territory to be used for this purpose and Tajikistan’s mountainous terrain precludes its use as a transit route.  The U.S. also uses an airbase in Kyrgyzstan to ferry men and equipment into Afghanistan, but this has been threatened by political pressure from Russia on the Kyrgyz government.  Earlier, the Uzbek regime ordered the U.S. to abandon an airbase on its territory after the U.S. protested the Uzbek government’s violent repression of opposition political forces.  Thus, the prospects for drawing the Central Asian republics into a closer relation with the West in the context of the ongoing Afghan conflict are at best mixed.  The Iranians have doubtless discouraged Turkmenistan and Tajikistan from cooperating with the U.S. and may have even implied that such cooperation could lead to a cut off of aid (in the case of Tajikistan) or to disruption of oil and gas (in the case of Turkmenistan).  


Thus, the creation of a so-called Northern Distribution Network to funnel supplies into Afghanistan still appears to be a rather shaky proposition.  But, given the dangers of moving supplies into Afghanistan through Pakistan (the major transit route at this time), the U.S. military continues to explore the possibility of using the logistical backdoor in the north.  One study calculates that the cost of moving supplies over the northern route is about two and one-half times what it costs to move the same supplies through Pakistan.  

The long-term prospects for trade and political relations between the contiguous Central Asian states and Afghanistan are also quite murky.  Given the ongoing warfare and political strife in Afghanistan, it is unlikely that the government there will find itself  in a position to launch any initiatives to build stronger relations with the Central Asian states.  The large Turkmen and Tajik minorities living in northern Afghanistan pose both an opportunity for and a hurdle to closer ties.  Suspicion could well arise on the part of the Kabul government that these minorities (a long-standing part of Afghanistan’s tribal population) might establish closer ties with their ethnic counterparts on the other side of the border and loosen their ties to the government in Kabul.  Prior to the Taliban takeover of Afghanistan in 1996, the so-called Northern Alliance headquartered just south of the border with Uzbekistan in Mazar-e Sharif, was the strongest opponent of the Muslim fundamentalists.  Whether these old Taliban opponents continue to have a future in Afghan politics remains to be seen.  It is also not clear what their views are of the post-Soviet leadership in places like Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, where home-grown Islamic fundamentalists are viewed as a threat to the secular (if nominally Muslim) regimes.  

Finally, the attitude of the Medvedev-Putin government in Russia will be of importance in determining how cooperative these three countries turn out to be in furthering U.S. and NATO aims in Afghanistan.  The Russian government remains highly sensitive to the domestic blowback from the long-running conflict in Chechnya and elsewhere in the north Caucasus.  To the Russians, the unrest in the areas and the terrorist attacks fomented by Islamic elements elsewhere in Russia, provides a good reason for helping the West to fight Muslim fundamentalists in Afghanistan.  In return, of course, Putin would like to see greater understanding for Russia’s brutally repressive measures against separatist groups in its own Muslim areas.  One of the routes used for supplying forces in Afghanistan passes across Russian territory, from the Baltic ports and then through Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan.  The Russians have agreed to let non-lethal military supplies pass over this route, although to date it has not been a major factor in supplying Western forces in Afghanistan.  Still, the message is clear:  it is okay to help the Americans and NATO in Afghanistan as long as Moscow has agreed to do so.  As noted, however, Turkmenistan, which has the longest border with Afghanistan of the three republics, has chosen to remain neutral in the conflict and to nurture closer relations with Iran.  
