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PRESENTATION

The developments, called the “Arab Spring” since the beginning of 2011, have led to 
consequences particularly interesting the regional politics and security especially in the 
context of Libya and Syria. In this regard, it could be said that these problems, which 
established a presence on regional agenda, besides the Afghanistan problem have af-
fected the policies and priorities of the countries in the region.      

It is also seen that in the region, which is complicated by these developments and the 
new dynamics on Middle East scene, the former problems still maintain their impor-
tance. The invasion of Afghanistan by the U.S. and the coalition forces entered the 10th 
year. Within this period of time, the weakness and fragility of the new government 
structure in Afghanistan caused suspicion related to the success of the operation led 
by the U.S. Both Taliban and the other insurgent groups took advantage of the lack of 
power and authority of the central government, and put Afghanistan into a similar situ-
ation as in civil war environment in 1990’s. As the process proceeded, the central focus 
of the solution efforts in Afghanistan was directed towards Taliban’s military defeat 
and its weakening; as well as towards the attitude  of including the Taliban elements, 
rejecting violence and Al-Qaida, into the political life.         

In addition to the detection suggesting the fact that the issues in Afghanistan could 
spread both to the South Asia and the Middle East, and these issues had certain impacts 
on these territories is true; it should also be indicated that the regional factors could be 
influential within Afghanistan. In this regard, it is necessary to analyze the Afghanistan 
policies of the countries in the region.    

This study deals with the countries, which are closely interested in the situation in Af-
ghanistan, and which have an influence on the internal balances in Afghanistan; and 
with their policies. In addition to India and Pakistan, which were assessed together, 
Iran was also handled.   

We will continue our study by further expanding on the Afghanistan problem. 

Assoc.Prof.Dr. Hasan Ali Karasar
Coordinator of ORSAM 

The Black Sea International

Hasan Kanbolat
Director of ORSAM
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AFGHANISTAN IN THE PERSPECTIVE OF 
NEIGHBORING COUNTRIES
Summary

New Delhi’s interest in Afghanistan is considerably important for their own national interests, 
which are based on the economy in 21st century and on opening up to the world. Deactivating 
Taliban and similar organizations; balancing Pakistan in the region with the assistance of a 
government to pursue a new and independent foreign policy; and most importantly, opening 
up to the Central Asia through a stabilised Afghanistan are significant opportunities for India.      

Attaching great importance to the stability of Afghanistan in terms of the national security, In-
dia provided a financial assistance of 650 million dollars for the projects related to the restruc-
tion of Afghanistan between 2002 and 2006.    

First of all, India does not want Taliban to regain its power in Afghanistan, or an anti-Indian 
government to come into power in the country, in the medium or long term. In addition to this, 
she has the intention to limit Pakistan’s possible influence on this country from the ground up.  

The economic dimension of the rivalry on Afghanistan is formed around India’s striving for es-
tablishing an alternative transportation line form Iran’s Shah Bahar port to Afghanistan and 
the Central Asia. Of course, Pakistan objects to this project. Besides, Pakistan perceives this 
project as a direct threat for her project of turning the Gwadar port into a commercial terminal 
in the region (particularly when considered that the distance between the two port is only 100 
miles).     

Iran’s policy on Afghanistan has been formed by the factors such as; anti-U.S.ism, energy poli-
cies, supporting the Shi’ite movements, and thus increasing its own efficiency on Afghanistan. 

Afghanistan is located on a major dispute area between Teheran and Islamabad, and it is still 
the same. One of the partial reasons of this is to conserve its own state ideology for the security of 
Iran, as well as to support the Shi’ite traditions and to protect the Shi’ite population on the bor-
derlines. All these interests have been threatened by Taliban, carrying out acitivities in Pakistan 
and by basing on Pakistan, as well as threatened by the anti-Shi’ite Sunni groups.      

ORSAM
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INDIA-PAKISTAN

India and Pakistan share deep cultural and 
historic ties with Afghanistan but have for de-
cades had competing strategic agendas there. 
For India, Afghanistan was an important al-
beit passive geopolitical constraint on Paki-
stan, as well as the gateway to Central Asia. 
Pakistan saw Afghanistan as part of a threat-
ening Indian pincer movement, a source of 
fuel for Pashtun separatism inside Pakistan, 
and during the Taliban years, a source of 
“strategic depth” against the Indian threat. 
These mutual suspicions make it difficult to 
get Afghanistan’s neighbors to pull together 
in stabilizing the country. With a new gov-
ernment in Pakistan determined to convince 
its people that Pakistan is defending its own 
interests rather than following a U.S. lead, 
U.S. policy will need to respect the Pakistan 
government’s need for political space. At the 
same time, a fine balancing act is needed be-
tween India and Pakistan in Afghanistan to 
ensure its smooth transition, peace, and eco-
nomic growth. 

For Pakistan, a stormy history: For half a cen-
tury, Pakistan had a kind of “estranged fam-
ily” relationship with Afghanistan. The same 
Pashtun clans lived on both sides of the bor-
der, and Pashtun nationalism often expressed 
itself as a demand for a “Pashtunistan” sepa-
rate from Pakistan. Afghanistan never recog-
nized the border with Pakistan, the Durand 
Line and pre-1979 Afghan governments en-
couraged Baluch separatists in Pakistan. In-
dia’s place as Pakistan’s major strategic threat 
made its long-standing friendship with Af-
ghanistan appear in a particularly sinister 
light. The end of the Soviet invasion brought 
the hope of turning this hostility into a strate-
gic asset. This was a major factor in the sup-
port Pakistan gave to the Taliban government. 

The attacks of September 11 led to a reversal 
of Pakistan’s Afghan policy, but the fall of the 
Taliban still looked to many in Pakistan like 
a strategic disaster. The Northern Alliance, 

which formed the core of the new Afghan 
government, had been close to the Indians 
and hostile to Pakistan’s Taliban contacts. The 
Pervez Musharraf and Hamid Karzai govern-
ments tried to put relations on a better foot-
ing, but geopolitics, history, and eventually 
the two leaders’ personal dislike for each oth-
er undermined this goal. Relations between 
Pakistan and Afghanistan soured further with 
the intensification of the Taliban insurgency. 
While Pakistan charges Afghanistan’s govern-
ment with turning a blind eye to the arms and 
drug trade, Afghanistan charges that the Tali-
ban operates out of safe havens in Pakistan. 

For India, a friend in the West and a bridge 
to Central Asia: India, on the other hand, has 
wanted to protect and expand its stake in 
Afghanistan in order to prevent the consoli-
dation of an anti-India bloc extending west-
ward from Pakistan. It had been blindsided by 
the Soviet decision to invade Afghanistan in 
1979 and was determined to remain closely 
involved and avoid another unpleasant sur-
prise. It opened consulates in Herat, Mazar-e-
Sharif, Kandahar, and Jalalabad, participated 
(as did Pakistan) in the Bonn conference that 
established the new government, and took an 
active part in reconstruction efforts. India has 
also expanded its relations with the Central 
Asian countries to Afghanistan’s north and 
west, a move that has sparked some of the 
competitive impulses within Pakistan.

This Indian presence stoked Pakistan’s fears. 
Pakistan charged that the Indian consulates 
provide cover for Indian intelligence agencies 
to run covert operations against Pakistan. In-
dia attributed a grenade attack on its Jalala-
bad consulate a few years ago to Pakistan-
backed militia. In recent years, Pakistan has 
accused India of intriguing in collusion with 
the Afghan Ministry of Tribal Affairs and the 
Afghan intelligence service to fund and arm 
rebels of the Baloch Liberation Army who are 
carrying out a separatist insurgency in Paki-
stan. During Afghan president Karzai’s visit 
to Pakistan last year, Musharraf presented 
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him maps of locations with suspected Indian 
activity and urged him to rein in the Indians. 
Pakistan’s fears of encirclement by India have 
been compounded by the Indian Air Force’s 
new facility in Farkhor, Tajikistan, which may 
house MI-17 helicopter gunships. The air 
base follows up on a hospital and logistics de-
pot constructed by the Indians in the region 
some years ago. 

Reconstruction aid: In the last six years, both 
countries have provided reconstruction as-
sistance to Afghanistan. India has promised 
$750 million in aid in the seven years since 
the Bonn conference, representing its second-
biggest foreign aid commitment. Pakistan in 
turn has committed $200 million in the same 
period and is still hosting over 2 million Af-
ghan refugees. Both countries have focused 
on infrastructure reconstruction. India has 
been active on more fronts than Pakistan, 
partly owing to its closer ties with the for-
mer Northern Alliance members of Karzai’s 
government. Indian aid has supported road 
reconstruction, communications, and expan-
sion of the services sector. Public perceptions 
of aid to Afghanistan are quite different in 
India and Pakistan. In India, the media has 
vocally supported the country’s growing role 
and presence in Afghanistan. Pakistan’s me-
dia has an embittered view of its involvement, 
saying that its aid is wasted on an ungrateful 
Afghanistan, which has become the root of 
Pakistan’s national security problems. 

India’s most prominent investments have 
been in building the road that connects Di-
laram in western Afghanistan with Zaranj in 
Iran and another road linking Kandahar with 
Spin Boldak, an important town on the border 
with Pakistan. Even in projects carried out by 
American or European contractors, such as 
the Kabul-Kandahar highway, it has become 
commonplace to see Indian subcontractors 
being engaged, creating positive perceptions 
among the local Afghan populace. India’s role 
in the reconstruction has thus acted as an ex-
ertion of its soft power. Pakistan views these 
projects with much concern.

Economic rivalry: Both India and Pakistan 
have economic stakes in Afghanistan. One 
of the fallouts of Afghanistan’s reconstruc-
tion and foreign aid has been rampant infla-
tion compounded by the replacement of food 
crops by poppy cultivation. This has probably 
made it easier for Pakistan to sustain the elim-
ination of its own narcotics production. But it 
has also raised wheat prices to twice the level 
prevailing in Pakistan, prompting large-scale 
smuggling of food and essential commodities 
into Afghanistan and contributing to nation-
wide shortages of wheat flour in Pakistan. Es-
timates of the annual volume of gray market 
trading run as high as $10 billion—five times 
the official volume of trade between the two 
countries. A strong parallel economy run by 
Afghan Pashtuns has also emerged in Balu-
chistan. This is adding to disenchantment 
about Afghanistan among the Pakistani  pub-
lic. India would like to expand its trade with 
Afghanistan, but Pakistan continues to block 
the overland transit of Indian goods through 
its territory. 

For both countries, Afghanistan is a potential 
route for access to Central Asian energy. A 
pipeline from Turkmenistan across Afghani-
stan to Pakistan and India could benefit both 
countries, but instability in both Afghani-
stan and Pakistan as well as supply issues in 
Turkmenistan have put this idea on ice. Given 
China’s growing investment in Central Asian 
energy, India will be looking for other ways to 
secure access to these energy supplies. Mean-
while, India is building a port in Chabahar in 
Iran, which among other things, could con-
nect to the Iranian hinterland and thereby 
transport Indian goods to Afghanistan, by-
passing Pakistan completely. Pakistan sees 
Chabahar as a rival that could drain business 
away from Pakistan’s new port at Gwadar be-
ing built with Chinese assistance.

If stability is restored to Afghanistan, it may 
become possible to take advantage of other 
mineral resources there, which would ben-
efit not only Afghanistan, India, and Pakistan 
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but also other countries. China recently won 
rights to mine the world’s largest undeveloped 
copper field, located near Kabul, for about 
$3 billion. If implemented, this would be the 
biggest foreign investment in Afghanistan’s 
history. In addition, China promised the Af-
ghans a power plant and a railroad running 
from Tajikistan into Pakistan. Under present 
circumstances, however, this type of major 
project seems a long way off.

The security equation: The difficult relations 
between Pakistan and Afghanistan have made 
a Pakistani role with the Afghan security ser-
vices impossible. India has offered security 
assistance and has provided some training 
for the Afghan national army. Given Paki-
stan’s resistance, the United States had turned 
down India’s offers to send troops to Afghani-
stan. However, after the murder of an Indian 
engineer by the Taliban in 2006, India sent in 
a company of paramilitary troops to protect 
the engineers working on the road construc-
tion projects. This placement of Indian troops 
close to its western frontier troubles Pakistan.
 
The Taliban connection: The greatest contro-
versy centers on the role of Pakistan in facili-
tating the Taliban insurgency that has steadily 
expanded in Afghanistan over the past two 
years. Pakistani officials strongly deny any 
continuing involvement with the Taliban, 
pointing out that the movement’s Pakistani 
counterparts have been mounting a devastat-
ing series of suicide bombings against Paki-
stan government targets. Pakistan has even 
contributed to the creation of an intelligence 
establishment in Kabul to monitor its bor-
der areas with Afghanistan along with the 
Afghans and NATO’s International Security 
Assistance Force (ISAF). However, both pri-
vate observers and U.S. intelligence estimates 
note that key members of the Afghan Taliban 
leadership are based in Quetta in Pakistan’s 
Baluchistan Province. Ironically, the Taliban 
have also found it necessary to deny that any 
of the Afghan group’s leaders, including Mul-
lah Omar, are based in Pakistan. 

Controlling the porous and disputed border 
between Pakistan and Afghanistan is key for 
dealing with this problem, and it is the cen-
tral issue for the United States. In fact, border 
coordination centers are being set up on ei-
ther side of the border to monitor the move-
ment of people. Pakistan itself has tried vari-
ous approaches, including a military effort to 
bring the largely ungoverned tribal areas un-
der control, an agreement with the tribal and 
Taliban leadership in the border regions, an 
aborted effort to mine the border, an unsuc-
cessful attempt to fence the border at points 
most vulnerable to illegal infiltration, and 
the institution of modern border-crossing 
documentation. Most of these measures were 
unacceptable to the Afghan government but 
also, more importantly, to Pashtun national-
ists on both sides of the border.

From Taliban to Kashmir? When the Soviet 
Army left Afghanistan in 1989, some of the 
mujahideen groups that had been active in 
Afghanistan turned their attention to Kash-
mir and contributed to the insurgency against 
Indian rule there. Today, India and Pakistan 
are maintaining a four-year-old peace dia-
logue, and infiltration by militant groups in-
to Kashmir is well below the level of earlier 
years. India has a strong stake in Pakistan’s 
efforts to suppress terrorist groups, includ-
ing those that are active in Afghanistan and 
those that have been attacking the Pakistan 
government. A convergence of interests to 
fight extremist violence has thus emerged 
between India and Pakistan for the first time. 
However, it is unlikely that the two countries 
will be able to turn this into any kind of ac-
tive cooperation against terrorism given their 
long-standing animosity.

IRAN

Afghanistan is one of several contexts in 
which the long-term common interests of the 
U.S. and Iran have been overshadowed by the 
animus originating in the 1953 CIA-led coup 
in Iran and the Iranian revolution of 1979, 
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to the detriment of the interests of the U.S., 
Iran, and Afghanistan. This confrontation has 
served the interests of the Pakistan military, 
Taliban, and al-Qaida. Re-establishing the ba-
sis for U.S.-Iranian cooperation in Afghani-
stan would provide significant additional le-
verage over Pakistan, on whose territory the 
leadership of both the Taliban and al-Qaida 
are now found. 

During the first half of the Cold War (until 
the 1978 coup in Afghanistan and the 1979 
revolution in Iran), Afghanistan was a non-
aligned country with a Soviet-trained army 
wedged between the USSR and U.S. allies. 
In the 1970s, under the Nixon Doctrine, the 
U.S. supported efforts by the Shah of Iran to 
use his post-1973 oil wealth to support efforts 
by Afghan President Muhammad Daoud to 
lessen Kabul’s dependence on the USSR. This 
ended with the successive overthrow of both 
Daoud and the Shah in 1978 and 1979. A U.S. 
close partnership with Saudi Arabia and Paki-
stan emerged as the primary means of main-
taining U.S. influence in the Persian Gulf and 
its eastern flank. Support for Sunni Islamists 
in Afghanistan and an Islamist-oriented mili-
tary regime in Pakistan formed parts of this 
strategy to repulse the USSR from its occupa-
tion of Afghanistan, begun in late 1979, and 
to isolate Iran. 

The U.S. led support for the mujahidin based 
in Pakistan and a greatly enlarged Pakistani 
security establishment, with co-funding from 
Saudi Arabia and implementation largely in 
the hands of Pakistan’s Directorate of Inter-
Services Intelligence. The ISI also nurtured 
the Sunni right wing in Pakistan to counter-
balance the Pakistan People’s Party and eth-
nic subnationalists. Revolutionary Iran, dis-
tracted by its war with Iraq, provided aid to 
Afghan Shi’a groups that supported the revo-
lutionary line of Khomeini, but did not en-
gage fully. 

The dissolution of the USSR and indepen-
dence of the Central Asian and Caucasus 

states in 1991-92 led to the disengagement 
of the U.S. from the region, reducing exter-
nal support to the Pakistan-Saudi alliance and 
providing Iran with more opportunities for 
maneuver in Afghanistan. Iran broadened its 
contacts in Afghanistan from Shi’a groups to 
non-Pashtun groups more generally (includ-
ing Sunnis and former government militias), 
helping to broker the formation of the so-
called “Northern Alliance” during the 1992 
collapse of the Najibullah government. 

The opening of Central Asia and the Caspian 
region to the international oil and gas market 
created a new strategic stake. Russia aimed 
to maintain its monopoly on export of these 
resources through the former Soviet pipe-
line network. The U.S. sought to promote the 
autonomy of the Newly Independent States 
(as they were called) by supporting alterna-
tive pipeline routes and hydrocarbon devel-
opment schemes. But the shortest and most 
secure routes from the former USSR’s energy 
resources to the sea lay through Iran, which 
the U.S. had kept under sanctions since the 
Tehran embassy takeover. 

Iran proposed to become the transport hub 
for both oil and gas, linking the Central Asian-
Caspian region to the Persian Gulf. The main 
focus of U.S. hydrocarbon strategy was the 
route north and west of Iran, which ultimately 
led to the construction of the Baku-Ceyhan 
pipeline. Afghanistan played a role in the 
secondary theater of the southern and east-
ern outlet, as the U.S. mildly supported Paki-
stan’s attempts to use the Taliban to provide 
a secure transport corridor from Pakistan to 
Turkmenistan via western Afghanistan. Iran 
saw this as part of the U.S. strategy of encir-
cling and containing Iran. 

When Lakhdar Brahimi became the UN Sec-
retary-General’s Special Envoy for Afghani-
stan in 1997, he found that the Government 
of Iran believed that the U.S., Pakistan, and 
Saudi Arabia were jointly supporting the 
Taliban in continuation of their previous 
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policies. Iran consequently saw the Taliban 
as the spear-point of its strategic opponent 
and joined with Russia, India, and the Central 
Asian states in an effort to support and supply 
the Northern Alliance. Iran moved beyond 
its ideological support for Shi’a parties to a 
strategic policy of supporting all anti-Taliban 
forces. It settled its differences over Tajikistan 
with Russia, and the two states brokered the 
1997 peace agreement in order to assure a 
consolidated rear for the Northern Alliance. 

Events in August 1998 turned both the U.S. 
and Iran further against the Taliban. With 
Pakistan’s assistance, the Taliban captured 
control of most of northern Afghanistan; 
Pakistani extremists under Taliban command 
massacred nine Iranian diplomats in Mazar-i 
Sharif, leading Iran to mobilize troops on the 
border. Diplomacy by Brahimi averted open 
warfare. The same week, al-Qaida, then oper-
ating out of the Taliban’s Kandahar headquar-
ters, attacked the U.S. embassies in Kenya and 
Tanzania. Consequently the U.S. began intel-
ligence cooperation with the Northern Alli-
ance. The State Department conducted a dia-
logue with Iran within the framework of the 
UN-convened “Six plus Two” group, which 
included Afghanistan’s neighbors, the U.S., 
and Russia. Pakistan became increasingly iso-
lated in the group. The U.S. and Russia jointly 
approved Security Council sanctions against 
the Taliban and al-Qaida, with the support of 
Iran and against the wishes of Pakistan, which 
flouted the sanctions. 

After 9/11, despite some jockeying for rela-
tive advantage, Russia, Iran, India and the 
United States ultimately cooperated to de-
feat the Taliban and al-Qaida in Afghanistan, 
and to establish the new Afghan government. 
Not only did Iran cooperate with the United 
States, Russia actively helped it establish sup-
port bases in Central Asia. Pakistan was po-
litically marginalized in the process. 

U.S.-Iranian cooperation occurred both in 
the field, in Tajikistan and Afghanistan, and 
in diplomacy, where I personally witnessed 

it. According to Iranian diplomatic sources, 
members of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC, Sipah-i Pasdaran) cooperated 
with the CIA and U.S. Special Operations 
Forces in supplying and funding the com-
manders of the Northern Alliance. During the 
war in the fall of 2001, both Russia and Iran 
wavered between supporting the reconquest 
of power by President Burhanuddin Rabbani 
and the plan for a broader political settlement 
supported by the followers of Ahmad Shah 
Massoud, the UN, and the U.S.

At the UN Talks on Afghanistan in Bonn, 
Germany, which negotiated the agreements 
governing the political transition in Afghani-
stan, U.S. and Iranian envoys James Dobbins 
and Javad Zarif cooperated closely on all ma-
jor issues. Zarif supported efforts to frustrate 
Rabbani’s goal of preventing the meeting from 
reaching agreement in the hope of consolidat-
ing his own power and forestalling formation 
of a broader government. Zarif ’s lastminute 
intervention with the Northern Alliance del-
egation chair, Yunus Qanuni, convinced the 
latter to reduce the number of cabinet posts 
he demanded in the interim administration. 

The U.S. and Iran jointly insisted that the 
Bonn agreement contain a timetable for na-
tional elections and require the Afghan ad-
ministration to cooperate in the fight against 
terrorism and drugs. Dobbins had to over-
come resistance from hard-liners in the De-
partment of Defense in order to cooperate 
with Iran, but his brief from Secretary of State 
Colin Powell enabled him to do so. Zarif, af-
filiated with the reformist trend of President 
Muhammad Khatami, may similarly have had 
to overcome resistance. In informal conver-
sation, where I was present as a member of 
the UN delegation, U.S. diplomats told the 
Iranians that other issues prevented broader 
cooperation; the Iranians replied by asking to 
discuss all issues between the two countries. 

The Iranian Ministry of Foreign Affairs re-
garded these events as an opportunity to 
increase cooperation with the U.S. from Af-



30     THE BLACK SEA INTERNATIONAL
Report No: 16, October 2011

THE BLACK SEA INTERNATIONAL CENTER FOR RESEARCH AND DIALOGUEORSAM
THE BLACK SEA INTERNATIONAL

ghanistan to a wider set of issues. Dobbins 
reports that Iranian officials later offered to 
work under U.S. command to assist in build-
ing the Afghan National Army. U.S.-Iranian 
cooperation in building the Afghan security 
forces would have constituted a major invest-
ment in realignment to the detriment of Paki-
stan, whose military counted on monopoliz-
ing the role as the U.S.’s intermediaries with 
Afghanistan as leverage to assure the U.S.-
Pakistan military supply relationship. 

The Bush administration, however, rejected 
the initiative. Instead, it charged Iran with 
“harboring” an Afghan opposition figure and 
Islamist leader, Gulbiddin Hekmatyar, who 
was supported by U.S. aid to the mujahidin 
in the 1980s, and who had sought refuge in 
Tehran after having been abandoned by Paki-
stan for the Taliban in 1995. Iran expelled 
him. U.S. officials also charged that Iran was 
establishing influence in Herat, which would 
be somewhat akin to accusing the U.S. of ex-
ercising influence over northern Mexico. Ad-
ditionally, the U.S. alleged that members of 
al-Qaida had taken refuge in Iran. Some may 
have done so with the collaboration of local 
IRGC commanders, but the overwhelming 
fact was that the surviving core leadership of 
al-Qaida all made its way to Pakistan, where 
their logistics and networks had been based 
and where they remained.

CENTRAL ASIAN COUNTRIES

It is perhaps easiest to define the interests of 
the three states that border Afghanistan—
Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan—in 
terms of security. Since they directly face the 
country at war, it would be expected that they 
would have the most at stake. This may not 
necessarily be true, however. Kazakhstan, for 
example, now has an enormous political and 
economic stake in the success of the North-
ern Distribution Network (NDN), a series of 
agreements between the United States and 
countries in the Caucasus, Central Asia, and 
Russia to transport supplies via rail and truck 

into Afghanistan. Still, for the three countries 
that border Afghanistan, direct physical chal-
lenges abound. Uzbekistan has most famously 
struggled with domestic terrorism metasta-
sizing into a transnational security challenge 
in the form of the Islamic Movement of Uz-
bekistan (IMU), and Tajikistan has faced nu-
merous security challenges along its riparian 
border with Afghanistan, both from militant 
groups and narcotics smugglers. Turkmeni-
stan, too, has faced a number of challenges 
from narcotics smuggling, though less visibly.

The two non-border countries also have en-
countered problems emanating from Afghan-
istan. Kyrgyzstan has faced serious challenges 
from Islamist resistance movements, includ-
ing the IMU. Even Kazakhstan has struggled, 
though to a far lesser extent than the other 
four countries, with militant recruitment.

Uzbekistan in particular seems to be the focus 
of transnational terrorism in Central Asia. Its 
most famous militant group, the IMU, began 
in the Ferghana Valley (a densely populated 
region split between Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, 
and Tajikistan), but now resides mostly in 
northwest Pakistan. It is the foundation for 
most other Islamist networks in the region, 
including the breakaway group Islamic Jihad 
Union (IJU), which is implicated in several 
terrorist incidents throughout Central Asia 
and Europe. The IMU has been a driving 
force behind civil unrest in post-Soviet Cen-
tral Asia for the past decade,and was a major 
participant the war in Afghanistan on the side 
of Taliban, and most recently in the civil un-
rest in Pakistan. The IMU still claims respon-
sibility for insurgent attacks across northern 
Afghanistan, and suspected IMU militants 
regularly are arrested in northern Tajikistan.6 
The IJU seems to focus most of its energies 
on Pakistan, though its members have been 
identified and arrested as far away as Ger-
many.

Kyrgyzstan, too, has a problem with Islamist 
extremism, though it is unclear whether that 
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problem is constant or growing. While the 
government of Kyrgyzstan clearly considers 
Islamism to represent a grave danger—the 
government in 2006 claimed to have killed 
several IMU militants near Osh (the group 
of claimed dead militants included a highly 
popular Imam with few provable ties to ex-
tremism)—it is not clear how immediate that 
danger is. Either way, Islamist militants with 
ties to Afghanistan are more likely to reside in 
the country’s mountainous west, an area in-
cluding the Ferghana Valley.

But beyond their problem with militants, 
Kyrgyzstan also has a contentious issue in 
the form of the U.S. air base at Manas. For 
years, the U.S. military presence just outside 
of Bishkek has been controversial, whether 
in terms of how much rent the United States 
pays, or the many scandals revolving around 
fuel prices for American aircraft, or even the 
boorish (and in one case violent) behavior of 
Americans stationed at the base. The contro-
versy has been intense enough within Kyrgyz-
stan that during the recent political upheaval 
there was massive speculation over whether 
the new interim government would cancel 
the U.S. lease on the airbase. The new interim 
president, Rotun Otunbayeva, however, de-
cided to honor the previous regime’s security 
deals, including allowing U.S. access to Ma-
nas. It is likely she made this decision in light 
of how much money the United States pays 
for the base, which is upward of $200 million 
per year, with additional “bilateral assistance” 
factored in. For a country with a gross domes-
tic product (GDP) of only about $5 billion, 
U.S. rents for the base represent a substantial 
portion of the country’s economic activity. 
It is likely that the Kyrgyz government will 
consider maintaining the U.S. presence at the 
base a priority in the future, regardless of its 
titular head of state.

Tajikistan also faces a security challenge from 
the war in Afghanistan, though this challenge 
often is overstated. The most immediate issue 
they face is an influx of refugees fleeing the 

fighting in Afghanistan. Refugee issues are a 
chronic problem along the Afghan-Tajik bor-
der. In late 1992, approximately 60,000 Tajiks 
fled the civil war and sought shelter in north-
ern Afghanistan; as that flow of people has 
reversed itself, Tajikistan has struggled with 
the governance, economic, and security chal-
lenges posed by a refugee population it can-
not fully support. In addition, Western ana-
lysts are fond of identifying Tajikistan as the 
next flashpoint for Islamist terrorism, though 
this seems more exaggeration than anything 
else. It is most likely that some relatively 
minor security incidents, some of which in-
volve militants from the Afghanistan war, will 
place stress on the regime of Tajik president 
Emomali Rahmon, and thus pose a threat to 
regime survival (prompting a government 
backlash).

Turkmenistan merits a discussion of its in-
terests, though there is very little information 
available about them. Officially, the Turk-
men government is neutral in all disputes, 
though they do not hide their concerns very 
well. Turkmenistan undoubtedly has issues 
with opium smuggling from Afghanistan, and 
rumors abound that smugglers are closely 
aligned with the Taliban. One somewhat pub-
licized incident serves as a good demonstra-
tion of the difficulty of discerning how these 
events will unfold in the future. In September 
2008, an armed group widely speculated to be 
either Islamists or drug smugglers, or both, 
got into a massive firefight with Turkmen 
police in the capital city of Ashgabat. There 
were, however, numerous indications that the 
fighting may have been related to gas ration-
ing in the capital. Because Turkmenistan’s 
government so tightly regulates information, 
the real story behind that and similar inci-
dents is difficult to determine.

The Central Asian states possess significant 
natural resources that they have only begun 
to exploit in the past twenty years, most no-
tably their considerable energy resources. As 
such, relations in the region can often revolve 
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around the development of a stable infra-
structure for developing and exporting these 
resources, with the more traditional security 
concerns often taking a back seat.

Turkmenistan sits atop one of the world’s 
richest deposits of natural gas, and at least 
since the mid-1990s, Western energy com-
panies have been trying to export it without 
using Russian pipelines (which are unreliable 
for political reasons). Countless energy exec-
utives, and just as many conspiracy theorists, 
who are convinced the conflict in Afghanistan 
ultimately is concerned with securing export 
rights to Turkmen gas, dream of completing 
the various pipelines needed to export Turk-
men gas south or east. While the biggest de-
velopment in Turkmen gas—the Turkmen-
istan-China gas pipeline—has very little to 
do with Afghanistan, Turkmenistan’s other 
enormous energy project, called TAPI, does. 
Traveling from Turkmenistan, south through 
Afghanistan, then east to Pakistan and on-
ward to India (hence its initials), TAPI has 
fired the imagination of everyone from the 
defunct U.S. oil company Unocal to the Asia 
Development Bank. There is little indication 
TAPI will be completed while there is active 
fighting in southern Afghanistan; neverthe-
less, it is important to Turkmenistan’s long-
term interests in the area as filtered through 
its quest for energy exports.

Energy concerns also dominate high-level 
discussions between Central Asian coun-
tries and Afghanistan. In 2009, Uzbekistan 
began supplying electricity to Kabul around 
the clock as part of a $250 million project to 
use Central Asian hydropower plants to send 
power southward. Before the agreement, Ka-
bul only had about three hours per day of 
electricity. Uzbekistan’s ascension as a nexus 
of energy distribution, however, has come at 
a cost. Additionally, considering Uzbekistan’s 
penchant of terminating international agree-
ments it finds inconvenient, it is unlikely that 
any state, including Afghanistan, feels par-
ticularly comfortable being reliant on Uzbek 
energy.

Tajikistan suffers from severe chronic power 
shortages, and the Uzbek government has 
prevented several ameliorating measures 
from being pursued, such as purchasing en-
ergy from Turkmenistan (power lines must 
cross Uzbek territory). Tajikistan’s best bet for 
alleviating those shortages is the completion 
of the troubled Roghun hydroelectric dam. 
Begun in 1976, construction of the dam has 
languished, as first the Soviet Union and then 
Tajikistan continually ran out of money for 
finishing construction. In 2009, Iran became 
its latest investor, though there remain doubts 
about how much good it will do. (Iran is one 
of Tajikistan’s largest investors.) A year later, 
analysts still were expressing open skepticism 
of the dam’s prospects for completion and for 
power generation. Uzbekistan, too, has de-
cried the construction of the dam, claiming 
it will hurt the environment and negatively 
affect cotton harvests along the Amu Darya 
River.

Despite such challenges, Tajikistan has 
hatched plans to transmit power across Af-
ghanistan. These take differing forms: one 
proposal is to build transmission lines from 
Roghun to Iran through Mazar-i-Sharif, and 
another plans to go through Kunduz, to Ka-
bul, to Jalalabad. Given Tajikistan’s continuing 
struggles with its internal electricity supply 
and management, it is unclear how it could 
support such a massive energy exportation 
project, though a recent Asian Development 
Bank grant could point toward additional in-
ternational investment.

Beyond energy resources, however, the region 
faces challenges regarding both the legal and 
illegal harvesting and export of other natural 
resources. In Afghanistan, while opium is the 
most expensive and most visible of these re-
sources, and China’s purchase of the Aynak 
copper mine in Logar has received much at-
tention, many illegal groups harvest and ex-
port natural resources of all kinds. The most 
devastating, from an environmental perspec-
tive, is timber. A 2003 United Nations Envi-
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ronment Program (UNEP) survey found that 
nearly 50 percent of forest cover in north-
eastern Afghanistan had been destroyed, and 
woodlands and orchards were devastated 
across the entire country. While timber is di-
rectly exported to Pakistan (and, to a lesser 
extent, Iran), the carpenters who use Afghan 
timber export their goods northward to Cen-
tral Asia. Because Afghanistan’s government 
owns all the natural resources in the country, 
any resource harvesting outside government 
sanction is, technically, illegal. Yet, the gov-
ernment has no real means of leasing access, 
harvesting quotas, or even cadastres of land 
to local communities for exploitation, so de-
mand in Central Asia (in part) drives illegal 
resource harvesting.

Access to water also poses a serious challenge 
to regional resource exploitation. Tajikistan 
sits atop large water reserves, nearly 40 per-
cent of the total supply in the region, and 
believes that water is the key to its economic 
future. Tajikistan also faces grinding disputes 
with each of its neighbors over water rights: 
plans to expand Tajik hydropower plants have 
faced increasingly vigorous opposition from 
Uzbekistan, which is worried about Tajiki-
stan stunting the supply of water to its vast 
cotton fields. Complicating the Uzbek-Tajik 
water dispute is Afghanistan: despite a 1946 
treaty between the governments of King Za-
hir Shah and the Soviet Union (both govern-
ments have since fallen) allowing Afghanistan 
to draw 9 million cubic meters of water per 
year from the Pyanj River, which borders Ta-
jikistan and Afghanistan and is a tributary of 
the Amu Darya, it only uses about 2 million 
cubic meters of water each year. It is unclear 
how severely Afghanistan’s drawing of its full 
allocation of water from the river would affect 
either country, but given the growing stress 
on Central Asian water supplies and access, it 
is probable that the effect would be extreme, 
prompting harsh responses from Tajikistan 
and Uzbekistan

Many analysts have speculated that ethnic 
sympathies drive Central Asian regimes’ poli-

cies toward Afghanistan. Martha Brill Olcott 
of the Carnegie Endowment for Internation-
al Peace, for example, has explicitly argued, 
“Tajikistan’s security calculations are shaped 
by the fact that Tajiks are the second largest 
ethnic community in Afghanistan.” Because 
opposition groups from each country have 
sought refuge in one another’s countries over 
the past few decades of civil war, so the ar-
gument goes, they have therefore retained or 
developed some sort of ethnic solidarity.

While it may be true that various Tajik mili-
tias in Tajikistan and Afghanistan have devel-
oped relationships over the past twenty years, 
there remains little evidence that ethnic soli-
darity drives the Tajik government’s security 
calculations. For historical reasons, President 
Rahmon is nervous about encouraging sepa-
ratism (Tajikistan’s bloody civil war in the 
1990s involved some separatist movements). 
In addition, the noted Afghan scholar Thom-
as Barfield has argued that viewing ethnic af-
finity in Afghanistan the same way one would 
examine ethnic nationalism in a region such 
as the Balkans is a mistake, because identity 
simply does not operate the same way in Cen-
tral Asia as it does in Europe.

The high profile of Uzbek militants in global 
jihad, the Afghan conflict, and security inci-
dents across Central Asia might suggest an 
ethnic connection to certain security issues. 
However, as with Tajikistan, there is very little 
evidence that the Uzbek government consid-
ers ethnicity a factor in determining its secu-
rity posture toward Central Asia. The IMU 
got its start rebelling against Uzbek dictator 
Islam Karimov’s rule in the late 1990s, and 
later developed contacts with Tajik militants 
and ethnically Uzbek Kyrgyz citizens in the 
Ferghana Valley. In the early 2000s, IMU mil-
itants, including its senior leadership, were 
fighting alongside the Taliban in northern 
Afghanistan (they later fled to the Federally 
Administered Tribal Areas in Pakistan when 
the United States invaded).
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Since the U.S. invasion, Uzbek militants have 
been linked to bomb plots in Germany, ter-
ror attacks in Tashkent, and even (possibly) 
a bloody intra-insurgency conflict in Wa-
ziristan. However, the Uzbek government it-
self seems to filter its decisions through two 
main lenses: drugs and regime survival. The 
specific ethnicity of the IMU seems to matter 
much less than the fact that it is directing its 
activities against the Uzbek state.

None of this means ethnicity does not matter 
in each country’s view of Afghanistan, mere-
ly that such concerns probably do not drive 
decision-making. For example, there is some 
evidence for ties of some sort between the 
Uzbek government and Abdulrashid Dostum, 
the leader of the Afghan Uzbek Junbish mi-
litia. During the late 1990s, Junbish received 
some funding and weapons during Dostum’s 
fight against the Taliban, and, now there is 
some evidence that Tashkent provides a cor-
ridor for Dostum’s drug smuggling. Similarly, 
the Tajik government had close ties to Shura-
e-Nazar, a council of mujahideen founded by 
Ahmed Shah Massoud, in the 1990s, during 
the Northern Alliance’s struggle against the 
Taliban. It is likely the Tajik government re-
mains wary of a Pashtun-dominated Afghani-
stan. Neither of these countries has any ob-
jective reason to conduct business with either 
group, besides ethnicity.

Central Asia clearly will play a role of some 
sort in Afghanistan’s future. But any regional 
process will not be led by Central Asia. Since 
the other players involved—the United States, 
Iran, Pakistan, China, and Russia—all carry 
greater weight at the negotiating table, the 
Central Asian states will have to be included 
in some way in any future talks. Afghanistan’s 
issues with transnational criminal groups 
pose a critical challenge to every state in Cen-
tral Asia. It is unclear how well the border 
states of Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, and to a 
greater extent Kyrgyzstan, can maintain their 
tentative internal security arrangements with 
an active, and unchallenged, criminal net-

work operating in Afghanistan. In Kyrgystan 
in particular, rumors abounded that the re-
cent riots were largely the work of criminals 
and smugglers trying to carve out space for 
themselves.119 Tajikistan’s experience with 
criminals and insurgents in the Rasht Valley 
also point to how critical the issue of Afghan-
istan’s stability is for the government. The 
Central Asian states should be consulted on 
any plan to combat transnational crime and 
counternarcotics operations.

Especially as trade ties increase along the 
NDN—if it ever begins to carry non-NATO 
materials—the region as a whole might begin 
to take a more active role in Afghanistan’s af-
fairs. The challenges they face from Afghani-
stan’s chronic insecurity are severe—sanctu-
ary for violent rebels, and a constant source 
of refugees fleeing north (especially as the 
refugee camps in Iran and Pakistan have been 
forcibly depopulated), and a thriving and de-
stabilizing drugs trade.

The challenges that the Central Asian states 
face in Afghanistan, however, are not as im-
mediate as those posed to either Iran or Paki-
stan. While Afghanistan (and Pakistan’s tribal 
areas) house Central Asian militants, they 
have executed terrorist attacks outside that 
area only sporadically; there have been no 
major attacks in Tashkent, for example, since 
2004.120 Similarly, there are not the same 
social ties into the region—while millions of 
Afghans fled to Pakistan and Iran during the 
1980s and 1990s, only a few tens of thousands 
fled north to Tajikistan, and only for a short 
time.

But if the challenges facing Central Asia are 
not immediate, the opportunities are. In par-
ticular the NDN, beyond any American de-
signs for leveraging its influence regionally, 
presents a tremendous opportunity for the 
development of international trade. Addi-
tionally, the nascent steps taken in electricity 
sharing between Uzbekistan and Afghani-
stan hold out hope that those relations could 
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be used to ameliorate some of the troubling 
power and water conflicts with Tajikistan. 
Additionally, if the countries of Central Asia 
are integrated more tightly into regional de-
liberations about Afghanistan’s future, their 
governments will become more active part-
ners in the process.

In the medium term, however, it is most like-
ly that the Central Asian states will remain 
wrapped up in their own affairs without care-
ful and constant prodding by the internation-
al community to play a more assertive role. 
Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan—the 
three states with the most at stake, given 
their experiences with Islamist militants now 

based in Afghanistan—have significant inter-
nal political, social, and economic challenges 
and cannot be expected to play major roles 
(despite Uzbekistan’s proposed expansion of 
the “6 plus 2” group to a “6 plus 3” group,121 
which was a suggestion that never went any-
where). The best bet for any sort of proactive 
involvement is probably Kazakhstan, which 
enjoys sufficient political stability to have 
grander regional and international ambitions. 
The best bet for ensuring regional buy-in to 
any settlement is to bring in these states as 
participants in the regional negotiations, giv-
ing them a clear stake in regional security ar-
rangements and incentives to further regional 
trade.
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