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I. Conceptual Framework for Russian Approaches to Central Asia

Current political and academic discussions in Russia on Central Asian issues, including relations with the Newly Independent States (NIS) of the region, reveal a wide variety of views, some of them of extreme polarity. The intensity and divergence of these discussions and views are reflective of the fact that Russian-Central Asian relations go beyond the realm of practical policies and acquire a high philosophic, even existential dimension.

It appears that at stake is not only a set of geopolitical, economic, military-strategic, and other "mundane" interests but the very essence, the "raison d'etre" of Russia as a state and society and particularly its civilizational quintessence, a choice between European or Asiatic modes of development and models of cultural orientation.

Three influential "schools of thought" on this subject can be identified. A "Western school" asserts that Russia's future should be intimately linked to Western civilization where the solutions of Russian contemporary problems are to be found. It was influential during the rebirth of the Russian state in 1990.

A second school of thought may be defined as the "Asiatic" or "Oriental" school expounds a totally different view by claiming that Russia should recognize and reconfirm its roots in the Asiatic cultural stock and historic experience. This school of thought believes that Russia should develop closer ties with Asian countries, especially those closest in Central Asia, thereby abandoning a futile search for illusory linkages with the West.

A third "school of thought" represents a blend of ideas promulgated by the two others and emphasizes the uniqueness of Russian geopolitical, historic, and cultural position as a "bridge" between Europe and Asia. According to its followers, Russia should take advantage of these peculiar qualities and enrich itself by establishing ties both with the West and the Orient. The "Eurasian" line of thinking stresses the need to assert Russian values and not to subjugate them to anyone else's interests.

At the same time proponents of the "Eurasian" approach contend that Russia may perform exceptional functions both for Europe and Asia, including Central Asia, as an intermediary between them in economic, political, and military affairs. Naturally within each "school" there exist factions and subfactions. Occasionally there emerges interesting blends or hybrids of opinions which capitalize on the ideas developed by all three main "schools of thought." 

Similarly interesting divergences may be found in respective Central-Asian societies with the exception that Russia is not totally identified with the West but is singled out as a separate factor in attempts at evaluating and designing policies and establishing " vectors of orientation" in today's complex world.

During the last few years, Russian Central Asian policy was put under constant conflicting influence of the above mentioned different conceptual paradigms as well as those of various competing group interests. From this perspective it became more versatile yet also less predictable, compared to the Soviet policy when fewer basic factors were at work shaping its main parameters.

II. Russian Policy Towards Central Asia From Mikhail Gorbachev to Boris Yeltsin: Stages in Evolution

Unity in Favor of the Union

As the Soviet Union was nearing its demise, regional balances of power began to acquire increasing significance in the fight for succession within the hierarchy. Throughout his rule, Gorbachev could rely on the total support of a "monolithic block" of Central Asian deputies in the USSR Supreme Soviet in his fight against internal opposition that since 1989 was progressively being identified with Boris Yeltsin. By the spring and summer of 1991, the Central Asian Republics turned into the most staunch supporters of Gorbachev's " 9+1" proposal on assuring the survival of the USSR that would preserve powerful federal authority while delegating more autonomy to other members of a new federative state.

Central Asian political elites were supporting Gorbachev and his plan of saving the Union by redistributing power within it for a number of important reasons. Already by the late 1970s and early 1980s these elites acquired considerable autonomy from Moscow while preserving many favorable economic advantages, such as redistribution of the Union budget in their favor through massive centralized subsidies.1
In the highly regimental Soviet system it was local Party leaders, represented by Central Asian nationals, which enjoyed local preeminence by virtue of clan relations and access to financial and material resources as well as means of propaganda and indoctrination, including the media.

They could thus establish themselves as "local lords," just like during the feudal times that preceded colonization of the region by Tsars and commissars.

To complete this analogy with the feudal past there emerged a peculiar blend of official ideology in Central Asian republics that combined Communist eschatology with residual (albeit fairly adulterated) Islamic norms and notions - all of them working in favor of the local "feudo-Communist" elites by providing them with elements of both secular and quasi-religious authority to rule. Also, in each particular republic, local chieftains were drawing heavily on the ethnic factor - the growing nationalistic attitudes and feelings of indigenous populations.

During the period of "Perestroika" Central Asian autonomization, together with the ability to enjoy preferential treatment from "the Center," was continued and even raised to new levels. A salient example was represented by the one and only serious attempt by Mikhail Gorbachev to reverse the "feudalization" of Central Asia by adopting in 1986 a Politburo decision to appoint a Russian First Secretary of the Kazakh Communist Party.

The individual in question, A. Kolbin, was resolutely rejected by Kazakh elites in favor of Nazarbayev, who was both "one of the people" and an influential representative of local dans. The nomination of Kolbin by Moscow provoked ethnic riots in Almata which scared Gorbachev and his entourage to such an extent that on top of revoking their decision they actually stopped any further attempts to influence regional cadre policies elsewhere in the country. It particularly influenced all Union negotiations later.

As the result of this controversy, Central Asian elites felt totally free to ignore the reformist zeal and verbalism coming out of Moscow and could concentrate on solidifying their positions while at the same time paying lip service to the "unity of the country." For all practical purposes, had the Soviet Union been miraculously preserved, in terms of Moscow-Central Asian relations, it could have evolved into a perfect feudal-type state with a nominal " sovereign" in the " Center" and powerful " barons" in the periphery ruling their " principalities" totally at will.

Until the very end, regardless of attempts by Moscow to cleanse the Politburo of Central Asian representatives and to fight criminality in Central Asia politics and economics. Central Asian elites supported Gorbachev not for his own sake but because he was identified with lucrative benefits and as a source of legitimacy for their own rule supported by the Army and internal security apparatus. The fairly symbiotic relationship between Moscow and Central Asian "feudo-Communist" elites, that could only loosely be identified with Russian interests under the Soviet regime, was brought to an abrupt and painful end by the "Belovezhskaya Pusha" agreements of late 1991.

Disdainful " Democrats" 

To Boris Yeltsin and his supporters the Union had to be destroyed exactly for the same reasons Central Asian and other parochial vested interests wanted it to be preserved and eternalized. Their personal political ambitions could only be fulfilled with the removal of the General Secretary and the powerful political, security, and military potential that remained at his command.

They wanted to demolish the entire nomenclature system throughout the former Soviet Union that also included established Central Asian elites because they needed their own power base, traditionally identified in Russia with the bureaucratic class. Early on, Yeltsin and numerous opposition groups that made him their champion were seriously contemplating sweeping political and economic democratic reforms in Russia that to many seemed totally unrealistic since Russia was still tied with the heavy "ballast" of backward, conservative and culturally alien Central Asian societies.

Gradually, Central Asian leaderships became fully aware of the significance and ramifications of the Belovezhskaya Pusha agreements. In the face of an imminent economic and political disaster, they tried to react by creating the so called 'Turkestan Confederation." Open confrontation between former Slavic and Muslim parts of the already defunct Soviet Union could be avoided only by the energetic efforts at conciliation by such prominent leaders as Nursultan Nazarbayev who had helped negotiate Central Asian membership in the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS).

However, disregarding this fact, the activities of the new Russian state, i.e. radical economic reforms began without any consultations with the CIS Central Asian members, an exclusive pro-Western orientation of Russian foreign policy, the creation of independent Russian Armed Forces, and the introduction of national currency, demonstrated that at an earlier stage of Russian independence (at least until mid-1993). Central Asia was regarded as secondary and even tertiary to Russian immediate and long term interests. The quasi-isolationist course pursued during this period was often characterized by an expressed disdain and paternalism, bordering on racism, concerning the capability of Central Asian societies to modernize and secure their own democratic development. Such notions gained special prevalence around late 1992 and early 1993, when Russia made particularly strong efforts to become integrated into Western economic and political structures. Evidently, at the time, it was decided in Moscow that Russia's ties with Central Asia may prevent it from being accepted by the West.2 

Forced Reconceptualization

Further events and ongoing intellectual debates on the state and fate of Russian internal and external policies demonstrated that the idealistic and fairly self-centered, albeit egotistic positions of early Russian " democrats," did not reflect the stable national consensus on the principles and format of Russian-Central Asian relations.3 As a matter of fact, as time went by, the Russian foreign policy of Yeltsin, Gaidar, and Kozyrev, characterized by a heavy pro- Western accent and a diminished interest towards Asiatic (Oriental) " peripheries," was coming under heavy fire from different directions.

There emerged a rather peculiar coalition which favored restoring Russia's and Central Asia's " special relationship." This coalition included influential industrial groups dependent on Central Asian raw materials and semi-finished products as well as on local markets for their own goods. In an odd way some remnant Communist factions could also be found in that coalition. Preserving ties with the Central Asian NIS was for them one of the ways of restoring the Soviet legacy.

There were also groups of Russian nationalists that considered Russian-Central Asian relations as a prerequisite for "Eurasian unity." In actuality, for many of them "unity" meant assertion of Russian imperial power over parts of the " traditional Russian spheres of influence." For others it was a sensible way of resolving the painful problem of the Russian-speaking minorities in the Muslim NIS.

The anti-government opposition on Central Asian affairs was joined by parts of the Russian military-industrial complex that perceived the disintegration of the Soviet strategic space and depth, especially at the Southern flanks, as a direct threat to Russian security interests.4 Until October 1993, the epicenter of opposition activities on issues related to Russian foreign policy, including its Central Asian component, was in the Russian Supreme Soviet. Critics of the Western "slant" of this policy concentrated around the Parliament's Speaker Ruslan Khazbulatov known for his special ethnic (Chechen) background and connections in the Muslim world.

Support for pro-Central Asian sympathizers would also come from the so-called "power ministries" - the Ministry of Defense, Interior, and Counterintelligence. More importantly, the "reintegrationalist" approach to Central Asia got the upper hand in a new important government structure - the Russian National Security Council. That fact may be illustrated by the "Main Aspects of the Concept of the Foreign Policy of the Russian Federation" adopted by the Council in April 1993s

II. The "Wisdom" of Presidential Policies

The bitter internal political conflict in Russia of October 1993, and the ensuing move towards Presidential rule in the country ushered in a new stage in Russian foreign and Central Asian policies. It was evident that under the pressures of the nationalists epitomized by the resounding success of the Liberal Democratic Party of Vladimir Zhirinovsky at the December 1993 elections to the new Russian Parliament - the Federal Assembly, as well as in view of the failures of overly ambitious pro-Western policies, many key leaders of the Yeltsin regime, including Foreign Minister Andrei Kozyrev began to change their rhetoric and devotion against the Western school of thought.6 

In this connection a noteworthy trend began to develop in early 1994, namely the integration of some opposition's views and demands of Central Asia into official pronouncements. Thus the pro-Western school of thought was losing ground and forced to modify its positions because of election results. Forced to adopt the more traditional Russian nationalist line and thus isolationist view, with imperial overtones.

The following changes in positions were especially important 

· Russia may not "leave" the Central Asian region without placing all of its Southern "underbelly" in jeopardy. 

· Attempts to make Russia's borders with Kazakhstan and other Central Asian republics secure and " impregnable" would be extremely costly and largely counterproductive, therefore, preservation of Russian control over CIS borders in Central Asia is a much more effective and desirable goal. 

· The issue of the presence of Russian troops and bases in Central Asian republics should be resolved in a priority fashion since the latter should be looked upon as part and parcel of the overall infrastructure providing national security for Russia. 

· Russia can ill afford the disruption of its economic ties with Central Asia without precipitating the collapse of numerous enterprises and whole branches of national economy dependent on the supply of Central Asian raw materials and parts. 

· Similarly, Central Asian markets should be preserved for Russian exports even if this implies extending preferential treatment for its Central Asian partners. 

· Russia should strive at creating free trade zones, mutual tariff, custom and currency regimes, joint capital and labor markets based on coordinated budgetary, taxation, crediting, production, and labor policies. 

· Mindful of numerous ethnic, religious, territorial contradictions and rivalries in the region that also involve sizable Russian minorities residing in Central Asian republics, Russia should effectively involve itself in preventing, managing, and resolving existing and future local conflicts. It should create an effective peacekeeping and peacemaking force taking into consideration its military capabilities.7 

· Russia should conduct its foreign policy in such a way as to prevent third parties from interfering in Central Asian affairs or taking unfair advantage of local difficulties, contradictions and weaknesses of socioeconomic, political, or ideological nature.8 

It is evident that with some modifications these general perceptions created foundations for Russian policy toward the Central Asian region from 1994 to 1995. However, before a more detailed analysis of these policies may be undertaken, we propose to emphasize the factor of "outside influences" that was acquiring progressive importance in Russian assessments of its regional policies.

III. Susceptibilities to the Policies of Others

As Russian policy toward the West was changing, so was its approach to third party involvement in Central Asian politics and economics. It was suddenly recognized that by "abandoning" Central Asia and reducing its presence in the region, Russia created vacuums that began to be filled up by others, including Turkey as a NATO member, as well as China, Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Pakistan.

Turkey's involvement in Central Asia was recognized to be a particularly alarming because of its geographic, cultural, ethnic, and religious proximity to many former Soviet republics, as well as its economic potential and political support from the West. It was not also overlooked that the Turkish secular model of development could be highly attractive to the majority of Central Asian regimes that were looking for examples to follow particularly being fairly concerned with the possibility of Islamic revival and the emergence of powerful fundamentalist opposition within their countries.

Furthermore, Turkish inroads into Central Asia that started almost immediately after NIS republics had declared independence were progressively being viewed as a plot to create an artificial "cordon sanitaire" around Russia.9
Examples of Growing Russian Concerns Abound In May 1993, a quasi-official article by the Ministry for Foreign Economic Relations was published in the "Nezavisimaya Gazeta" that lashed out against the decision adopted by five Central Asian NIS to create the Central Asian Regional Council (presumably on the example of the Gulf Cooperation Council) that was intended to exclude the Russian Federation. V. Jurtayev and A. Shestakov, writing on behalf of the Ministry, asserted that Central Asian intraregional integration was hostile to Russian interests, undermined previous agreements on "single CIS military-strategic space" and effectively neutralized the CIS Treaty on Collective Security.

It was also claimed that these "devious" integratory attempts were being orchestrated by Turkey and other Western powers intending to isolate Russia from the Islamic world and particularly from such important geostrategic partners as Iran and Pakistan (Nezavisimaya Gazeta, May 13, 1993).

In 1993, the majority of Central Asian NIS republics supported the Turkish idea of creating a custom and tariff union to involve Central Asia, the then First Deputy Prime Minister of Russia A. Shokhin declared that Central Asian regimes had only one choice to make - between integration with Turkey (alternatively with Turkey and Pakistan) or with Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus.

Official Russian circles began to believe that the West was "objectively interested in preserving a relatively high degree of tension in Central Asia." 10 Local instability can effectively enhance the West's role and influence in this and other nearby areas - all the way to the Persian Gulf region - while at the same time limiting Russian capabilities of making a positive impact on local politics. Concurrently, Russia became more perceptive to what could be construed as "positive" tendencies and moves in the Central Asian NIS.

Interestingly enough, as ideas of the "Eurasian school of thought" began to take root in official Russian thinking, compatible ideas began to be felt in the Central Asian context, especially in Kazakhstan.11
It was under Kazakh conditions that the proposal of creating a "confederate union" between that state and Russia was put forward at a congress of the Socialist Party of Kazakhstan (the legal heir to the Kazakh Communist Party) which took place on March 14,1992.12
At a later stage some other Kazakh political groups, notably the People's Congress party headed by O. Suleimenov, also supported the idea of a Russo-Kazakh Confederation, though other such groupings of nationalistic orientation rejected the idea, fearful of the eventual "degradation" of such a confederation into a federation leading to the reestablishment of total Russian control over Kazakh independence and sovereignty.13
The official Kazakh proposal to create the Eurasian Union enunciated by President Nursultan Nazarbaev may have been to a certain extent influenced by concepts of the "Eurasian school of thought," though its implications were quite different from those expounded by Russian "Eurasianists," primarily concerned with Russian and not Central Asian interests.

IV. Peculiarities of Russian Policies

Russian policy towards Central Asia develops along three lines: political, military, and economic. Political issues dealt with the general development of bilateral and multilateral relations: the future of the CIS, the problems of borders, local conflicts, and the status of minorities and foreign nationals. Political dialogues, fairly formal character, are as a rule called upon to minimize or conceal differences.

Admittedly, the greatest progress in developing contacts of this nature and achieving practical results out of them was registered in Russian-Kazakh relations. By mid-1995, the two countries cooperated closely together on such key issues as customs control and coordination of foreign policies.

In the sphere of military relations their cooperation is even more impressive. Under current conditions it includes military-political cooperation, the resolution of issues related to the presence of Russian troops, installations, and property, as well as the conduct of joint peacekeeping operations. The economic interaction is the largest and in many respects the most vital area for the interests of Russia and its Central Asian counterparts. In view of their salience, the present report concentrates primarily on the military and economic aspects of Russian practical policies towards Central Asia.

IV. Military-Strategic Aspects

In a very general sense Russia's military relations with its Central Asian neighbors are regulated by the Treaty on Collective Security signed in Tashkent on May 15, 1992.14
The Treaty defines the obligation of non-use of force or threat of force in relations between its members. The latter should also resolve their differences by peaceful means, abstain from entering into blocs hostile to each other, conduct consultations on security matters, create the Council on Collective Security (CCS), and coordinate their defense policies. However, three years after it was put into effect, the Treaty is nowhere near implementation. From this perspective it met with the same fate as almost 200 other treaties and agreements concluded under the auspices of the CIS.15
Understandably, one of the immediate Russian concerns after the dissolution of the USSR was preserving for itself as much former Soviet property left in the territories of other NIS as possible. Negotiations on installations such as the Baikanur launching facility and bases for Russian troops, as well as the presence of these troops in Central Asian republics, began at an early stage in the independence of the former Soviet republics.

Some of them were concluded to establish a general framework and determine payments for the use of appropriate installations. The financial burden for Russia that was thus being created (for Baikanur Russia is supposed to pay $1 billion in rentals) is substantial, there was simply no other choice for Russia.

The economic and political pressures associated with Russian military presence in Central Asia may work both ways: either leading to eventual Russian withdrawal from appropriate republics or push Russia toward more aggressive policies aimed at securing additional benefits and alleviating perceived hardships created by the host nations. In contrast to the area of subdividing former Soviet property, the area of peace-keeping proved to be more productive in terms of Russian-Central Asian politico-military cooperation.

Because of its social, ethnic, and demographic complexity, the Central Asian region experiences numerous tensions and is prone to various conflict situations. Russia was and will remain involved in these conflicts, as well as attempts at their resolution for various reasons: geopolitical, economic, and cultural.

Early attempts at regulating joint Russian-Central Asian activities in terms of conflict management, including peacekeeping, date back to March 1992 when a CIS decision was adopted on creating military observer groups and collective peace-keeping forces. Originally, the creation of "classical" peacekeeping forces was foreseen as small contingents monitoring agreements, facilitating disarmament, and contributing to peaceful negotiations.

These forces were not supposed to undertake combat missions; as they had to be impartial to all sides in a particular conflict. Their mandate could become effective only upon termination of actual hostilities. Evidently their functions were modeled on the example of traditional UN peacekeeping operations that were themselves becoming more and more ineffective and obsolete.16
The stark realities of Central Asian politics and the growing intensity of local contradictions and conflicts demonstrated the insufficiency of limited or " reactive" efforts at peacekeeping and progressively demanded the direct use of counterforce in achieving important goals of maintaining and safeguarding regional peace.

Events in Tadjikistan were the most important test of the desire of local powers as well as Russia to apply such counterforce and, in a general sense, to devise new tactics of peace-keeping that implied a fairly wide use of military force.

At an earlier stage in the Tadjik conflict Moscow tried to avoid direct involvement and concentrated on guaranteeing the republic's outside borders.17 The Russian 201st motorized division deployed in the republic had particular trouble in staying "neutral" since it had many Tadjik conscripts within its ranks. However, that task was performed with a relative measure of success because of the superior skills demonstrated by the division's commanding officer General Ashurov and the fact that at the initial stages the " democratic Islamic" opposition was contained and defeated with the help of Uzbek troops.18 Success in Tadjikistan led to a false sense of superiority in Chechnya.

Not until late 1992 could Russian troops limit their role to protecting strategic installations in the Tadjik territory, i.e., the Kurgan Tube chemical works, the Nurek hydro-electric station and the Dushanbe railroad and airport. Shortly afterwards Moscow adopted a decision to support the Rakhmonov government and gradually replaced Uzbekistan in performing important power projection functions both on the Tadjik-Afghan border and inside Tadjikistan.19
It is noteworthy that it was under the impact of the Tadjik war that in September 1992 a new CIS Agreement on collective peacekeeping forces was adopted which modified the latter's mandate to include the functions of " collective defense." To support that decision the Joint

Command of the OS peacekeeping forces was created. 

Further events in the Tadjik civil war led to the escalation of direct Russian military involvement. However, one thing was important - the majority of Central Asian elites were by and large prepared to accept Russia's role as an intermediary and a direct " legitimate" participant in the process of conflict resolution if not a guarantor of regional political settlements.

Interestingly, opposition forces in Central Asian states recognized Russia in such a role as well. When Tadjik opposition gained power for a brief period in 1992 it immediately appealed to Moscow for armed interference for the purpose of stopping a local conflagration.20
From that perspective Central Asia is a unique region, compared to all other areas outside Russia in the former USSR. The situation is significantly different from that in the Trans-Caucasus region where at least until the fall of 1993 conflicting parties tended to appeal for help to the UN, CSCE, NATO, etc., but not to Russia. The explanation for this phenomenon is to be found not in personal devotions or biases but in stark geopolitical facts.

First, Central Asian states find themselves in the least favorable geostrategic situation compared to other NIS. They are surrounded by militarily powerful neighbors, the majority of which have totalitarian, authoritarian, and/or theocratic regimes. Therefore, even if Central Asian republics are not being directly threatened by these neighbors they still believe Russia can serve as a counterbalance to potential external challenges.

Second, Central Asian NIS experience serious handicaps in their military capabilities. In particular they lack an experienced officer corps composed of their own nationals. Unlike Ukraine and Belarus, they were unable to acquire sizable parts of former Soviet military arsenals. Kazakhstan may be an exception to this rule. However, it is unable to operate numerous bases and sophisticated installations such as the Baikanur launching center on its own, while much of its military production potential is situated in Russian-dominated northern areas.

Third, Central Asian republics lack even limited experience in managing and resolving local conflicts. In the majority of cases, they need outside support to preserve internal stability, which is also often identified with the survivability of ruling regimes which tend to be authoritarian or semi-authoritarian. Russian experience in Central Asian conflict resolution demonstrates that in the future the need for direct interventions may grow.

By most estimates the conflict potential of the region is unprecedented. So far Central Asia failed to become one of the key regions of Western or international responsibility. Russia is the only outside power that may be summoned to do the badly needed " dirty work" of disengagement and appeasement of warring factions.

At the same time it is evident that efforts required for fulfilling peacekeeping missions go well beyond what others, including the U.S., had to come up with in similar situations in other regions including Kampuchea, Haiti, Somalia, and Bosnia (with the only recent possible exception being the Gulf War). Therefore, it appears that by and large, Russia is faced with a " no win" situation in the military-political area in Central Asia.

Whenever a serious regional conflict erupts Russia is almost inevitably drawn into it for reasons of: proximity; former " Imperial" involvements; the need to protect Russian populations; the remaining presence of Russian troops in Central Asian republics; and the internal pressures on behalf of segments of the Russian political sector that insist on an " activist" Russian foreign policy which demands that Russia " shows its colors" in any CIS tensions.

However, once direct Russian involvement becomes a reality it creates unbearable psycho-political and economic burdens. The obvious reasons are an internal divisiveness of Russian politics that prevents " monolithic support" of foreign policy actions enjoyed by previous " Communist regimes: a lack of financial resources for large-scale and protracted military efforts (the Chechen war seems to be an exception, however, and even its approximate cost has not been calculated nor tentatively appraised in terms of recovery); and an inability to master real CIS and international support on the analogy of what the U.S. could accomplish in situations of the Gulf War-type. Russian populations inside the Federation remain wary of their regime's military involvements outside and inside Russia's borders. The bitter experience of Afghanistan accentuated by the tragedy of " restoring constitutionality" in the Chechen Republic contribute overwhelmingly to such a sensation. Russian attempts to police the Tadjik-Afghan border as if it were the Federation's border and to keep a particular regime in power in Tadjikistan remain ill understood and fairly unpopular among Russians.

In view of all these circumstances, Russia would be well advised to continue refining multilateral mechanisms within the CIS that may assist it in the performance of the onerous duties of conflict resolution in Central Asia. Additionally, it may try to attract greater international (UN, CSCE, NATO, U.S.) attention to mounting Central Asian problems so as to be able to gain additional support for peacekeeping activities in the region, in case its own and other CIS efforts turn out to be insufficient.

V. Russia's Economic Role

The eagerness with which Boris Yeltsin and his supporters agreed to the dissolution of the Soviet Union was in large measure predicated on the conviction that Russia did not need to continue carrying the "burden" of subsidized "alien" republics such as those in Central Asia. Not a single Central Asian leader was invited to Belovezhskaya Pusha where the decision on dissolution was to take effect. It was not long before it became obvious that Russia could ill afford to severe all economic ties with Central Asia. Even after the commencement of radical economic reforms in Russia, local economies remained important partners for Russian industries.

In 1992 alone, Russia provided 68% of Kazakhstan's imports, 58% for Uzbekistan, 51% for Kirgizstan, and 48% for Tadjikistan and Turkmenistan. At the same time Russia absorbed 61% of all of Uzbek exports, 54% from Turkmenistan, 53% from Kazakhstan and 39% from Kirgizstan.21
Confronted with the ineffectiveness of reform, the Yeltsin government moved at the beginning of 1993 toward more aggressive and protectionist foreign economic policies that created serious difficulties for Central Asian NIS. Particularly damaging were Russian steps towards establishing world price levels for its oil and gas exports, thus forcing Central Asian states from the so-called "rouble zone." 

The monetary reform undertaken by Russia led to 150-300% price increases in consumer goods in these states over the period of a few days. Local financial institutions were brought to the verge of bankruptcy while economic activities came to a virtual halt.22 To add insult to injury, Russia put forward certain conditions for admitting Central Asian states into the " new rouble zone" and providing them with new currency notes that actually prevented them from conducting independent economic, budgetary, and financial policies.23 Under the circumstances Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, and Tadjikistan had to accept the conditions for temporary inclusion into a new rouble zone. However, they all decided to rapidly move towards introducing their national currencies. For the sake of fairness it should be mentioned that at least some of the Central Asian republics contributed to the collapse of the "rouble zone" in 1992 by extending gigantic rouble credits to its enterprises undermining the Russian Federation's efforts to combat inflation.

In a political and psychological sense some Central Asian leaders exacerbated their own problems by accusing Russia of economic imperialism and colonialism and announcing their readiness to move to other arrangements in foreign trade and cooperation. Evidently they were counting primarily on other Islamic countries, particularly Turkey. High hopes were also raised in connection with the idea to create a regional common market by expanding the Organization of Economic Cooperation (OEC).24
Indeed, in 1992 Turkey seemed to have started to invest massively in the resolution of Central Asian problems. That year alone it provided as least $1 bin. worth of credits to Central Asian states and began a number of impressive business projects primarily in transportation and communications. On top of that ten thousand students were invited to attend Turkish schools and universities.25 By 1993, neither Turkey, Pakistan, nor Iran had the colossal resources necessary for the reconstruction of Central Asian economies.

Further disappointments were caused by comparable failures in acquiring financial support from Japan, the U.S., the European Community, and the countries of the Gulf. At the same time, international economic and financial institutions were setting up conditions for credit that were even more severe than those imposed by Russia. The Western position proved to be undesirable because of the links established between the extension of loans and credits and the necessity to introduce democratic changes into local political structures and regimes.26 

As a consequence of hasty decisions which amounted to "shock therapy," considerable economic destabilization occurred not only in Russia but in Central Asia during 1992-1993. The latter states were particularly unprepared for the model of development that demolished traditional economic patterns and failed to compensate for galloping inflation, a monetary crisis, and social deprivation. Western policy concentrated primarily on Russia and failed to understand economic impact on Central Asia.

It is obvious that under these conditions many dormant ethnic and other conflicts began to enter virulent stages. Nostalgia for "good old Soviet times" became more acute as did political polarization of local societies.

It may be concluded that to a considerable extent Russia and the insensible policies of its regime may be held responsible for the considerable deterioration of the Central Asian situation during that period and the expansion of regional conflict.

Conclusion: Stability in Central Asia

In view of the numerous actual and potential difficulties associated with Central Asia, the Russian political leadership is beginning to pay more and more attention to the notion of "stability" as it applies to that region.27 

At the same time it appears that the term has numerous, sometimes conflicting connotations which reflect the contradictory nature both of Russian foreign policy in general and its attitudes towards the Central Asian region in particular.

First, stability in Central Asia is seen as the absence of major regional conflicts that may pose threats to the Russian hinterland, its borders, and interests. The intense controversy in Tadjikistan is a dear indication of such threats unavoidably leading to direct Russian military involvement which may become extremely costly both in an economic and political terms.

Second, stability in the region is viewed through a socioeconomic prism which analyzes the relative effectiveness of local economies and the capability of Central Asian regimes to resolve complicated social issues confronting their nations. Meeting these conditions will mean that Russia will not have to provide for local peoples the way it did under the Soviet form of "fraternal help," redistributing scarce resources in favor of "the most needy and underprivileged." Moreover, the socioeconomic stability of Central Asian NIS may form the basis for extensive cooperation between themselves and with the Russian Federation especially if they are to develop free enterprise and open markets.

Third, Central Asian stability is understood in terms of benign evolution of ethnic and religious relations that involve Russian minorities. For various reasons (i.e. the prominence of ethnic issues in internal Russian politics, the heavy burden of caring for immigrant and refugee population, etc.) the concern for Russian populations outside Russian borders and especially in non-Christian, Islamic environments has been steadily mounting for the last few years. It would not be surprising if this issue acquires predominance in future Russian internal and external policies.

Fourth, ecological and demographic situations in Central Asia are progressively becoming crucial in evaluating the region's stability and chances for orderly development. Man-made catastrophes such as the depletion of the Arai Lake and unrestrained birth rates may eventually turn some areas of Central Asia into an epicenter of disaster not unlike those in other less developed parts of the Third World.

Fifth, there are many less visible problems that have a direct bearing on regional stability and therefore, Russian interests: the production and trafficking of narcotic substances; the illegal trade in arms; the disruption of communication infrastructures; the violation of human rights; the spread of corruption and criminality; the expansion of fundamentalist ideologies; and the penchant for violence by specific groups including those pursuing clerical policies.

Evaluating the relative stability of Central Asian NIS leads to another crucial question: what should Russia do or not do to support local politics, economics, and social conditions?

In this connection and in view of the fairly limited resources available to it at this stage, the Russian leadership is faced with a bitter choice: either allocating a huge share of these resources to stabilizing neighboring states or concentrating entirely on internal Russian difficulties foregoing expensive foreign policy obligations including those in the military-political sphere. Basically it is a choice between external activism or isolationism. A combination of both is hardly possible because opinions and positions obtained within the body politic on the conduct of internal and external policies of Russia are extremely controversial and often mutually exclusive.

While talking about stability or instability in all former Soviet republics an important clarification should be introduced. "Stability" should be understood in a rather narrow sense of the word - more like the preservation of a tentative and fragile status-quo that anything else.

The polarity of issues are reflected in the formulation of a Russian-Central Asian strategy and in the functioning of appropriate mechanisms of foreign policy decision-making. It is obvious that the interests of various institutions, political groups, and economic structures contradict each other on issues of Russian-Central Asian relations. It is no less evident that there are no effective ways and means of constitutional, political, or administrative nature that may help negotiate between the differing interests and assist in bringing about coherent and consistent national policy based on consensus.

Therefore, we are bound to arrive at a more general and final conclusion that Russian-Central Asian policy will be characterized by contradictions and inconsistencies at least for a considerable period in the near future until such time that the traumatic hurdle of mutual separation will somehow be surmounted by all former Soviet
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