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economy and declining domestic energy production has resulted in China’s
accounting for 40 percent of the growth in world oil demand since 2000 and
becoming the world’s second-largest oil consumer, surpassing Japan in
2003.14  For the past decade, Chinese policymakers have sought to enhance
their access to Central Asian energy resources to supplement their vulner-
able Persian Gulf sources, which currently supply more than half of China’s
oil imports. These shipments traverse sea lanes susceptible to interception
by foreign navies. In addition, the Chinese realize that terrorism, military
conflicts, and other sources of instability in the Middle East could abruptly
disrupt their energy imports. As a result, Chinese officials are pushing for
the development of less-vulnerable, land-based oil and gas pipelines that
would direct Central Asian energy resources eastward toward China. Al-
though Central Asia currently provides only about 10 percent of China’s to-
tal oil imports, Chinese planners apparently hope that, by purchasing local
energy equities and developing the region’s eastward transportation infra-
structure, they can increase this percentage substantially in the future.15

U.S. Choices

The United States has several core objectives in Central Asia, including
limiting terrorism and Islamic extremism, developing the region’s econo-
mies, and securing access to energy resources. Washington also wants to
preserve the autonomy of the newly independent states by preventing any
one country or group of countries, such as a Russian-Chinese condominium,
from dominating Central Asia. Many Americans also seek to promote hu-
man rights, civil liberties, and genuinely democratic elections throughout
the region.16

Some of these U.S. interests coincide with those of other regional actors. All
the major players want to enhance border security; encourage economic and
energy development; and curb terrorism and trafficking in narcotics, people,
and weapons of mass destruction (WMD). Yet, the great powers disagree about
the need to promote liberal democratic principles and the desirable duration of
the U.S. military presence in Central Asia. From Washington’s perspective, the
key to managing these mixed interests is to exploit complementarities, minimize
conflicts, and hedge against adverse developments.

THE FREEDOM DOCTRINE IN CENTRAL ASIA: PROS AND CONS

The U.S. commitment to promoting democracy entails both advantages and
disadvantages for its competitive strategies in Central Asia. On the positive
side, because most Central Asians seem to hold relatively favorable views of
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Americans, if not U.S. policies, this commitment to advancing political lib-
erties could represent a long-term advantage.17  If democrats come to power
in the region, they likely would appreciate past U.S. support and perhaps
move closer toward Western democracies and away from Russia and China,
given the backing of those countries of the previous authoritarian regimes.
Furthermore, because Central Asia is a less
important region for the United States than
the Middle East, any unfavorable consequences
of a failed freedom crusade would be limited
in terms of overall U.S. foreign policy goals.

On the negative side, recent experiences in
Uzbekistan suggest why aggressive democracy
promotion in Central Asia would likely both
fail and harm U.S. interests. First, the region’s
democratic opposition movements typically
have been weak and divided. Second, the in-
cumbent regimes have shown a willingness to employ whatever means neces-
sary, including electoral manipulation; media controls; and, in Uzbekistan last
May, forceful repression, to remain in power. Third, the authoritarian leaders
have made clear that they would further curtail cooperation with the United
States and other countries that pursued policies that threatened their over-
throw. Finally, Russian and Chinese officials invariably would see a vigorous,
U.S.-led democracy-promotion campaign as threatening their alliances and
other interests in Central Asia. They also would fear the spillover of the re-
sulting regional chaos into their own territories and perceive intensified risks
to their rule from foreign-inspired democratic forces. Their probable response,
intensified collaboration to limit U.S. influence in the region, would in turn
stimulate alarm among those in Washington who fear a Sino-Russian alliance
against the United States. The result would be a deterioration of overall great-
power relations due to a dispute over a peripheral region and a threat to the
very “balance of power that favors freedom” that Bush administration officials
see as the most important change in world politics in centuries.18

Rather than expecting democratic governments to emerge soon in Cen-
tral Asia, U.S. policies should adopt the more modest goals of encouraging
foreign investment in the region, which could alleviate poverty and help es-
tablish the socioeconomic bases for sustained political reform, and pushing
for an end to major abuses of human rights and other civil liberties. U.S. of-
ficials also should prepare for the day when democrats might assume power
by continuing academic, professional, and other exchanges that help train
the next generation of Central Asian elites. As with Eastern Europe during
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COMPLEMENTING BILATERALISM WITH MULTILATERALISM

U.S. officials can attenuate competitive pressures by complementing their
traditionally bilateral policies in Eurasia with initiatives directed at the
region’s core multilateral security institutions. By enhancing transparency
and countering misperceptions, these institutions could help avert an un-
necessary great-game security spiral among Russia, China, and the United

States, including one triggered by a regional
crisis caused by other actors, such as another
Colored Revolution.19

Washington needs a more flexible ap-
proach in deciding whether to employ bilat-
eral or multilateral approaches to manage
regional security issues. On one hand, the
U.S. government thus far has pursued a gen-
erally successful bilateral strategy to counter
other countries’ multilateral efforts to limit
its military presence in Central Asia. After

the participants at the July 2005 SCO summit called on the United States
and its allies to establish a timetable for withdrawing from their Central
Asian military bases, for example, U.S. officials successfully exploited their
bilateral ties with the governments of Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and other Cen-
tral Asian governments to retain military access.

On the other hand, Washington’s bilateral dialogues with Russia and
China regarding Central Asian issues have had limited utility. Although
U.S. and Russian military forces have been operating in Central Asia for
several years, their direct contacts have been surprisingly limited. Even in
Kyrgyzstan, they rarely communicate despite their proximity, a situation in-
advertently highlighted in April 2005 when Russian defense minister Sergei
Ivanov said “Russian and U.S. military bases in Kyrgyzstan are not bothering
each other.”20  The two countries should consider institutionalizing regular
consultations among base commanders and conducting joint exercises on
force protection, humanitarian relief, and counterterrorism to explore how
they might interact in a crisis. At a minimum, such precautions would help
avoid friendly fire and other incidents.

Nevertheless, given the poor track record of bilateral initiatives directed
at Russia and China exclusively and the transnational nature of most Cen-
tral Asian security threats, it would be risky for Washington to rely too
heavily on bilateral solutions alone to address the region’s security problems.
Central Asian governments have shown continued interest in deepening
ties with multinational institutions despite their differences over terrorism,
boundaries, and other issues. Russia and China also have made clear their

Central Asia has
become a major
unifying element in
Sino-Russian
relations.



THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY ■  SUMMER 2006

Averting a New Great Game in Central Asia l

163

preference for employing multilateral institutions to address international
security iuYDw
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alliance’s regional military presence. When NATO took charge of the Inter-
national Security Assistance Force in Afghanistan in August 2003, its repre-
sentatives negotiated military transit agreements and other supportive
arrangements with neighboring Central Asian governments. At their June
2004 Istanbul summit, NATO governments designated Central Asia, along
with the Caucasus, as an area of “special focus.”22  They also decided to es-

tablish a special representative for Central
Asia and station a permanent liaison officer
in the region.

Russia, China, and the United States would
benefit from establishing ties between these
multilateral security institutions. Central
Asia represents the one area of the world
where their militaries operate in regular
proximity. Yet, NATO has few ties with the
CSTO and none with the SCO. China also
lacks formal contacts with NATO. A direct

U.S.-SCO relationship could provide an institutional mechanism for broad-
ening the Sino-U.S. strategic dialogue, facilitating reconciliation between
the United States and Uzbekistan after President Islam Karimov leaves of-
fice, and establishing an indirect dialogue between Washington and Tehran.

Framing the initiative as a SCO-CSTO-NATO engagement might entice
Russia and China to allow Washington to develop formal contacts with the
SCO. In October 2002, Chinese officials proposed that NATO engage Beijing
in a bilateral dialogue on strategic developments and security threats in Cen-
tral Asia, though neither side pursued this initiative.23  For several years, Rus-
sian representatives have called on NATO to work directly with the CSTO
on joint projects, especially reducing terrorism and drug trafficking in Central
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Expecting the Unexpected

Although the complex relations among the major powers with interests in
Central Asia work against a revived great game, they also provide another
reason why U.S. decisionmakers should plan for major discontinuities in
Central Asia’s future development. None of the major historical forces that
could affect U.S. interests in the region are necessarily linear. Eurasia may be
experiencing a democratic wave or crest. Central Asia’s terrorist movements
continue to evolve; the fate of WMD proliferation now lies at a tipping
point, with the cases of Iran and North Korea still very much in doubt; the
energy market remains thoroughly unpredictable; and major uncertainties
surround the future regional policies of Russia, China, and other countries,
including the United States.

The probability of major discontinuities resulting from these complexities,
underscored by the swift collapse of the U.S.-Uzbek alliance in the wake of
Andijon, requires U.S. planners to adopt robust hedging strategies. Besides
abrupt geopolitical shifts, a sudden regime collapse is also possible, as seen in
Kyrgyzstan. Even the transition to a new generation of Central Asian leaders
as the region’s elderly strongmen fade from the scene is fraught with uncer-
tainty. Central Asian political systems are so tightly controlled by a single
leader and his immediate coterie that sweeping policy transformations could
easily ensue from turnover at the top. U.S. policymakers will need flexible
plans for a comprehensive range of contingencies. Issues requiring analysis in-
clude protecting expatriates, managing refugees, discouraging foreign military
intervention, conducting covert operations against Islamic extremists trying
to seize power or sensitive WMD-related materials, inducing new leaders to
expand civil liberties, and pursuing the other objectives that make Central
Asia an important although not vital region for U.S. security.
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