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A more proactive position of Central Asia within the Muslim world can happen 
even if its international status rapidly rises is a possible but an unlikely scenario. The 
more realistic one is if the Muslim world gradually leaves the developing world. In 
this case,  the Central Asian states will have more opportunities to participate in the 
process; there will be, however, a number of risks that must be considered:

•	 Greater influence of marginal religious tenets and criminal organizations 
The more actively the countries of Central Asia participate in the Islamic 

affairs the more risk they have that various destructive sects and marginal groups 
will expand into their territories. One of the risks is penetration of the militant 
extremist religious groups.

Simultaneously, Central Asian countries will become more vulnerable to 
larger radical political movements that use Islamic rhetoric to promote their violent 
ideology as they have been able to establish quite an infrastructure in a number 
of Muslim countries despite a very tight state control. 

The Muslim world will face increased threat from organized criminal groups 
who are active in drug and human trafficking as well as arms smuggling. As 
international cooperation drives the Muslim countries closer and makes them more 
open towards each other, the criminal groups may also merge into a transnational 
criminal network. 

•	 Informational pressure on behalf of traditional geopolitical actors 
Currently the Islamic values and culture are under enormous pressure 

by the media and other opinion making institutions all over the world.  Often 
Islam is portrayed as incompatible  with the contemporary civilization and any 
rapprochement with the Muslim peoples is responded rather negatively. 

The rise of terrorism that is a result of the geopolitical fault lines in the Middle 
East is constructed by the media as something inherent in Islam and Islamic culture 
rather than a phenomenon having an apparent political nature. 

Provided the Central Asian countries decide in favor of closer engagement 
with the Muslim world, they are likely to experience increased pressure that may go 
beyond the media coverage but will be exercised via concrete political behavior of 
the certain states and organizations. 

• 	Increased economic burden of Islamic solidarity 
In the medium term, the domestic economic situation and the living standards 

in the bulk of the Muslim countries are unlikely to change for the better. In number 
of these countries, the situation will be aggravated by internal conflicts some of 
which may even result in a humanitarian crisis. 

Countries affected by the humanitarian crisis will not be able to resolve the 
situation independently due to the poor state of their economies, underdeveloped 
infrastructure, and because of radical military groups especially if the crisis 
is aggravated by extreme weather conditions, epidemics, environmental and 
technological disasters.

If the countries of Central Asia are to become an integral part of the Muslim 
world, they will face the responsibility to provide aid in case if a humanitarian crisis 
erupts. The burden of their economies will increase due to the Islamic solidarity.  
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• Growing migration 
Rapid growth of the population in 

the Muslim world will directly impact the 
processes of migration. 

The most intensive migration will take 
place from the less modernized countries in 
comparaison with other states in terms of 
their economic and industrial development.

In the nearest future, due to the 
economic situation in Russia and its 
negative impact on the labor demand 
and worsening of working conditions, 
the migration from Central Asia will be 
diverted to the richer countries of the 
Middle East. In the meantime, more people 
will migrate to Central Asai from poorer 
South Asia. 

Similarly to the first scenario above, the second one may bring a number of positive 
changes:

• Additional fourth focus to balance other geopolitical actors 
Cooperation with the Muslim countries is important for Central Asian countries 

in terms of their international positioning. The countries of the region may be 
supported politically within both the un and the OIC.

The leaders of Central Asian states will have more opportunities to make 
international initiative and articulate independent positions on significant issues of 
international affairs being supported by their partners in the Muslim world. 

Closer cooperation with the Muslim world will facilitate diversification of trade 
and lessen the tensions within the geopolitical triangle of Russia, China and the 
west. Openness of the Central Asian states to the cooperation with the countries 
of the Middle East and South Asia is in compliance with their own interests and 
with those of the major powers of the world.* 

* For example, the «North - South» corridor project resembles the American «New Silk 
Road» strategy. The Chinese concept of «Silk Road Economic Belt» can also supplement 
the both above infrastructure projects.

Pew Research Center
http://www.pewforum.org/2015/04/02/religious-
projections-2010-2050/

Similarly to the first scenario above, the second one may bring a number of 
changeschanges:
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•	 Boosting international political posture
The reputation of the Central Asian states will boost as long as their 

participation in political and humanitarian affairs of the Muslim world increases. 
The OIC chairmanship of the two Central Asian states as well as the fact that the 
two Central Asian capitals, namely Dushanbe and Astana hosted the FMC of the 
OIC in 2010 and 2011 in this respect is very illustrative. The other example is that 
Tashkent and Almaty were declared the capitals of Islamic culture in 2007 and 
2015.

The states of Central Asia, in their turn, may use the numerous international 
forums to articulate the necessity for comprehensive humanitarian assistance to 
the countries of the Muslim world that are affected by crises. The contribution 
into the cause of Islamic solidarity may impact very positively on the international 
reputation of the Central Asian states. 

The Muslim world may become an additional center of gravitation for Central 
Asia in its geopolitical environment. Cooperation with the Muslim nations will provide 
the region with more opportunities to develop as a sustainable self-sufficient subject 
within the international system. 

4.	 towards  regional Unity 
The Central Asian states will recognize that the regional cooperation is the most 

appropriate format to promote their interests and to effectively prevent future threats 
and challenges. 

Basic Features 

•	 Central Asia has definite geographical borders, historical and cultural 
commonality, political and economic premises for closer cooperation in the 
format of a multilateral engagement.

•	 Geographic location of the region is favorable for development of the regional 
trade as well as closer cooperation in the fields of transport and communication, 
energy, agriculture, manufacture industry and tourism. 

•	 Geopolitical boundaries of the region are defined by its intermediate position 
between major civilizational and politico-economic centers.  

•	 Political and economic models of development in Central Asian states are 
rather peculiar. Yet, the region will remain involved into the global processes 
and respond to the trends of the changing world. 
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Wall Street Journal
http://www.wsj.com/articles/chinas-new-trade-routes-center-it-on-geopolitical-map-1415559290

Key Factors 

•	 The political landscape of Central Asia is molded under the influence of 
geopolitical transformation within its international environment. This factor is the 
major reason for the multi-vector character of the foreign policies of Central 
Asian states. 

•	 The countries of Central Asia have been developing within a single political and 
economic space for a considerable period of time before their independence. 
However, in time, countries of the region are more likely to differentiate 
economically, politically and culturally. 

•	 The pace of development of each Central Asian country is uniqual. Yet, despite 
all the differences, they have enough inner potential that may be effectively 
realized via mutually beneficial regional engagements. 
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Main Scenarios 

4.1. Sub-Regional Cooperation 

The solutions the Central Asian countries find for certain regional issues are 
dependent on the external and internal conjuncture. The region is fragmented,  therefore 
the tactical alliances of some countries of the region are very likely in the future. 

Key Indicators 

Kazakhstan 
and Kyrgyzstan 

Both countries may engage in closer cooperation given 
Kyrgyzstan’s recent membership to the Eurasian union. Even if the 
EEu is not successful, the lack of the custom barriers between the two 
countries will have positive impact on the prospect of development 
in the spheres of hydropower and food industry. The bilateral 
cooperation will also be influenced by Russia. 

uzbekistan, 
Tajikistan and 
Turkmenistan 

Prevention of the threats from Afghanistan will be the common 
issue for the three states within the next five years. Tactical alliances 
are necessary if the military groups of Islamic radicals, which are 
more active near the borders of these Central Asian states,  become 
more effective.

The activities to counter the drug trafficking, smuggling, religious 
extremism will remain very important. To prevent security threats, 
the Central Asian countries that border with Afghanistan will seek 
support from various power centers but without disturbing the balance 
between Russia, China, Iran and the west. 

Kazakhstan 
and uzbekistan 

Being the largest and strongest states in the region, both 
Kazakhstan and uzbekistan are likely to cooperate in the security 
field. The common position between Astana and Tashkent is also 
common on the issues of hydropower.

Moreover, Kazakhstan and uzbekistan will undergo difficult 
times of succession of power. In the medium term, the new political 
elites of the two countries may reach understanding in keeping terms 
of the parity in their international and domestic interests. 

In this case, the bilateral relations of Kazakhstan and uzbekistan 
will be aimed at the unity in the face of external threats and 
challenges. 
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Kazakhstan, 
Tajikistan and 
Kyrgyzstan 

The relations of these three countries are likely to improve in 
the next five years due to the necessity to find a mutually acceptable 
format of the economic engagement. The dialogue about how to 
overcome the complications resulting from the relations of Tajikistan 
with the Eurasian union and the wTO will be the most important. 

The cooperation of the intergovernmental commissions, 
investment funds and business forums of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and 
Tajikistan will gain more substance. The cooperation in the military 
field  is likely to develop further.

The power transmission line Almaty - Kemin - Datca - Khujand 
is one of the most promising directions of the multilateral cooperation. 

Kyrgyzstan and 
Tajikistan 

Bishkek and Dushanbe will continue their cooperation within 
the CASA-1000 project due to its international significance. The 
cross-border transmission line will connect both these countries with 
South Asia. The realization of the project will heighten international 
reputation of Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan in the eyes of both the 
Eastern and western powers. It is criticially important for Tajikistan 
to receive positive assessment from the world Bank of The Rogun 
Project, which is the key element of the CASA-1000. Kyrgyzstan is 
interested in Russian investment in the «Kambar-Ata-1» hydroelectric 
power station and other similar projects to deliver electric power 
to South Asia. The coordinated efforts of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan 
with their huge hydropower resources may be supported both by the 
western and Russian investors.

uzbekistan, 
Kazakhstan 
and 
Turkmenistan 

High interest of non-regional countries in hydroelectric resources 
of Central Asia poses challenges to countries at the bottom of the 
map, namely uzbekistan, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan. They respond 
by cooperation in hydroeconomic sphere. Being highly dependent 
upon transboundary rivers, these countries are concerned by the 
construction of large artificial reservoirs in mountain terrains of 
neighbor countries.

In different times, leaders of Kazakhstan and uzbekistan 
expressed their interest in joint development of hydroelectric resources. 
At this stage, uzbekistan, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan are discussing 
both benefits and risks of the river runoff regulation. whereas 
countries at the top of the map, namely Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, 
mainly focus only on the positive aspects of hydroelectric power 
stations.

Selective approach to the regional cooperation in Central Asia may pose the 
following challenges:
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•	 Delayed solution of regional problems 
Fragmented cooperation of some countries of Central Asia limits the 

capacities to resolve the issues that require the participation of the whole region. 
Tactical alliances or coalitions are inevitable in resolving common local problems 
and are important part of regional development. However, focusing on tactical 
targets and lack of the common agenda considerably delays the solution of the 
regional problems. 

•	 Increased tension between tactical alliances 
Selective cooperation may aggravate tensions between particular groups of 

the Central Asian states. Participation of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan in 
separate economic regime with its common customs space, energy market et cetera, 
may intensify the tensions between them and Uzbekistan. 

The risk of aggravation of the disagreements on the issue of the water 
resources between the “lower” Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan, from one 
hand, and “upper” Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, from the other had, remains.

Kyrgyzstan’s membership in the EEU may increase already rather tight 
economic and political cooperation with Kazakhstan. On the other hand, this 
may dissociate Kyrgyzstan from other countries of the region. Tajikistan is likely to 
find itself in a rather difficult position due to its gravitation towards the Eurasian 
integration structure; it will have to re-position itself in relations with other non-EEU 
Central Asian states.

•	 Political barriers in sphere of ensuring regional security
Uneven economic development, disputes over water, transport and border 

issues, disagreements on transport and infrastructure projects may become political 
obstacles, which will considerably limit regional capacity to tackle security threats. 
Confined understanding of national interests, lack of trust on the level of political 
elites hamper the prospects of full-fledged cooperation of Central Asian states in 
counteracting against common challenges and threats.

Moreover, each country has different foreign policy priorities: in their relations 
with international organizations and centers outside the region. Given that both 
individual actors and multilateral structures often have different agendas, the 
situation will act as limiting factor to the full intraregional cooperation.  

•	 Preservation of fragmented condition in the region
Intensified geopolitical competition of the major powers, namely Russia, China 

and the West; the efferent tendencies of different multilateral institutions, namely the 
CSTO, EEU, SCO, NATO; the difference in directions of major transportation and 
infrastructure projects contribute to the further fragmentation of Central Asia.

If regional states remain focused on sub-regional and local issues, 
the fragmented character of Central Asia may become its permanent state of 
affairs. Moreover, the economic situation of Central Asia makes overcoming the 
fragmentation tendencies even more challenging. Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan and 
Tajikistan are bearing financial losses due to the decrease of the labor migration 
outflows.
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The fragmented Central Asia, however, may witness some positive outcomes of this 
situation:

•	 Bilateral treaties to resolve border disputes and overcome political and 
economic difficulties 
The implementation of projects aimed at the comprehensive economic 

development of the border areas and promotion of the transboundary trade may 
lead to the positive changes in regional relations. The other promising solution is 
the building of new infrastructure in border areas so that local manufactures and 
farmers could steadily deliver their goods. This may become an integral part of 
the future agricultural consortium. The diversification of Central Asian economies, 
building of the common industrial complexes could boost the completive power of 
their manufacturers and the sustainability of the economies of the regional states. 
In the future, business communities of the Central Asian states may successfully 
participate in formulating of the national and regional agendas. 

•	 Bilateral and multilateral cooperation may become a positive experience for 
regional cooperation
Succession of political elites may bring about changes in regional policies. 

It will also lead to better understanding that regional cooperation should be 
regarded as a long-term strategy, which is the most effective for the promotion of 
national interests of all states in Central Asia. 

The gradual easing of the political tensions and removal of the obstacles, which 
Central Asian countries have built themselves, is expected. If emerging engagement 
takes into account the objectively existing economic conditions, it may become a 
starting point for the increase in a more comprehensive regional cooperation.  

The disagreements between the countries of the region, which were 
disintegrating factors in Central Asia, on the contrary may become pulling factors 
as a motivation for a closer cooperation in order to overcome the difficulties on 
the pace of development.

•	 Flexible response to common security challenges by fragmented regional 
cooperation
Bilateral and multilateral format of cooperation that would include only some 

states of the region may be more efficient in terms of the negotiations process 
and the prospects of reaching mutually acceptable approaches to solve the 
issues of water resources distribution, border disputes, construction of the transport 
infrastructure, transit of goods and labor migration. 

This format of sub-regional engagement will enable concerned states to be 
more efficient in response to the security challenges emanating from Afghanistan 
as well as to the threats of the transnational terrorism. 
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Rivers of Central Asia 

•	 Slowing down of disintegration tendencies
Alongside with the bilateral format of the regional engagement, Central Asian 

states will be more inclined to consider different initiatives aimed at multilateral 
cooperation. 

The establishment of the effective mechanisms for resolution of the above 
mentioned problematic issues will provide the basis for the future fruitful regional 
cooperation. 

Портал знаний о водных ресурсах и экологии Центральной Азии CAWater-Info
http://www.cawater-info.net/aral/i/upr-vod-res-ca-r.gif
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4.2. Central Asian Unity 

In the medium term, states of Central Asia may find middle ground for further 
promotion of the idea of Central Asian union. Realization of this scenario requires 
overcoming tendencies for fragmentation in the region.

Key Indicators 

Kazakhstan Kyrgyzstan Tajikistan Turkmenistan uzbekistan

- a more constructive and efficient format of the relations will be maintained by 
the states of the region. It will be manifested through a more effective work of 
the intergovernmental commissions, industrial business and trade associations 
and business forums. The so-called second track – holding the regular 
meetings of the representatives of the civil society,  NGOs,  public figures – 
will become more effective;

- the conditions for transformation of the regional relations into  a genuine 
regional cooperation will emerge. Continuous and effective dialogue on 
all levels of cooperation between Central Asian states may gradually lead 
to the establishment of a multilateral structure and lay the foundation for 
institutionalization of the regional relations. The need for more efficient financial 
mechanisms boosting the regional trade will become increasingly apparent for 
all.  The status of the newly established regional platforms of engagement - 
similar to that of the International fund for Saving the Aral Sea (IfAS) - will 
grow;

- effectiveness of the common projects in industry, agriculture, transport and 
energy will increase. The Central Asian states may initiate regional hi-tech 
projects specified for each country’s industry. Such a format of cooperation 
will be the most appropriate in terms of using rich mineral resources of 
each country, features of their infrastructure and human capital. This kind of 
cooperation will boost the competitive capacity of Central Asian goods on the 
international and domestic markets.  
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In agriculture, it will become a common practice in Central Asian countries to 
exchange the goods according to their climatic and seasonable capacities. Such 
exchange, designed on the regular or seasonable principle, will help Central Asian 
countries to tackle the issues of food security and to sustain their financial systems. 

Provided the counters of Central Asia build  an integrated transport infrastructure, 
the region will be able to use its huge transit potential for the benefit of all countries, to 
distribute the workload among a number of the logistical hubs within such a network, 
to introduce new technologies more effectively, and to improve the quality of their 
service economies. 

The implementation of the common projects in the energy sector will bring 
positive changes: they will most effectively use the features of the domestic industries 
and markets in each state as well as their export capacities, they will consider and try 
to eliminate possible risks and contribute to betterment of the coordination in actions 
of regional participants;

- the conditions for the common regional markets will be created: liberalization 
of the currency exchange, increased efficiency of mutual transfers, removal of the trade 
barriers, including those of non-tariff nature, establishment of multilateral development 
institutions, coordination of the legislation and practice with regard to the investment 
protection;

- the awareness of common responsibility for the regional security will increase, 
especially in those agencies that work against traditional and non-traditional security 
threats, economic risks, as well as those that coordinate work in environmental protection. 

The scenario above is the ideal model of regional unity. However,  it is impossible to 
speculate about negative or positive outcomes of its realization. Overcoming numerous 
obstacles in such spheres as hydropower, border demarcation and management, 
transportation and transit,  economic and trade cooperation, energy and environmental 
protection will be rather difficult. 

Central Asian states more likely will fail to resolve their disagreements. In the 
medium term,  the region will likely remain an indefinite entity surrounded by the 
powerful geopolitical players because of the lack of the authority in coordination of the 
policies of the individual states. 

The nature of the risks above deprives Central Asian states of the opportunity to 
rely on the external powers in to save of their regional or domestic difficulties in the 
exchange for the loyalty of the political elites. This kind of behavior may be even more 
dangerous and unrewarding in future than a complicated but necessary path towards 
regional independence in the global international system. 
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Therefore, the independence and sovereignty of each state of the Central 
Asian region may be only reinforced through the common efforts. The Central 
Asian states must consider the following fundamental principles in order to overcome 
the tendencies of political disintegration and resource export dependency of their 
economies in order to boost their capacities to participate in the global and 
regional affairs as a genuine subject of international relations: 

All five Central Asian states share the idea about the regionally commonness 
based on the principle of “unity in diversity”; national peculiarities of their 
languages and cultures are highly valued by all.

The Central Asian states are engaged into the relations with each other on 
the principle of equality of all, regardless the size of the territory, population 
or the material and natural wealth, and restrain form imposing their political 
will upon each other. The differences in the political systems in each of the 
Central Asian states must not be an obstacle for their full cooperation.

The economic cooperation is based on the principle of mutual benefit for all. 
The economic relations are free from politics. The favorable conditions for 
small and medium business should be provided in all Central Asian states. 

The foreign policy of each Central Asian state is carried out in accordance 
with the rule of international law, political dialogue, restrain from use of force. 
Sovereignty of each state in maintaining its international relations shall not 
impede the interests of the others.   

The historical and cultural commonness of the peoples of Central Asia is 
the basis for formation of the common regional identity that requires the 
maintenance and promotion of humanitarian cooperation in the widest 
spheres possible.  

* * *

The section on the Central Asian Unity is the final part of the chapter on the fourth 
strategic concept and of the entire report. 

The fourth strategic concept aims to find mutually acceptable and beneficial 
approaches that in the medium run may lay the foundations for the paradigm ofregional 
unity. 

The concept of Central Asian Unity may reappear in political and expert 
discourses due to the apparent challenges of the global development. It may remain 
there until realized in practice in the Central Asian Union (CAU). In the medium term 
the integration of Central Asia may not occur. However, the fact that the concept is 
present in the discourse may signify the emergence of the premises necessary for such 
a development. 

1

2

3

4

5
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The modern world-system is rapidly changing. The global risks are significantly 
increasing, given the each-lasting and acute conflict in Ukraine and an incrising the threat 
of terrorist activity in the Middle East and Afghanistan. Unpredictable consequences are 
to be expected from the political and economic confrontation between Russia and the 
West. In the medium term, the value of China and Iran in the region will significantly 
change.

Central Asia will be influenced by the key geopolitical centers. At the same time, 
regional countries consider their presence as a stabilizing factor and the construction of 
the three points of support plays an important role in forming the balance of interests.

Relations among Central Asia, Russia and China will remain a regional core 
configuration. Their joint and / or individual participation in economic projects and the 
impact on regional security makes these players the two main geopolitical pillars. This 
highlights the issue of interaction of the Eurasian Economic Union and the program of 
the Silk Road Economic Belt.

The growing political and economic potential of the Muslim world creates a 
fourth landmark, with its own gravitational field, which should be considered not only 
as a religious and cultural phenomenon, but as an important additional foothold. At the 
same time,  the strengthening ties with the Muslim world are the supplementary markers 
of geopolitical identity in Central Asia.

The Central Asian region was often predicted to follow the scenario of 
“Balkanization.”  In our opinion, this is not a predestination,  and much will depend on 
the development of Central Asian societies themselves. In this context, we have tried to 
summarize the submissions available in the form of concepts that have their costs and 
benefits for the future development of the region.

We believe that the strengthening of the regional unity paradigm is the best 
response to the current and future challenges. But the Central Asian countries have to 
make their choice for themselves.

Conclusion


