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The Stars and 'Stans' 

By VLADIMIR SOCOR 


The recent political upheaval in Kyrgyzstan, however inconclusive, has at least helped refocus Western attention on the "stans" of Central Asia, which also include Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, and Kazakhstan. They form an arena of carefully regulated and understated competition between the United States and Russia. In Kyrgyzstan itself, U.S. and Russian air bases coexist within a few miles of each other. 


After 9/11, the U.S. seemed set to lead in establishing, for the first time in history, a massive Western presence in the region. Although Iraq and other commitments have since diverted Washington's attention, the U.S. still pursues three main interests in Central Asia. Its antiterrorism efforts have enjoyed success. But on the other two goals, access to energy resources, and the evolutionary change of authoritarian regimes toward more open political systems, progress has been slow indeed. Nearly 15 years after political and economic freedoms emerged in much of the communist world, Central Asia is still bogged down in patterns of the past. 


Sad to say, the overthrow this spring of Kyrgyz President Askar Akayev (and the ongoing struggle for power in that country) wasn't an example of internally-generated democratization or U.S.-induced regime change. There was no revolution of some color variation on Georgia's Rose or Ukraine's Orange revolutions. Events in Kyrgyzstan -- as in the rest of Central Asia -- are driven by clan loyalties, regional affiliations, and jostling among unmodern ruling elites. Against this peculiar background, civic activist groups are trying to promote democratic change.

Even so, Mr. Akayev's regime was the only one in Central Asia to tolerate active political opposition and massive Western support for civic organizations. Alone among the region's five presidents, Mr. Akayev was not a recycled former communist, and he became the first of those presidents to pledge to step down on the expiry of his final term of office, later this year. However, opposition forces suspected that he would use the newly elected parliament to change the constitution and obtain the right to run for another term. By endorsing the opposition's mass-protest move to oust him, the U.S. implicitly signalled to the other four Central Asian presidents that their tenure in office ought to end during their lifetime. 


In Kyrgyzstan, the U.S.-led coalition's air base at Manas airport outside the capital Bishkek supports the operations in Afghanistan. Mr. Akayev keenly offered to host the U.S.-led multinational force at Manas shortly after 9/11, and his successors seem intent on continuing the arrangement. Hypothetically, the base can also serve in the future as part of a containment strategy vis-a-vis China, and construction work in progress suggests that it is designed for long-term use. The U.S. formally takes the position that its presence there is not a permanent one, but would continue as long as necessary. Russia insists that it must end after the conclusion of operations in Afghanistan. But Moscow, perhaps with an eye to China, makes no attempt to suggest a deadline for the U.S. presence. 


In Uzbekistan, the United States operates the Khanabad air base, a major asset to coalition forces in Afghanistan. Uzbek President Islam Karimov has calculated that, in return for the base, Washington will let him define the scope and pace of reforms in the country. Citing the risks of destabilization, Mr. Karimov has chosen to delay political and economic reforms. It was only a few months ago that the first elements of political pluralism were allowed to emerge, in the form of government-guided parties competing in parliamentary elections. 


Uzbekistan displays the highest level of insecurity with regard to political Islam in Central Asia. It represses independent religious activities despite U.S. advice that repression could exacerbate and politicize opposition to the authorities. The militant Islamist movement Hizbut Tahrir, the most active subversive force in the region, seems to be either under control or deeply underground in Uzbekistan. The movement has made its most significant inroads among Uzbek minorities in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. 


The rule of Tajik President Emomali Rakhmonov also seems to be built into the political system for many more years. The most impoverished Central Asian country, Tajikistan forms a major drug transit corridor from Afghanistan, the world's main source of heroin. This year, Tajik border guards are replacing Russian border guards on the 1,400 kilometer Tajik-Afghan border. Tajikistan is calling for the formation of an international antidrug coalition that would tackle the problem at its source in Afghanistan and equip Tajik border guards for their mission. Although the U.S. military is channeling significant assistance in this regard, Russian economic influence remains predominant, and Russian troops retain a presence in the country. 


In Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan, vast reserves of oil and gas are critical to the West's energy security in the years ahead, so it is troubling that Russia holds a near-monopoly on the transport of that oil and gas from the eastern Caspian basin to consumer countries. The U.S. pursues an antimonopoly policy, expressed in the term "multiple pipelines," which would largely benefit America's European allies. However, that policy has been inconsistent, and the European Union seems reconciled to Russian control of Europe's future energy supplies from the region. Moscow has prevailed on Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan to delay the construction of trans-Caspian westbound pipelines. 


Even so, Kazakhstan looks enlightened compared to its neighbors. It is experiencing an economic boom thanks to the American-led oil sector, but also due to its successful economic reform policies. Even as nearby Turkmenistan sinks deeper in its state-socialist economics and the bizarre personality-cult regime of President Saparmurat Niazov, Kazakhstan is headed for an evolutionary opening of the political system in the 2006 presidential and 2008 parliamentary elections. 


And perhaps the Kyrgyz can take some of the credit. The Kazakh President, Nursultan Nazarbayev, has cited Kyrgyzstan's turmoil as proof of what can happen if political reforms outpace the creation of effective state institutions, and aren't correlated with the development of civil society based on consistent economic growth. 
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