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A SERIES OF EVENTS in 2005 pointed to a major 
 shift in Central Asia’s relations with the outside 

world. Uzbekistan, Central Asia’s most populous and 
influential country, occupies a pivotal position in the 
Eurasian region. Because of its physical position with 
respect to regional cooperation, transportation, trade, 
and humanitarian issues such as migration and human 
rights, Uzbekistan’s foreign policy posture has profound 
implications for its neighbors. For this reason, political 
observers were shaken in late July 2005 when the Uzbek 
government announced that the U.S. troops stationed in 
the country had 180 days to pack and leave. This dec-
laration represented a sharp and significant reversal of 
Uzbek foreign policy. What explains the reversal, and 
what are its implications for Uzbek foreign policy and 
for regional stability? 

Georgia’s Rose Revolution in November 2003, 
Ukraine’s Orange Revolution in January 2004, and 
Kyrgyzstan’s revolt in March 2005 all demonstrated 
that public dissatisfaction needs only the catalyst of 
political activism to topple even a well-armed and 
well-fortified authoritarian post-communist regime. 
Uzbekistan’s heavy-handed leader, Islam Karimov, has 
headed an increasingly embattled government for more 
than a decade and a half. Throughout this period,  threats 
both imagined and real have invariably been countered 
by governmental repression. As the first generation of 
post-communist leaders began to leave the political 
scene in other countries throughout the former Soviet 
Union, Karimov realized that he was facing two starkly 
different choices. He could out-compete the democratic 
“color revolutions” by introducing serious governance 
reforms, or he could try to enlist the help of outside al-
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lies to strengthen his regime. The adoption of genuine 
political and economic reforms would certainly have 
meant that Karimov, his entourage, and his regime’s 
elite supporters would be swept aside. Inquiries would 
have followed, and in turn the inquiries would have been 
followed by investigations. On the other hand, enlisting 
new  allies to prop up the regime would entail a complete 
reversal of Uzbekistan’s foreign policy. Karimov chose 
the latter course.1 

Uzbekistan and the Khanabad Airbase 
The Soviet Union had a major airbase at Khanabad near 
the southern border of Uzbekistan, close to the city of 
Karshi, that was used to support military operations in 
Afghanistan from 1979 to 1989. When the Soviet Union 
disintegrated in 1991, the base came under Uzbek con-
trol and was mothballed. Karimov, the first secretary of 
the Uzbek Communist Party, was elected president in 
1990. He was determined to make Uzbekistan a power-
ful and stable state, returning the Uzbeks to their tradi-
tions of the past. However, insecurity dogged the new 
Uzbek state, particularly after the growth of religious 
extremism in Afghanistan began to fuel an anti-Karimov 
insurgency. 

Karimov chided the international community for 
its inability to see the dangers looming in the region 
and called for coordinated action. At the same time, he 
was not willing to compromise Uzbek sovereignty and 
specifically ruled out the idea of permitting Russian 
forces to use bases on Uzbek territory to launch strikes 
against the Taliban regime in Afghanistan.2 The terrorist 
attacks of September 11, 2001, changed the situation, 
transforming U.S. foreign policy. These events and the 
demonstration of U.S. resolve changed the way Uzbeki-
stan looked at the United States. 

When Washington began seeking allies in Central 
Asia, it met with surprisingly rapid success. All of the 
countries in the region agreed to allow the United States 
to use their air space for military overflights. Karimov 
volunteered the use of the Khanabad facility. The 
United States quickly swung into action. A mere three 
weeks after the events of 9/11, U.S. transport planes 
were landing at Khanabad and delivering materiel for 
Operation Enduring Freedom, the campaign to destroy 
al-Qaeda’s terrorist operations and remove the Taliban 
government. 

The Khanabad base near Karshi, dubbed “K2,” 
quickly built up to around 1,500 American personnel, 
mainly from the Air Force and Army. The Khanabad 
base was ideal because of its proximity to Afghanistan 

and its access to road transport. It was a jumping-off 
point for contact with the tribes of northern Afghanistan 
that would join the United States against the Pushtun-
dominated Taliban government. Khanabad played a 
key role in the alliance between the United States and 
Uzbekistan, formalized in the Strategic Partnership 
agreement signed in March 2002 in Washington by 
President Karimov and President George W. Bush.3 

The U.S.-Uzbek alliance steadily gained momentum 
at first, for it appeared to be based on common interests, 
common objectives, and potentially valuable opportuni-
ties for further development. The partnership between 
the two countries—at least as imagined in these ideal-
istic terms—came to an abrupt end on July 29, 2005, 
when the Uzbek Ministry of Foreign Affairs informed 
the U.S. embassy in Tashkent that the U.S. troops had 
180 days to withdraw from Khanabad. 

Uzbekistan’s about-face was not caused by any single 
incident, but was the result of a cumulative series of 
events that culminated in the spring of 2005. Uzbekistan 
has not repudiated the Strategic Partnership, nor has it 
announced in any substantive way that its partnership 
with Washington has ended. It has, however, made a 
formal and significant commitment to closer relations 
for security and economic development with Russia. 

The decision to withdraw from the partnership with 
the United States occurred through a set of incremental 
steps that gradually distanced Uzbekistan from Ameri-
can influence, reaching a crescendo in the spring of 
2005. In April the Uzbek government announced that it 
would not issue new visas for Peace Corps volunteers.4 
In May  it announced its intention to withdraw from 
GUUAM (Georgia, Ukraine, Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, 
and Moldova), a regional military cooperation organiza-
tion whose name is an acronym for the member states 
but is routinely identified in Russia-language sources 
as the “anti-Russian alliance.”5 When armed opposition 
erupted in May in Andijan, a city in the densely popu-
lated Fergana Valley, the Uzbek government declared 
it was a terrorist outbreak and responded with force. 
Non-governmental organizations and Western govern-
ments called for an independent inquiry, but the Uzbek 
government conducted its own investigation and refused 
outside help, making an exception only for a Russian 
inquiry.6 Uzbek officials refused to meet with visiting 
U.S. officials who urged them to address concerns about 
human rights and government policies. 

When the United States joined the call for an inde-
pendent inquiry to alleviate the Fergana Valley refugee 
crisis, Karimov bluntly denounced this as foreign 
interference in the country’s domestic affairs. At the 
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July 2005 meeting of the Shanghai Cooperation Orga-
nization (SCO), 7 the leaders of the neighboring Central 
Asian states called for a timeframe for withdrawal of 
military bases from Central Asia on the ground that the 
objectives of Operation Enduring Freedom had been 
achieved.8 The Uzbek government made it clear that it 
intended to expel U.S. troops, explaining that this was 
a Central Asian policy. Bristling at any sign of foreign 
interference, the Uzbek government turned down an ap-
peal from the European Union to allow an independent 
inquiry of the Andijan events. The rebuffed EU foreign 
ministers, in October 2005, expressed their disapproval 
by suspending assistance cooperation, imposing an 
arms embargo, and banning travel by Uzbek officials 
responsible for “the indiscriminate and disproportionate 
use of force.”9 

The whole pattern of events associated with the re-
versal of Uzbek foreign policy is replete with fig-leaf 
justifications and illogical consequences. The SCO 
leaders broadly criticized Operation Enduring Freedom, 
but used its success as a justification for the withdrawal 

of U.S. troops. The withdrawal of U.S. troops from 
Central Asia was given as the grounds for expulsion 
of the troops in Uzbekistan but the same argument was 
not applied to the U.S. troops remaining in Kyrgyzstan. 
The EU arms embargo was hardly logical, given that 
there was no arms trade between Uzbekistan and the 
EU countries and the embargo would only encourage 
greater arms trade with Russia, a goal long sought by 
the Russians. 

The military importance of the K2 base in Uzbeki-
stan to American policy in the region is debatable. In 
one sense the United States never really had a base 
in Uzbekistan. When the U.S.-Uzbek alliance began, 
American diplomatic officials emphasized that the 
United States intended to use the facilities only on a 
temporary basis and had no intention to stay perma-
nently in the region. Washington was not “buying” or 
even “renting” the facilities but was only “borrowing” 
them, they said. Uzbekistan was providing the facili-
ties as its contribution to the campaign, and the United 
States was simply paying for services associated with 

General view of a rally on the square outside the administration building during the uprising in the city of Andijan, Uzbekistan, May 13, 2005. Uzbekistan’s 
courts sentenced more than forty people to between twelve and twenty years in prison, December 21, 2005, in connection with the May uprising, which 
was brutally suppressed by government troops. (AP Photo/ Efrem Lukatsky, File)
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them.10 In January 2002, Elizabeth Jones, the highest 
U.S. State Department official dealing with the region, 
explained that “There are no American bases in Central 
Asia. However, U.S. military forces have been granted 
access to any number of military bases by various 
Central Asian governments. The United States does not 
intend to have permanent bases in Central Asia, but we 
are grateful to have access to these bases.”11 Jones put it 
even more directly at a press conference in Washington 
in February 2002, “The fact is, we are not looking for, 
we don’t want, U.S. bases in Central Asia.”12 

In another sense, however, the Khanabad base, or at 
least the “use of the base facilities,” was quite valuable, 
particularly in the early stages of Operation Enduring 
Freedom. A close military and diplomatic relationship 
on security issues soon developed between the United 
States and Uzbekistan. Defense Secretary Donald Rums-
feld repeatedly lauded Uzbekistan as a “stalwart” partner 
in the struggle against terrorism.13 The United States 
greatly benefited from the use of the Khanabad facility, 
starting in October 2001 during the initial stages of the 
military operation to displace the Taliban government 
in Afghanistan. As an indication of its importance, U.S. 
officials, even before the expulsion was made public, 
began seeking to reposition American military forces in 
Uzbekistan’s neighboring countries. The newly elected 
president of Kyrgyzstan, Kurmanbek Bakiev, follow-
ing a meeting with Secretary of State Condoleezza 
Rice in October 2005, reaffirmed the continuation of 
a U.S. military presence in Central Asia, announcing 
that American troops could stay in Kyrgyzstan “as long 
as the situation in Afghanistan warranted it.”14 Even 
after the loss of the Khanabad facility, U.S. officials 
continued to emphasize Uzbekistan’s cooperation in 
the broader international anti-terrorist campaign. But, 
in fact, Uzbekistan’s withdrawal from close coopera-
tion with the United States eliminated one of the most 
valuable channels of information and leverage for U.S. 
security interests in the region. The breakdown of the 
relationship with Uzbekistan deprived Washington of a 
great deal of insight into the terrorists in Afghanistan, 
many of whom were originally Uzbeks or were of Uzbek 
ethnic origin. 

The most apparent consequence of the failure of the 
alliance is not that the United States has lost an impor-
tant outpost in Central Asia, but that it has relinquished 
its position to Russia. As many observers pointed out, 
U.S. influence in the region was, to a certain extent, a 
counterweight to Russia and China, both of which would 
“remain eager to fill any new security voids that may 
develop in Central Asia.”15 

Immediately after the emergence of the U.S.-Uzbek 
alliance, President Vladimir Putin saw the American 
presence in the region as a challenge to use Russia’s 
comparative advantages to gain greater advantages rath-
er than directly confront the United States. In 2001 Putin 
raised no objections to U.S. overflights in the Central 
Asian countries or the basing of troops at Khanabad and 
the Ganci base in Kyrgyzstan. In addition, Putin softened 
his position with respect to NATO enlargement and U.S. 
national missile-defense systems. Putin announced his 
intention to close Russian facilities in Cuba and Viet-
nam. But while following this track, he also set out to 
develop a more “proactive, hard-headed, and effective 
Russian policy” in the Central Asian region.16 

In the past three years in particular, Russia has ex-
panded its trade, energy, and investment ties with the 
Central Asian countries, signing major contracts for 
new deals in hydroelectric generation, gas, oil, and 
agriculture.17 Meanwhile, Russia continued to lobby 
for the removal of U.S. forces, particularly through 
the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, which met in 
a special session on September 5, 2003, in the Uzbek 
capital, Tashkent. Soon after the SCO meeting, Defense 
Minister Sergei B. Ivanov made it clear that Russia 
expected the United States to withdraw from its bases 
in the two former Soviet republics in Central Asia once 
the mission in Afghanistan was completed.18 The Rus-
sian military continued to lobby for its own facilities, 
obtaining the right to use the Kant airbase near Bishkek 
and, more recently, military facilities in Tajikistan. 

A less apparent but much more significant impli-
cation of the status of the U.S.-Uzbek alliance is the 
possible loss of what could have been a major asset for 
the United States. The southern tier countries of the 
former Soviet Union—the Caucasus states of Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, and Georgia, and the Central Asian states 
of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, 
and Uzbekistan—all have large Muslim populations 
that are predominantly moderate. Azerbaijan, Ka-
zakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and 
Uzbekistan in particular could be characterized as the 
world’s most moderate modern Muslim states. These 
countries represent a critically important model for 
cultural development, in comparison to the extremist 
Muslim ideologies that have played so important a role 
in the Middle East. Washington has good relations with 
all these countries, but does not see them as having 
much more than military and commercial potential. 
They have a much broader ideational importance, 
however. The turnabout in Uzbekistan’s relations with 
Russia is a product of Putin’s foreign policy goals in 
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the region, goals that have military, commercial, and 
ideational aspects. 

Russia’s Restoration
Russian interests in Central Asia have deep roots, and 
Russia had long played a leading role in southern Eur-
asia. When the Soviet Union disintegrated, Moscow 
policymakers assumed that Russia would continue to 
play a leading role in southern Eurasia. Russia’s claim 
to the lands of the North Caucasus dates back to Ivan 
the Terrible’s capture of Astrakhan in 1556. Russia 
expanded into Kazakhstan and western Siberia in the 
mid-1850s, captured key Chechen warlords in 1865, 
and pushed into Central Asia and Afghanistan in the 
1870s. The modern contours of Central Asia were 
defined by the competition between the Russians and 
the British over the lands south of the Oxus River.19 
After the collapse of the Russian monarchy in 1917, 
the Bolsheviks quickly announced their intention to 
retain tsarist Russia’s hegemony over the Caucasus and 
Central Asian regions. 

The seven decades of Soviet control of south Eurasia 
witnessed the transformation of many aspects of life, 
from commerce, science, and industry to culture itself. 
While efforts to “Sovietize” the countries of the region 
did not succeed in creating homo Soveticus, the Rus-
sian stamp of the Soviet period was unmistakable.20 By 
the late 1980s, virtually all of the region’s important 
commercial ties had been oriented northward for more 
than a century. The professional and managerial classes 
of the various countries had been russified, and many 
of them had been trained in the universities and tech-
nical institutes of Moscow and the other cities of the 
Eurasian north. The Russian language was the lingua 
franca for anyone who aspired to succeed. Although 
the Soviet Union claimed to be an internationalist state, 
the southern Eurasian region was, in fact, largely under 
Russian control. 

The indigenous peoples had many objections to the 
Russian presence in the Caucasus and Central Asia dur-
ing the Soviet period. Russia’s policies toward the Cau-
casus and Central Asia were also viewed unfavorably by 
some members of the Russian political elite. Influential 
political economists argued that the Central Asian coun-
tries and the Caucasus were economic liabilities, sup-
ported at the expense of the north Eurasian regions.21 By 
the time the Soviet Union began disintegrating in 1991, 
many Russian officials greeted the withdrawal from the 
Caucasus and Central Asia with relief and even enthu-
siasm. But the Moscow policymakers who were happy 

to shed the burden of the southern Soviet republics also 
assumed that Russia would retain its historical hegemony 
in the region. The hastily crafted Alma-Ata Declaration 
and the other agreements that established the Common-
wealth of Independent States (CIS) in December 1991 
reflected an assumption that maintaining a level playing 
field in commerce and policy would leave relatively 
advanced Russia in a privileged position.22 

Subsequent events proved this assumption unwar-
ranted. As the post-communist transition proceeded, 
Russia’s ability to exert decisive influence over Cen-
tral Eurasia receded. Independent-minded states like 
Georgia and Uzbekistan challenged Russia’s claim to 
a dominant voice in the region’s security and economic 
arrangements. Russia’s own internal political disputes, 
shrinking government revenues, the financial markets 
crisis in 1998, weak world-market commodity prices, 
and the rising European and U.S. influence throughout 
the Eurasian region made it difficult to maintain the 
former sphere of influence in the Caucasus and Central 
Asia. Russia soon found itself unable to influence infra-
structure development as international organizations and 
large multi-lateral lending institutions moved into the 
region, establishing new mechanisms and new priorities 
for economic development. 

Thus, as the first decade of post-Soviet independence 
proceeded, the choices for Russian foreign policy were 
crimped. Russia occasionally attempted to control south 
Eurasian regional politics and oil development through 
intimidation, coercion, and surreptitious support for oppo-
sition groups. One might mention, for instance, the coups 
and armed conflicts in Azerbaijan and Georgia, the inva-
sion of Chechnya in 1994, the securing of basing rights 
in Armenia, Georgia, and Turkmenistan, the blocking of 
the transport of oil and gas exports from Kazakhstan, and 
the retaliation against independent-minded Uzbekistan 
by establishing a Russian military outpost in neighboring 
Tajikistan. These heavy-handed attempts to regain control 
were usually unproductive and often counter-productive, 
inclining the south Eurasian states to pursue stratagems 
of self-help and greater independence. 

The assumption of a grand policy toward Central Asia 
and the Caucasus gradually devolved into a situation in 
which Russia was conducting numerous parallel but not 
always complementary bilateral foreign policies. Some-
times this put Russia in a position to divide the countries 
to its benefit, but more often it simply meant that none 
of the countries succeeded in even the most basic forms 
of infrastructure and commercial cooperation. The list 
of failed cooperation attempts speaks volumes: the CIS 
itself, the CIS Collective Security Treaty, the Central 
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Asian Union, the Black Sea Forum, the Belarus-Russia 
Union, the Minsk Group, the Caucasus Four, the Caspian 
Five, the Central Asian Cooperation Organization, and 
the Shanghai Five. Eventually, dwindling intra-regional 
trade, the failure of international policy harmonization, 
and growing concern about terrorism, insurgency, and 
organized crime gradually persuaded Moscow to ac-
knowledge that its approach to the countries of the “near 
abroad” was fragmented, ad hoc, and unsuccessful. The 
southern tier countries began pursing separate paths. 

Separate Paths in Central Asia
The conventional wisdom of the international financial 
institutions held that economic and political develop-
ment are closely related, and that the adoption of demo-
cratic practices would stabilize countries and boost their 
trade and development potential. The anticipation in the 
former Soviet states that independence would naturally 
lead to prosperity turned out to be overly optimistic. The 
collapse of the Soviet Union plunged the Central Asian 
countries into a deep recession.23 The effects varied from 
country to country. 

Kyrgyzstan. The most determined pro-reform policies in 
the region were announced by the small, remote, moun-
tainous country of Kyrgyzstan. Its first president, Askar 
Akaev, became a champion of the reform posture, and 
Kyrgyzstan became the Wunderkind of the international 
donor community. It was the first country in Central 
Asia to withdraw from the ruble zone, adopt a Western-
style civil code, embrace a modern legal and regulatory 
framework, liberalize prices, privatize industry, and 
adopt an open political system. It was the first member 
of the CIS to join the World Trade Organization. Limited 
resources and trade dependence, however, constrained 
Kyrgyzstan’s progress. Reform took place, but the 
promised benefits of rising prosperity eluded most of 
the population. Following the disputed February–March 
2005 parliamentary elections, a popular revolt broke out 
in the capital, Bishkek. Akaev fled and took refuge in 
Moscow. Kurmanbek Bakiev, the leader of the revolt, 
was later elected president. 

Kazakhstan. The other major reformist country in the 
region is Kazakhstan. Oil wealth, possession of nuclear 
weapons, enthusiasm for structural reform, and a mixed 
Kazakh and Russian population were the defining fea-
tures of the domestic political context during the first 
years of independence. Kazakhstan was integrated into 
the fabric of the international community more swiftly 

and more fully than any of its neighbors. During the first 
years of his presidential tenure, Nursultan Nazarbaev 
consistently associated his diplomatic efforts with the 
concept of “Eurasianness,” based on close linkages 
among the peoples of the Central Eurasian landmass. 
Kazakhstan was a leader in market reform and pushed 
for regional cooperation, inventing the idea of Eurasian 
integration and pushing for regional cooperation as early 
as 1992. This idea led to the Conference on Interaction 
and Confidence Building Measures in Asia in June 2004, 
which brought together the leaders of sixteen Asian 
states to engage in a dialogue geared toward eventually 
establishing a transcontinental Conference on Security 
and Cooperation in Eurasia. The group stretches from 
Egypt to China, in a new organization with a focus on 
anti-terrorism.

Tajikistan. The smallest, poorest, and most challenged 
country in the region was Tajikistan. It too would prob-
ably have moved in the direction of reform if it had not 
fallen prey to an internal power struggle in the first year 
of independence. The country was plunged into a civil 
war that resulted in a blockade by its neighbors, further 
compressing the already collapsing national economy. 
The war was resolved, to a large extent, through the 
intervention of the Russians, who officially played 
a neutral role but in practice made it possible for the 
government of President Imomali Rahmonov to remain 
in power.24 

Turkmenistan. Turkmenistan is a small tribal civiliza-
tion on the southern fringe of Central Asia. The area 
was largely undeveloped during the Soviet period. With 
the exception of gas and oil, the country’s minimal 
economic activity was largely maintained by Soviet 
central subsidies. Industry unrelated to the gas and 
oil complex was generally not commercially viable. 
Turkmenistan’s specialization in cotton production was 
based upon massive irrigation subsidies. When Soviet 
subsidies ended, most of the non-subsistence agriculture 
and industry immediately became insolvent. Yet rich 
natural gas reserves provided a basis for an intense, 
highly personalistic nationalism revolving around the 
country’s Soviet-era Communist Party boss, Saparmurat 
Niyazov. 

Uzbekistan. The most heavily populated of the Central 
Asian republics, Uzbekistan quickly established itself 
as defiantly nationalist after independence. In a few 
short years it jettisoned virtually the entire legacy of 
seventy years of Soviet—that is, Russian—political 
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control and cultural influence. Uzbekistan’s authoritar-
ian president, Islam Karimov, only a few years before 
a dutiful communist, quickly became an enthusiastic 
champion of an independent political path and an Uzbek 
cultural renewal.25 In ways reminiscent of Turkey’s Ke-
mal Ataturk, Karimov engineered a determined national 
consolidation. Government, economics, culture—the 
entire spectrum of policy arenas—was subsumed into the 
drive to “recover” Uzbekistan. The Russian language, 
uniformly prevalent just a few years ago, was quickly 
replaced by Uzbek. Karimov’s neo-mercantilist govern-
ment aggressively sought diplomatic and commercial 
ties with a host of countries, partially in order increase 
its foreign policy options, but mainly to diminish the 
leverage of Russian diplomats and traders. 

Eurasec
When the Soviet Union fell apart and the Central Asian 
countries went in their respective directions, many 
observers noted that the Soviet state was disintegrating 
just as the rest of the world seemed to be integrating. 
Globalization was bringing countries closer and closer 
together. The Eurasian Community was moving toward 
a Eurasian Union. Those who bemoaned the centrifugal 

forces tearing the Soviet Union apart dreamed of an 
optimal strategy of close relations, full cooperation, all 
boats lifted, and harmonized policies where slow starters 
get pulled up rather than successively exploited. This 
cheery assumption led to a great deal of dissatisfaction 
when the post-Soviet states were unable to maintain 
the single unified space. The Russian government had 
treated the idea of integration with bemused chagrin. 
Other Central Asian states considered it useless or self-
serving. Uzbekistan’s Islam Karimov regarded it as just 
an attempt to win the laurels of a new organization. 

Without encouragement from the other CIS members, 
Kazakhstan’s Nazarbaev unilaterally began taking steps 
to create a foundation for interstate policy harmoniza-
tion. He announced the idea in 1994 and two years later 
oversaw the formation of an Integration Committee, 
headquartered in Almaty, Kazakhstan.26 The commit-
tee drew up plans for policy harmonization in four key 
arenas: financial markets, services, commodities, and 
labor. The goal was to establish a common set of poli-
cies and standards for coordinating customs and tariffs, 
visas, payments and settlements, investments, and labor, 
educational, and health regulations. 

The Integration Committee eventually produced the 
plan for the Evraziiskoe Ekonomicheskoe Soobshchest-
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vo (Eurasian Economic Community, known for short as 
Eurasec). The idea was to create a Eurasian version of 
successful integration efforts like the European Union 
in Europe, the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA) in the Americas, and Mercosur (Southern Cone 
Common Market) in South America. The mechanisms of 
Eurasec were fashioned out of the lessons gained from 
the trial-and-error of nearly a decade of the CIS. The CIS 
agreements had been intended to coordinate monetary, 
customs, employment, tax, and investment policies on 
a regional basis. The CIS arrangements were designed 
to foster a free trade area, reduce internal tariffs, cre-
ate common external tariffs, and establish a system for 
payments and settlements. To the extent that the CIS 
was unsuccessful in achieving these goals, Eurasec was 
oriented to finding new approaches. 

By the time President Boris Yeltsin left office on New 
Year’s Eve 1999, a consensus had already formed in the 
Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs that a new approach 
toward Central Asia was necessary. Putin’s public state-
ment in late 1999 that Russia was, after all, a “Eurasian 
power” set the stage for a re-examination of Central 
Asian policy. The “Russian National Security Strategy” of 
January 2000 and the “Russian Foreign Policy Strategy” 
of July 2000 formalized the re-assessment. Important 
changes were made in the approach to the Central Asian 
states.27 The Russian government began seeking modes of 
influence in Central Asia that relied more upon economic 
leverage than on political pressure.28 

By the summer of 2000, Moscow abruptly changed its 
position on Nazarbaev’s Eurasianism proposals. Russia 
accepted his idea and began energetically negotiating 
an expansion of his original proposal. In October 2000 
the presidents of five states met in Astana to sign the 
foundation documents that created the Eurasian Eco-
nomic Community. 29 In May 2001, Eurasec was formally 
brought into being following ratification of the treaty by 
the five parliaments. Even before the events of 9/11 and 
the rapprochement between the United States and Russia 
over their shared security interest in combating terror-
ism, Russia’s southern tier had become a “most sensitive 
frontier” and a “number one security priority.” 30 

While Moscow’s ability to exert influence in Cen-
tral Eurasia has declined, its strategic objectives in the 
region have not changed. The gap between capabilities 
and intentions has motivated the Russians to adopt a 
new strategic posture toward the countries lying to their 
south. Russia has turned to policy instruments such as 
the use of carefully orchestrated economic and policy 
integration strategies. 

The Central Asian Cooperation Organization (CACO) 
was founded in 1994 in an effort to cooperate on a re-
gional basis without Russia. The Central Asian heads of 
state meeting in Astana, Kazakhstan, in late May 2004 
surprised observers by announcing that Russia had been 
admitted to CACO. The surprise came not only from the 
fact that journalists and diplomatic observers had not 
been prepped for the announcement. It also came from 
the fact that CACO was originally established primarily 
to reduce the influence of Russia in Central Asian af-
fairs. The admission of Russia as a member constitutes 
a complete about-face for Russia’s role in Central Asian 
affairs. Simplifying things in 2005, Putin announced 
that an agreement had been reached to streamline the 
organizations by merging CACO and Eurasec. Russia, 
Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan 
agreed to merge within Eurasec as a single group.31 
Uzbekistan’s willingness to join Eurasec was based 
upon its withdrawal from the U.S.-Uzbek alliance. The 
transformation between 2001 and 2005 can be seen as 
the erosion of the strategic partnership.

Uzbekistan and the Erosion of the 
Strategic Partnership 
Uzbekistan was never well situated in a partnership 
with Western governments because of its inability to 
modernize its administration and adhere to interna-
tional standards of governance and civil rights. Tashkent 
sought to justify its human rights practices as counter-
terrorism, but critics viewed some of its anti-terrorist 
measures as counter-productive, adding to the potential 
for greater militancy and instability.32 Excessive force 
in the struggle against terrorism, critics argue, is likely 
to increase the “potential for civil unrest as driven by 
the twin prongs of severe political repression and eco-
nomic despair.”33 Other critics assert that Uzbekistan’s 
campaigns against extremists may be a self-fulfilling 
prophecy as the Uzbek government makes “its own 
nightmares come true by identifying Islam with political 
dissidence, thereby channeling antigovernment feeling 
into politicized Islam.”34 

International human rights groups had long been criti-
cal of Uzbekistan’s government and law-enforcement 
agencies for their violations of human rights and of 
Uzbek law. In November 2000 the U.S. House of Rep-
resentatives expressed concern over Uzbekistan’s human 
rights violations and use of terrorism as a pretext for 
political repression, and urged the Karimov government, 
which “engaged in military campaigns against violent 
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insurgents, to observe international law regulating such 
actions, to keep civilians and other noncombatants from 
harm, and not to use such campaigns to justify further 
crackdowns on political opposition or violations of hu-
man rights commitments under OSCE [Organization 
for Security and Cooperation in Europe].”35 A report 
released in April 2003 by the UN special rapporteur on 
torture, Theo van Boven, claimed that the use of torture 
in Uzbekistan’s prisons was “institutionalized, system-
atic, and rampant.” The Uzbek government initially 
reacted hostilely to the allegations but eventually agreed 
to develop a plan for addressing abuse in its prisons. It 
also allowed the International Committee of the Red 
Cross to visit prisons and other detention facilities.

Human rights groups, dissatisfied with this response, 
urged international organizations to demand improved 
human rights practices as a condition of international 
development assistance to Uzbekistan. The European 
Bank for Reconstruction and Development, one of the 
major international financial institutions providing as-
sistance to the former communist countries, initiated 
a review of Uzbekistan’s progress toward democrati-
zation and concluded, “There has been very limited 
progress and the Bank is no longer able to conduct 
business as usual. The Bank will stay engaged in Uz-
bekistan. However, it can only focus its activities on 
the private sector and those public sector projects that 
finance cross-border activities or clearly benefit the 
Uzbek people.”36 

The U.S. Department of State, which annually 
conducts a congressionally mandated review of human 
rights, also initiated a review of Uzbekistan’s compli-
ance with commitments articulated in the 2002 Strategic 
Partnership agreement between Uzbekistan and the 
United States. According to the enabling legislation for 
various U.S. assistance programs, the secretary of state is 
required to certify compliance before certain assistance 
funds can be made available.37 

A State Department finding on the progress of the Uz-
bek government was expected early in the spring of 2004 
but was postponed while the secretary of state “studied 
the situation.”38 In July 2004 the State Department an-
nounced that Uzbekistan, based on its overall record of 
reform, could not be certified as making “substantial and 
continuing progress in meeting its commitments under 
the 2002 Strategic Partnership Framework, including 
respect for human rights, establishing a genuine multi-
party system, and ensuring free and fair elections, free-
dom of expression, and the independence of the media.” 
The State Department announcement went on to say, 

“This decision does not mean that either our interests 
in the region or our desire for continued cooperation 
with Uzbekistan has changed.”39 By June 2005 relations 
had so deteriorated that Senator John McCain (R-AZ), 
writing in the Financial Times, warned: “If this trend 
continues, the U.S. has no choice but to re-evaluate 
all aspects of its relationship with Uzbekistan, and this 
includes our military relations. While we review our 
policy, we should suspend any talk of a long-term basing 
arrangement and look very critically at our continued 
presence at the Karshi-Khanabad air base.”40 

Tactics and Strategy in Realignment
Islam Karimov’s enthusiasm for restoring close relations 
with Russia has all the earmarks of a tactical maneuver. 
In the period after the disintegration of the Soviet Union, 
Karimov was an outspoken critic of Soviet practice and 
an opponent of Russian political influence in Central 
Asia. Under Karimov’s leadership, the elimination of 
Russian influence was broadly based, including the 
gradual elimination of cultural, military, economic, and 
political influence. For more than a decade Karimov 
turned away from efforts to restore anything resembling 
Soviet-era political and economic relationships. When 
Nazarbaev announced that the Integration Committee 
was considering the establishment of a new Eurasian 
organization, Karimov ridiculed the idea of integra-
tion as nostalgia for the past. In 2001, according to the 
Russian and Kazakh press, Karimov declared that the 
Eurasec idea “was nothing more than an attempt to 
get public attention, an effort by the leaders of the CIS 
states to don the laurels of success.”41 However, time 
and circumstances worked a 180-degree transforma-
tion of Karimov’s views on integration. After reaching 
agreements with the leaders at the Eurasec meeting in 
St. Petersburg in October 2005, Karimov opined to news 
reporters that relations between Russia and Uzbekistan 
were so close that the idea of integration did not go far 
enough, and their relationship should be thought of as 
“union-like.”42 

Reversals may be part of the complex fabric of great 
power politics in Eurasia. Perceptions, interests, and ca-
pabilities change quickly in a globalized world. In these 
circumstances, calculations of diplomatic and military 
advantage cannot rely upon present circumstances but 
must think in terms of changes that may be over the 
horizon. Position is important not so much for what it 
means now, but for what it portends for the future. The 
leadership in Moscow may be pleased that Russia’s tacti-
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cal losses in Central Asia appear to have yielded strategic 
advantages. Putin was quick to express condolences to 
Bush immediately after the September 11 tragedy and 
indicated that Russia was prepared to engage in joint 
anti-terrorism activities.43 But at the same time, Putin 
may have seen a rapprochement with the United States 
as offering an opportunity to extend Russian influence in 
Central Asia. Putin simultaneously approached both the 
United States and the Central Asian states with proposals 
of Russian assistance.44 But he was disabused of the ex-
pectation that Washington would welcome the prospect 
of relying on Moscow’s good offices or that the Central 
Asian leaders would welcome his blandishments. Once 
it became clear that the United States was prepared to 
conduct its own operations with the support of the Cen-
tral Asian states, notably by using the Khanabad-Karshi 
airbase, Russian nationalists immediately and bitterly 
opposed the deployment of U.S. forces into any of the 
territory of the former Soviet Union. Putin resigned 
himself to the American initiatives, countering his do-
mestic critics by simply claiming that the U.S. military 
presence in the region was “not a tragedy,” a formula 
that could hardly be read as an expression of support 
for the American presence. 

At the beginning of the U.S.-Uzbek alliance, the 
Uzbek government and people gave the United States 
a warm welcome. Military and diplomatic officials of 
the two countries forged a close relationship, but the 
alliance created great expectations that were neither 
symmetrical nor realistic. The Uzbek side anticipated 
unconditional acceptance, technical aid, help in mod-
ernization, and a counterweight to Russian attempts to 
dominate the region. The U.S. side anticipated a good 
faith effort to reform and modernize. The Strategic 
Partnership agreement signed in March 2002, drafted 
by the United States, stated without reservations that 
the benefits for Uzbekistan were wholly contingent upon 
its progress in conforming to international standards of 
human rights and good governance. The United States 
did not understand that Central Asia was not ready for 
such interference, for the way Washington looked at 
things was oriented toward U.S. goals rather than what 
the Uzbeks understood. 

A much more serious criticism is that the United 
States failed not only to understand Uzbekistan but to 
see the extent to which it did not understand Uzbekistan. 
Americans are commonly criticized for their inability to 
overcome the language and cultural barriers that prevent 
them from fully understanding their partners. Neverthe-
less, the United States did not even take the first steps 

to develop the institutional sophistication necessary to 
support a partnership that bridged such a large chasm. 
For instance, policy toward Uzbekistan continued to 
be managed in the State Department by the European 
and Eurasian Bureau, an administrative unit that also 
had policy responsibility for Iceland. The International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) had already taken steps to situ-
ate Central Asian states in a bureaucratic context more 
responsive to important differences.45 The United States 
has also indicated that changes will be made to overcome 
institutional bias.46 

By the time the Strategic Partnership agreement 
was only a few years old, it became clear that the two 
sides interpreted the arrangement much differently. The 
Uzbeks expected greater support for Tashkent’s narrow 
definition of reform as little more than the further refine-
ment of their excessively administrative authoritarian 
bureaucracy. Instead, what they received was unrelent-
ing criticism of human rights and democratic back-
wardness and continuous prodding to transform their 
administrative system. 

The U.S.-led Operation Enduring Freedom was 
remarkably successful in its political and military ob-
jectives, but has been unsatisfactory from the Uzbek 
perspective in its broader social and economic aspects. 
Afghanistan’s terrorist training camps, which threatened 
America, have been destroyed. The danger of terrorism 
has not ended. Osama bin Laden has not been brought to 
justice. Uzbekistan continues to conduct a broad coun-
ter-insurgency campaign against Islamic extremists. The 
opium trade, briefly stalled by the Taliban warlords, has 
surged forward in recent years. The Central Asian coun-
tries are now facing a frightening specter, threatened 
by what they fear is a tsunami of heroin. Uzbekistan’s 
alignment with the West brought neither the benefits nor 
safety it expected. 

Timing is sometimes the essence of politics. A decade 
ago the Central Asian states were unwilling to cooperate 
with Russia on many issues. However, the past decade 
has changed the situation. What Putin could not have 
accomplished with entreaties in late 1999, he now finds 
Central Asian leaders themselves proposing. Under the 
present circumstances, Russia has begun to return to 
Central Asia on terms it finds much more comfortable. 
Russia’s expansion into Central Asia is driven by politi-
cal rather than economic considerations, and it is using 
its newfound economic leverage to achieve its political 
goals. At the base of its new strategy, the Kremlin seeks 
to counter American and European influence in the 
Central Asian region and to present obstacles to Chinese 
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encroachment. The Kremlin is not directly opposing 
American and Chinese political influence but is trying 
to supplant it by gaining economic leverage. Russia’s 
comparative advantage in the energy and power sectors 
appears to be a way to achieve strategic purpose while 
also making good business deals. Without question, the 
fusion of the Russian government, the large Russian oil 
and gas companies, the Russian electric power utilities, 
and the newly emergent Russian banking sector has 
created a powerful new dynamic in the Central Asian 
region. 

Russia’s gain does not necessarily imply a loss for 
other countries. If the diplomatic actors in the region 
are able to avoid exaggerated forms of “Great Game” 
romanticism, pragmatic interaction involving mutual 
benefit will be possible. As the Russian Americanist 
Alexei Bogaturov has argued, “The potential for conflict 
among the Great Powers in the Central Asian region is 
not greater than the potential for the pragmatic coop-
eration, no matter how much they may not seek it. This 
form of cooperation does not exclude competition.”47 
Moreover, Russia’s gains in the region involve their own 
risk. Russia is seeking to set its political strategy back on 
track by capturing control of the physical infrastructure 
and financial sectors of the region. Russia’s new position 
in Central Asia is the chief reason why America has been 
displaced. However, using political criteria for business 
calculations invariably involves risk. 

There are reasons why the Central Asia and Cauca-
sus power enterprises have not attracted commercial 
investment from the outside world. Taking over Central 
Asian assets passed over by commercial investors means 
taking on the responsibility for low-producing or even 
loss-generating enterprises. Russia’s political benefits 
from this gambit may exceed the economic costs. Once 
the enterprises have been restructured, they may return 
to profitability, and if so the overall strategy may work. 
Russian enterprises would be well placed for future 
expansion and able to respond as demand for energy 
and power increases in the decades ahead in western 
China, Afghanistan, India, and the Middle East. How-
ever, if unanticipated shifts in demand or technological 
developments should change the situation, so that the 
Central Asian enterprises continue to operate at a loss, 
demand subsidies, and provide only minimal strategic 
political advantage, the Russian government could find 
itself shouldering new burdens. Exposure to the risks 
of Central Asian engagement may someday force Rus-
sian policymakers to recall some of the reasons why the 
Soviet Union collapsed. 
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