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Introduction

Central Asia (CA) lies between the Oxus River (Amu 
Darya) and the west of the Jaxartes River (Syr Darya). The 
people of this region are historically Muslim due to deep 
roots in Islam. It gave birth to great Muslim scholars who 
contributed to world civilization through their intellectual, sci-
entific, and cultural achievements that raised the prestige and 
strength of this region. In the late 18th century, Russia had to 
divert its attention to this region due to the British expansion 
in the South Asian region and its ambitious designs towards 
Afghanistan. The first Anglo-Afghan War of 1839–1842  be-
came a challenge for Russia. The British success in Afghani-
stan could pave its way toward Central Asia which was to the 
South of Russia. However, the British could not establish their 
hold over Afghanistan, but India came under the direct British 
crown after the 1857 War of Independence. Russia had con-
cerns about the British eagerness to influence Afghanistan 
which could bring two imperial powers British and Russia 
closer to each other. In the following century, Russia decided 
to move into Central Asia to counter British power in the re-
gion. “The Great Game” between the British and Russia began 
and ended with Russia’s hold over Central Asia by 1876 and 
Afghanistan’s status as a buffer state between Russian Cen-
tral Asia and British India. The Russian Romanov dynasty ruled 
CA until 1917 when it fell to the Bolsheviks. In the subsequent 
civil war, the Soviet Union reasserted control over Central 
Asia. In the 1920s and 1930s, the Soviet government inte-
grated the five Central Asian States Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, 
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Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan, into Soviet Socialist Republics. Despite 
great global changes from 1930 to 1990, Central Asia remained integrated into the 
USSR. With the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, the Central Asian republics 
had to be independent without such desire, however, the Russian role in the region 
was not undermined. It remained significant due to security arrangements, economic 
ties, and cultural connections.

The United States (US) had never before been involved in Central Asia. Geo-
graphically isolated and landlocked, the area lacked any historical records of diplo-
matic ties with the United States and no contemporary experience of independence 
and statehood. The US engagement began in CA in 1992 through foreign aid, military 
engagement programs, and energy resource development. The US promoted var-
ious economic and political reforms that emphasized the development of a market 
economy, privatization, liberal economic principles, and democratic governance.  
A decade later the Central Asian States (CAS) were at the forefront of global politics 
owing to the 9/11 incident.

Rising Islamic extremism in Central Asia & Russia 1991–2001

The US support for Islamism to counter socialism in the 1980s left deep re-
percussions on regional and global politics. Religious revivalism was one of the key 
ideas that struck CA in the aftermath of the Afghanistan war1. After about three years 
of the withdrawal from Afghanistan, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics was dis-
solved. The five CAS became independent. Northern Afghanistan had 23,87 km long 
porous borders with three CA states Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan2. The 
people of those states i. e. Turkmen, Uzbek, and Tajik had ethnic bonds with Afghan 
people. Radical groups flourished in the 1990s as a result of political unrest, rising 
poverty, and inequality in CA and Russia. The members of those groups had partic-
ipated in the so-called Afghan jihad (holy war) and were inspired by the struggle of 
Afghan people labelled as Mujahideen. The Afghan civil war (1989–1996) affected 
the bordering CAS. During that chaotic period, the main issues that spilled over from 
Afghanistan to CA and Russia were drug trade, transnational criminal activities, illegal 
immigration, and the incursion of Islamist groups3.

The first Islamic party was legally formed in Tajikistan on October 23, 1990, 
named the “Islamic Renaissance Party of Tajikistan” (IRPT), which operated under 
Soviet rule4. However, after independence in 1991, the pro-Russian secular rulers 
filled the power vacuum. The “IRPT” became an opposition party struggling against 
the secular policies of the newly independent CAS. Their resentment against sec-
ular rulers led to a civil war in Tajikistan in 1992 that ended in 1997. It was the first 
testing ground for the Islamic militancy in CA. The pro-Russian government re-
mained dominant, but the Islamist movement posed the greatest threat to Central 
Asian governments and the stability of the region. In a gap of one year, in 1998 the 
two natives of the Fergana Valley located in Uzbekistan, Tahir Yuldashev and Juma 
Namangani5 founded another Islamic party known as the “Islamic Movement of 
Uzbekistan” (IMU). The latter had served as a Soviet parachutist during its engage-
ment in Afghanistan in the 1980s. The threat of Islamic radicalism in CA changed the 
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geostrategic considerations of China, Russia, and the US. All realign their strategies 
to meet this threat6.

The political activities of various Islamist groups and movements aimed at 
undermining the secular ruling governments of CAS and establishing Islamic states 
governed by Islamic laws. Those movements developed close associations with inter-
national terrorist organizations and drug-weapons smugglers. They had operational 
bases in Afghanistan leading towards Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia to Europe7. The 
IMU formed close links with the Taliban government in Afghanistan and al-Qaeda*. 
The Taliban rulers gave refuge to the leadership of al-Qaeda*. The IMU emerged as a 
great threat to the existing pro-Russian rulers of CA8. By the mid-1990s, Central Asia 
and South Asia became the breeding grounds of international terrorism9.

Russia successfully settled the Tajikistan civil war (1992–1997). However, since 
1999, the dominant trend in CAS was towards greater government control over Mus-
lims’ religious and cultural life. Uzbekistan experienced the highest level of unrest 
due to the revival of religious movements in the Ferghana Valley. The government 
launched a strong crackdown and banned the Islamist opposition. Stability remained 
until February 16, 1999, when bombings in Tashkent, the capital of Uzbekistan made 
it vulnerable10. Subsequently, in July  — August 1999  the IMU took four Japanese 
geologists and eight Kyrgyz soldiers hostage, and four American mountain climbers 
were taken hostage in August 200011. The Uzbek and Kyrgyz forces defeated the 
insurgents by late October 2000. The IMU did not launch another attack till the 
9/11 incident12.

In Russia, after Orthodox Christianity, Islam was the second largest religion 
regarding the number of believers. Islam had deep routes in Russia as it was brought 
here in the 8th century by Arabic tribes. As per the Mufti Council in Russia, “some 
20 million Muslims live within Russia’s 146 million population”13. and about six million 
Russians were living in CAS. The followers of Islam and its ethno-cultural influence 
were a factor in Russia’s overall political and cultural development14. However, the 
Volga-Ultra region and the northern Caucasus (or southern Russia) were home to 
most of Russia’s Muslim population15. Assassinations with political and economic 
motivations and acts of terror were commonplace in Russia. The Russian state was 
under internal, rather than external, attack.

The US recognized all CAS by March 1992 since then the US Congress passed 
two Acts  — the Freedom Support Act in October 1992  and the Silk Road Strategy 
Act in 199916. Russia traditionally regarded Central Asia as part of its sphere of in-
fluence, while the United States developed policies aimed at reducing the region’s 
dependence on Moscow17.

Russia role in securing Central Asia

Russia played a key role in securing Central Asia’s borders, particularly with 
Afghanistan. The post-communist ruling elite in Russia regarded Central Asia as 
within Moscow’s sphere of influence, and their primary concern was how to prevent 

* The organization is determined as extremist in Russian Federation.
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Islamic radical movements from influencing the region, particularly following the 
success of the Western-backed Islamic resistance groups in Afghanistan. The 1990s 
saw a rise in Islamic radical movements not only in CAS and Russia but in various 
Muslim-majority countries. Russia established various economic, military, and secu-
rity organizations to secure CA from these developments, 

On December 8, 1991, the Presidents of Russia, Belarus, and Ukraine, met 
in the capital of Belarus Minsk to sign an accord establishing a Commonwealth of 
Sovereign States open to all the States of the former USSR. On December 21 four 
days before the formal disintegration of the Soviet Union, eight other republics 
joined the initial three. The Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) thus came 
to be formed. It comprised 11  republics: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Moldova, 
Russia, five Central Asian states, and Ukraine. The CIS aimed to keep the former 
Soviet republics in Russian orbit through political, economic, military, and security 
cooperation.

Five months after the formation of the CIS another security treaty named the 
Collective Security Treaty (CST) was signed on May 15, 1992, in Tashkent by the 
heads of six countries: Armenia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, Tajikistan, and 
Uzbekistan. Subsequently, Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Belarus joined it. The treaty 
came into force on April 20, 199418. It was Russia’s main security and defence orga-
nization in Central Asia. On May 14, 2002, the CST transformed into an established 
international organization  — the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO)19. 
Russian support to the CSTO was to counterbalance NATO and US military activities 
in the former Soviet spaces.

In 1992, China, Russia’s neighbour to the southeast, forged connections with 
recently independent Central Asian nations. Three of the five CAS shared a boundary 
with the Chinese region of Xinjiang that was more than 3000 km long. To maintain 
energy supply and border stability, China needed to establish positive relations with 
these nations20. To isolate the Islamic radicalization in Xinjiang and stop the flow of 
Muslim rebels and weapons across the region’s borders, Beijing promptly offered the 
Central Asian republics an anti-Islamic coalition. On April 25, 1996, Russia, China, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan founded the Shanghai Five, a regional organi-
zation to foster confidence. When Uzbekistan joined the Shanghai Five in June 2001, 
it became the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), an advanced international 
organization21. China was a key player in its establishment22. The Taliban’s seizure of 
power in Afghanistan in September 1996 led to a series of crises in CAS prompting 
the region’s government to declare Islamic extremism the most serious threat to the 
stability of their states. Russia was concerned that regional instability and insecurity, 
which stemmed from the illegal drug and arms trade, political repression, religious 
extremism, and international terrorism, may spread to Russia and its former repub-
lics if they weren’t addressed. 

When Putin was elected president of Russia in March 2000, he initiated the pro-
cess of regaining influence over the former Soviet Republics and Central Asia by bal-
ancing the country internally. Russia opposed all forms of terrorism and considered 
it an international threat23. On June 20, 2000, Russia founded the CIS Anti-Terrorist 
Centre. The Commonwealth of Independent States members agreed to fight against 
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terrorism, enhance international cooperation, and improve security arrangements, 
and information sharing24. In October, Members of the Collective Security Treaty 
(CST) also enacted a new anti-terrorism strategy after the events of 9/11. Members 
of the CST stated that fighting terrorism was their primary objective25. 

The 9/11 incident: Central Asia and Russia’s anti-terrorism cooperation with 
the United States

A turning point in world politics was marked by the September 11, 2001, attacks 
on the Pentagon and the World Trade Center. Terrorism has become a worldwide 
threat. Russian President Vladimir Putin was the first foreign leader who telephoni-
cally called American President George Bush. He unequivocally stated that he would 
support every American action to counter-terrorism. It was an important diplomatic 
opportunity for Russia to strengthen cooperation with the United States. The stra-
tegic cooperation between Moscow and Washington was reaffirmed26. 

Despite strong opposition in Russian military circles, on September 24, Putin 
announced a five-point program to support the US. This consisted of 1) giving the 
go-ahead for US forces to stage out of bases in former Soviet Central Asian repub-
lics, 2) opening Russian airspace to US flights for humanitarian assistance, 3) sharing 
intelligence with the US regarding Afghanistan, 4) possibly offering Russian search 
and rescue assistance for US combat operations, and 5) supplying military support 
and equipment for the anti-Taliban Northern Alliance27. 

Multiple factors were behind the Russian decision to cooperate with the West, 
i. e.:

— to boost the slow-moving Russian economy;
— Russia sought to join the World Trade Organization (WTO) to obtain access 

to Western markets and receive direct investment from Western nations;
— Russia could be able to suppress terrorist activities in Chechnya by joining 

the US-led international coalition and working with the world community. The Taliban 
administration was believed to be providing aid to the Chechen Muslims. 

Russia realized that terrorism was not a national, but an international threat and 
it could not combat Islamic extremists in Central Asia and Russia alone. American 
cooperation and military presence in the area could help Russia eliminate them28. By 
cooperating with the United States in the war against terrorism Russia could remove 
the Taliban regime and wipe out the Islamic militants from Russia and Central Asian 
countries29. 

Initially, the CAS did not offer airbases to the US. When Putin extended support 
through his five-point assistance plan to the US, then the leaders of CAS began to 
assist an international coalition in combating the evil of terrorism, the Kazakh presi-
dent pledged his country’s offering overflight rights and the use of airbases, Moscow 
had multiple military sites, shooting ranges, and polygons to its space program in 
Kazakhstan. Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan also offered airbases30. However, Turkmen-
istan maintained its neutrality in the US war against terrorism. It was the only CAS 
that did not offer its airbases but offered ground transport and overflights to deliver 
humanitarian aid to support US anti-terrorism efforts in Afghanistan31. Tajikistan was 
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the most destabilized state in the CA region. It heavily depended on Russia for eco-
nomic, political, and military support. Russia had a military base in Tajikistan (Base 
201)32, until 2001 Russia deployed 25–30 000 troops on the Tajik Afghan border as 
the Tajik government could not guard the volatile frontier unaided. After strategic 
calculations, the US decided to lease two Soviet-era bases in Uzbekistan and Kyr-
gyzstan against large aid packages.

On October 6, 2001, an American plane landed at Karshi-Khanabad (K2) air-
base located in Uzbekistan. The first American troops deployed on the territory of 
the former Soviet Union, ten years after the end of the Cold War33. The second US 
airbase became operational at Manas near Bishkek, the capital of Kyrgyzstan on 
December 16, 200134. The bases facilitated the US “Operation Enduring Freedom 
(OEF)” in Afghanistan including support for personnel and cargo transiting, aerial 
refuelling, airlift and airdrop, and medical evacuation35. 

A new US Senate sub-committee on Central Asia was formed in December 
2001 that listed the following three long-term US interests in the region: 1) curbing 
the growing threat of terrorism; 2)  assisting Central Asian States for political and 
economic reform; and 3) assuring the safety and transparent development of Cas-
pian energy reserves36.

During the visit to Russia, the US President on May 24, 2002, signed a Joint 
Declaration reiterating their ‘common interests’ in the region: Putin and Bush agreed 
to beef up their cooperation in the war in Afghanistan37. 

However, the period of cooperation between Russia and the US did not last 
more than two years. Tensions surfaced when the US launched “Operation Iraqi 
Freedom” on March 19, 2003,38 without the UN Security Council authorization. 
President Bush sent 200  000  American troops to Iraq’s southern border to begin 
the long-awaited invasion to disarm and remove Saddam Hussein39. Russia opposed 
the war40, with Putin describing it as “unjustifiable and unnecessary” and a threat to 
global security. China, France, and Germany also opposed the invasion41, and UN 
Secretary-General Kofi Annan condemned it as illegal42.

On the other hand, when Russia was supporting the US in Afghanistan, the 
US was backing anti-Russian colour revolutions in Georgia, Ukraine, and Kyrgyzstan 
during 2003–2005. The pro-Western foreign policy of the former Soviet republics 
was the reason for their strained relations with Russia, Moscow saw these events as 
part of the Western effort to weaken Russia and strengthen the US and NATO in its 
sphere of influence.

At the request of the Kyrgyz authorities, a Russian airbase in Kant was opened 
on October 23, 200343, to provide air support to the Collective Security Treaty Orga-
nization’s rapid deployment force. The Russian Kant airbase was only 30 km from the 
US airbase at Manas in Kyrgyzstan. Moscow initially accepted the US force’s entry 
into the region. It provided transit rights for supplies for coalition forces in Afghani-
stan and sold fuel to Manas. Over time, the American military presence in the region 
became a challenge for Russia44. When Russia began to assert its rights and protect 
its interests, strains appeared in Russian-Western relations.
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United States military presence in Central Asia: Challenges for Russia

Following a significant change in the US’s national security goals in Central 
Asia, Moscow faced various challenges with the US military presence on former 
Russian territory. During the post-World War II era, the US outposts in Central Asia 
placed US forces on Russia’s southern border for the first time. It was anomalous for 
Kyrgyzstan to host military bases of two Cold War adversaries the then USSR and the 
US, at only 30 km from one another45. Additionally, the Central Asian facilities gave 
the US military access to Iran, and their proximity to China and Russia made both 
countries vulnerable. 

With time, Russia began to view the US presence in the post-Soviet regions with 
increasing suspicions including the eastward expansion of the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO). The Rose Revolution in Georgia in 2003, the Orange Revolution 
in Ukraine in 2004 and the Tulip Revolution in Kyrgyzstan in 2005 unseated leaders 
loyal to the Kremlin, it was believed in Russia that in the name of democracy, the US 
backed the colour revolutions to intervene in the affairs of those states46.

With regard to oil diplomacy with the Central Asian region, the US military 
presence offered it power over Russia and other nations. Few political analysts in 
the United States believed that the September 11 attacks were prearranged to gain 
control of and access to the energy riches in Eurasia.

Realizing that the US’s persistent presence in Afghanistan was destabilizing the 
entire area to Russia’s south, Putin could not afford to risk a falling out with Bush. 
Russia’s actual fear was not what the terrorists would do next but where and how 
America would strike in the war on terrorism and what impact that would bring on 
Russia47. 

Moscow’s decision to support the US in Central Asia coincides with its percep-
tion of itself as a superpower. This kind of international relations involves both com-
petition and cooperation. By cooperating with the US in the anti-terror war, Russia 
sought to let China know that Moscow, not Beijing, was actually in command of the 
area and that it would make the decision about whether to allow or forbid non-re-
gional countries from having a military presence in Central Asia48.

Russia backed America’s war on terrorism in Afghanistan in the early 2000s. 
Over time, the American presence came to be seen as a peril to Central Asia as well 
as Russia. China also shared similar concerns, and all opposed a Western continuous 
military presence in their neighbourhood with no time limit49.

Central Asia: Called for the closing of the United States bases

The first call for the closure of the US bases in Central Asia was raised from 
the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) platform on July 5, 2005. In the  
5th Summit of the SCO, the presidents of Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan 
signed a declaration that demanded the parties to the anti-terrorist coalition to set a 
deadline for the temporary use of infrastructure facilities of the SCO member states 
as the military operations against terrorism had come to an end in Afghanistan. 
However, Washington rejected the demand, countering that the bases were a part 
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of bilateral agreements with the governments of Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan, not 
with the SCO50. In the same month, US — Uzbek relations became tense owing to 
mass human rights violations in the Uzbek city of Andijan. On May 13, 2005, when 
the official forces of Uzbekistan killed hundreds of unarmed people participating in a 
public protest in the eastern Uzbek city of Andijan. The protesters were angry about 
the growing poverty and the repressive policies of the state. However, the Uzbek 
government stated that Islamist extremists carried out the protest. The New York-
based Human Rights Watch (HRW) reported that the Uzbek forces were responsible 
for the massacre51. The US reliance on Uzbekistan as a major supply route for its 
troops in neighbouring Afghanistan hindered it from raising a strong voice against 
the violation of human rights. The NATO member states response was the same. The 
HRW criticized the US’s muted response to Andijan’s killing and called to withhold 
military assistance from Uzbekistan until it could ensure steps to address human 
rights abuses52. The Uzbek govt was also pressurized to agree to an international 
investigation of the Andijan killings53. Uzbek President Karimov’s government refused 
US calls for an independent international investigation54. In retaliation the Uzbek 
government sent a notice to the American Embassy in Tashkent on July 29, 2005, 
formally ordering the eviction of the US within six months from the Karshi-Khanabad 
air base55. In response to the Uzbek notice, on November 21, 2005, the US had to 
cease operations at K2, and its activities were officially shifted to the Manas airbase 
in Kyrgyzstan. The US and the European Union imposed sanctions against Uzbeki-
stan until 200956. The closure of the K2 base and the deterioration of US — Uzbek 
relations marked setbacks to US regional influence while benefiting Russian and 
Chinese interests. However, since early 2008, US — Uzbek relations have improved, 
allowing NATO-commanded US military personnel to transit through an airbase near 
Termez57, operated by Germany. The German air base in Uzbekistan remained op-
erational until 201558. 

The Kyrgyzstan’s parliament voted on February 19, 2009, to close Manas 
Air Base which was a transit point for US-led fighting in nearby Afghanistan after 
accepting more than $  2  billion aid and credit package from traditional ally Russia. 
Kyrgyz president accused Washington of refusing to pay more rent for the use of the 
base. Russia had an air base of its own in Kyrgyzstan59. Manas was the last remaining 
US air base in Central Asia and its closure could pose a challenge to new US President 
Barack Obama’s plans to send additional troops to Afghanistan to boost NATO and US 
military efforts to defeat the Taliban insurgents. After lengthy consultations between 
Bishkek and Washington, the US facility was only renamed into the Transit Centre. 
Under the new arrangement, the United States agreed to pay $ 200 million per year 
for continued use of the facilities, which was three times higher than the previous 
rent60. The agreement was for one year contingent on the situation in Afghanistan. 
Washington also paid $ 36,6 million to expand the airport and contributed tens of mil-
lions of dollars toward economic development and the fight against drug trafficking61.

When the US announced to end the Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghani-
stan at the end of 2014, the Kyrgyz parliament approved a deadline for the closure of 
the Manas Transit Centre on July 11, 2014 parallel to a 15-year extension to Russia’s 
lease of the Kant military air base outside Bishkek62. It was a tactical win for Russia.
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Central Asia: Political and economic gain 2001–2014

The 9/11 incident made Central Asian States frontline for the US and created 
unexpected opportunities for political and economic gains. The leaders of CAS were 
eager to link up with the US effort to oust the Taliban because it could rid them of 
a troublesome neighbour. The Soviet-era leaders were in power, less inclined to 
promote democratic political transitions, and had less support for the transparency 
necessary to sustain economic reform. On the other hand, the international commu-
nity also did little to change the mindset of these leaders63. During the US combat 
mission in Afghanistan, none of the CAS was admitted into any of the key European 
political economic, and security organizations. 

The Uzbeks were the first to serve the US by signing the “Status of Forces 
Agreement or SOFA in 2001” allowing the US to use Uzbek airspace. For economic 
gains, the Tajik and the Kyrgyz governments lobbied to facilitate the US military 
in providing airbases. By leasing airbases, the US paid heavy rent to CAS. These 
payments contributed to the economic and social stability of these States. As per 
reports, in the fiscal year 2008, the Kyrgyz base contributed $ 64 million to the local 
economy64. The US also gained limited landing rights at three airfields in Kazakh-
stan. In return, Kazakhstan received substantial amounts of US investment in its oil 
industry. It was the region’s wealthiest and most stable state. Due to its assertion 
of positive neutrality, only Turkmenistan placed stringent restrictions on its military 
cooperation with the United States. Nonetheless, it was a significant hub for humani-
tarian aid headed for Afghanistan, and the US was able to reward this collaboration65. 
Various international organizations, i. e. International Organization for Security and 
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), SCO, and NATO were also involved in the CA region. 

The Western countries, Russia, China, and international development agen-
cies such as the World Bank, European Bank for Reconstruction and Development 
(EBRD), and Asian Development Bank (ADB) launched various economic and social 
development programs. A few of them are given below.

The first international project to seek development in Uzbekistan was the 
“Ferghana Valley Development Programme” (FVDP), initiated by the “United Nations 
Development Programme” (UNDP), in 2002. The others included the “Central Asia 
Water & Energy Program” (CAWEP), a partnership between the World Bank, the 
European Union, Switzerland (through SECO), and the United Kingdom. The Cen-
tral Asia-South Asia Electricity Transmission and Trade Project (CASA-1000) was a 
$ 1,2 billion regional power project designed to bring the benefits of interconnectivity 
to four countries Kyrgyz Republic, Tajikistan, Afghanistan, and Pakistan. A natural gas 
pipeline agreement was reached by the four nations known as TAPI (Turkey, Afghan-
istan, Pakistan, and India). The “Turkmenistan — Uzbekistan — Tajikistan — Afghani-
stan — Pakistan” (TUTAP) electricity project has also been launched. In 2009 the US 
and its Western allies developed the “Northern Distribution Network” (NDN), to deal 
with the pressing need to sustain the movement of equipment and supplies during 
Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF). Before the NDN’s establishment, the only 
means to US and coalition forces supplies in Afghanistan was the Pakistan ground 
line of communication (PAKGLOC). The “Northern Distribution Network” (NDN) 
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enhanced the strategic location of Central Asia. A commercially based logistical 
corridor connecting the ports of the Baltic, Caspian and Black with Afghanistan via 
Russia, Central Asia, and the Caucasus. It allowed transit to divert around Pakistan, 
but at a higher cost. 

The development plans aimed to integrate Central Asia into the global economy 
and enhance regional security.

Russia’s political, economic and strategic gains during 2001–2014

Russian President Vladimir Putin was aware of the political, economic, and 
strategic gains Russia could receive in cooperating with the US. The economically 
distressed nation of Russia has long been battling the illegal Afghan drug trade and 
extremist Islamic organizations. By siding with the US, Russia might save money on 
CA’s economic recovery and physical reconstruction projects. Putin also counted on 
the West to view Chechen separatists as terrorists from then on. During 2000–2008, 
Russia paid off much of its foreign debt and accumulated significant foreign ex-
change reserves. 

China, India, Russia, and Brazil formed the “BRIC” alliance in 2006. In 2010, 
South Africa joined, forming the BRICS. In addition to challenging the political and 
economic might of the wealthier countries of North America and Western Europe, 
the group gathered together the most significant developing nations in the globe.

On July 5, 2007, Russia achieved another milestone when it won the bid to play 
host to the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi.

Moscow’s reaction to the Arab Spring in 2011  was similar to that of the US 
and the West. However, Russia parted its ways with the West when West called for 
Assad’s ouster. Russia described calls for a regime change in Syria as a dangerous 
precedent of Western meddling in a sovereign state’s affairs. 

After years of negotiations for the membership of the World Trade Organiza-
tion (WTO), Russia became the 156th member of the WTO on August 22, 2012. The 
Kyrgyz parliament granted a 15-year lease extension for the Russian military air base 
in 2013, but the US was given a deadline for the closure of the US Transit Centre in 
July 2014. 

In November 2013, a political crisis began in Ukraine, when Kiev (the capital 
of Ukraine) declined to sign an association agreement with the European Union in 
favour of closer ties with Russia. The anti-government forces allegedly backed by 
the US staged a coup d’état against Ukraine’s president Viktor Yanukovych. Russia 
pursued a policy opposing foreign intervention in a country’s internal disputes. In 
Crimea and Sevastopol in Ukraine, the majority of residents were Russian. When the 
United States allegedly overthrew the Ukrainian government in February 2014 amid 
rioting, Russia refused to acknowledge the legitimacy of the new government66. The 
people of Crimea and Sevastopol held a referendum on March 16, 2014, in which 
96,7 % of Crimeans and 95,6 % of Sevastopol voters chose to secede from Ukraine 
and join Russia. Putin accepted the endorsement of the people of Crimea and Sev-
astopol and agreed to sign the reunification treaties on March 18, 2014. The treaties 
were ratified by the Russian Federal Assembly on March 21.
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Compared to 2001, Russia was in a different situation. Russia’s return allowed it 
to exercise its strategic and geopolitical influence in regional and global politics after 
the United States ended Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan in December 
2014. Russia once again emerged as a major regional and international player.

Conclusion

Central Asia has been facing security concerns since independence. However, 
the world realized its vulnerability to terrorism after the 9/11  incident. The incident 
recalibrated Central Asia’s geopolitical and strategic dynamics for the US. Russia 
had deep roots in the Central Asian region but it allowed the US, the Cold War rival, 
to access this region to fight the war against terrorism. However, the undefined US 
presence in the Russian backyard became alarming for Russia as the US began in-
volvement in Central Asian internal politics. The CAS allowed the US to establish air-
bases with a single objective which was to combat terrorism, but the US had several 
goals. CAS and Russia pledged to cooperate with the West in countering terrorism, 
but they disdained US meddling in the affairs of the Central Asian sovereign states. 
When the US achieved its avowed goals in Afghanistan, the CAS demanded the US 
to vacate the airbase from their states. The US Central Asian airbases were closed, 
and its operation in Afghanistan was ended but the threat of terrorism remained 
persistent. In June 2014, before the end of American OEF in Afghanistan another 
terrorist organization ISIS* (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria)), ISIL, IS, or Daesh be-
came active in Afghanistan and emerged as the next significant threat to the West. 
ISIS* gained global prominence when it seized large parts of Iraq and Syria in 2014. 
However, Russia successfully reaffirmed its geopolitical influence in the Eastern Eu-
ropean, and Central Asian region as well as global politics. The US long engagement 
with Central Asian States could not weaken the Russian centuries-old economic, 
political, cultural, historical, and linguistic linkages with them. 
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policy was unambiguous. It employed all legal means to stop or respond to terrorist activities, opposed terrorism 
in all its forms, and regarded international terrorism as a threat to its national security. Three Central Asian nations 
could support the US in Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan in the post-9/11 security situation. Russia 
extended full support to the US in opening air bases in Central Asian states that had borders with Afghanistan. The 
US relations with Central Asian states began just a decade before the Twin Towers attack, but Russian historical 
ties gave it a deeper understanding of and insight into the regional dynamics. The paper is based on the hypoth-
esis that Central Asia and Russia supported the US in its war endeavours, and at the same time the US was busy 
reducing the Russian role in this region. However, Central Asian states could not abandon Russia at the cost of 
strategic cooperation with the US. 
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Аннотация: В статье, выходящей в преддверии 25-й годовщины терактов 11 сентября, предприни-
мается попытка комплексного анализа проблем безопасности в Центральной Азии, а также исследу-
ются вызовы, с которыми столкнулась Россия в связи с размещением военного контингента США в ре-
гионе в рамках антитеррористической кампании в Афганистане (2001–2014 гг.). Исторически выступая 
перекрестком мировой торговли и средоточием культурного обмена, Центральная Азия внесла нео-
ценимый вклад в  развитие интеллектуальной мысли. Спустя десятилетие после распада Советского 
Союза события 11 сентября коренным образом изменили вектор мировой политики. Терроризм офор-
мился в глобальную угрозу, что вновь выдвинуло Центральную Азию на авансцену международных от-
ношений благодаря ее сухопутным границам с Афганистаном. Регион исторически неразрывно связан 
с Россией в области безопасности, политического устройства и социально-экономического развития. 
Антитеррористическая позиция Москвы была последовательной и  недвусмысленной: Российская 
Федерация задействовала все законные механизмы для пресечения террористической активности, 
выступала против любых ее проявлений и  квалифицировала международный терроризм как прямую 
угрозу собственному национальному суверенитету. В новых реалиях безопасности после 11 сентября 
три центральноазиатские республики выразили готовность оказать поддержку США в проведении опе-
рации «Несокрушимая свобода» в  Афганистане. Россия, в  свою очередь, предоставила Вашингтону 
политическое одобрение на размещение военно-воздушных баз на территории граничащих с Афга-
нистаном государств Центральной Азии. К моменту атаки на башни Всемирного торгового центра от-
ношения между США и странами региона насчитывали чуть более десяти лет, однако глубинная связь 
последних с Россией позволяла Москве лучше понимать и прогнозировать региональную динамику. 
Основная гипотеза статьи строится на том, что, оказывая содействие военным усилиям США, Цен-
тральная Азия и Россия действовали в условиях сложной дилеммы: Вашингтон был одновременно за-
интересован в сотрудничестве и стремился минимизировать влияние Москвы в регионе. Тем не менее 
для государств Центральной Азии отказ от стратегических отношений с  Россией в  пользу США был 
неприемлем и не входил в их внешнеполитические расчеты.
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