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DESTABILIZING FACTORS AND SECURITY QUESTIONS IN CENTRAL ASIA

Prof. Dr. Tayyar ARI

I am honored to be invited and given an opportunity to share my opinions with a distinguished audience. Thanks a lot to organizers.

First of all, it should be mentioned about the regional economic and strategic importance before explaining the political landscape of the region in terms of political instability and security questions stem from either inside or outside. This region is very close to Iran, China and Russia as well as very close to the rest of the Middle East and Europe. Who control the region in terms of economic and militarily, control and restrict other powers and prevent their expansionist aspirations. By controlling this region is easier to control the energy center and decide for the fate of the rest of the world. Let us remember that proved oil reserves of the region are around 50 billion barrels while its potential reserves are more than 200 billion barrel. And let us also remember that more than 70 percent of the world oil reserve is in this Greater Middle Eastern Region. I think the global competition in this land will not end in the foreseeable future. And all the struggles and rivalries in the region will likely influence the stability of regional countries one by one as well as the regional stability in general.
Let us remember that, because of oil, more than 4 billion dollar volume of transaction is being realized, if we assume the average price of oil is around 50-60 US Dollars. As only one billion dollar of this amount is going to oil producing countries, two billion dollar is being realized by major petroleum companies such as BP, Shell, Exxon-Mobil, Chevron-Texaco and Total/Elf. Besides, we must bear in mind that 25 percent of World oil consumption which is equal to total consumption of Europe, Russia and the Central Asia is consumed only by USA as well as total consumption of Asia-Pacific countries including China and Japan, is similarly equal to US consumption. Therefore, as total import of USA is being realized from the Middle East, other countries such as Japan, China and European major powers dependency to the region is higher than Washington. For example 70 percent of Japan’s import and 55 percent of European countries’ import are from the region. Moreover, every increase in oil prices means decrease in gross national product, and increase of inflation rate. At the same time, fall of demand and increase of costs cause the increase of underemployment and as a result of these development more than 800,000 people become unemployed, if prices rise 20 %. All of these indicators, exhibit that succeeding to be a sovereign in this region means the defeat all your rivals. To control directly or indirectly of these resources and to prevent that any other country to control these energy resources and use of them against you is very important for a hegemonic super power. Meanwhile, it must be remembered that, annual defense budget of USA is about 500 billion dollar and equal or more than total of the European countries which some of them are United Kingdom, France, Germany and Italy. At the same time, this number is also greater than total defense expenditures of, Russia, China and Japan. Moreover, if we look at the figures demonstrating world arms export, it can be seen that the share of USA in this sense is 70 percent and interestingly more than 70 percent of this is going to the Middle Eastern Countries.

We should be very careful that the destabilizing factors stem from either internal structure or external structure must be distinguished. And it should be stated and distinguished which internal factors or external factors cause the security questions for the regional states and the entire world. 
Particularly when we try to understand or point out the domestic destabilizing factors, consciously demarcated borders by the Soviet Russia must be regarded. Border issues are indeed taken in to account as destabilizing factors which may be a reason to wage war between states. And it should not be ignored that no conflict remains as a regional or interstate conflict between concerning parties. All the conflicts have a potential to be changed as an international conflict. Even in the peacetime, any state who perceives a threat from any country may engage to others from the region or outside. 
In other words, border issues, ethnic and minority issues, water disputes, and problems stem from religional radicalism and democratization or political participation are indeed potential destabilizing factors. These factors reduce the mutual confidence between regional countries and even increase suspicions and fear from each other. Such a situation makes the region open to military conflicts in any time and instigates to pursue a warlike discourse instead of cooperative jargon to each other. And these factors which are refraining the relevant parties to develop cooperation against the foreign involvement, instead, invite the foreign powers to use and manipulate these weakness of concerning states to employ in favor of their interest and create a favorable landscape for Russian Federation to make these countries take under their control in this volatile competition with the United States. Similarly the United States government is trying to use these states’ weaknesses and security questions to redeploy military power in order to control natural resources as well as to control the Russia, China, Iran and to maintain security in Afghanistan and the Persian Gulf to preserve its dominant position which were gained after the disintegration of Eastern Bloc and the collapse of Soviet Union.
On these questions, relevant parties went on some common compromise to solve the problems between them by peaceful ways. Particularly Kazakhstan solved its border and water problems with its neighbor countries, Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan. But the same problem is being going on with Uzbek and Kyrgyz governments that their initiatives failed to reach a solution. There is ethnic problem with Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan other than water and border issues. In the Kyrgyz region of Osh, most of the people are Uzbek. Similarly the border question between Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan remained unresolved and might cause some negative perception from others. For example 23 percent of Tajikistan, 12 percent of Kyrgyzstan and 9 percent of Turkmenistan population are Uzbek origin. This situation was created by Soviet Union voluntarily to maintain its control through the principle, “divide and rule”. These ethnic heterogeneous structure resulted by the Soviet Russia’s border demarcation caused a potential instability after gaining independence.
On the other hand, Russian minorities living in these countries have a potential intervention tool for Russian government. As it is known that around 30 percent of Kazakhstan and 18 percent of Kyrgyzstan population are Russian. At the same time, Russian minorities make up 6 percent of both Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan population. These countries, particularly Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan are under the threat of Russian involvement and intervention because of these Russian ethnic minorities. 
Moreover, even though Central Asian countries gained their independence like many other ex-Soviet republics, after the collapse of Soviet Union, Russian governments continued to consider this region as its backyard and sphere of influence. With the near abroad policy, Kremlin didn’t want to let any foreign power to involve in to this region. However, as time went on, these countries loosed their ties with Moscow and turned their face to the Western countries. These new engagements indicated their willingness to be independent. They also tried to increase their bargaining power to take more advantage to marketting their natural resources. They also increased their integration to world economy and open their market to foreign capital. Consequently, they made legal regulations to become attractive for foreign investors. While these new engagements with the West and initiatives for integration with the world economy increased their independence from the Russian involvement on the one hand, on the other hand increased economic competition on these countries’ economic opportunities as well as created new threats of manipulation by foreign powers in the way their interest. By the beginning of 2000, international society has witnessed in this region, a global economic and political competition to be dominant in the world affairs. 
On the one hand, Russian government did some initiatives to organize these countries by its leadership, and set some bilateral security agreements with them. In this manner, initially Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) was founded, in the late of 1991, and signed a collective security agreement among the member states in 1992 excluding Turkmenistan.  However, when these initiatives failed to create a tight cooperation among them, Moscow government went bilateral military agreements with those countries. These were happened in the shadow of new Russian military doctrine aiming to consider the region as its sphere of influence with the so called near abroad policy. But in the second part of 1990s, as expansion of foreign engagements of regional countries increased, economic competition over the region transformed to struggle for power. In this period, many agreements and contracts were signed with regional countries and foreign governments and their investors. This period should also be known as the period of getting independence of regional countries from Russia. But, a different kind of dependency process has emerged with the United States. Having discovered the region as an energy basin, multilateral engagement was established among the regional countries and world powers and their investors. New Russian leader Putin, as a reaction to this process, adopted a new policy toward the ex-Soviet region to reestablish a new hegemonic relation.
Either to become the new super power after the collapse of Soviet Union or to restrict other powers to take control on the region in which a power vacuum emerged, White House intensified its attention toward the region. In this context, Al Qaeda attacks on 11 September 2001, accelerated and facilitated the American efforts to take full support from the regional countries even from Moscow itself which perceive the radical Islamic oriented organizations and movements getting increase in the regional countries as a threat to its security as well. As a result of these policy loophole of Russia, the US government either redeployed military power or took base and airport facilities from the regional countries. In that process, since all the countries cooperated against the terrorist threats, Russian government couldn’t be against these American initiatives. But at the final analysis, the power struggle between Russia and the USA are indeed destabilizing the region. Both government in Washington and Moscow, have different agendas and security priorities in the region and either in the sense of economic competition or strategic struggle they have different relations with and expectations from those countries.  
Russia has an interest in protecting ethnic Russians residing in the former Soviet Union, though its priority has steadily declined since the demise of the USSR. Kazakhstan, which is home to over five million ethnic Russians, is the most important country in this regard. In fact, some 30% of Kazakhstan’s population is Russian. Ethnic Russians make up nearly 20% of the population of Kyrgyzstan, though they number only around 900,000, and 5-6% of the population in Uzbekistan, which has close to 1.5 million Russian inhabitants. Strikingly, Moscow has increasingly distanced itself from the plight of ethnic Russians abroad and has encouraged them to adapt to the countries in which they live. One press report—referring to an anonymous source in the Presidential Administration— stated that the Kremlin believes that it should protect ethnic Russians outside the country but urged them to avoid “self-isolation” and suggested that they return to Russia in the future if they are dissatisfied with their adopted countries. This shift seems to reflect changes in public opinion; by 2000, a major public opinion poll showed only 20% of respondents would favor military action to protect ethnic Russians in the “near abroad,” while 94% favored negotiation. Seventy-two percent advocated resettlement to Russia, 64% supported economic pressure, and 36% said that Russia should not interfere in the affairs of other countries. This likely reflects increasing adjustment to the new realities of the post-Soviet space.

Russia also has an interest in the longstanding dispute over the division of the Caspian Sea, though the status quo is not unfavorable to Moscow. The Russian government is currently siding with Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan in the dispute; the three governments stand to gain the most from their proposed solution, based on the so-called median principle, while the other two littoral states, Iran and Turkmenistan, would lose if their preference for equal sectors is not realized. However, because Russia, Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan have reached bilateral understandings on some of the most interesting areas of the sea, they have substantially limited the costs of failing to make a deal with the other two parties. 

In short, internal questions resulted from border issues or ethnic problems or water questions must be regarded as potential instability factors for many reasons such as that as these factors lead a conflict among the relevant parties, or prevent the confidence oriented cooperation to advance their opportunities for their own economic wellbeing or political independence and also strive them to engage with foreign powers to take a guarantee against perceived foreign threat, and these suspicion and no confidence among the regional countries invite the foreign powers involvement to use their weakness for hegemonic aspirations. This is valid for both rival powers, Russia and the US, since a global competition has emerged particularly after the 9/11 attacks to the American targets. As American government regard the region a very important area to be a real global power, Russian government aware the fact that failing to take control of this ex-Soviet region is an acceptance of being second in the world political and military competition. 
Because of these facts, the Washington government tried to prevent any state from within or outside the region to control the region, and afforded to prevent any integration movement against itself. The US government also encouraged the political economic liberalization of the regional countries to open their market to international trade and capital flowing.  Washington tries to obstruct interventionist capabilities of Russian government to the regional policy process and organizing them against the USA. 
However, since the Commonwealth of Independent States was viewed by the regional governments as a dependency relation and a reflection of purposes of Moscow to continue its old policies toward themselves, became very ineffective to promote regional cooperation, instead, they preferred loose integration movements depend on the fact that they no longer wanted a subordinate relation with Russia. These expectations get Moscow to establish multilateral engagement even by taking China in this way. First of these organization was established by participating of three Central Asian governments, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan beside Russia and Chine, in 1996 has been seen a balancing policy of relevant parties against American hegemonic intentions in the world. Turkmenistan didn’t participate to the organization because of its neutrality policy which was adopted in 1995. But Uzbekistan which was known as a American ally didn’t want to be with Russia because of its hegemonic aspirations which was revealed with the near abroad policy in the midst of 1990s. But in 2001, Tashkent government participated to the organization which named as Shanghai Cooperation Organization. In fact, the so-called organization led by Russia and China was perceived as a barrier to American policies toward the region to challenge the Russian near abroad and sphere of influence policies by collaborating with China. Therefore, 9/11 gave a valuable opportunity to American administration to forestall such efforts and to establish a political and military existence in Central Asia and Caucasus to besiege Russia, China, even new nuclear powers such as India and Pakistan and particularly Iran, as a fledgling nuclear power. During Afghanistan operation, from regional countries Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan commit either base facilities to redeploy American soldiers or airspaces for American aircrafts. This was also a start for American military existence and to balance Russian position in the region. All the regional countries didn’t hesitate to collaborate with Washington government against the terrorist threat. Even Russia itself gave full support to the US to take its support for the war in Chechnya. But after a certain time, particularly during the Iraqi crisis American intentions have been discerned by Russia, that cooperation with Washington is no longer possible. Especially, political changes led by American financed non-governmantal organizations in Georgia, Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan, worried the regional countries about American intentions and particularly after failing the so called democratization movement in Uzbekistan. As a result of these developments, in the last meeting of Shanghai Cooperation Organization held in the late 2005, member states put forward their policies that all the foreign military powers deployed in these states should be withdrawn as soon as possible. 
On the other hand, for regions which were composed of weak states that no confidence based relation was set among them, invite the foreign competitions and cause itself an unstable region like East Europe or the Balkans and the Middle East.  But these regions are vitally important for global or regional competition, because of economic and strategic reasons.
In conclusion, external developments and global competition among the major powers to take the region under their control for economic and strategic reasons to reach hegemonic purposes rather than intraregional issues are potential conflicts and security questions for Central Asian or Caspian States and the Caucasus. Unfortunately, regional states’ weakness and need to depend foreign assistance for economic and security reasons are destabilizing the region. There are confidence problem obstructing to develop cooperative relations instead of pro conflict relations. Particularly, in some of them democratization and liberalization hasn’t been completed. For example on the one hand, they fear any liberalization movement even supported by foreign countries was perceived as a threat to their territorial and political integrity. Also, Kazakhstan fears that a democratization movement without control of the government may destabilize the country since Russian minority makes around 30 percent of the population. In such a process, Russia might involve to the internal development of Kazakhstan for the name of protecting the rights of Russian minority. On the other hand, Uzbekistan which is under the threat of radical Islamic organizations, is wondering to change political landscape of the country and destroy the economic development in stability. 
Other than these security questions and destabilizing factors for the region mentioned above, it should be stated that there are also some reasons to be optimistic for the future of the regional countries. If political liberalization is completed parallel to the economic liberalization and integration process of the regional countries to world economic and political system is achieved, then their fragile structures would disappear. There are rich oil and natural gas reserves and deposits in the region to enhance their economic development and to complete their self sufficiency not to be in need for foreign assistance to overcome economic, political and security questions. Regional countries might use the global competition over the region for their own sake, if they maintain integral stability and solve some problems among themselves inherited from the Soviet Union. Therefore, regional countries might recover the destabilizing factors by strengthening internal structures and enhance the confidence among them and benefit the global competition over regional resources for their own favor.
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