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INTRODUCTION

he beginning of 2017 marked a momentous anniversary for coun-
tries that were once part of the Soviet Union. A quarter century
had now passed since the Communist behemoth unexpectedly col-
lapsed, giving rise to independent statehood that some nations actively
welcomed but others viewed with trepidation. This twenty-fifth anni-
versary invites assessments of progress since independence of all the
newly formed states. Indeed, such retrospection is taking place every-
where from Tallinn to Tashkent. But it is also an occasion to evaluate
the nature and effectiveness of American and European policies toward
those states. There is no question that western leaders at the time fully
understood the magnitude of the developments taking place before
their eye, and that these momentous changes demanded from them
far-reaching and wise strategies. Twenty-five years later it is fair to eval-
uate the results of the policies they adopted and also to take a fresh
look at the assumptions on which they were based. Have the policies
in place served American and European interests? Where they have
not, how can they be improved? And above all, after a quarter century
have these countries become more relevant to western interests, or less
so?
These are the questions this book will address, focusing on the
South Caucasus and Central Asia, or the so-called “southern” region
of the former Soviet Union. From west to east, this includes Georgia,
Armenia, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyz-
stan and Tajikistan.
This introduction lays out the case for this book. It argues that
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these countries, because of their intrinsic characteristics and of devel-
opments in the regions surrounding them, matter more to America
and Europe today than they did twenty-five years ago. While these
states differ greatly from one another, their commonalities and inter-
dependencies are sufficient for America and Europe to treat them re-
gionally, as well as bilaterally. And while western policies toward these
countries have given rise to impressive achievements, structural and
conceptual mistakes have hampered and diminished them. These flaws
have caused the West to mishandle some opportunities and to miss
others. As a result, the West has yet to realize the full potential of pos-
itive relations between the West and countries of the region. For this
to happen, western analysts and policymakers must fully grasp what
actually happened during the first twenty-five years of relations. But
the significance of the past quarter-century of these relations extends
beyond the region itself. Indeed, they present in microcosm a case
study of American and European foreign policy as a whole during the
post-Cold War era.

IS THERE A REGION?
A skeptical reader may well ask whether such disparate states should all be
treated in the same volume. After all, the main and most immediate link
between them is their common Soviet past and their differences. These
were already significant at the time of independence and have only grown
since independence. What do Armenia and Tajikistan have in common
today? Should mental habits formed in Soviet times not be discarded in
favor of novel new ways of viewing the world? And even if the South Cau-
casus and Central Asia constitute distinctive regions, are the differences
between them not so great as to demand separate treatment in a study of
this sort?

We would be the first to argue that viewing these states solely in
a post-Soviet context would be an extreme form of reductionism. It is a
fact that ancient links severed by Soviet boundaries are re-emerging and
that some old habits and values are reappearing. The various countries
of Central Asia and the Caucasus are rediscovering traditional relations
with Europe, the Middle East, and South and East Asia. Indeed, parts of
Turkey and Iran are intricately linked with the Caucasus, leading two local
scholars to advance the notion that what we call the South Caucasus is
really the “Central Caucasus”, and that adjacent provinces of Turkey and
Iran should be called the southwest and southeast Caucasus, respectively.'
Similarly, Afghanistan and Xinjiang have traditionally been understood to

6 M STARR & CORNELL
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form integral parts of Greater Central Asia, and this is once again gradu-
ally becoming reality.”

If the past twenty-five years have proven anything, it is that state-
hood matters. The eight nations under consideration no longer see their
destinies determined solely by a single and distant imperial center. They
have been able to engage on the world stage both with the East and West
and their neighbors in every direction. Because they are all relatively small
states encircled by the most powerful states on the Eurasian continent, the
task of establishing their sovereignty in actual fact and not just on paper
has been particularly challenging. They also face the common challenge of
being landlocked, which significantly complicates their interactions with
the rest of the world. And they all also face the challenge of overcoming
the vestiges of the Soviet system and of its lingering impact on the men-
tality of citizens of the new states. These facts alone justify our treating
the Caucasus and Central Asia, and the two of them together, as in many
senses a region. We believe that western foreign policy should do so as
well. Further justifying such an approach is the fact that western interests
in this part of the world are by their very nature regional and not purely
bilateral in character.

Does the Caspian Sea mark a line of division between states to
its east and west? In reality, this inland sea unites nations as much as it
separates them from one another. Without the Caucasus, Central Asia
would be fully encircled by powers many times larger than even the largest
regional states; and the Caucasus derives much of its current importance
by being the western part of a transport corridor extending across the
Caspian into the heart of Asia.

One might also ask why our study does not also include Ukraine,
Moldova and Belarus. After all, the European Union’s Eastern Partnership
program groups countries of the Caucasus with these three states and not
with Central Asia. Yet it is important that these countries are squeezed
solely between Russia and Europe. While they share many common traits
with countries of the Caucasus and Central Asia, their geopolitical envi-
ronment is fundamentally different from those of Central Asia and the
Caucasus, which need to contend with a multitude of influences, not least
from the Islamic world, that are not significantly present in the states of
Eastern Europe.

However, we firmly acknowledge that Afghanistan is intimately
a part of the broader region that is the subject of this book. However,
the sheer magnitude and character of western and particularly American
involvement in that country over the past fifteen years has been such that

THE LoNG GAME ON THE SiLK RoaD B 7
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it requires a special study.

Do CENTRAL ASIA AND THE CAUCASUS MATTER TO THE
WEST?
Scarcity focuses the mind. Since the financial crisis of 2008, both America
and Europe have undergone profound internal convulsions and their gov-
ernments have suffered deep budget deficits. These have caused western
leaders to question the investment of scarce resources and attention in
remote areas of the world. True, the United States under President Obama
declared a “pivot to Asia” but this did not come to fruition and in any case
excluded Central Asia from its definition of “Asia.” At the same time he
proposed to turn the nation’s attention and resources away from trouble-
some foreign areas in order to focus on “nation-building” at home. Since
Brexit, the EU has been under similar pressure. Given this, what is the
place of these small countries in the policies of either the EU or U.S.?

This book proceeds from the premise that the importance of the
countries of the Caucasus and Central Asia are, to use a tired expression,
greater than the sum of their parts. It also will insist that Western engage-
ment there is a matter of leadership and not primarily of financial resourc-
es. The war in Georgia in 2008 illustrated this latter point with glaring
clarity. The western powers, in the midst of a deep financial crisis, ended
up footing the $5 billion bill to deal with the aftermath of the conflict.
Had they instead asserted beforehand the kind of political leadership that
could have prevented the conflict, the cost would have been far lower.

The importance of the Caucasus and Central Asia lies in their
crucial geographical location — as small countries surrounded by the rising
powers of the Eurasian continent: Russia, China, India, Pakistan, Iran, and
Turkey. With their small populations, they welcome a Western presence
because it helps them balance the influence of the behemoths that bor-
der them; this makes them , to varying degrees, willing and able partners
of the West. Further, their importance derives from their location at the
crossing points of both east-west and north-south corridors of transport
and trade. For millennia the Caucasus and Central Asia formed the link
(or buffer) between Europe and Asia (including both China and India) as
well as between northern Europe, Russia, and the Middle East. Thus, the
Caucasus and Central Asia should be considered key components of any
Western efforts to assure commercial, energy, and security access to the
heart of the Eurasian land mass and beyond in every direction.

The importance of the Caucasus and Central Asia can also be stat-
ed in terms of the two most salient challenges facing the transatlantic al-
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liance today: Russia’s aggressive expansionism, and the Islamic radicalism
emanating from the Middle East. These twin challenges are fundamen-
tally reshaping the security environment to Europe’s east and south. The
Caucasus and Central Asia are sensitive and important pressure points
for both issues. The task of countering Putin’s new Russian imperialism
requires a firm strategy to bolster the states on Russia’s southern periphery.
At the same time, the Caucasus and Central Asia constitute fully a half of
the world’s Muslim-majority states that are ruled by secular forms of gov-
ernments. These states may have far to go in terms of democratic develop-
ment but, importantly, their governments and populations are committed
to the separation of state and religion, to secular laws and courts, and
to the protection of their citizens from religious diktats that would cur-
tail basic rights. Thus, the Caucasus and Central Asia are bulwarks both
against Moscow and against the Islamic radicalism of the Middle East.
Developments within the region further increase the relevance of these
nations. China’s rise was the leading factor underlying America’s “pivot”
to Asia. Central Asia, as an area of intensive Chinese economic expansion,
must be considered relevant to this concern. In Iran, the theocracy intro-
duced in 1979 seeks to expand its regional influence, as shown by events
from Syria to Yemen. In Turkey, the deterioration of secular government
has given rise to a growing anti-Western authoritarianism with Islamist
underpinnings. And in Afghanistan the US and its western partners spent
a trillion dollars and sacrificed several thousand of their young men and
women to build a country that hovers today between peace and prosperity
or a retreat to a kind of chaos that could once again threaten the West.
Together, these diverse developments make the fate of the Caucasus and
Central Asia all the more significant a concern for the West.

If the past decade is any guide, we should not be surprised if the
areas surrounding the Caucasus and Central Asia — and perhaps the re-
gion itself — generate further crises that require a Western response. The
spread of disorder in the Levant, a further crisis in Turkey, unrest resulting
from the deepening economic crisis in Russia, pauses in China’s heretofore
unstoppable growth, or the future of nuclear-armed Pakistan — these are
only some of the potential developments that might cause the West, in
calculating its response, to give serious attention to Central Asia and the
Caucasus.

It would be wrong, however, to view the Caucasus and Central
Asia solely in terms of possible instability and unrest in their neighbor-
hoods or at home. In fact, the positive prospects for the entire region are
even more impressive. Solid growth since independence has put them all

THE LoNG GAME ON THE SiLk Roap W 9

printed on 2/12/2023 10:06 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

within sight of middle class status by mid-century, provided they follow
prudent policies. All are seeking to diversify their economies from the
limited number of activities developed in Soviet times, and welcome the
West’s involvement in that process. Moreover, as noted above, geography
and politics combine to give these states a central role as transport cor-
ridors linking diverse parts of Eurasia. Indeed, these regions are rapidly
emerging as a land bridge between the great economies of Europe, China,
the Indus region, and the Middle East.

The importance of their role as a transport corridor soared with
the expansion of their production of gas and oil and the development of
new markets for their energy resources. This has not only provided several
of them with an income stream that enables them to consolidate their
sovereignty, but it gives western customers and China a direct interest in
protecting their production and transport capacities. The creation of the
pipeline system connecting the Caspian Sea via Turkey to Europe and also
to China enabled Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, and Turkmenistan to develop
their resources free from control by their former colonial overlord. This
infrastructure broke the Russian monopoly over the transportation of en-
ergy resources. A major portion of Kazakhstan’s oil and Turkmenistan’s gas
resources have yet to come online, so the further potential for the Cauca-
sus and Central Asia to serve as key corridors for these energy resources is
considerable.

In the aftermath of the terrorist attacks on New York on Septem-
ber 11, 2001, the U.S. faced the enormous logistic challenge of waging a
war in the heart of the Eurasia, thousands of miles from the closest U.S.
military bases. The crippling of the Taliban and Al Qaeda in Afghanistan
was possible only because the U.S. was able to deliver people and equip-
ment via the Caucasus and Central Asia. When the U.S. expanded its
troop levels in Afghanistan a decade later, the Caucasus corridor ensured
that NATO forces were not solely dependent upon Pakistan or the North-
ern Distribution Network (NDN) route across Russia. The importance
of this grew clear in early 2014 when, on at least two occasions, Russia
prevented the German Air Force from using Russian airspace to supply its
military in Afghanistan. The more recent deterioration of U.S.-Russian
relations will doubtless cause the Caucasus corridor once more to be a
crucial component of any future Western presence in Afghanistan.

Beyond these immediate concerns, the Caucasus and Central Asia
are emerging as a major artery of the emerging system of continental trade
by land. Most east-west trade between China, India, and Europe at pres-
ent is conducted by sea and air. But land routes across Eurasia provide a

10 M STARR & CORNELL
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third option that is far cheaper than air travel and much faster than sea
routes. This option is fated to become crucial for middle-sized cargo in
both directions, and is sure to expand significantly as Indian land routes
come open during the coming decade. As in the case of the NDN, the
Caucasus-Central Asia corridor is not the only route that exists. But it
is the best means of assuring that neither Russia nor Iran has a monop-
oly over east-west transport. Regional countries themselves have already
made significant investments in their port facilities, roads, and railroads.
As these new corridors open and as major economies come to depend on
them, any eruption of instability or conflict in the Caucasus or Central
Asia will pose a threat not just to major Western and regional oil and gas
firms, but also to Chinese and Indian producers. However it is viewed,
the West has a serious and strategic interest in ensuring the open transport
of energy and goods, and in preventing anyone from impeding that open
system. The failure of these states to develop as independent, efhicient,
well-managed, and self-governing transport corridors will leave control
over this key Eurasian asset in the hands of either Russia, China, or Iran.
Decisions taken — or not taken — today will shape this outcome for the
long-term.

Let us then summarize the West’s interests in the Caucasus and
Central Asia:

* To foster the development of stable, sovereign and self-gov-
erning states, free from control by neighboring powers, and
cooperating actively with Western governments and institu-
tions in the spheres of economics, regional security, count-
er-terrorism, and conflict resolution.

* To put existing conflicts within the region on a path toward
long-term and peaceful resolution, within the framework of
international law, and with minimal manipulation by exter-
nal powers.

* In a geographical environment that includes theocratic Iran
as well as Iraq, the North Caucasus, Turkey, and Pakistan, for
the Caucasus and Central Asia to be a zone of secular states
with secular laws and courts, and modern secular education.

* To enable states of the region to evolve gradually but solidly
into a zone of self-governing, law-based states that respect hu-
man rights, are free of corruption, and solicit and respond to
citizens’ interests and needs.

* To enable those countries and their citizens, to the extent they

THE LoNG GAME ON THE SILK RoAD B 11

printed on 2/12/2023 10:06 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

wish to do so, to share Euro-Atlantic values in governance,
information, education, culture, and human rights, and in
such a way that they might serve as a model to neighbors and
others elsewhere.

* To work with regional states to enable them to become sup-
pliers of energy to Europe, thus diversifying the sources of
Europe’s energy supplies.

*  For the Black Sea, Caucasus, and Caspian Sea to function as
an unimpeded and reliable transit corridor by land, sea, and
air between Europe/America and Central Asia, East Asia, and
South Asia.

e For the same zone to become an important export-import
corridor for the EU, China, and India not controlled by any
of them but protected by all.

A CAsE STUDY OF WESTERN FOREIGN RELATIONS

It is worth noting that western policies towards the region have been driven
not by national leaders but primarily by the foreign policy bureaucracies
of America and Europe. Top-level attention to these regions has generally
been missing, but the exceptions should be noted: President George H.
W. Bush involved himself directly in preparing the Partnership for Peace;
President Bill Clinton and British Prime Minister Tony Blair took a direct
interest in the development of the Baku-Thbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline; U.S.
Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld interacted closely with Central Asian
states following the 9/11 terrorist attacks; President George W. Bush took
notice of the reforms that followed Georgia’s 2003 revolution; and Euro-
pean leaders, primarily Nicolas Sarkozy, stepped up during and after the
Russian war in Georgia, and EU institutions made efforts to develop a
trans-Caspian Pipeline from Turkmenistan. Yet these engagements were
rarely coordinated and never consistent. Especially since 2008, the voices
of top level Western leaders has been weak or nonexistent in the formation
of policy towards the region. This in turn has allowed the foreign policy
bureaucracies to set the agenda and dictate the terms of Western policy. In
this sense, this book is a case study of how large government structures in
Europe and American interact, or fail to interact, in defining and carrying
out their foreign relations.

Finally, let us note that the Caucasus and Central Asia provide a
valuable case study of how the often divergent interests of Western policy
relate to one another and how they can reinforce or contradict each other.
At various times in the past quarter century Western powers have been
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intimately engaged in security affairs; economic and energy matters; and
the promotion of democracy and human rights. This book will argue that
these areas of interest are not inherently contradictory. Yet in practice, the
lack of coordination and leadership in the development and implementa-
tion of policy has all too often caused it to appear that way. In the absence
of clear directions from leaders, bureaucrats have engaged in turf wars,
clashed over priorities, and allowed themselves to be influenced by special
interests with narrow agendas. We can think of few world regions where
these phenomena are as clearly and vividly manifested as in America’s and
Europe’s relations with the Caucasus and Central Asia.

THE LoNG GAME ON THE SiLk RoAD B 13
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SETTING THE SCENE: CENTRAL
As1A AND THE CAUCASUS, 1991-
2016

Central Asia and the South Caucasus have undergone major chang-
es in the twenty-five years since the USSR collapsed. This chapter
sketches the region’s development from independence to the present.
It recalls the conditions under which these countries became indepen-
dent, maps the achievements of the new states, and sets forth the key
challenges to their further development.

CONDITIONS AT INDEPENDENCE

From 1989 onward, the western community devised a series of initiatives
to guide the post-Communist countries in their process of “transition” to-
ward liberal democracy. But that very notion of “transition” was based on
the largely unstated assumption that all post-Communist countries were
created equal — that their common Communist past meant they faced
more or less the same challenges for the future. With the benefit of hind-
sight, it is clear that this assumption was faulty. In matters both tangible
and intangible, the entities that had formed part of the Soviet Union were
immeasurably less prepared for independent nationhood than their East-
ern and Central European counterparts. As will be seen, the combination
of the lack of meaningful experience of statehood and the higher level of
integration that existed among Soviet republics severely complicated the

building of statehood.

Nationhood
Prior to Soviet rule, the majority of the states of the region had never ex-
isted with the names or borders that they inherited in 1991. To be sure,
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Armenia and Georgia had long established traditions of nationhood, and
clearly defined national identities; Azerbaijan’s emerged in the late nine-
teenth century. All three had prior histories of statehood, but their state-
hood harkened back to the medieval era, and those states had fragmented
or dissolved long before the Russian conquest in the early nineteenth cen-
tury. Only in 1918 did they re-emerge on the map. For almost three years,
these three states struggled to establish themselves as members of the
community of nations. Having spent their brief independence contesting
each other’s claims to territory, all three ultimately failed and were forcibly
joined to the Soviet Union in 1920-21. When they regained indepen-
dence seventy years later these old and unresolved conflicts over territory
re-emerged. They continue to plague the South Caucasus today. But the
experience of independence of 1918 created a foundation for the future. It
is notable that both Azerbaijan and Georgia celebrate as their national day
the establishment of statehood in May 1918, and not their independence
from the Soviet Union.!

Central Asian states, however, did not have even such limited re-
cent history of statehood to hark back to. All five republics were created by
the Soviet leadership in the 1920s, and they bore little if any resemblance
to any of the many and often powerful earlier states that had long existed
in the region. Soviet planners created each entity around a titular nation-
ality that was granted pro forma control over its state institutions. To this
extent the Central Asian republics were not entirely artificial creations like
many Middle Eastern states. But like those entities, they were created in an
arbitrary fashion by faraway rulers who in many cases gave them boundar-
ies that defied settlement patterns on the ground. This had evidently been
the Soviet rulers’ intention. This handicapped the new states when finally
they gained independence, denying them elements of legitimacy that they
then had to foster though deliberate policies that diverted attention from
urgent economic and institutional reforms, including privatization and
democratic development. This occurred not because the new governments
ignored or failed to understand these matters, but because they had not
only to build states but to define and mold the very demos that could form
the basis for more participatory systems of government.

The legacy of Soviet thinking on issues of ethnicity and nation-
ality did not help. While western societies embraced a citizenship-based
concept of nationality and a constructivist understanding of ethnicity,
Soviet thinkers did the opposite: they taught that nations, ezhnoses, were
primordial entities impermeable to change. Soviet law embodied and rein-
forced this notion. To change one’s ethnic identity (‘nationality’ in Soviet
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parlance) was impossible, and the notion of dual nationality was nonex-
istent; children of mixed marriages were assigned one of the two ethnic
identities. This meant that upon independence leaders found it difhcult
to consolidate new nations under a common civic identity, as so many
post-colonial rulers have tried to do. To be sure, they launched inclusive
terms like “Kyrgyzstani” or “Azerbaijani” to embrace all citizens. Geor-
gias President Saakashvili from 2004 onward struggled to redefine the
traditionally highly ethnic-based Georgian identity as a civic identity for
all inhabitants. But to varying degrees, the populations themselves, and
minority groups in particular, resisted such efforts.

Statehood

While challenges to the more abstract notion of nationhood were signifi-
cant, those in the area of state-building were more dramatic. Indeed, it is
here that the new states of Central Asia and the Caucasus differed most
markedly from the East and Central European states. Having formed part
of the Soviet Union, they were, in 1992, sovereign states only on paper.
They lacked many of the key institutions that define statehood, had no
demarcated boundaries, and weakly developed national economies.

The most glaring problem at independence was the absence of
governing institutions. In the Soviet era, administrative power had been
divided into three levels: central, republican and provincial. In spite of
the formally federative nature of the USSR, the key political decisions
were taken in Moscow. While the administrative structure of the union
delegated authority to the republics, the Communist Party — where real
power lay — was never decentralized. Meanwhile, responsibility for most
“non-union” economic affairs rested to a considerable degree at the oblas?
or provincial level; indeed, the surest way to rise to power for a Soviet-era
official was to build a career in one of the regions. In other words, the
institutions of the Soviet republics were undermined from both above and
below. To be sure, the balance of power between the three levels changed
over time. In the Brezhnev era, republican institutions had been fairly
strong, with republican leaders allowed to run their republics as semi-in-
dependent fiefdoms. Gorbachev, however, in his efforts to modernize the
Soviet Union, had worked hard to weaken republican institutions and
concentrate power centrally. Independence therefore occurred at a time
when republican institutions were deliberately being emasculated.

In the Caucasus and Tajikistan, the problem was compounded by
the presence of several autonomous provinces and republics — territories
where minority ethnic groups had been granted a special status in the
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1920s. Not surprisingly, this status allowed local leaders to maintain a lev-
el of separation from the republic as a whole that would spur nationalism
and separatism when the Union collapsed. It also gave Moscow a conve-
nient tool to pressure these republics into submission. This was the root
of the violent conflicts that began in Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia, South
Ossetia, and to a lesser extent in the Pamirs, and which, largely thanks to
Russian interference, remain unresolved today.

The central executive, legislative and judiciary institutions of the
Soviet era were all passed on to the new states. These continued to be
plagued by Soviet ailments and needed to undergo fundamental reform
in order to function in an independent state. Some institutions did not
exist at all at the republican level, including the military, border guards,
and ministries of foreign affairs. These needed to be created from scratch.
They were often built on the remnants of Soviet institutions that had been
located on the given republic’s territory, and with personnel from Soviet
institutions. Personnel, in fact, proved a major challenge. The authoritar-
ian mentality and corrupt ways that had dominated Soviet government
at all levels continued to make itself felt. The key logic of that outlook
was that public office was gained through bribery or nepotism and held
for the benefit not of the public but of the office-holder, his family, and
his network. Political leaders could institute reforms, but they still had
to deal with staffs that were unwilling or unable to adapt to new ways.
It is no coincidence that the most well-functioning and progressive in-
stitutions across the region are those that were created from scratch after
independence, allowing leadership to bring in younger staff who were less
tainted by the Soviet past. The depth of this human resources problem is
best illustrated by the decision by Georgian leaders after 2004 to adopt
an Estonian model and simply pass over an entire generation of officials
and hand bureaucratic posts to young western-trained officials who were
less affected by the Soviet mentality. Georgia achieved remarkable results
across the state bureaucracy but most regional states employed this tactic
only in selected agencies of the state.

Economy and Infrastructure

The economy and infrastructure posed further challenges. The economies
of former Soviet republics were far more closely tied to Moscow than were
the “satellite” countries in Eastern Europe. In Central Asia and the Cau-
casus. Typically, they were commanded to produce raw materials for in-
dustrial centers that were primarily to the north and west. Similarly, trans-
portation and communication infrastructures connected these republics
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to Moscow, but denied them connections to neighboring countries that
historically had been their major trading partners. Therefore, Uzbekistan
continues to market most of its cotton crop through the Baltic port of
Riga, not the harbors on the Indian Ocean, though these are a thousand
miles closer. The command economy had produced mainly goods that
could not compete on the world market. Further, the new countries, all
of them landlocked except for Georgia, had no way to get their goods efh-
ciently to global markets, even if the products might otherwise have been
competitive. When in rare instances they did, they found that their cost
of production was higher than their competitors. As a result, the Central
Asian and Caucasian landscape became littered with what became known
as “Large Abandoned Objects” — failed Soviet-era enterprises that were
simply abandoned until Chinese demand for metals caused their built
infrastructure to be sold for scrap.?

The new borders further hampered the emergence of true nation-
al economies. Particularly in Central Asia, travel by road or rail between
two points in a given country often required transit through a neighbor’s
territory — not once, but several times. This had not been a problem in the
Soviet era, when borders between republics were administrative boundar-
ies only. But upon independence travelers now had to cross international
boundaries. Similarly, the region’s energy infrastructure was not republi-
can but regional. Central Asia’s water resources — and therefore, hydro-
power facilities — are concentrated in the eastern mountains of Kyrgyz-
stan and Tajikistan. By contrast, the downstream countries — Kazakhstan,
Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan — are rich in oil and natural gas. During
the Soviet period the western republics shipped hydrocarbons east in win-
ter, allowing the eastern republics to release water resources for irrigation
downstream rather than hoard water to generate electricity. Upon inde-
pendence, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan sought to continue this arrangement
but met fierce resistance as the downstream countries sought to sell their
hydrocarbons at world prices, at the same time considering water as a
God-given and hence free resource. This led inevitably to the conflicts be-
tween upstream and downstream states over water that plague the region
to this day.

This short overview makes it clear that at independence the chal-
lenges confronted by states in Central Asia and the Caucasus were of a dif-
ferent order of magnitude than their counterparts in Eastern and Central
Europe. We will see how western policies, exacerbated this gap: Eastern
and Central European states were showered with western development
assistance and the prospect of membership in NATO and the European
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Union. But the countries of Central Asia and the Caucasus, which re-
ceived pennies on the dollar compared to countries further west, had no
such prospects.

It was therefore entirely predictable that the transition to indepen-
dence would be extremely painful across the region. The new governments
had to deal simultaneously with building new state institutions, managing
the fallout of the collapse of the Soviet economic system, and handling
challenges to their newfound sovereignty. In most states, gross domestic
product fell by half in the first three years of independence, a figure that
was much higher in the countries affected by armed conflict — Armenia,
Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Tajikistan. Poverty levels rose rapidly, and social,
educational and health services verged on collapse. This prompted high
levels of emigration, with lasting consequences for the population that re-
mained. Rural areas were particularly hard hit, especially company towns
where the large single employer had gone out of business. In the absence
of a functioning economy and efficient state institutions, there emerged
semi-feudal types of social organization. Important sectors of the econo-
mies and entire branches of government came under the influence of per-
sons who were akin to medieval barons — heads of informal networks of
power held together by common familial or regional identities or simple
economic interest. These networks established themselves so strongly that
in many countries they gained the ability to check the power of central
governments. Paradoxically, the West treated these same governments as
autocratic, often assuming that presidents had unlimited.’

Thus, Central Asia and the Caucasus faced an uphill battle in the
1990s. One form of social organization had collapsed and had been partly
replaced by an even more strongly particularist form of government, and
in a world where formally, the universalist norms of liberal democracy
had declared victory. To this should be added yet another factor, this one
psychological in nature. The West assumed that the rising generation of
post-Soviet citizens would break psychologically from the soviet mold,
and be ready to slip easily into new roles. While this might be true to a
large extent in the Baltic states, it is manifestly not elsewhere, where the
psychological legacy of Soviet styles of thought and habits of mind are
proving more tenacious than expected.

ACHIEVEMENTS SINCE INDEPENDENCE

A visitor who experienced the collapse of the early 1990s would find, on a
return visit twenty years later, that much of Central Asia and the Caucasus
has changed beyond recognition. Such a visitor would find not only paved
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roads and regular access to water and electricity — all in short supply twenty
years ago — but also, at least in capital cities, an urban middle class of well-
dressed young people frequenting shops and cafés and who could guide the
visitor in fluent English.

Even beyond such appearances, there is no doubt that the countries
of Central Asia and the Caucasus have made important strides during the
quarter century since independence. First and foremost, they have become
real and functioning states that are recognized as such internationally. They
have built viable state institutions and have, to a significant extent, worked
to combat poverty. They have begun to build systems of modern education,
and have maintained secular systems of laws and government. Finally, they
have proven adroit at establishing themselves on the international scene and
navigating between the great powers that surround them.

Statehood and Sovereignty
As we will see in the next section, the differences among the eight coun-
tries have grown tremendously since independence. Yet everywhere in the
region governments succeeded in building sovereignty — that is, asserting
the state’s monopoly over the use of force, which is in itself no mean
achievement. The experience of many post-colonial African countries
shows the dangers of creating what political scientists have termed “shad-
ow states,” in which the state in the Weberian sense has practically ceased
to exist. Similar centrifugal tendencies emerged in the early 1990s in the
Caucasus and Central Asia, which became awash with rampant crime and
a paramilitary groups. Yet the trend in Central Asia and the Caucasus has
been resolutely toward the building of states with ever stronger, and in
some cases even excessive, competencies. While that is a problem in itself,
it is significant that the region has not experienced challenges to the integ-
rity of states beyond those that existed at the time of independence. Those
countries that were prone to internal strife — Azerbaijan, Georgia and Ta-
jikistan — successfully halted the downward spiral toward disintegration,
and successfully rebuilt the integrity of the state. In spite of regional and
other differences, there has been no credible threat to statchood anywhere
in the region. The only exception to this is the serious weakening of Kyr-
gyzstan in 2005-10, a period when the state was rocked by two violent
changes of government and one bout of serious inter-ethnic strife in the
country’s south. But even there, and without significant assistance from
abroad, Kyrgyzstan managed to survive as a sovereign entity and even to
reinvent itself as Central Asia’s only parliamentary republic.*

The countries of Central Asia and the Caucasus have also, for the
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most part, successfully established their external sovereignty, that is, estab-
lished their independence in practice and not merely on paper. This was
no small feat, considering that much of their security sector continued to
be staffed by officials whose loyalties rested with intelligence headquarters
in Moscow, and that Russian leaders continued to demand, formally or
informally, a droit de regard over such key ministries as defense, interior
and security. In Central Asia the process of building real independence
was helped by Russia’s weakness in the 1990s, which allowed regional
countries some breathing room. But in the Caucasus, which Russian plan-
ners considered crucial to their immediate state interests, Moscow spent
scarce resources to undermine statehood and secure its dominance even
in the early 1990s, before it had reasserted its control over the Russian
North Caucasus. Because of its conflict with Azerbaijan, Armenia chose
in 1992 to align itself with Russia. In spite of heavy pressure, however,
neither Azerbaijan nor Georgia followed suit. Quite the contrary, Russian
interference strengthened their resolve to establish true independence and
to reinforce it through alliances with the West. Today, less than a quar-
ter of the population of either country supports a Russian orientation.
Like Moldova, and Ukraine after 2014, these two countries paid a heavy
price for this resolve: Moscow provided support for separatists that assert-
ed control over a sixth of each country’s territory, with the often explicit
offer that this support would be subject to negotiation if Baku or Thbilisi
changed their foreign policy orientation. Both refused to trade indepen-
dence for territory.

In Central Asia, the three western states — Kazakhstan, Turkmen-
istan and Uzbekistan — benefited from their natural resource endowment
to build independent foreign policies; by comparison, the smaller, poorer
states to the east have struggled. Yet all five have sought to build what has
come to be called “multi-vector” foreign policies, based on balancing their
positive ties to Russia with equally positive ties to outside powers, includ-
ing China, the United States, Europe, and other Asian powers. This notion
was first formulated by Kazakhstan’s long-time foreign minister, Kassym-
Jomart Tokayev, who understood that Kazakhstan, given its unavoidable
need to cooperate with Russia, could secure its independence only by
building equally strong cooperation with China and the West. This quest
for a positive balance between great powers explains much of Astana’s
seemingly hyper-active diplomacy since independence.” Given Kazakh-
stan’s weakness at independence, its large population of ethnic Slavs, and
its 4,000-mile land border with its former overlord, Kazakhstan’s success
at establishing its independence is remarkable. While Kazakhstan has been
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a member of all Russian-led efforts to integrate the former Soviet space,
including the Eurasian Economic Union, it has worked with some success
to limit this integration to the economic realm, rejecting all steps toward
political union. By contrast, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan have rejected
— or in the latter case, abandoned® — all forms of economic and security
integration with Moscow. Over time, these two states have managed sig-
nificantly to reduce Moscow’s ability to influence their internal affairs.
Even Tajikistan, which has hosted a major Russian military presence since
its civil war in the early 1990s, has so far succeeded in remaining outside
the Eurasian Union project. Only Kyrgyzstan, following its two upheavals
in 2005 and 2010, was sufficiently weakened to permit Russia to reassert
its claims. In practice, this means that Russia can assert a de facto veto over
Kyrgyzstan’s foreign relations.

In sum, the states of Central Asia and the Caucasus have estab-
lished themselves on the world scene and developed deep and comprehen-
sive relations with outside powers in the economic, political, and military
realms. In the Caucasus, western Europe and Turkey have proven the main
counterbalance to Russian influence; in Central Asia, China has played
that role. But while western analysts often discuss the regional states as
pawns in a great game between large powers, it would be a serious mistake
to underestimate the agency of these new and small states, in other words,
their ability to withstand even very strong pressure from foreign powers
and to navigate successfully between them in order to achieve their own
goals. Only two states, Armenia and Kyrgyzstan, and each for their own
reasons, have come perilously close to becoming client states. Yet even in
these cases, there are limits to what Moscow can achieve.

A corollary to this is the regional countries’ largely peaceful man-
agement of their mutual borders and of each other. With the exception of
the Armenia-Azerbaijan conflict, there has been no serious military con-
frontation between the region’s states. This is the more noteworthy be-
cause, as we have seen, their mutual borders were created colonially, with
the deliberate intention to prevent ethnic and political consolidation. The
map of the Ferghana Valley reflects the near-complete mismatch between
topography, ethnic settlement patterns and international borders. Central
Asia’s most populated and most fertile region, home to a quarter of the
region’s population, is criss-crossed by borders and includes several “ex-
claves” — small islands of territory belonging to one state but surrounded
by another. Managing these boundaries has led to considerable friction
between Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, but for all their differenc-
es, they have managed their interactions in a largely peaceful manner.
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Institution-Building

Central Asia and the Caucasus have gained renown for their informal poli-
tics and the continued prevalence of corruption. That said, the larger trend
is toward the institutionalization of power. The near-anarchy of the early
1990s has given way to an improved stability and to the strengthening of
governmental institutions, proving Mancur Olsen’s assertion that “any indi-
vidual who has autocratic control over a country will provide public goods
to that country because he has an ‘encompassing interest’ in it”.” Indeed,
in Olson’s vocabulary, a region that in the 1990s was replete with “roving
bandits” now claims more “stationary bandits” with a stake in progress and
stability. That does not mean the region has seen a trend toward greater
political liberty or accountability. Yet the institutions run by informal power
brokers are better managed and provide more public goods than a system
based purely on confiscating the property of the citizenry. Stated differently,
countries across the region have created an atmosphere more conducive to
entrepreneurship and trade; this in turn has begun to generate the middle
classes that will likely emerge as agents of political change down the road.

In the 1990s, all states of the region (with the partial exception
of Turkmenistan) used international support to build the foundations of a
modern state with basic laws and institutions. Aside from designing entirely
new constitutions (which tended everywhere to build strong presidential
systems of power) they also rewrote Soviet-era legal codes and undertook
the reform of administrative institutions. Needless to say, while these in-
stitutions assuredly exist on paper, levels of implementation vary widely.
But the states have all laid the groundwork for modern state institutions.
Over time these new governing institutions have gained in experience and
leverage. While most regional states retain presidential systems, Georgia and
Kyrgyzstan have transitioned to parliamentary systems of government, and
Armenia is in the process of doing so. Yet even in presidential systems, the
parliaments have increasingly claimed a greater voice in national affairs in
a way reminiscent of the slow rise of parliamentarism in nineteenth-centu-
ry Europe. In 2017, both Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan shifted considerable
powers from the presidency to the parliament.

The growing importance of institutions can be seen in the thorny
issue of succession. Succession is the weak point of any authoritarian system;
yet the record in Central Asia and the Caucasus suggests it is like Conan
Doyle’s proverbial “dog that did not bark.” Fifteen years ago, analysts pre-
dicted the likely chaos from anticipated successions’ in Azerbaijan and Geor-
gia, both ruled by septuagenarian strongmen. Yet while the two countries
saw dramatically divergent successions in 2003, both accomplished them
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without major disturbances. The same was true in Turkmenistan in 2006.
Georgia managed a highly contested transfer of power in 2012 that even
involved a period of French-style “cohabitation” between opposing politi-
cal forces. The Uzbek transition following the death of Islam Karimov in
2016 was similarly smooth. As such, the violent overthrow of the Akayev
government in Kyrgyzstan in 2005 and of the Bakiev regime in 2010 stand
out as exceptions. Kazakhstan, too, has designed elaborate, constitutional
mechanisms for succession centering on the upper chamber of parliament.

International Financial Institutions helped the countries with mac-
roeconomic stabilization programs in the 1990s, which laid the groundwork
for modern economies everywhere. This involved the disorienting transition
to a market economy, the introduction of private property, and the pri-
vatization of large, medium, and small enterprises. All countries launched
their national currencies, which have proven relatively stable, though con-
siderable fluctuations have resulted from swings in the price of oil and the
devaluations in Russia. As a result, the International Monetary Fund has
concluded that all countries in the region have a realistic chance of transi-
tioning into middle-income economies by 2050.

Secular Governance, Laws and Education
It is important to note that the countries of Central Asia and the Caucasus
include fully half of the world’s secular Muslim-majority states. Indeed, the
role of religion in politics is incomparably larger in the governing of Chris-
tian Armenia and Georgia than in any of the Muslim-majority countries.
Secularism, of course, was forcibly introduced in the form of Soviet
atheism in the last century. Yet it also had local roots, as the Muslims of the
Russia empire were among the first to produce secularly-oriented intellectu-
als in the late nineteenth century. But while all six Muslim-majority states in
the region discarded official atheism and took steps to provide for religious
freedom, all six states in fact transitioned to a model of modern secularism
that should more correctly be termed /zici#é, inspired by the French and
(pre-Erdogan) Turkish models. Under this model, as opposed to Anglo-Sax-
on forms of secularism, the primary aim is not to ensure individual freedom
of religion but to protect the state and citizenry from undue religious influ-
ence. Everywhere in the region there is in fact less separation of Church and
state than the subordination of religion to the state. The states, in fact, take
pride in endorsing traditional organized religions and are wary of any new
religious influences — whether in the form of Christian missionaries or Salaf
preachers. Meanwhile, the states aggressively promote inter-religious coexis-
tence and harmony, exemplified by frequent displays at home and abroad of
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the collegial relationships among diverse religious leaders, including Jewish
rabbis. Unlike anywhere else in the Muslim world, high governmental offi-
cials make a point out of being seen with Jewish community leaders, thereby
sending a powerful signal to society that anti-Semitism is unacceptable. It
should therefore be no surprise that Jewish organizations in Israel and the
West have formed close and positive relations with governments everywhere
in the region.

During the 1990s, the education sector was in shambles across the
region. With the economic collapse, the physical infrastructure of schools
fell into disrepair, and teachers no longer received living wages. Growing
poverty also meant that especially in rural areas and particularly for girls
school attendance at the secondary level began to decline precipitously.
As in other sectors of society, a system of informal payments arose, forc-
ing parents to pay teachers for students’ passage to the next grade and for
diplomas. While many of these problems have yet to be fully addressed,
governments across the region fully recognized the importance of modern
secular education, and worked to build a new generation of secular elites. In
several countries, notably Kazakhstan with its Bolashak program as well as
Uzbekistan and Azerbaijan, with their support for students to study abroad,
governments enabled thousands of students to study abroad. Georgia and
Armenia lacked the funds to pay for such large-scale programs, but Euro-
pean and American programs like the Muskie fellowships made it possible
for hundreds of aspiring young professionals from both countries (as well as
other countries in the region) to obtain modern Western educations. By the
2000s, several governments began to address the need to build quality ter-
tiary education at home. Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan took the lead by estab-
lishing the ADA and Nazarbayev Universities, created in partnership with
western experts, teaching in English, relying to a considerable extent on
western professors, and operating in a fully transparent manner. Turkmeni-
stan meanwhile established a new International University with teaching in
English. Other states have focused on reforming existing institutions, some-
times with positive results, as at the Tashkent Technical University. Mean-
while, Western and Turkish private donors have added to the educational
resources of the region by establishing numerous new independent univer-
sities. Uzbekistan meanwhile set up a large network of vocational-technical
high schools. While much remains to be done in the realm of primary and
secondary education, the avenues for obtaining a high-quality secular edu-
cation are gradually improving across the region.
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INCREASINGLY DIFFERENT

To a greater or lesser extent, all of these initiatives are manifested across all
Central Asia and the Caucasus. But it is also obvious that the eight coun-
tries have grown increasingly different from one another. Thus, thanks to
their shared Soviet heritage, Georgia and Tajikistan in 1991 shared certain
similarities, but they have very little in common today. The differences be-
tween the countries are visible in many areas. The most obvious divide is
economic, between resource-rich and resource-poor countries. This divi-
sion intersects with the political differences between the more liberal and
the more authoritarian states, as well as with the diverging degree of po-
litical independence of the countries. Roughly speaking, the resource-rich
countries tend to be more authoritarian but also more independent; while
the resource-poor states tend to be more liberal but also weaker players on
the international scene. To be sure, there are important exceptions to this
generalization, which we shall address shortly.

Resource-rich vs resource-poor countries

When discussing the economic development of Central Asia and the Cau-
casus, international financial institutions no longer attempt to view the
region as a single entity. Rather, they divide the states according to one
simple variable: whether they import or export oil, which corresponds
to the growing divide between richer and poorer countries in the region.
The region comprises four states exporting oil and gas — Azerbaijan, Ka-
zakhstan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan — and four importers — Armenia,
Georgia, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. Over twenty-five years, these groups
of countries have become increasingly different from each other, with
their diverging economic structures exerting a powerful influence on their
political systems and foreign policy.

Political scientists have argued convincingly that reliance on hy-
drocarbons, or any single natural resource, constitutes a “resource curse.”
Elements of this are visible across the region. Large fluctuations in the oil
price in the past decade has seen leaders of Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan
scramble to adjust their currencies and budgets. Yet there is no denying
that citizens in oil-exporting countries across the region are better off than
their resource-poor counterparts. The distinction is most apparent also
in the area of poverty alleviation. Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan have made
remarkable advances, reducing poverty levels to around five percent. By
contrast, Georgia and Kyrgyzstan have seen little change since indepen-
dence, poverty levels remaining at 20 percent and 30 percent, respectively,
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in spite of billions of dollars in development aid to these countries.

Thanks both to the Soviet heritage and the landlocked character
of all but one of the regional states, no country of the region has moved
beyond the role of a provider of raw materials, be it oil, gold, cotton or
foodstuffs. Oil and gas have driven the regional states’ integration into the
world economy. This began with the construction of the Baku-Ceyhan oil
pipeline in the late 1990s onward, and was followed some years later by
the Turkmen and Kazakh gas export pipelines to China. Only after this
did the focus begin to turn to the development of rail and road links that
could benefit other sectors of the economy.

This divergence matters greatly in terms of politics. Rents from
hydrocarbons enable governments to increase public spending, co-opt
elites, and provide relative stability. As will be seen, rents also enable
governments to build stronger security institutions, thus making the re-
source-rich countries evolve in an authoritarian direction whereas poorer
countries have proven more amenable to participatory politics. However,
in times of low oil prices the resource-rich countries have had trouble
reducing the public spending that the population has come to take for
granted, in spite of the fact that they have sovereign wealth funds that were
designed to cushion such shocks. It is no coincidence that social unrest in
the region has been concentrated in the resource-poor states, particularly
Georgia, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. Resource-rich countries also have the
ability to protect their independence more effectively by building stronger
institutions to withstand foreign subversion. By contrast, poorer countries
cannot match the financial ability of foreign powers to foment and co-opt
oppositional movements and the governments themselves. Countries like
Armenia and Kyrgyzstan, but also Georgia and Tajikistan, have been grop-
ing to manage Russian economic warfare designed to undermine their
economies and to acquire their key economic assets in exchange for debt
relief.

Political Systems

Notwithstanding the fact that they were all part of the same political sys-
tem down to 1991, the eight countries of the region have developed wide-
ly diverse political systems. The main trend across the region has been the
consolidation of authoritarian forms of government. That should come
as no surprise, given the authoritarian character of the four major powers
surrounding the region: Russia, China, Iran and Turkey. And in light of
the low and falling level of American and European presence in most of
the region, it would have been surprising if the surrounding authoritarian
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environment did not influence the countries of Central Asia and the Cau-
casus and help justify their evolution in the direction of authoritarianism.

There are important divergences among the authoritarian states,
both in terms of the level of political and economic freedom they allow,
and in the forms of informal government that exists behind the scenes.
Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan provide a modicum of political freedoms, al-
lowing opposition movements and media and a relatively free internet.
Uzbekistan and Tajikistan have tended toward greater authoritarianism,
as has Turkmenistan. Yet the informal powers of the presidents, and of the
coalition upon which they built their power, differs greatly. Many observ-
ers ignore the fact that the level of personal control exercised by the chief
executive does not necessarily make a country more or less authoritarian.
Thus, Kazakhstan’s President probably concentrates the greatest amount
of personal power in the region, with the possible exception of Turkmen-
istan, while in Azerbaijan and Uzbekistan presidents are more correctly
described as primus inter pares in a complex and sophisticated balance
of power between elite factions. The roles of members of the presidents’
families and of regional elites are visible everywhere in the region, but
most leaders have worked to broaden their coalition by building bridges to
other elite groups. One state, Tajikistan, has gone in the other direction,
concentrating increasing power over time in the President’s family and
native region of Kulyab. Similarly, in Armenia, elite groups hailing from
Nagorno-Karabakh remain dominant.

Two countries in the region — Georgia and Kyrgyzstan — have
bucked the trend by replacing presidential systems with parliamentary
forms of government. They have also seen transitions of power through
elections, in 2012 and 2015, respectively, that have contributed to reduce
the political instability and polarization that these countries experienced
carlier. Like many emerging democracies, however, their political institu-
tions remain weak, and formal institutions of power are at risk of falling
under the control of informal power brokers. In Georgia, business tycoon
Bidzina Ivanishvili, the winner of the 2012 elections, continues to run the
country though he resigned from politics after a year as prime minister.
The 2016 election, in which he did not formally run, only strengthened
his informal control.
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Levels of Sovereignty
Twenty-five years ago, the eight republics of Central Asia and the Cauca-
sus were mere administrative entities of the Soviet Union. Only those in
the South Caucasus experienced significant popular movements for self-
rule or independence. Even though Kazakhs mounted major demonstra-
tions against rule by Russians in 1986, in most of Central Asia such forces
were marginal when the Union collapsed. That did not prevent leaders in
all states from seeking to maximize their independence subsequently. But
their levels of success have varied greatly, mainly reflecting their degree of
economic independence. Several of the poorer states of the region have
struggled to assert their sovereignty. Armenia and Kyrgyzstan in particular
have come to rely on an increasingly deep and unequal economic and
political relationship with Russia. This has reached such an extent that it
now threatens their sovereignty by reducing the ability of the leadership of
each country to make key decisions independently. Moscow has sought to
exert similar pressure on Tajikistan and Georgia, with less success. Tajik-
istan continues to eschew membership in the Eurasian Union. Moscow’s
efforts to subdue the more openly independent-minded Georgia led to a
military invasion in 2008, which nevertheless failed to alter Georgia’s de-
termination to seek integration with the West. Among the energy-export-
ing states, Kazakhstan stands out by its active membership in Russian-led
integration schemes. As noted above, this is a reflection of Kazakhstan’s
political, demographic and geographic realities, and of President Nazarba-
yev’s long-standing personal enthusiasm for economic cooperation and
integration of all sorts. Nevertheless, compared to its weakness at inde-
pendence, Kazakhstan has developed an impressive level of sovereignty,
expressed and reinforced by its activism on the international scene.
Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan stand out for their
dogged ability to defend their sovereignty and independence while avoid-
ing direct confrontations with Moscow. All three states have experienced
the effects of Russia’s subversive activities on their soil and are extremely
wary of Russian integration mechanisms. Azerbaijan, moreover, finds it-
self in a military standoff with Armenia, a key Russian ally. Yet in spite of
these problems, all three states have succeeded in establishing relations of
mutual respect with the Russian leadership, relations considerably more
equal than those of their smaller neighbors.

SERIOUS ISSUES REMAINING
Having cataloged the noteworthy accomplishments of the states of Central
Asia and the Caucasus in the quarter century since their independence, it
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is appropriate to discuss also the numerous serious issues that remain un-
resolved. Primary among these are the need to overcome the Soviet legacy
in all its forms and to address problems caused by the region’s landlocked
nature. A third challenge is to improve the quality of governance, while
a fourth is to broaden, internationalize, and deepen sources of news and
information. Finally, of course, there is the vexing problem of relations
with Russia.

Overcoming Landlockedness
With the exception of Georgia, all countries of Central Asia and the Cau-
casus are landlocked. They are part of a growing trend: while less than ten
countries in the world were landlocked prior to the twentieth century,
many of the states created in the late twentieth century suffer from this li-
ability. These now constitute a fifth of the world’s states. Being landlocked
has direct and very tangible consequences in the economic realm. As early
as 1776 the British economist Adam Smith observed that the costs and
difficulty of transportation exact a high toll on landlocked areas, pointing
specifically to the comparative lack of development of inner Asia and Af-
rica.® Today’s economists have concluded that the average value of land-
locked countries’ exports is half that of other states, and their transport
costs 50 percent greater.’ The only highly developed landlocked states are
in Western Europe, where they benefit from well-developed infrastructure
and a high level of economic integration, which effectively neutralize their
landlocked nature."

Such is not the reality in Central Asia which, together with South
Asia, has been dubbed the least connected region in the world. Political,
geographical and infrastructural factors continue to prevent the devel-
opment of effective communications in the region. The first challenge is
distance: from the Ferghana valley, the greatest population center of the
region, to the Indian Ocean is a mere 1,100 miles. But since communi-
cations through Afghanistan have been cut for a century, the closest sea
ports to which the valley is connected are Riga, 2,300 miles distant, and
Shanghai, 2,800 miles away. Poti, in Georgia, is only 1,500 miles away,
but remains inaccessible. Iran’s new port at Chabahar holds important
possibilities, and Pakistan’s new port at Gwadar offers even more prom-
ise. But connections to Chabahar have yet to be constructed and links to
Gwadar remain for now a mere dream. To make matters worse, seventy
years of Soviet rule meant that the transportation and communication in-
frastructure everywhere in the region was oriented toward Moscow, while
international connections to the east, south and west were poor or non-ex-
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istent. Finally, the erection of national boundaries within the region hurt
what economic integration existed, further discouraging trade. Problems
of governance have added significant tolls in terms of fees, informal pay-
ments and wait times at borders.

Overcoming landlockedness will require modern infrastructure
and improved governance, but the answer lies not only in finding im-
proved access to the high seas. In fact, what once made Central Asia and
the Caucasus developed civilizations was the primacy of overland trade.
Today both external powers and the region’s states have embraced the no-
tion of rebuilding land corridors connecting Europe and Asia across this
broad landmass. Shipments of freight between coastal areas of Europe and
Asia are now carried out either by air or sea, leaving a considerable niche
for land routes that are cheaper than air freight, but much faster than
shipping by sea. The attractiveness of the land route will undoubtedly be
even stronger for inland areas such as eastern Europe, northern India, or
western China.

Information

Closely connected to the problems of transportation and communication
is the field of information. Central Asia and the Caucasus are landlocked
not only economically but, in a sense, also mentally. Not being situated
“on the way” to anywhere, their development of information links to the
rest of the world has been excruciatingly slow. While government control
over information is one piece of the problem, it is by no means the only
one. Moscow’s continued domination of Russian-language media broad-
cast across the region is an important impediment to the development
of a freer information landscape. For now, citizens of the region form
opinions on world events mainly from government-controlled or Russian
news sources. Since these are packaged in a more attractive way than in
the Soviet era, the ability of new sources, from the West and elsewhere,
including the radio stations financed by the U.S. government, to reach
larger audiences are limited.

Governance

While regional countries have built new governmental institutions in the
past quarter century, the quality of governance across the region leaves
much to be desired. Authoritative indexes of corruption indicate that the
countries of Central Asia and the Caucasus are among the poorer per-
formers globally. Aside from administrative corruption, citizens of the re-
gion are confronted with legal systems that they do not trust to uphold
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their rights, as well as authorities who often appear to exercise power in
an arbitrary manner. It goes without saying that public dissent in many of
the countries is fraught with risk, and the avenues for oppositional politics
very circumscribed. To make matters worse, the tradition of voluntary or-
ganizations is relatively weak, something that foreign donors have sought
to remedy by funding non-government organizations. Unfortunately, as
will be seen later in this study, these have tended to be more responsive to
the funding opportunities in western capitals than to their own grassroots
or national needs.

While they are correctly described as authoritarian, most of the
region’s countries are in fact under-governed. On paper, much power is
concentrated in state institutions. But in reality these institutions often
function poorly. One of the chief problems remains the dominance of in-
formal politics over institutions, and the personalization of power. In fact,
with the benefit of hindsight it is clear that the political transition that re-
gional states carried out in 1991 was not the one envisaged by the reigning
western transition paradigm. When the authoritarian and corrupt Soviet
administrative system collapsed it was not replaced by the kind of embry-
onic liberal democratic system that emerged in Central Europe. Instead,
the power vacuum in Central Asia and the Caucasus allowed power-bro-
kers who sat on top of powerful state institutions to privatize them. In
each state, various coalitions of power-brokers were built, based on region-
al or ethnic origin, family connections, or pure economic interest. During
the 1990s, precisely because the political transition was accompanied by
an all-encompassing economic transition that included the introduction
of private property, these informal coalitions were able to consolidate their
staying power. When state-owned enterprises were privatized, it was the
existing political power-brokers who were best positioned to appropriate
the assets. At the same time, those who controlled state institutions that
interacted directly with citizens — such as police, customs, courts, and
even education and health — implemented a system based on informal fees
that citizens were forced to pay in exchange for the delivery of services or
the avoidance of sanctions. In the typical case, a citizen would pay a police
officer to avoid being fined for a real or imaginary offense. The officer
would in turn pass on a set amount to his superior, and so on up to the
minister. This created a system reminiscent of medieval Europe’s feudal
order, with power-brokers across Central Asia and the Caucasus cast in the
role of feudal barons. Like the feudal order, this system proved highly re-
silient, not least because of the substantial financial power it concentrated
in the hands of those at the top of the system. This arrangement endures
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today, although (as already noted) the more prudent ‘barons” are transi-
tioning from the role of “roving bandits” to that of "stationary bandits.”

It is worth noting that this system, inexorably connected with bad
governance, was worst in the more liberal states, like Georgia or Kyrgyz-
stan, where the authoritarian hierarchy was relatively weak. Of course, this
type of system survives only when the division of competencies among the
‘barons’ is acceptable to the key actors. This is often the case in the more
authoritarian systems. But in the more liberal ones, the chief executive
proved unable to rein in the ‘barons’ or keep them from fighting each
other, which often resulted in anarchic corruption and a collapse of public
services. This is what caused the revolutions in Georgia and Kyrgyzstan.
In oil-producing countries, governments could use rents from oil to lessen
the cost of public services or grease the system, alleviating the burden on
citizens.

Westerners would term this pattern of behavior simply “corrup-
tion”. But in fact, it is tantamount to an alternative form of social organi-
zation — what political scientists would call a particularist rather than uni-
versalist political system. To varying degrees, this remains the case across
Central Asia and the Caucasus. Only one country, Georgia, was able to
break the back of this system through an aggressive reform program that
first abolished the offending state institutions and then rebuilt them from
scratch. Experience in many other countries suggests that building new
institutions is incomparably easier than reforming corrupt ones.

The Legacy of the Soviet Mentality

Down to 1991 it was widely understood that the Soviet government had
devoted immense energy and resources to shaping the mentality of the
peoples of the USSR. However, in the generation before the collapse of
the USSR western observers were fascinated not by the successes of these
efforts but by their failure, thanks to which, it was argued, an entire rising
generation had emerged with open mentalities that were unfettered by
Soviet ideology. After 1991 it was assumed that these people would be in
charge of the post-Soviet states.

What this analysis missed is that the daily practices of a corrupted
state-owned and state-run economy and of enterprises fully controlled by
central planners had created a mentality that permeated not only the old
regime but many of its critics as well and, equally, the public at large. This
mentality has persisted throughout the former Soviet-ruled states, not
least in the Caucasus and Central Asia. Its hallmarks are a reluctance to
take publicly visible initiatives, a readiness to resort to corrupt initiatives
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and practices, and a general passivity with respect to civic activity, until
such a time that frustration explodes in unfocused opposition. To date this
psychological ‘hangover” from Soviet times has barely been acknowledged,
let alone addressed.

The Russia Problem

Beginning with the United States in 1776, the post-colonial world has
been seriously concerned over its relationship to the former colonial pow-
ers. In Central Asia and the Caucasus that problem is compounded by two
realities: first, that its former colonial overlord is adjacent to them and not
overseas; and second, that it is not a western democracy but a committed
revisionist power. Thus, Russia’s trajectory from a troubled country in the
1990s that sought integration with Europe to Putin’s self-conscious and
anti-western regime seeking to rebuild something akin to the Soviet em-
pire.

We have noted how the various countries of the region have ad-
opted widely varied methods for dealing with this challenge, with mixed
results. But they all face what is essentially an existential threat to their
sovereignty. Putin’s agenda, implemented directly in bilateral relations as
well as through cooperative structures, lies squarely in the reduction of the
sovereignty of the region’s states and their subordination to Moscow, in
fact if not in law. In practice, the region has long suffered from the impact
of what western analysts have belatedly termed Russia’s “hybrid warfare” —
a mobilization of various instruments of statecraft, overt as well as covert,
to divide and rule.

Addressing this threat has everywhere become a chief concern for
political leaders, whether or not they acknowledge it openly. And given the
gravity of the threat, it has also created incentive structures directly at odds
with western normative interests: to the leader of any regional state, the
instinctive response to the hybrid threat posed by Moscow is to strengthen
control over state and society, not loosen it as proposed by western advo-
cates of democracy. Furthermore, Moscow’s overt disdain for democratic
governance means that to engage in liberalization not only opens up the
state to Russian subversion but also attracts Moscow’s ire, as shown by its
actions toward Georgia and subsequently Ukraine. In sum, the Russian
challenge has led to a securitization of many spheres of life in the region,
from its politics and economy to civil society, that has been detrimental to
normal political reform and progress. Unfortunately, American and Eu-
ropean leaders have gravely underestimated this challenge, and continue
to preach that democratization is the best guarantee for security, without
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providing an engagement in the security sphere that would lend credence
to their admonitions.

A Challenging Regional Environment

Aside from developments in Russia, the international environment in the
areas surrounding Central Asia and the Caucasus has deteriorated in the
past decade. The common perception across the region is that America
and Europe, but particularly the U.S., have disengaged from its affairs.
This is compounded by the broader decline of the Muslim world, of which
most of the region is a part. Developments in Afghanistan, Iran, the Mid-
dle East and Turkey have a direct and largely negative impact on Central
Asia and the Caucasus. The continued unrest in Afghanistan and unpre-
dictability of that country’s future keeps Central Asia on edge, knowing
that Afghanistan has in the recent past exported Islamic radicalism into
the region. At the same time, Central Asians are quick to acknowledge
that a positive future for Afghanistan is crucial to the region’s prospects
for trading with South Asia and beyond. Iran’s international behavior is
of concern to the Caucasus, where Azerbaijan is exposed to Iranian am-
bitions of hegemony. But this pales in comparison to the collapse of Iraq
and Syria, and the emergence there of the Islamic State. While relatively
limited numbers of Central Asians and Caucasians have joined ISIS, the
expansion of that organization into the North Caucasus and Afghanistan
is being watched with grave concern by all secular governments in the re-
gion. Finally, the decline of Turkey is of immense symbolic importance for
a region whose majority is Turkic-speaking. Once a model of secular gov-
ernance and integration with the West, a Turkey that is descending into
instability and Islamist-tinged authoritarianism leaves the region’s states
increasingly isolated. One could add to this list concerns over China’s
long-term ambitions in the region although Chinese policies to date have
largely benefited Central Asia, and especially its efforts to escape Russian
hegemony. All in all, Central Asia and the Caucasus see their international
environment as considerably more volatile today than at any time since
independence, a reality that is not helpful for the emergence of stable,
secular and democratic societies there.

CONCLUSION

The nations of Central Asia and the Caucasus have come a long way since
independence. At the same time, they continue to face very real challenges
to their security and development — some of their own making, and others
that they can only affect on the margins. As we turn to western policies
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toward the region, one conclusion must be stressed repeatedly: western
leaders and analysts alike have grossly underestimated the challenges to
the development of modern democratic statehood across this region. As a
result, the U.S. and Europe also underestimate what the countries have in
fact accomplished without unleashing social strife, and have been overly
impatient with their slow progress toward better and more open gover-
nance and hence ineffective in assisting them in that process.
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WESTERN ACTIVITY AND
ACHIEVEMENTS IN THE
CAucAsuUSs AND CENTRAL ASIA

Neither the United States nor Europe was prepared to deal with
the independent states brought into being by the collapse of the
USSR. During Soviet times both had managed their limited contacts
with non-Russian republics overwhelmingly through Moscow. Even
though the combined populations of the independent states of the
Caucasus and Central Asia total 60% of the Russian Republic’s popu-
lation, Western governments lacked people who knew their languages,
cultures, and social systems. Of necessity, they left the management of
relations with the Caucasus and Central Asia mainly in the hands of
Russianists who were dependent on Russian sources of information.
This situation has since changed for the better, but it long contribut-
ed to a certain distortion of policy — the same kind of distortion that
would have existed in the late eighteenth century had Europeans per-
sisted in viewing the newly independent United States mainly through
British eyes and British sources.

In spite of the surprise with which they greeted the collapse
of the Soviet Union, the U.S. and Europe have in twenty-five years
made significant contributions to the Caucasus and Central Asia. They
organized their relations with the regional states largely on the basis of
the “baskets” of issues identified in the 1975 Helsinki Final Act, which
carried certain built-in problems. Yet as this chapter will show, West-
ern powers contributed very significantly to securing the sovereignty
and independence of these states. They took a direct interest in their
security and the resolution of conflicts and played a critical role in
bringing their most valuable assets — oil and natural gas — to markets.
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Western governments also provided considerable sums for humanitar-
ian and development assistance, though the fruits of this assistance are
mixed. Finally, but with an even spottier record, western powers con-
tributed to the development of democratic institutions in the region.

PHASES OF RELATIONS

Relations between the U.S. and Europe, on one hand, and Central Asia
and the Caucasus, on the other, can be divided into three phases. In a first
phase, which lasted from late 1991 to the September 11, 2001, terrorist
attacks, the West became conscious of the emerging region and established
constructive relations in a variety of fields. A second stage ran from 2001
to 2008, during which the EU became more active, investments in the
energy sphere came to fruition, but in which the region increasingly came
to be viewed through the prism of the war in Afghanistan. The third phase
began in the fall of 2008 with the Russian-Georgian war and the financial
crisis. It has seen an aggressive Russian attempt to reassert its power and a
certain disengagement by the West, particularly the United States.

Discovering Central Asia and the Caucasus, 1991-2001

During the first phase, the U.S. and European nations were quick to rec-
ognize the new states and to issue declarations supportive of their sover-
eignty and peaceful development. American embassies were quickly estab-
lished throughout the region, but only the largest European countries were
to maintain embassies in every country of the region. On July 2, 1992, the
U.S. Congress passed the Freedom for Russia and Emerging Eurasian De-
mocracies and Open Markets Support Act (FSA, HR 282). Known as the
“Freedom Support Act,” this legislation defined and organized the official
U.S. response to the collapse of the USSR and its future relations with the
twelve so-called “newly Independent states” formed by the former Soviet
republics. The following year the EU signed a Multilateral Agreement on
International Transport for the development of transport initiatives be-
tween the EU, the Caucasus and Central Asia. Named TRACECA, the
initiative inaugurated a Permanent Secretariat in February 2001. Vision-
ary in concept, in that it accurately foresaw the possibility of transforming
transport between Asia and Europe, TRACECA long remained under-
funded, yet it persisted and eventually accomplished most of its agenda
of projects. Throughout the 1990s, individual members of the European
Union extended emergency relief and development assistance to both re-
gions through active programs coordinated by the EU. Great Britain, the
Netherlands, and Sweden were particularly active, as was non-EU mem-
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ber Switzerland, which focused its aid mainly on mountainous countries.

USAID assumed responsibility for most, but not all, U.S. aid and
assistance programs in both regions. Even while the Freedom Support Act
was still being drafted, USAID moved briskly to establish a new “eastern
Europe” unit and to concentrate its attention on three main areas. The
three foci, or “Transitions,” as USAID termed them, broadly correspond-
ed to the three Helsinki “baskets,” with one addressing the transition
to market economies, a second dealing with the social sector, especially
health and education, and the third covering the development of more
open, effective, and democratic governments. The latter substituted for the
Helsinki “security” basket, which was understood to be the responsibility
of the Pentagon. Billions of dollars were allocated and spent on a welter
of new programs in diverse spheres that were established throughout the
region. Thousands of Americans and large numbers of locals participated
actively in their implementation. This phase lasted down to the end of the
1990s. In Europe, by contrast, the start was slower, but programs of EU
member states rapidly gained momentum and support.

During this first phase of relations, economic ties between West-
ern countries and the region also developed. The main interactions were
investments to extract raw materials. Indeed, Western multinational cor-
porations had taken an interest in the oil and gas resources of the Soviet
Union even before it collapsed in 1991. Following independence, new op-
portunities emerged: the new poor but energy-rich states were desperate
to bring these resources to market, but could not do so on their own. This
resulted in their offering partnerships under very favorable conditions to
the oil multinationals. Production Sharing Agreements provided consid-
erable cash transfers to the governments at signing, but had revenue shar-
ing schemes that allowed the multinationals not only to control portions
of the resources but to recoup their investment relatively quickly. As Exx-
on, Chevron, Amoco, BP, Statoil, and others acquired assets in Azerbaijan
and Kazakhstan, and sought fields in Turkmenistan, they were supported
increasingly by their governments, which had meanwhile developed bilat-
eral relations with the host governments.

In sum, during this period, relations developed in several areas —
security, economic cooperation, and governance issues — with neither of
these issue areas taking precedence over the other. While there were sins
of omission, discussed in the next chapter, relations between the West and
the region started out on a solid footing.

Coming to Fruition but Losing Focus: 2001-2008
Relations entered a second phase following the September 11,
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2001, terrorist attacks on New York and Washington. It brought greatly
intensified interaction between the West and the region, not only in secu-
rity but also in energy. It also saw the EU taking a more serious approach
to the region and a political transformation in Georgia that attracted un-
precedented attention to that country. Yet the seeds of trouble that had
been planted earlier now began to sprout. This occurred in part because
the U.S.’s “freedom agenda” led it increasingly to divide regional countries
into good and bad performers as measured by Washington’s scale of de-
mocratization, and in part because both Washington and Brussels came
to view much of the region in the narrow context of the pacification and
development of Afghanistan.

9/11 caused America and its NATO allies to fight a war in the
heart of the Eurasian continent, thousands of miles from the closest west-
ern military facility. The war effort would not have been possible with-
out the cooperation of the states of Central Asia, which provided basing
rights as well as logistical support, and of the Caucasus, which provided
a narrow transport corridor to Afghanistan that neither Russia nor Iran
dared shut down. This brought considerable American attention to the
region and gave it a stake in the stability and development of these coun-
tries. Counter-terrorism for a time became the cornerstone of relations,
although this did not mean other areas were forgotten. Indeed, the period
saw the long-time Western investment in the region’s energy sector come
to fruition, with the construction of a pipeline infrastructure capable of
delivering Caspian oil and gas to European markets. It also saw acrimony
over human rights issues.

The 2003 Rose Revolution in Georgia was a landmark event,
launched and driven by local leaders but facilitated by the close attention
the U.S. paid to the country’s unruly politics. It proved that political re-
form in a post-Soviet state outside the Baltic region was possible. It also
coincided with the appearance of the Bush administration’s “Freedom
Agenda” and appeared to justify it. Garnering great support in America,
the Rose Revolution caused Georgia to be the first, and so far the only,
country in the region to receive a U.S. presidential visit, which occurred
in 2005.

During this period, both the EU and NATO took more active
institutional roles in the region, reaching out to it with a number of new
programs and initiatives. Not only did this reflect and in turn stimulate
western engagement, but it created a new role for those states of Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe that had formerly lived under Communism and
were in a better position than other Europeans to understand and engage
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with Central Asia and the Caucasus. The South Caucasus was officially
included in the EU’s Neighborhood Policy in 2004, while in 2007 the
EU developed its first strategy for Central Asia. NATO, through its highly
innovative Partnership for Peace program, became deeply engaged with
countries throughout the region. Georgia (like Ukraine) came to view full
NATO membership as the keystone of its security, but this aspiration was
not welcomed by a majority of NATO members.

The introduction of the Freedom Agenda, however, occurred just
as a more authoritarian regime was consolidating its control in Moscow.
Vladimir Putin and his colleagues viewed what they called “color revolu-
tions,” i.e., the spread of democracy, as an existential threat to themselves.
This inserted a powerful ideological element into the realpolitik of the
region. When western powers began to prioritize relations with countries
they considered more democratic and to downgrade relations with those
considered less so, Moscow actively cast itself as the protector of the more
authoritarian governments against real or imagined popular threats and
western encroachment. A serious casualty of this dynamic was the near
collapse in 2005 of Western relations with Uzbekistan, which was and is
at the geostrategic heart of Central Asia. Over time, the dynamic also led
to a deterioration of ties with Azerbaijan, geostrategically the key country
in the South Caucasus.

Moreover, the deteriorating situation in Afghanistan combined
with the troubled U.S. invasion of Iraq to diminish the amount of hu-
man and financial resources, as well as political attention, devoted to this
region. The U.S. subordinated nearly all earlier priorities in Central Asia
and the Caucasus to the destruction of al Qaeda and the Taliban in Af-
ghanistan, to fostering development in that country, and to preventing the
Afghan conflict from spilling over into Central Asia. Once the government
of Hamid Karzai was installed in Kabul, the annual total of USAID assis-
tance to Afghanistan was nearly five times greater than for all five of the
former Soviet states of Central Asia combined. This also led policy-makers
increasingly to lose sight of the intrinsic value of the Caucasus and Central
Asia, and to view the region principally as a conduit to Afghanistan. These
two latter trends were to accelerate in the third period.

2008 and Onward: Disarray or Losing Interest?

The year 2008 marked a turning point because of two momentous events
occurring within weeks of each other: in August, the Russian invasion of
Georgia; and in October, the financial meltdown that shook the entire
world economy. Both events had profound implications for Central Asia
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and the Caucasus that only gradually became clear. The Russian-Georgian
war showed the West that Russia was ready and able to advance its inter-
ests through means extending far beyond mere diplomacy. Putin’s Geor-
gian war also altered regional perceptions of the West, and of America in
particular. What bothered leaders in many regional capitals was not that
Washington failed to defend Georgia militarily (which no one expected)
but that America and Europe failed to deter Russia from an act of bla-
tant aggression against the West’s leading partner in the region, and that
they subsequently failed to impose a tangible cost on Moscow for doing
so. Indeed, President Obama’s “reset” with Moscow, coming only months
after the Georgian War, seemed to many as a reward to Moscow for bad
behavior. As a result, countries everywhere in the region re-calibrated their
approach to both Russia and the West.

As the economic crisis of 2008 deepened, U.S. and European
leaders were preoccupied with efforts to save their own economies and
deal with the social and political fallout of the financial crisis. This led to
a decline in American and European attention to world events in general
and to the Caucasus and Central Asia in particular. This was particularly
pronounced in the case of the United States, after it launched its ill-fated
“reset” with Russia, which Moscow perceived as an unspoken assertion by
President Obama that problems in the relationship between Washington
and Moscow were not intrinsic but had been the fault of the Bush admin-
istration. The few new American initiatives in the region either failed, like
the Turkish-Armenian gambit or, like Secretary of State Clinton’s New
Silk Road initiative, petered out through lack of attention and support
from the White House. America’s inaction nourished Russia’s assertive-
ness, which found its strongest expression in Putin’s Eurasian Economic
Union project. That assertiveness, however, was also born out of Russia’s
felt need to forestall other powers’ encroachments on the region. This con-
cern eventually focused on China, which adopted a much more assertive
diplomatic posture in the region with the creation of its Silk Road Eco-
nomic belt centering on Central Asia, and also the on the EU, which
had launched an Eastern Partnership that included the South Caucasus.
Both initiatives can best be understood as carrots that Moscow could not
match; together, they forced Russia to rely heavily on sticks, as became
clear in Ukraine in 2013.

Russian actions, combined with the impact of events in the Mid-
dle East, Turkey and Iran, rendered regional politics in Central Asia and
the Caucasus increasingly volatile. Yet precisely at this time America was
becoming ever less relevant to key regional issues. Washington no longer
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engaged significantly in energy diplomacy, neglected its role in conflict
resolution and, following the draw-down in Afghanistan, took less notice
of the region’s role as a key corridor of transport and trade connecting Eu-
rope and Asia. Within Washington, the democracy and human rights lob-
by captured the agenda-setting power over the region. The resulting wave
of “naming and shaming” caused America’s ties everywhere to wither, with
the near-collapse of U.S.-Azerbaijan relations in 2012-15 being only the
most conspicuous and egregious example of this process. By 2015 some
American policy makers were coming to acknowledge the consequences
of their recent steps and missteps. In that year they launched an effort to
repair relations with Azerbaijan, and a year later launched the Central Asia
5+1 format of consultations with regional states. This ended the period
in which the U.S. was the only major power lacking such an institutional
format for regional relations.

SOVEREIGNTY AND SECURITY

In retrospect, U.S. and EU recognition of the independence of the states
of Central Asia in 1991 may seem to have been inevitable. But the experi-
ence of 1918 suggests otherwise. Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia had all
declared their independence and were working to gain international recog-
nition. Yet Western powers had little interest in areas they still considered
to be part of Russia. Western leaders politely welcomed delegations from all
three countries but support for their independence was not forthcoming,.
By 1991 the world had changed. Decolonization had brought recognition
to many new countries in Asia and Africa. Whether or not it was inevitable
that the West would recognize the new states, it became unavoidable due to
a curious feature of the Soviet system itself. To avoid being tarred with the
charge of recreating an “empire,” Lenin and his followers defined the USSR
as a federal state with nominally sovereign republics. Because of this, it was
only natural that upon its dissolution its constituent members would gain
membership in the United Nations. This in turn made them sovereign states
under international law and would have forced the West to recognize them,
even had it not wished to do so. What is surprising, then, is not the recog-
nition itself but the vigor with which the Western powers then worked after
1991 to infuse those sovereignties with the attributes of statehood.

Even as this activity proceeded, the West was torn by disagreements
over the relationship between their support for the new Russia and for the
newly independent states that had arisen with the collapse of the USSR.
One side argued that policy toward the former Soviet Union should be
based on a Russia-first approach that would subordinate relations with the
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non-Russian states to the relationship with Russia. After all, proponents of
this view argued, the West has a much bigger stake in Russia’s future trajec-
tory than in these smaller states; if this means allowing Russia a free hand in
its former possessions, that would be an acceptable price to pay, and might
even avoid unnecessary entanglements in these areas. On the other side of
the debate were those who argued that the West has distinct and significant
interests in the non-Russian republics. Therefore, relations with all former
Soviet states should be on an equal footing, and Western states should not
link their interests in, or policies toward, other republics with their relations
with Russia. Indeed, supporters of this line argued that a Russia-first policy
would be counter-productive even with respect to Russia, for it would en-
courage the worst imperial tendencies in Russian politics, while diverting
attention from the urgently needed domestic reforms in that country.

In one form or another this debate has now continued for a quarter
century. The Clinton Administration’s first term was widely considered to
have had a Russia-first slant, and the second oriented more toward an in-
dependent focus on the region. Similarly, the Bush administration sought
to mend ties with Russia. But while Washington cooperated with Moscow
following 9/11, it did not allow that cooperation to deter it from deep-
ening bilateral ties with countries in Central Asia and the Caucasus that
American defense planners considered equally if not more central to the
war effort. The Obama Administration explicitly claimed that the “reset”
would not compromise its relations with non-Russian republics. Yet many
critics argued that in practice the preoccupation with Russia had a negative
impact on Washington’s approach to the region, for it turned out to be
less a “Russia-first” policy than a “Russia-only” strategy.! Only with Russia’s
annexation of Crimea did America and Europe begin to regain their earlier
focus on the sovereignty and security of the countries of the Caucasus and
Central Asia.

In spite of these variations, the United States has stuck to its strat-
egy of supporting the sovereignty and independence of these states, the di-
vergences over time having to do with the seriousness and determination
with which it has sought to advance this goal. Washington moved quickly to
recognize the independence of the “successor states,” to establish diplomatic
relations with them, and to open embassies everywhere. This led to a broad
engagement by various functional departments of the U.S. Government.
Aside from development assistance, the departments of Defense, Energy,
Commerce and Treasury all established deep ties with these countries.

The recognition of the regional states followed on President George
H. W. Bush’s proclamation of a Europe “Whole and Free,” which was en-
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shrined in the 1990 Paris Charter for a New Europe. This expressed strong
support for the sovereignty and territorial integrity of all states, and for their
being able to choose freely their foreign policy orientation and foreign al-
liances. Few signatories of the Charter had Central Asia and the Caucasus
in mind, but the principles on which the new relations between former
enemies would develop allowed leaders of Central Asia and the Caucasus to
work vigorously in behalf of their own sovereignty, knowing that the West
backed their efforts.

Americas diplomatic engagement was important in elevating the
international standing of the newly independent states. Aside from estab-
lishing embassies, U.S. diplomacy was instrumental in the creation of in-
ternational mechanisms in which these states formed integral parts. This
included the 1994 transformation of the Council for Security and Coop-
eration in Europe (CSCE) into a full-fledged organization and the primary
forum for the management of security issues in Europe and Eurasia.

With the end of the Cold War it was significant that America did
not retreat to the comfort of its own hemisphere or disengage from Europe-
an affairs. On the contrary, it took a leading role in designing the structures
of post-Cold War Europe. Nor was this a partisan affair: The incoming Clin-
ton administration continued the policies initiated by the Bush administra-
tion with considerable bipartisan support in Congress. Similarly, European
leaders saw the historic opportunity to build a continent ‘whole and free’,
and embarked on a risky but ultimately highly successful enlargement of
the European Union. Jointly, America and Europe enlarged NATO. These
steps made central and eastern Europe enormously more prosperous and
safe. Indeed, to a considerable extent this process deserves credit not only
for the development of representative institutions, but also for the absence
of serious strife between or within countries that joined the European family
of nations.

Speaking in 1997, Deputy Secretary of State Strobe Talbott termed
conflict resolution the “number one job” of the United States for the pro-
motion of stability and security and a prerequisite for economic and dem-
ocratic development. In this spirit the U.S. in 1997 assumed the co-chair-
manship of the OSCE Minsk Group for resolving the Armenia-Azerbaijan
conflict. This led to a flurry of activity, culminating in a strong U.S. push for
a peaceful resolution of that conflict in the fall of 1999, which was aborted
after the Armenian Prime Minister and Speaker of Parliament were killed by
a lone attacker during a session of the Armenian parliament only hours after
Talbott had left the country. Even after this setback the George W. Bush ad-
ministration arranged a summit in Key West in April 2001 that once again
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tried and failed to resolve the conflict. France picked up the ball afterwards,
and convened the Rambouillet talks in 2006 under the leadership of Presi-
dent Chirac, which similarly failed to arrive at a solution. These efforts did
not succeed, but it was not for lack of trying. Similarly, in Tajikistan, the
U.S. actively supported the UN-led negotiations that brought about an end
to the civil war in 1997.

Defense relations between the newly independent states and the
West have also been close, though there are considerable variations among
the regional states. The U.S. Defense Department quickly sent military at-
tachés to each Embassy and established military-to-military relationships
with the newly created Ministries of Defense. The resulting programs in-
cluded training and assistance to enable the new forces to throw off their
Soviet past. Such initiatives were carried out bilaterally and through NA-
TO’s Partnership for Peace. This important program was created in 1994 to
provide NATO with an instrument to guide its relations with all the new
regional states. In the early years, American security involvement was par-
ticularly visible in Kazakhstan, on account of the nuclear weapons stationed
in that country’s territory, but joint programs quickly arose elsewhere, the
sole exception being Turkmenistan, which had declared itself a neutral state.

The U.Ss first major initiative in the security sphere was for the
Secretary of State to work with Kazakhstan to remove nuclear weapons and
fissionable material from its territory. This provided a strong tie that has re-
mained an important building block of U.S.-Kazakhstan relations. In 1997
the U.S. military carried out its longest-distance airborne operation in his-
tory, when a first joint exercise with Central Asian militaries took place in
Uzbekistan.” Following 9/11, the U.S. built on these relations to establish
supply bases in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan, which were to prove crucial to
the war effort in Afghanistan.

The attention of U.S. defense planners was not limited to Central
Asia. In 2001-02 Georgia came under heightened Russian pressure over the
presence of Chechen fighters in its northern Pankisi Gorge, with Moscow
attempting to use America’s intervention in Afghanistan and the Bush Doc-
trine of pre-emptive strikes as precedents to build a case for intervention
in Georgia.® But the U.S. promptly countered by launching a $64 million
Train-and-Equip Program for the Georgian armed forces in February 2002.
This helped Georgia to address the anarchy in the Pankisi Gorge and un-
dermined Russia’s case for intervention.* These developments were momen-
tous enough to lead Russian leaders to accept, at least rhetorically, “every
country’s right to act to protect its security,” and for Russian commentators
to wonder aloud whether Russias sphere of influence in the former Soviet
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Union was a thing of the past.’

As regional countries developed closer ties with NATO, new gov-
ernments in Georgia and Ukraine vocally sought NATO membership. In
2008 the Bush administration belatedly endorsed a path to membership for
both countries, but this was rejected by European NATO members at the
Bucharest summit in April. That summit came on the heels of the U.S.-led
recognition of Kosovo’s independence. These events prompted Moscow to
launch the invasion of Georgia in August 2008. As noted above, the region
is still dealing with the fallout from this invasion, which reshaped local per-
ceptions of both the U.S. and Russia.

Russia’s war aims in Georgia went beyond asserting full control over
the two breakaway regions that it already dominated prior to the invasion.
The aim, as expressed during the war by Russian Foreign Minister Sergey
Lavrov to U.S. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, was regime change in
Thbilisi.® That gambit failed for a combination of reasons. While the Geor-
gians’ staunch resistance was one important factor, another was the swift
diplomacy of French President Nicolas Sarkozy, who managed to achieve
a cease-fire — one detrimental to Georgian interests, to be sure, but never-
theless a cease-fire — that halted the Russian advance. And another factor
was the belated but growing U.S. reaction to the war, including the U.S.
repatriation of Georgian units fighting in Iraq during the war in the face
of Moscow’s warning that Georgia’s airspace, which Russia now controlled,
was not safe for U.S. aircraft. Following the war, both the U.S. and EU
pledged several billion dollars in support to Georgia, which prevented the
collapse of the Georgian state and enabled Georgia to continue functioning
as an independent and pro-western country. The EU also launched a Mon-
itoring Mission along the cease-fire lines in Abkhazia and South Ossetia,
which deterred further Russian military adventurism.

Thus, the U.S., and to a lesser degree Europe, over the past twen-
ty-five years have invested considerable resources in the sovereignty and
security of the states of Central Asia and the Caucasus. They have done
so both directly and indirectly. While we have focused here on the direct
support, indirect support has been equally important, particularly in the
economic realm, where Western countries combined efforts to build the
major oil and gas export infrastructure that provides the backbone of the
economic independence of the region.

Any discussion of Western support for security and sovereign-
ty must also recognize the limitations and failures of these policies. Most
obviously, Western commitments did not extend to providing functioning
forms of collective security for the countries of the region. As Russian as-
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sertiveness increased, this created a highly volatile security situation for all
the regional countries, and especially those to the West of the Caspian that
refused to accept a Russian security umbrella, as Armenia and Belarus had
done. Indeed, the West stood by passively as Russia created its Common
Security Treaty Organization and recruited many of the regional states as
members. In this sense, the West failed to build a Europe truly “whole and
free.” It must also be recognized that Western commitment failed to match
the growing challenges to sovereignty and security in the region. Indeed, the
U.S., as it became embroiled in the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, came to
view the region mainly through the prism of its Afghanistan policy rather
than as a place where the U.S. had long-term interests in their own right. As
a result, Washington failed to arrest the decline of relations with Uzbekistan
in 2005 and subsequently in Kyrgyzstan, which led to the end of the U.S.
military presence in both countries and a sharp decline in U.S. influence.

In addition, both the U.S. and EU cut the link across the Caspian
in the late 2000s — the U.S. moving Central Asia to the State Department’s
newly created Bureau of South and Central Asian affairs, while leaving the
Caucasus in the large European Bureau. The EU, more forcefully, included
the Caucasus in its Eastern Partnership, but created no similar instrument
for Central Asian states. These decisions had their logic, and did emphasize
the European identity of the South Caucasus states. Yet the detrimental
effect on Trans-Caspian communications and transportation was never ac-
counted for; moreover, in retrospect, the organizational decisions acquired
a life of their own, and also cut the conceptual strategic linkage between the
Caucasus and Central Asia in the minds of Western officials and observers.

Both America and Europe also failed to grasp the importance of
conflict resolution. Their actual practice grew far removed from Strobe Tal-
bott’s exhortation to make it “job one.” For years following the Key West
summit, America did not take seriously its role in the Minsk Group, and
this neglect contributed to the escalation of conflict after 2008. Nor did
America and Europe play a serious role in Georgia’s conflicts until it was
too late — after the 2008 war, when Russia had created a new reality on the
ground. Western powers also allowed a growing disparity to arise between
the commitment to territorial integrity they voiced in various conflicts, with
strong support for Moldova and Ukraine, but much less support in the case
of Nagorno-Karabakh.” In Georgia the US added insult to injury by dis-
continuing arms sales to Georgia after 2008. This had the blatant effect of
punishing the victim of aggression, which was compounded by announcing
a “reset” with Russia only months later.

Acknowledging all this, any fair-minded evaluation of Western re-
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lations with Central Asia and the Caucasus must acknowledge that serious
efforts were made to shore up the sovereignty and security of these new
states, even though these efforts sometimes fell short of their aim.

DEVELOPMENT OF INFRASTRUCTURES FOR THE
TRANSPORT OF ENERGY AND GOODS

The development of the Caspian oil and gas resources was arguably the
most significant single accomplishment of the United States and Europe
in the region in the past two decades. This was strategically crucial be-
cause the inherited infrastructure, now dilapidated, had connections only
to Russia, which crippled the economic sovereignty and financial viability
of the new states. Without a fundamental change, Russia’s monopoly over
the transportation of the region’s oil and gas to markets would have crip-
pled the new sovereignties and forced them to develop under a form of
neo-colonialism that would have allowed Moscow to exercise a veto power
over all their strategic decisions.

The magnitude of the challenge is best illustrated by the fact that
as it was being constructed, the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline was the
largest infrastructural project in the world. It was, first and foremost, an
initiative of the local leaders — Presidents Heydar Aliyev, Eduard Shevard-
nadze, and Siileyman Demirel — who found common ground and guided
the project to fruition together with BP and its partners. Yet the direct en-
gagement of the United States at the highest level was crucial, for it made
the new transportation infrastructure possible. But even more important,
it was the question of Caspian oil that led to the development of a focused
and coordinated U.S. Government strategy for the region.

Indeed, U.S. companies with a stake in the Caspian had long
lobbied for greater U.S. involvement in support of their investment.
By early 1995, the National Security Council’s “Deputies Committee”,
which comprises the deputies to senior members of the Cabinet, created
an inter-agency group on Caspian issues, which developed a set of U.S.
priorities in the region. At the top of the list was the strengthening of the
sovereignty of the countries of Central Asia and the Caucasus and the pro-
motion of their westward orientation. Other priorities included excluding
Iran from the region’s energy sector and supporting American corporate
interests in the region.?

This inter-agency group was to prove of decisive importance, for
it formulated policy priorities and ensured that different branches of the
U.S. Government worked in unison to promote them. These included, in
addition to the State Department and NSC, the departments of Defense,
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Commerce, and Energy. The inter-agency group also made possible U.S.
involvement at the highest level. For example, President Clinton person-
ally intervened to support a western pipeline route through the Caucasus.
He sent a hand-delivered letter to Azerbaijani President Aliyev in Septem-
ber 1995, followed it up with a phone call, and invited Aliyev to Wash-
ington in 1997.% Clinton would attend several signing ceremonies for the
Baku-Thbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline project.

The “Eurasia Transportation Corridor” designed by the Clinton
administration had three components. The BTC pipeline was the most
high-profile of the three, but the strategy also supported the CPC pipeline
connecting Kazakhstan’s immense Tengiz field with Novorossiisk on the
Russian Black Sea coast; and a Trans-Caspian pipeline from Turkmenistan
to Azerbaijan (which has yet to be built). The fact that the U.S. promoted
the CPC project through Russia clearly indicated that the U.S. policy was
not anti-Russian, but anti-monopolistic, and was focused primarily on
supporting the sovereignty of the regional states.

The importance of this pipeline diplomacy is hard to overstate.
It sent a clear message to regional leaders that the U.S. was invested in
their sovereignty and development, and generated a common goal to-
wards which the U.S. and regional states could work together. This in
turn generated a readiness on the part of regional states to discuss and
manage other more difficult elements in the relationship, such as issues
of governance and human rights. In practice, U.S. diplomacy was essen-
tial in enabling Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Kazakhstan in particular, but by
extension the entire region, to strengthen their statehood. In Washington
this initiative was solidly bipartisan: the George W. Bush administration
took over seamlessly in implementing the project, and it had considerable
congressional support on both sides of the aisle.

By breaking the Russian monopoly over the transport of energy,
the U.S. also facilitated China’s move into Central Asia, where it would
accomplish similar goals with the creation of the Turkmenistan-China
pipeline system. This project, initiated by Turkmenistan in the face of
considerable Chinese skepticism, has had a similar impact as the BTC
pipeline.

U.S. engagement in the region’s energy sector dwindled following
the completion of the BTC pipeline project. Many considered Caspian
energy a “done deal” which required no further attention from Washing-
ton. It was certainly not a priority of the Obama Administration, which
abolished the position of special adviser on the region’s energy affairs. But
in reality it was not a done deal, as the giant resources of the eastern
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Caspian have yet to find their way to world markets. The Central Asian
states continue to view a western pipeline infrastructure, and especially a
trans-Caspian pipeline, as a crucial element of diversification — this time
away from a dependency on China more than Russia.

A series of further projects have had as their purpose the opening
of “windows” for the export of Central Asia’s hydroelectric power to Af-
ghanistan and Pakistan and its gas to Pakistan and India, all via Afghani-
stan. The biggest and most consequential of these is the trans-Afghanistan
pipeline project that will export Turkmen gas to Pakistan and India via
Afghanistan. The U.S. tried over two decades to advance this project. But
when it failed to effect an agreement between Chevron or ExxonMobil
and Turkmenistan it abandoned the field. The Turkmenistan-Afghan-
istan-Pakistan-India pipeline (TAPI) will in all likelihood be built, but
without strong U.S. or western involvement, notwithstanding its huge
potential impact on the U.S.’s huge strategic investment in Afghanistan. A
second major project, CASA-1000, which will send Kyrgyz and Tajik elec-
trical energy to Pakistan via Afghanistan, has also been encouraged by the
U.S. but nearly all the work to realize it has been done by the World Bank.

In 2012 in the Indian city of Chennai, Secretary of State Clinton
announced the US’s “New Silk Road” strategy, intended to open transport
routes for both goods and energy to Pakistan and India via Afghanistan.
As proposed by several papers and a book issued by the Central Asia-Cau-
casus Institute in Washington, it was intended that America’s New Silk
Road would also connect Afghanistan and Central Asia to the West, via
the Caspian and Caucasus. However, this crucial dimension was dropped,
whether because the drafters forgot to include it or because it would have
required coordination between two separate divisions of the State De-
partment, its Central and South Asia Bureau and its Bureau of European
Affairs — always a nearly impossible task. This caused the “New Silk Road”
strategy to be flawed from the outset.

Further hampering the effective implementation of what was an-
nounced as a cornerstone project was inexperienced leadership in State,
grossly inadequate funding, and the failure of both the Obama White
House and National Security Council to lend it public support. Suffice it
to note that President Obama did not once publicly endorse his State De-
partment’s key initiative for the region. China watched this with interest
and in due course appropriated the name and announced its own highly
elaborated New Silk Road Economic Belt initiative.

Thus, while Washington continued to support transport projects
after the completion of the BTC Pipeline, both its level of engagement
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and its effectiveness paled in comparison to the activity it displayed in the

late 1990s and early 2000s.

EDUCATION

Education is barely mentioned in the Freedom Support Act but has long
been a focus of Western initiatives in at least two ways: the support for
the development of educational institutions in Central Asia and the Cauca-
sus; and the sponsorship of programs bringing students from the region to
American and European universities.

OPIC has provided considerable attention to educational facilities.
It was OPIC, for example, that provided $6 million to the private American
University of Central Asia to enable it to build a new and eco-friendly main
building in Bishkek, and it was OPIC that extended $30 million of financ-
ing to the University of Central Asia, founded by the Aga Khan and the
presidents of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan. Also, private initia-
tives have played a major role in supporting educational innovation. Amer-
ican philanthropist George Soros’s contribution to founding the American
University of Central Asia in Bishkek, and the close involvement of many
Americans and Europeans in planning the Nazarbayev University in Astana,
ADA University in Baku, and University of Central Asia in Khorog, Tajik-
istan, Naryn, Kyrgyzstan, and Tekeli, Kazakhstan, all attest to the West’s
powerful impact on education in all countries of the region. OPIC has also
lent support to the Georgian-American University and the University of
Georgia in the Caucasus. Indeed, the rapid growth of such English lan-
guage-based educational programs in every country of the Caucasus and
Central Asia reflects the diversification of information sources that was be-
ginning everywhere.

Parallel with this, EU members have promoted the establishment
of both private and for-profit universities across the region, including West-
minster University in Uzbekistan and a new British-based technical univer-
sity in Kazakhstan. Several countries of the region participate in the EU’s
Erasmus program, and have adopted EU or American standards for accredit-
ing institutions of higher education. Germany and Switzerland have collab-
orated with Uzbekistan and other countries to advance the long-neglected
sphere of vocational-technical training across the region. Fellowships made
available through the American Fulbright Program, Edmund S. Muskie
Fellowship Program and dozens of other public and private programs in
Europe and America directed towards high school and university students
have introduced thousands of students from the Caucasus and Central Asia
to western life and values.
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DEMOCRACY PROMOTION
A prominent component of the Freedom Support Act was aid for what it
called “Democracy Promotion.” Among the areas of U.S. involvement, it
has been the one where the least amount of success has been achieved. A
glance at any international comparative index of political freedoms makes
this clear; democratic progress in this region has been feeble to negative. In
fairness, this is largely unrelated to U.S. policies, and more linked to the
growing authoritarianism of all countries surrounding the region, as well
as to internal factors in the various countries. Yet it is notable that U.S.
and European democracy promotion efforts, with one exception, have been
largely a failure. That exception is not Kyrgyzstan, which transitioned to
a parliamentary system of government in 2010-11 largely as a result of its
own internal experience. The exception is Georgia, where the reforms that
followed the Rose Revolution were strongly supported by Western aid agen-
cies and, at the political level, by their governments. But as will be seen, the
main success of the Rose Revolution was in the development of governance
and institutions, issues relatively low on the U.S. agenda, but higher on the
agenda of European entities including the EU and Council of Europe.
Indeed, at the drafting of the Freedom Support Act, the specific
contents of this broad category seemed so obvious to the drafters that they
failed to specify the kinds of programs they envisioned. Nor did they pro-
vide for the support of staffs adequate to analyze the specific needs of each
country, let alone to implement workable programs. As a result, much of the
work in this highly sensitive sphere was outsourced to non-governmental
and independent bodies.

NON-GOVERNMENTAL ACTIVISM

Over the years, USAID gathered a highly skilled staff of specialists in
many fields, capable of carrying out the most complex and demanding
projects. Nonetheless, the sheer scale of its activities made it desirable to
farm out certain projects, and whole categories of projects, to independent
agencies. These arrangements are codified in the form of contracts that are
subject to the normal legal enforcements. Among the most visible of the
many score agencies involved are the congressionally established National
Democratic Institute and International Republican Institute. Beginning
in 1993, these organizations have carried out worthy projects in Central
Asia and the Caucasus focusing on the organization of political parties,
the establishment of fair electoral processes, and the functioning of parlia-
mentary bodies.'” Even though the effectiveness of all these depend ulti-
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mately on the willingness and competence of the government to allow and
foster electoral systems and democratic institutions, the activities of these
two Institutes characteristically focus more on workshops and training
programs for independent groups than on governmental agencies. There
are exceptions, of course, among them projects involving the various na-
tional electoral commissions.

As the NDI and IRI expanded the number of their training pro-
grams, the possibility for misunderstanding with the governments rose.
As early as 1993, both were involved with programs to train youths to
participate as democratic citizens. Intelligently designed and executed
by competent professionals, these programs inevitably aroused concern
among some officials of newly established governments that were by no
means confident in their country’s ability to survive. Although the NDI
and IRI programs were respectfully received even in Turkmenistan and
Uzbekistan, the governments in both countries soon made it clear that
their main concern was to curtail centrifugal forces in their societies and
not to establish democratic institutions. Had either Institute acknowl-
edged the governments’ concerns in this area and devised ways of weaving
it into the democratic narrative, it might have succeeded. They did not do
this, though, and as a result the programs launched in 1993-4 were not
renewed."!

A value of the NDI and IRI is that they both maintain research
staffs that from time to time issue useful studies and opinion surveys.
These, along with other studies they commission from outside analysts,
are a valuable resource for all interested persons, a resource that would
be rendered yet more valuable if they were issued also in local languag-
es. Critics sometimes point out that these studies reflect their authors’ or
sponsors’ political biases, but for the most part these are consistent with
the agencies’ openly announced principles.

The International Foundation for Electoral Systems (IFES) merits
particular commendation not only for the quality of its research prod-
ucts but for the practical value of its work with local agencies and parties
throughout the Caucasus and Central Asia. A fully independent non-prof-
it organization, IFES works with governmental and private nonprofit do-
nors, as well as with bilateral and multilateral funders. Among its funding
partners are USAID, the U.S. Department of State, the United Kingdom
Department for International Development, and the Canadian Depart-
ment of Foreign Affairs.

In contrast to the State Department’s congressionally mandated
reports on democratization, which focus mainly on lapses and problems
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in each nation’s performance and which are often characterized as “nam-
ing and shaming,” IFES reports note progress as well. Thus, a study by a
senior program manager at IFES on Kazakhstan’s parliament points out
many shortcomings in its electoral processes and functioning but at the
same time acknowledges what the author considers steady progress towards
a functioning party system and parliamentary body.'* In the same vein, it
is well known that money plays a major role in the politics of Georgia
and, as elsewhere as well, casts a pall over the legitimacy of many elections
there. IFES, working with local partners, has devoted much attention to
this issue, and in the process has devised many measures that have had a
positive impact there and are relevant elsewhere. IFES has also focused
on civic education' and on the regulatory frameworks that underlie gov-
ernmental funding of electoral systems, and has proposed solutions for
the state-funding of political parties in Muslim-majority societies. Even
in Uzbekistan it was making steady if slow progress down to the Andijan
crisis in 2005, with its work with the Central Election Commission and
the two education ministries. Indeed, IFES concluded that “working with
the government on the promotion of change is both in IFES’ interest and
inevitable” if the program is truly to have a large impact.' The distinction
between working o7 the governments of the region to foster democratic
development and working with them is an important one, and will be
examined in detail in the next chapter.

A different mode of mixed governmental and private funding for
initiatives involving economic development, social betterment, and edu-
cation is presented by the Eurasia Foundation. Established the U.S. Con-
gress in 1992, the Eurasia Foundation received a Congressional endow-
ment, which it supplements through private fundraising, grants from such
private entities as the Carnegie Corporation, and contracts with various
European governments. In 2003, it founded the Caucasus Research Re-
source Centers in Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia, and in 2005 estab-
lished a separate Eurasia Foundation of Central Asia. In addition to small
lending programs for entrepreneurs and other initiatives in the sphere of
economics education, EF has facilitated the establishment of private pub-
lishers in several countries, journalism outlets, and public opinion research
groups. In all three of these areas EF support has been nearly unique, and
of great value.

Purely private foundations have also made significant contribu-
tions to the political empowerment of citizens of post-Soviet states, eco-
nomic development, and innovations in education. Among the many
foundations that have played active roles are the Soros Foundation, which
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has funded activities in the realm of human rights, journalism, and educa-
tion; the Carnegie Corporation, whose support for locally-based analytic
work has been mentioned; the Aga Khan Foundation, which has support-
ed projects in Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan to promote economic and social
development and founded the University of Central Asia; the MacArthur
Foundation, which gave a number of grants to support study in the region
during the 1990s; and Human Rights Watch and Freedom House. Several
of these, notably the Aga Khan Foundation, have benefited from lucrative
support from USAID and other international organizations, but all are
based on private endowments as well. In Armenia, a large number of Di-
aspora Armenian organizations have provided significant private funding
in every area.

Supplementing these sources are a number of individual Euro-
pean governments. Especially notable among them is Switzerland, which
established programs in the South Caucasus in 1988, and in Kyrgyzstan in
1993. It continues its active support for economic and social development
and water and energy management down to the present, but has focused
increasingly on Tajikistan. Finland has also provided steady project sup-
port, which is unique in its recognition of the importance of national
banks to economic progress. Sweden was active in the entire region down
to the first decade of the new century, but withdrew from Central Asia
thereafter, while remaining one of the largest donors to Georgia. More-
over, together with Poland, Sweden took the initiative with the creation
of the Eastern Partnership in 2009. Canada also withdrew from Central
Asia; its International Center for Human Rights and Democratic Devel-
opment functioned to 2012, when it was closed. The United Kingdom’s
Department for International Development is one of the largest donors
in the region, having spent upwards of $15 million yearly, mainly in Kyr-
gyzstan and Tajikistan.

Westminster Foundation for Democracy announced a broad pro-
gram but has been unable to sustain it on an annual budget of only $5
million, while the European Endowment for Democracy, established in
2012, commanded a budget of only $11 million by 2015. Germany, the
Netherlands, and the Baltic states have also lent support for projects in
Central Asia and the Caucasus, with Latvia focusing its presidency of the
European Union on Central Asian issues. Japan also moved quickly after
1993 to lend support to disaster relief (mud slides, flooding, etc.) in Cen-
tral Asia but diminished its involvement down to 2015, when it renewed
its engagement with the region.
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SHIFTING PRIORITIES IN WESTERN DEVELOPMENT
ASSISTANCE

Revising Strategies: the U.S.

U.S. development assistance to Central Asia and the Caucasus has gone
through numerous shifts. The earliest period following independence saw
a priority given to humanitarian assistance, which shifted to long-term
development assistance as immediate crises were addressed. Yet given the
time needed for development specialists to identify priorities, devise and
implement programs, the financial shifts triggered by 9/11 — and subse-
quently the Iraq war - came fairly rapidly following their establishment
in Central Asia and the Caucasus. As such, the U.S. focused on fostering
development in Afghanistan, and on preventing the Afghan conflict from
spilling over into Central Asia. Not only was the annual total of USAID
assistance to Afghanistan soon several times greater than for all eight for-
mer Soviet states combined, but skilled personnel were shifted to south of
the Amu Darya in order to hasten the creation of new institutions, a viable
economy, and a more open state in Afghanistan. To this day Afghanistan
far surpasses the countries of Central Asia and the Caucasus combined in
the number of USAID projects there. The total number of projects per
country for the entire period 2001 to 2016 include 20 for Kazakhstan,
28 for Kyrgyzstan, 23 for Tajikistan, 14 for Turkmenistan, and 17 for Uz-
bekistan. By contrast, Afghanistan could claim a total of 114, more than
all the others combined.

USAID in 2014 announced what it called a new strategy for the
region. It declared that “USAID now has an opportunity to adopt a more
pragmatic and possibly more modest but achievable approach, acknowl-
edging the complexities of this challenging region while retaining a com-
mitment to deal directly and creatively with them [sic.].””

Turning to USAID expenditures as a whole for the past quarter
century, we must first note that the agency has yet to publish online infor-
mation on projects it carried out between 1992 and 2001." Expenditures
by country are available, however. The graphs presented below detail the
rise and fall by country. Focusing only on the five Central Asian states that
were formerly part of the Soviet Union, we see a sharp rise in expenditures
after 9/11, peaking in 2006 and dropping thereafter until 2011. The rise
traces to fears that Taliban-type radicalism could spread northward and
had to be countered through economic and institutional development.
The five-year drop that followed is peculiar, because it came on the heels
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of Russia’s invasion of another post-Soviet state, Georgia, and at the time
of a revolution in Kyrgyzstan. Spending increased thereafter, however, and
remained at around $120 million per annum until 2017, when USAID
managed to increase its regional budget once more.

The new phase of USAID activity that was announced in 2014
was less a result of a fresh opportunity than of a stark necessity, dictated by
budgetary constraints caused by the need to keep U.S. troops in Afghan-
istan and by the spread of terrorism in the Middle East and beyond. The
new strategy, then, sought to do more with less. The document identifies
four priorities:.

First, it proposed expanding U.S.-regional trade, intraregional
trade, and trade with and through Afghanistan in order to strengthen that
country’s economy and to open for Central Asia a “window” to Pakistan,
India and Southeast Asia, as envisioned in the U.S.-initiated New Silk
Road Program.

The second arm of the strategy was to strengthen regional cooper-
ation in energy and water use — both important and even urgent concerns.
But USAID had been supporting activity in these areas since the 1990s.
Moreover, both the European Union and the World Bank also identified
water and energy as priorities during this period. This is all laudable, but
posed serious problems of coordination, not to mention confusion on the
Central Asians’ side. Observing the multiplication of separate initiatives,
it was not unreasonable for some in the region to wonder whether this
U.S. strategic priority would not go the way of the many international
initiatives mounted in the 1990s to “solve” the Aral Sea problem.

The third priority of the 2014 strategy was by far the most innova-
tive and interesting, for it called for building “more effective and inclusive
governance institutions that serve the public good.” Here, for nearly the
first time, the focus is on the responsiveness and effectiveness of govern-
mental institutions. In other words, USAID proposed to link arms with
Central Asian governments to reform those parts of their civil services
that most directly affect citizens. By embracing this as a precondition for
democracy, USAID tacitly acknowledged that previous attempts to “build
democracy” were like a builder who wants to construct the second floor of
a house without first building the basement. Given the venal, ineffective,
and ruinous heritage of Soviet administration in these countries, this de-
cision was positive indeed, even if it was slow in coming.

The fourth focus of the new strategy was on health, a positive and
noncontroversial sphere where much good can be accomplished. This in
turn links with a further series of “priorities” that arise from Presidential
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initiatives: “Feed the Future,” the Global Health Initiative, Global Cli-
mate Change Initiative, and gender. None of these is subject to USAID
discretion. While individually worthy, together these additional priorities
run the risk of diverting attention and funds from the priority areas estab-
lished by USAID itself on the basis of two decades of experience.

The Evolving Role of the European Union

The European Union must be credited for its support for economic and
social development projects in both the Caucasus and Central Asia. The
EU has significantly ramped up its aid programs in Central Asia, with
disbursements of €675 million in 2007-13, with an indicative program
for 2014-20 of over €1 billion. The EU priorities have been to boost sus-
tainable development, promote stability and security, and build regional
cooperation. Since 2009, the EU has differentiated between Central Asia
and the South Caucasus, with the latter being included in the Eastern
Partnership instrument, along with Ukraine and Moldova. The Eastern
Partnership differs from traditional development assistance in that it pro-
vides opportunities for integration with the EU itself, by adoption of over
two thirds of the Union’s acquis communautaire for countries electing to
sign Association Agreements and negotiate Deep and Comprehensive Free
Trade Agreements. In the South Caucasus, only Georgia has implemented
such an agreement; Armenia negotiated an agreement, but chose instead
to join the Russia-led Eurasian Union. Azerbaijan has not shown inter-
est in the DCFTA, suggesting instead a Strategic Partnership Agreement
with the EU, which is under negotiation. Under the Eastern Partnership,
nearly €2.5 billion was available for cooperative programs. For 2014-17
the EU has an indicative financial allocation of €335-410 million only for
Georgia. Figures for Armenia and Azerbaijan are €140-170 million and
€77-94 million, respectively.

A European analyst proudly claims that, in comparison to that of
the U.S., “the EU’s approach is much more diverse and focuses on aspects
of human security, which it tries to support through projects and funding
for rule of law, good governance, and water management, but at the same
time supporting Central Asian border management and so on. In doing so
the EU has substantially more resources at its disposal and the EU’s objec-
tives in Central Asia are also much broader than merely security and part-
nership. Nonetheless, it is strange that the EU and NATO do not liaise
much in general, particularly when it comes to policies on, and ties with,
Central Asia... U.S. and European policies towards Central Asia are in-
creasingly divergent, the EU takes a broad approach by looking at a whole
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spectrum of issues, from energy interests to the promotion of democratic
values and human rights to security interests, while the U.S.’s approach is
becoming narrower by concentrating foremost on (hard) security matters
and seeing Central Asia primarily through an Afghanistan lens.”"”

To the extent that these claims are based on post-9/11 activities,
they are at least partially valid. The EU did indeed increase funding for
activities in the “soft” areas enumerated in the statement. Before then,
however, it was the U.S. that played the lead role, a role that continued
after 9/11, albeit with diminished resources. It should also be noted that
the EU’s focus on soft power must be tempered by the fact that by its very
nature the EU is unable to address hard security issues. To be sure, the
new framework for EU-Central Asian relations introduced a decade later
includes consultation and activity in the sphere of security. But the EU’s
own founding documents severely limit such engagement to such minor
issues as border management and long prevented the EU from touching
on the larger security issues that are the most urgent concern of the states
of Central Asia themselves.

In the Caucasus, the EU was compelled to take action in the after-
math of the Russian invasion of Georgia. Since 2008, it has implemented
the EU Monitoring Mission along the administrative boundary lines sep-
arating Georgia from Abkhazia and South Ossetia. While the cease-fire
agreement that ended the violence provided for an international presence
in those territories as well, Russia continues to refuse to let in the EUMM
in what it now considers “independent states”. That said, the EUMM
plays a crucial role in monitoring developments along the frontlines, and
is thus able authoritatively to refute recurrent Russian accusations of Geor-
gian violations of the cease-fire, while at least registering and documenting
Russian violations. At the same time, the unarmed mission is unable to
do anything to prevent it. As for the Armenia-Azerbaijan conflict, the EU
has adopted the position that it would gladly participate in a post-conflict
resolution mission, and potentially disburse large sums toward it. Howev-
er, the EU has studiously refused to get more seriously engaged in making
such a resolution possible.'®

In 2007 the EU reorganized its activities in Central Asia. The
European Council approved a new “Strategy for a New Partnership” with
Central Asia that provided for regular dialogue on human rights, educa-
tion, environment, water management, trade, and economic relations, as
well as an increase in funding for these activities. While the EU’s approach
to some of these areas differed from U.S. governmental and private orga-
nizations, the list of subject areas is nearly identical to what USAID and
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other American entities had been doing for a decade.

A 2012 Progress Report'” on the EU’s work in Central Asia finally
acknowledged the reality that had driven American policy towards Central
Asia since 9/11 and was the cause of the increasing divergence between
programs of the U.S. and EU: Afghanistan. As if declaring a new dis-
covery, the EU’s Progress Report declared that “the region faces new and
growing challenges—especially in Afghanistan—and that security issues
have come to the fore in relations with the EU.” Then, in a formulation
that appeared to equate the EU’s role with NATO’s serious commitment
to Afghanistan’s security and reconstruction for a decade, it announced
that “NATO, as well as the EU, is concerned about the development of
Afghanistan over the coming years.”

Far more constructive was the EU’s decision to reorganize its re-
lations with, and assistance to, Central Asia on a regional basis rather than
on bilateral relations, as had heretofore been the case. Naming a new Spe-
cial Representative for the entire region, the EU for the first time engaged
senior officials in wide-ranging discussions and programs that crossed na-
tional boundaries. In taking this positive step it emulated Japan’s “Japan
Plus Central Asia” structure, adding, however a regional security program
as well. Even though the latter lacked, and still lacks content, it provides
a useful format for regional discussions not dominated by either Russia or
China. The United States was not to take a comparable step until 2015-
16, and then under multi-year pressure first from Uzbekistan and then
from Kazakhstan. The EU-Central Asia Monitoring (EUCAM) was estab-
lished with support from the Soros Foundation in 2008 to monitor the
implementation of EU programs in Central Asia and to serve as a knowl-
edge hub for research pertaining to those fields, yet with a strong focus on
a single issue area, human rights and democracy. In the same spirit, such
European research entities as the Centre for European Policy Studies in
Brussels carry out parallel studies on topics pertinent to EU activities in
the region.

NATO

Meanwhile NATO in 2011-12 redoubled its efforts in Central Asia. Over
several preceding years its main focus had been on supplying its forces in
Afghanistan through the Northern Distribution Network and through
bases in Central Asia, and on eliciting Central Asian support for recon-
struction in Afghanistan. In both areas it had achieved success, with Ka-
zakhstan and Uzbekistan being particularly active, the former through
military support and development assistance programs and the latter by
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extending (with support from the Asia Development Bank) its railroad
network from the Afghan border to Mazar-e-Sharif. As the NDN and
massive provisioning programs were now being phased out, NATO estab-
lished a new Liaison Office for Central Asia with a civilian head and staff
that includes a transportation officer. Based on the new Strategic Concept
adopted at the 2010 Lisbon Summit, this new arrangement emphasized
shared security concerns, and advanced such fundamental principles as
interoperability, defense sector reform, officer training, environmental
concerns in the security sector, the safe disposal of munitions in regions
bordering Afghanistan, and participation in NATO-led peacekeeping op-

erations.

International Financial Institutions and Private Firms

Any assessment of western investment in development and assistance pro-
grams for the Caucasus and Central Asia must include both the World
Bank, in which the U.S. is the main investor, the European Bank for
Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), and the Asian Development
Bank (ADB). Indeed, the World Bank, along with USAID, is the single
largest investor in the region’s development, while the EBRD has a total
cumulative investment of over €15 billion in the eight countries.?

The World Bank (WB) distinguished itself from the outset by
taking a regional rather than purely national approach.”' This was evident
above all in CASA-1000, its highly successful project to market Kyrgyz
and Tajik hydroelectric power in Afghanistan and Pakistan, which was
part of its umbrella Central Asia Energy Water Development Program
(CAEWDP). Among less heralded activities under this rubric is the WB’s
successful effort to modernize hydrometeorological activity in the up-
stream countries, and to enhance regional cooperation in this important
sphere. Other quite different initiatives focus on migration and remit-
tances, on health, HIV/AIDS, and also on transport, on which WB coop-
erates closely with the Asian Development Bank and its regionally-based
CAREC program. This ADB initiative has been of paramount importance
to the support of new transport corridors in Central Asia, but its lamen-
table failure fully to link those corridors to both Europe and the Indian
subcontinent have left a gap which China’s Silk Road Economic Belt pro-
gram only partially fills.

Parallel with its region-wide programs, the World Bank has en-
gaged in bilateral projects throughout the region, with expenditures in
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan alone surpassing $1 billion since 1992. These
comprise a bewildering array of initiatives, many of which are designed to
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promote trade and market-based commerce and the institutional infra-
structure needed to support it.

In sharp contrast to the World BanKk’s highly diversified port-
folio of projects, the European Bank for Reconstruction and Develop-
ment (EBRD) has focused single-mindedly on the transition to a market
economy, a goal it has advanced in every country through a wide variety
of programs that include promoting cross-border trade, improving mu-
nicipal services, and empowering women entrepreneurs. It has mounted
215 projects in Kazakhstan, 198 in Georgia, 159 in Azerbaijan, 152 in
Armenia, 138 in Kyrgyzstan, 103 in Tajikistan, 54 in Uzbekistan and 53
in Turkmenistan. The EBRD has concentrated its support above all on
Kazakhstan. In the process of this work, it has expended $6.5 billion*
on banking reform, modernizing agribusinesses, renewable energy, waste
management, transport, and other sectors. Adding this to the $6 billion
that the World Bank has spent there, it makes Kazakhstan by far the big-
gest recipient of international financing in both the Caucasus and Central
Asia. By contrast, the EBRD’s current portfolio of projects in Uzbeki-
stan is €12 million, compared to €2.4 billion in Kazakhstan, and no new
initiatives are planned there. This can be contrasted to the World Bank,
which has signed a new Country Partnership Framework with Uzbekistan
for 2016-2020. Supported by a fund of more than $3 billion, the Part-
nership is built on that country’s goal of achieving upper middle-income
status by 2030 by increasing the economy’s competitiveness, improving
the business environment, and developing its infrastructure to support
rapid job creation.

The rationale for EBRD’s focus is that Kazakhstan, with its energy
resources and modern mentality, has the potential to become a regional
driver for reform. Besides, such an approach has the virtue of developing
models for success that can then find a more positive reception elsewhere.

Separate from these initiatives by public bodies and not-for-profit
foundations and organizations are the countless investments by private
American and European firms in both the Caucasus and Central Asia.

American and European Investments

To speak of but one country, more than 160 U.S. firms are members of the
American Chamber of Commerce in Kazakhstan. Similar organizations
exist in all regional states for the purpose of promoting bilateral contacts
in business. One of these, the U.S.-Azerbaijan Chamber of Commerce,
along with the U.S. Government, played an important role in bringing

about the crucial Baku-Thbilisi-Ceyhan Pipeline project, a key bulwark of
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prosperity and sovereignty in the Caucasus. While American and Europe-
an investments were focused initially in oil and gas and mining, they have
since become increasingly diversified as a result of cooperative work with
the various governments.

Both private and governmentally-owned firms from many more
countries have invested in the regions. Notable among them are China,
Japan, Russia, and South Korea, but countless others must be acknowl-
edged as well, including Australia, Indonesia, and Malaysia, Singapore,
Taiwan, and Turkey. But it has been the West that has assumed the lion’s
share of the burden of helping these new states effect a smooth transition
from Communist rule and a state-dominated economy.

SumminG Up

We have seen that the West has undergirded many vital initiatives in the
economic sphere including the above-mentioned Baku-Thbilisi-Ceyhan
pipeline project, the World Bank’s CASA-1000 electricity export initia-
tive, and transport projects to link the region to the South and West under
the EU’s Traceca, the ADB’s CAREC program, and the American New
Silk Road. The West has also engaged actively with the Caucasus and Cen-
tral Asia in the political and diplomatic sphere. In addition to the many
initiatives cited above, the U.S. and France have also figured centrally in
the long but frustrating Minsk Process to defuse the Karabakh conflict
between Armenia and Azerbaijan. Thanks to all this, countries in both
Central Asia and the Caucasus that seek to achieve a balanced and positive
relationship with their major neighbors, China and Russia, have been able
to look to the West as a major and reliable factor in the economic and
diplomatic balancing that is at the heart of such strategies.

In light of all this, it is no overstatement to say that no other
country or grouping of countries comes close to either the U.S. or the EU,
let alone the two of them together, in the amount of their assistance, the
range of fields to which it has been applied, or the amount and quality of
expert know-how made available to the new states of Central Asia and the
Caucasus since their establishment as new sovereignties.
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Appendix: USAID Expenditures in Central Asia

USAID Expenditures in Central Asia (2001-2016*)
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A DEEPER LOOK:
SHORTCOMINGS OF WESTERN
PoLicy

he downward spiral of the USSR during its last decade was widely

reported and analyzed in the West, but its sudden collapse on
26 December, 1991, was as great a surprise to Washington and the
capitals of Europe as it was to most Soviet citizens. Such words as
“decline”, “decay,” or “evolution” gave everyone time to ponder what
was occurring and to frame careful plans for the future. “Collapse”
demanded immediate action.

The CIA had been conducting gaming exercises for a year, but
when one of them concluded in November 1990 that the USSR could
quickly collapse it was too timid to pass this prediction to the White
House.! Washington was caught completely off guard. Yet the Amer-
ican government had no doubt about the importance and urgency
of the moment. President George H. W. Bush declared it “the most
important foreign policy opportunity of our time,”* and many in Con-
gress echoed his sentiment.

But how to respond to it? The collapse itself had occurred with
little violence and in near-complete silence. It had been rendered in-
evitable a few weeks earlier when Russian president Boris Yeltsin and
the heads of the Republics of Ukraine and Belarus signed an accord
effectively dissolving the Soviet Union. The final blow was announced
not on the field of battle but by a press release. And yet it was, by any
measure, an epochal event that called for an epochal response. The
legislation which the U.S. adopted in response, the Freedom Support
Act, would guide much of the American government’s response.
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THE FREEDOM SUPPORT ACT: WHAT BENCHMARKS FOR
ASSISTANCE?

Congressman Lee Hamilton, chairman of the House Foreign Affairs
Sub-Committee on Europe, had approvingly characterized the legislation
that was developed as “by far the most important political vote that most
members will cast in their careers in Congress.” A few senators opposed
it on the grounds that the money it called for should go instead to do-
mestic needs, but it nonetheless passed the Senate by a vote of 76-20
and was unanimously approved by the House. The only strongly critical
voice came from former president Richard Nixon, who attacked President
Bush’s plan as “a pathetically inadequate response in light of the opportu-
nities and dangers we face in the crisis in the former Soviet Union.”

Even before the final vote, an element of politicization had crept
into the text, when Senator John E Kerry introduced a motion (Section
907a) banning all government-to-government support under the Act to
Azerbaijan, on the grounds that it was “blockading” Armenia. Effectively
promoted by the domestic Armenian lobby, which had a strong base in
Kerry’s home state of Massachusetts, the amendment was silent on the fact
that the Armenian army in fact occupied Azerbaijani territory at the time,
and would soon move on to occupy almost one sixth of that country’s
land.*

The drafting of the Freedom Support Act had been done in haste,
but was greatly facilitated by the existence of a kind of ready-made model
in the form of the Helsinki Final Act of 1975. This important document,
signed by thirty-two nations, had been the culmination of a decade of
negotiations to contain the most negative military and geopolitical ten-
sions of the Cold War and to open new channels for commercial interac-
tion and cultural exchange between the USSR and the West. It achieved
this diplomatic slight-of-hand by breaking down the overall relationship
into three sub- categories: military and political; economic; and human
rights (including freedom of the press). “Slight-of-hand,” because both the
USSR and West were eager to find some common ground in trade, sci-
entific, and cultural interaction, even as they knew profound differences
would persist in the political and military spheres. The Freedom Support
Act adopted not only the formal structure of the Helsinki Final Act but
its assumptions as well.

The Freedom Support Act drew heavily on the Helsinki Final Act,
and especially its division of the overall relationship into three “baskets,”
military, economic, and “political.” However, it modified the Helsinki for-
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mula in one important respect, namely, by eliminating mention of the
political relationship and by replacing it with a new “basket” labeled “de-
mocratization,” so as to reflect the U.S.’s dedication to promoting that
principle of government. Human rights remained part of this “basket.”
Most other details were transferred wholesale, including the Helsinki
agreement’s prohibition against the use of force to change borders and
against all claims on neighbors’ land. Since this was precisely the situation
that prevailed in the Caucasus, where Armenia had used force to gain
control of Azerbaijani territory, it would seem that Armenia, not Azer-
baijan, should have been disqualified. But this did not happen. Instead,
Congress approved Kerry’s Section 907 banning Azerbaijan from receiv-
ing aid under the new legislation. By distorting its own legislation in order
to satisfy domestic U.S. political pressures, Congress corrupted its own
best intentions from the outset. It is telling that in a bipartisan fashion, all
subsequent U.S. administrations opposed this unfortunate legislation but
were unwilling or unable to have it repealed.

In adopting the promotion of democracy as one of its three main
goals, the Act embarked on new territory. True, President Woodrow Wil-
son had included the promotion of democracy as one of the Fourteen
Points by which he justified America’s entry into World War I, a war, he
said, that would “make the world safe for democracy.” But in spite of Wil-
son’s burst of democracy promotion, it did not figure prominently in U.S.
diplomacy over the intervening generations down to 1992. Nor, obvious-
ly, had it figured in the Helsinki agreement. Now, in other words, the U.S.
Congress launched U.S. diplomacy into new and uncharted waters. Given
the collapse of Communism across the former Soviet bloc, this seemed an
obvious and reasonable course. In reality it proved to be neither.

How does one promote democracy? In recent years there has
grown up a valuable body of writing that seeks to identify the links be-
tween democracy, economic development, and security. In Chapter 6
we shall review some of this literature more closely. For now, let us note
simply that the official bodies in both Washington and Brussels charged
with implementing the “democracy agenda” tended to treat it not as the
outcome of a complex series of relations and preconditions but as an in-
dependent variable. A similar assumption underlay much of the talk of
market economies and the institutions that embody them. This unstated
assumption had the great advantage of enabling bureaucrats to assign the
promotion of “democracy” or of “market economies” to separate offices
and charge them with doing the job, largely in isolation from other factors
and conditions and the tasks that needed to be accomplished to advance
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them.

This was a time when the “transition paradigm” dominated west-
ern thinking on political evolution. As democratization scholar Thomas
Carothers observed, the core assumption of this paradigm was that “any
country moving @way from dictatorial rule can be considered a country in
transition foward democracy.” Further, it assumed that underlying condi-
tions —whether economic, political, or institutional — “will not be major
factors in either the onset or the outcome of the transition process”. In
addition, the predominant thinking derive from developments in south-
ern Europe and Latin America. Based on this experience, it assumed that
democratic transition was “being built on coherent, functioning states”.
Yet as Carothers puts it, this line of thinking “did not give significant
attention to the challenge of a society trying to democratize while it is
grappling with the reality of building a state from scratch or coping with
an existent but largely nonfunctional state.”®

What served bureaucratic neatness and clarity did not advance the
cause of democratization in practice. The reason for this is that by treat-
ing “democratization” as an independent variable, western governments
and private foundations stripped away from it all the preconditions that
were in fact essential to its success. Indeed, with two exceptions, there was
practically no discussion of preconditions. The first—that democracy was
incompatible with rule by a Communist Party—had been addressed with
the collapse of the Soviet system. The second concerned the hypothesis
that democracy thrives best in economically developed societies.” This was
comfortably laid to rest by frequent citations of India’s experience since
independence. Armed with the confidence that a poor country can also
be democratic, western policymakers conveniently ignored all social and
cultural factors that might have facilitated India’s success, and did not ask
whether these were present in Central Asia and the Caucasus.

This, then, was the frame of mind that prevailed in the United
States and Europe at the time the Freedom Support Act was drafted. None
of this was seriously challenged at the time, either from within western
governments or without, by competing political forces in the West or by
independent analysts or scholars. The Act does not treat “democratization”
as something embedded in a series of social, economic, institutional and
political conditions, each of which had to be fostered before democracy
could flower, but as the close relative of “human rights.” Neither did Eu-
ropean countries’ bilateral assistance programs do so. However, it should
be noted that the Council of Europe, for the states of the South Caucasus,
did focus very strongly on institution-building; and the EU’s development
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programs have been considerably more focused on building institutions.
The EU launched a Rule of Law Mission in Georgia in 2004, the first such
initiative launched under the European Security and Defense Policy. The
EU Strategy for Central Asia, launched in 2007, made rule of law and
good governance key themes alongside human rights and democratiza-
tion, and its focus is based on agreements between the EU and regional
governments. The EU terms its Rule of Law Initiative a “key element” of
its strategy; and its Rule of Law Platform focuses on “Administrative Law,
Economic Governance, Criminal Justice and Judicial Reform.”8

The EU’s divergent approach may be related to the fact that its
large-scale activity in Central Asia began only in 2007; and that it did
not follow the path dependence of other development programs. Over-
all, however, it is difficult to escape the conclusion that Western deci-
sion-makers — and certainly the human rights lobby — approached the
task of democratization as one that could be best promoted through the
same means by which the West had promoted human rights in the USSR
and Eastern Europe, namely, by supporting the actions of principled in-
dividuals and groups of citizen-activists, either self-funded or with sup-
port from the outside. Had this not worked in Poland, in Czechoslovakia,
and eventually in the USSR itself? Most western policymakers and ex-
perts had no doubt that they already had in hand the key to success, and
that democracy would emerge if only they lent sufficient support to those
non-governmental forces across the region that declared their commit-
ment to democracy.

Many, if not most, U.S. and European programs in support of
democracy and human rights were implemented by locally organized
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) that were engaged through
contracts with the sponsor. This approach accorded with the prevailing
ideology, which held that NGOs could transform governments and so-
cieties “from below.” However, governments in the region were skeptical
of NGOs from the outset, seeing them as a potentially dangerous centrif-
ugal forces and pluralism at a time when, they feared, sovereignty itself
was still at stake. The fact that they received funding from abroad and
not from local citizens inevitably made them suspect in the eyes not only
of their critics but of many ordinary citizens. Neither the U.S. nor EU
made any effort to accommodate or address this charge. Basing their ap-
proach on the experience of such organizations as Solidarity in Poland,
Charter 77 and Civic Forum in Czechoslovakia, and Memorial in Russia,
they blithely assumed that what worked against an entrenched but stag-
nant Soviet system would be equally effective against the governments of
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newly sovereign states that were actively struggling to preserve their very
existence. With the sole possible exceptions of Georgia and Kyrgyzstan,
this assumption proved false. But both Europeans and Americans clung
to their assumptions, and as a result found themselves in many spheres
working oz regional governments more than with them, and often in fact
against them.

It is important here to acknowledge fully the many valuable con-
tributions that western-sponsored NGOs made to their societies during
the quarter century since independence and continue to make today. In
such fields as public health, women’s rights, agriculture, basic education,
information, and local water management they have provided invaluable
assistance that could not readily have come from any other source. It is
true that over time many NGOs fell prey to the corruption prevailing
in their societies, and it is true that some seemed to have set themselves
in clear opposition to the national governments. These were exceptions,
however, to a worthy record of achievement. The problem is that all too
often they paraded themselves as an alternative to governmental action
rather than a supplement to it, and needlessly aroused suspicions regard-
ing their motives and those of their foreign sponsors.

The frame of mind that informed the one-sided support for
NGO:s and citizen action led to a further assumption that is as important
as it is unexamined, namely, that democratization would come about as
a result of independent and heroic citizens of the Caucasus and Central
Asia acting on their governments. In other words, the West operated on
the assumption that democracy would come about through the workings
of the very democratic processes that all acknowledged to be absent. In-
stead of facing directly this brute conundrum, they pointed to the success
of pressure groups in Communist Eastern Europe that had worked out-
side and against the governments, not with them. But this conveniently
ignored one absolutely crucial factor: that the governments of Poland,
Czechoslovakia, the USSR and other countries of the Soviet bloc did not
evolve into quasi-democracies under pressure from citizen activists, but
collapsed. Only after the collapse of Communist regimes were they able
to strip away at least some of the detritus of the Soviet system and begin
serious discussion of what to replace it with.

The U.S. Congress, Human Rights Watch, The Soros Founda-
tion’s Open Society Institute, and other lobby groups may not have un-
derstood this, but it was utterly clear to all the newly formed governments
in both Central Asia and the Caucasus. These were young governments
beset by various threats to their very existence, both internal and external.
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Their new leaders were acutely aware not of their autocratic power but of
their appalling weakness in the face of the many problems that beset them.
Whatever the framers of the Freedom Support Act may have thought (and
there is no evidence that they seriously considered this), their legislation
was perceived across the Caucasus and Central Asia as threatening to the
very governments that had arisen after the collapse of the Communist
system.

This is not surprising. The new governments faced existential
threats arising both internally and externally. They were staffed by people
who were new to their jobs in independent states and had nothing to
guide them but their experience under the USSR. One of the new lead-
ers—Imomali Rakhmonov in Tajikistan — faced a civil war, while another
— Saparmurad Niyazov in Turkmenistan — found himself at the head of
a state that was unitary only in name and otherwise tribal in character.
Every one of the other states of the Caucasus and Central Asia was equal-
ly fragile, and perceived as such by their leaders — so much so that these
groped for symbols that could be used to provide a sense of unity and
common history for their populations. In Uzbekistan, this meant cast-
ing Tamerlane in the role as an Uzbek national hero; Kyrgyzstan found
the purportedly 1,000-year old epos of Manas; Tajikistan reached to the
ninth-century Samanid dynasty as an antecedent; Kazakhstan made the
new capital Astana the main symbol of the nation, and in Turkmenistan
President Niyazov cast himself in that role in an elaborate personality cult.

Whatever the drafters of the Freedom Support Act thought they
were doing, against this background of countries with insecure identities
their actions were perceived as undermining the new governments rather
than supporting them. In fairness, the Foreign Assistance Support Act did
not preclude collaborations with the new governments—in fact, it explic-
itly allows support to official bodies—but the thrust of its provisions favor
independent individuals and “civil society” groups as the most effective
agents for advancing democracy. This set the U.S. at odds with the new
governments from the outset.

Given the Freedom Support Act’s stress on building electoral and
parliamentary systems, one might have expected it also to have focused on
the fair and effective administration of laws and public matters as a prereq-
uisite of democracy. But in fact it makes no mention of governance as such.
In the case of the post-Soviet states of Central Asia and the Caucasus, this
neglect was especially regrettable. In addition to being a one-party system,
the Soviet Union was a vast administrative state, involving millions of
people who, to a greater or lesser degree, had accommodated themselves
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to the specific management culture of Communism. Thousands of offices,
commissions, and agencies of every type regulated every aspect of citizens’
lives. Meanwhile, the inherent contradictions and shortages produced
by this model generated a profound corruption within all these institu-
tions. Since scores of these Soviet-type agencies survived thanks to sheer
momentum into the post-Soviet world, the new governments inherited
countless and powerful administrative organs that were fundamentally in-
compatible with democracy. It was therefore inconceivable that democra-
cy could advance without the transformation or abolition of such bodies.
The framers of the Act ignored this, if they were conscious of it at all, and
development assistance never made it a primary focus. They therefore saw
little need to bring American expertise to bear on administrative reform,
which was viewed as a lesser and inconsequential realm. One must assume
they believed that the institution of something called democracy would
ipso facto transform the inherited bureaucratic state, rather than the other
way around. By this neglect, they passed up the chance to create an en-
abling environment for both democracy and economic development.

The Freedom Support Act was designed to advance market econ-
omies, security, and democracy equally across the entire former Soviet
bloc. In practice, it distributed American largesse quite unequally. Favor-
ites emerged from the outset and their privileged position was reflected
in large differentials between USAID funding for projects by country.
The first palpable difference is that the funds lavished on countries in
the South Caucasus were considerable larger than what was disbursed in
Central Asia. These differentials emerged early and persist to the present.
Thus, Georgia received $1.38 billion in USAID assistance between 2001
and 2013, not counting several hundred million more from the Millen-
nium Challenge Corporation. Armenia followed with $671 million, with
Azerbaijan receiving considerably less, at $269 million. In Central Asia, by
far the largest recipient of USAID project support was Kyrgyzstan, which
received a total of ca. $460 million in the fifteen years beginning in 2001.
So favored was Kyrgyzstan in USAID’s program that it alone has been
designated a “stand-alone mission.” By contrast, Turkmenistan, which has
a population roughly the same size as Kyrgyzstan’s (5.8 million vs.5.3 mil-
lion), received only $83 million, barely a fifth as much.

The reason for this dramatic gap is that Kyrgyzstan was perceived
as being democratic — “the Switzerland of Central Asia,” in the words of
its publicity-savvy first president, Askar Akayev — while Turkmenistan,
where one-man authoritarianism prevailed, was not. This bias persisted

in spite of the short-lived thuggish regime in Kyrgyzstan of Kurmanbek
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Bakiyev in 2005-10, Kyrgyzstan’s closing of the NATO base at Manas,
its decision to join Vladimir Putin’s Eurasian Union, and its mismanage-
ment of the South of the country — where the relegation of ethnic Uzbeks
to second-class citizens helped make it a notorious breeding ground for
domestic and foreign Islamists.” Through all this runs the thread of cor-
ruption which, in the judgment of a Swedish expert on the subject, can no
longer described as infecting the government but has, in functional terms,
become the government: “In Kyrgyzstan, corruption is not a problem for
the state, it is the state.”’® None of these concerns proved an impediment
to the U.S. providing disproportionate support for Kyrgyzstan and for
cutting back help to all its neighbors.

Turning to Kyrgyzstan’s antipode, Turkmenistan, we find a coun-
try ruled by successive strong and idiosyncratic authoritarian leaders
since 1992. Political and religious dissent are not tolerated and there is
no functioning parliament. At the same time, this closed society has re-
cently opened an international university where English is the language of
instruction, and has allowed ten thousand students to go abroad, many
on government-funded scholarships. It has worked stubbornly and effec-
tively to advance the TAPI gas pipeline across Afghanistan to Pakistan and
India, which will provide a crucial income stream to the government of
Afghanistan, to whose maintenance America has sacrificed nearly three
thousand of its young men and women and a trillion dollars of its wealth.
Finally, Turkmenistan possesses what BP estimates to be 24.3 trillion cu-
bic meters of gas reserves, equal to those of Qatar, and is bound to become
a significant factor in European and world energy in the coming decades."
Notwithstanding these factors, the U.S. has been steady in its arms-length
treatment of Turkmenistan; the EU has yet to ratify a Partnership and
Cooperation Agreement with it, signed in 1998, which the European Par-
liament and certain member state resisted over human rights concerns.

A similar logic has been at work in the Caucasus, with added
twists resulting from the work of domestic lobbies in the United States.
Georgia has received by far the largest assistance of any country studied
here, in fact more than double that of the runner-up, Armenia, and almost
four times that of its neighbor, Azerbaijan, whose population is double
that of Georgia. Again, the main criterion, especially before Azerbaijan
acquired oil wealth, was the perceived divergence in democracy and hu-
man rights — with Georgia positioning itself as a “beacon of democracy.”
Yet Azerbaijan, while undoubtedly a more authoritarian state, is uniquely
placed as a secular and pro-Western nation, with a majority population
consisting of Shi’a Muslims—no trivial a matter in light of the anti-Amer-
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ican theocracy that prevails across the border in Shi’a Iran. And while
Armenia, a country of three million, occupies large areas of Azerbaijani
territory, it has received double the amount of aid — almost six times more
per capita — than Azerbaijan.

Let us pass over for now the question of what, in light of these
realities, should be the policy of the U.S. towards Kyrgyzstan and Turk-
menistan, or Georgia and Azerbaijan. Serious people can disagree on this
complex issue. For now, let us simply note that U.S. policy towards these
nations has been defined 7oz by balancing the pros and cons in the areas
of security, economics, and rights, but by basing the decision soley on one
factor: their perceived stances on democracy and human rights.

Judgments regarding the worthiness or unworthiness of partic-
ular countries were inevitably controversial. The Freedom Support Act
empowers (but does not require) the President to withhold development
assistance from countries where progress towards democracy is slow or
nonexistent and where human rights violations are deemed common. Uz-
bekistan, Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan have at different times been sin-
gled out for their purported sins, and have seen U.S. support drastically
curtailed. But in most cases decisions pro or con appear to have arisen
from judgments that must be characterized as highly subjective.

Kazakhstan has received a total of $418.5 million over fifteen
years, making it the second largest recipient of USAID funds in Central
Asia, after tiny Kyrgyzstan. We would be the first to argue that Kazakh-
stan has pursued many very enlightened policies, and has effectively es-
tablished itself as an independent voice on the world scene, in spite of its
membership in Putin’s Eurasian Economic Union. But throughout the
period in question, human rights NGOs criticized violations of personal
and religious liberties purportedly committed by the government, while
election monitoring teams sent by the Organization for Security and Co-
operation in Europe (OSCE) raised questions about the process of elec-
tions there. To be sure, other reviews made more positive evaluations of
Kazakhstani elections. But political power there is rigorously centralized,
with next to no local self-governance, and concentrated in the hands of
the President for Life, Nursultan Nazarbayev. In short, Kazakhstan, like
every other country in the region, presents a combination of pluses and
minuses which defy the tidy conclusions of the State Department’s Bureau
of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor.

Our purpose in citing these contradictory points is neither to crit-
icize nor defend U.S. and European approaches to Kazakhstan. In fact, we
consider them to have been positive. Rather, it is to question the ratio-
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nality of the allocation process as a whole, which has resulted in striking
anomalies that arise more from bureaucratic tugs-of war than from any
rigorous process.

Even more striking than the unequal allocation of western support
across Central Asia and the Caucasus are the broad variations in support
per capita across the region. Georgia and Armenia have seen investments
of $283 and $223 per capita, respectively, while Azerbaijan’s figure is only
$38. For Kyrgyzstan, the number is $79, while for Uzbekistan, the second
most populous country in the region after Afghanistan, the correspond-
ing figure is a mere $12. This figure can be explained in part - but only in
part—by the U.S. government’s acceptance of NGO reports, mainly from
Human Rights Watch, that at Andijan in May 2005 Uzbek government
troops fired on “unarmed civilians” and “especially pious Muslims,” killing
hundreds. Recent detailed research, backed by several films shot on the
spot by the insurgents themselves, has confirmed that the “civilians” were
in fact heavily armed, having overwhelmed a government arms depot and
stolen its contents, and that the “especially pious Muslims” were in fact
Islamist militants who planned the event as a show of force against the
government.'” The same findings confirm the government’s tally of those
killed at about 187-211, of which scores were shot by the insurgents and
others died because the insurgents used them as human shields. In this
case, the State department and USAID appear to have rushed to judg-
ment, without rigorously testing the evidence upon which that judgment
was based.

Thus, a confusion built into the Freedom Support Act was over
whether U.S. support should be handed out on the basis of need or as a
reward for progress achieved by the new governments. Their non-solu-
tion was to opt for both, focusing security assistance on countries that
had a demonstrated need for it and handing out economic and democra-
cy-building funds on countries that seemed, in Washington’s judgment, to
be making progress in those areas. This bifurcation was clearly built into
the Act’s mandate, when it instructs the President to take into account
“the extent to which the independent state is taking action to make sig-
nificant progress towards, and is committed to, the comprehensive imple-
mentation of a democratic system based on principles of the rule of law,
individual freedoms, and representative government determined by free
and fair election.”

Viewing the wide differentials of U.S. support for new countries
in the Caucasus and Central Asia, four conclusions are warranted: first,
that the differences are the result of many individually small decisions
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that have been compounded over time; second, that the State Department
and USAID have viewed disbursements under the Freedom Support Act
mainly as bonuses for what they perceive as good behavior rather than as
investments in a secure, economically open, and democratic future; third,
that population sizes and the geopolitical importance of countries have
played at best a secondary role in allocation decisions, leading to great
largesse lavished on a few countries and the virtual neglect of others; and
fourth, that overall balances have never been subject to rigorous review
and evaluation by the bureaucracies in Washington, Brussels and other
European capitals.

Indeed, this problem was not limited to the United States: the
EU and European states over time became even more explicit in their bi-
furcation of countries into those it considered to be good or bad students.
Individual countries chose to focus almost exclusively on one or another
country: thus, for example, Sweden became a major donor to Georgia
on account of its undeniable progress from 2003 onward, while closing
down its activities in Central Asia, and maintaining some programs in
Armenia while shunning Azerbaijan. Again, the sole criterion was the per-
ception of democratic progress. The same logic led Sweden to become the
largest bilateral donor to Moldova for several years in the 2000s; but this
enthusiasm turned into deep frustration when it emerged that Moldova’s
pro-European coalition was no less corrupt than its pro-Russian counter-
parts, and avidly mismanaged the country and the considerable European
assistance offered it."

A 2013 EU document explicitly explains the “more for more”
principle, in which the EU “offers our neighbours a privileged relation-
ship, building upon a mutual commitment to common values” and “will
develop stronger partnerships with those neighbours that make more
progress towards democratic reform.”** The EU often used directly di-
visive language: in December 2013, EU Commissioner Stefan Fiile an-
nounced additional aid to Armenia, Moldova and Georgia by noting
that “three Eastern partners were rewarded for their efforts in democratic
transition and their commitment to fundamental values.”"® Thus, the EU
explicitly divides its neighbors into better and worse categories. While this
may have been intended as a form of carrot-and stick approach that would
lead other countries to follow suit, there is no evidence this has been the
consequences of the practice. Quite to the contrary, one suspects that its
main effect was to alienate those countries not found worthy of “rewards”.
Inadvertently, the American and European approach has contributed to
exacerbating differences and deepening the gulf between these states.
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While the selective treatment of countries within the region is an
important matter, an even more fundamental issue arises when compar-
ing Western policy toward these countries with American and European
approaches to the rest of the world. The fact that American and European
policies post-1991 were rooted in the Helsinki accords means that stan-
dards were applied to these countries that have not been applied else-
where. This goes back to the assumptions of the “Transition Paradigm”,
discussed in chapter 3: because Western states assumed that all states in
transition from communism were in transition toward liberal democracy,
their performance since then has been held to that higher standard. The
Helsinki-era CSCE was turned into the OSCE, which among other made
it a practice to send observation teams to elections in all former Com-
munist countries to monitor their compliance with “OSCE standards,”
shorthand for the standards of the most advanced Western states. As dis-
cussed below, this ensured most post-Soviet states, dealing with a Soviet
institutional legacy, were always found wanting.

This may have made sense for the countries that sought rapid inte-
gration into the European and Euro-Atlantic institutions like the EU and
NATO, which require certain conditions are met regarding governance.
But twenty-five years later, it has long since become clear that the EU
and NATO are not about to open their doors to the countries of Central
Asia and the Caucasus; neither are those states, with the sole exception of
Georgia, overtly campaigning for full integration into those bodies. This
raises the question why the U.S. and European states should continue to
see the entirety of their relations with Central Asian and South Caucasian
countries primarily through the prism of their performance in the field of
democratic development and human rights. Certainly, this is not the case
for countries like Vietnam and Saudi Arabia, close partners of the U.S.
that have considerably more problematic records than the states covered
in this book. Neither is it the case for Turkey — a member of NATO and a
country that is technically in negotiations for EU membership. Following
the massive crackdown on dissent in Turkey after the failed July 2016 coup
against President Erdogan, this application of different yardsticks has be-
come glaring. America has long followed a policy of avoiding involvement
in domestic Turkish matters; and in Europe, policy-makers overtly state
that the importance of Turkey for the fight against ISIS or the migration
crisis is such that it limits European ability to criticize Turkey for its rapid
descent into authoritarian one-man rule. We do not dispute the valid-
ity of these concerns, or the policy choices of Western leaders. Serious
people can disagree on these issues. But when the U.S. simultaneously
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makes human rights a key focus in its relations with states like Azerbaijan
or Uzbekistan, its credibility seriously suffers, and that inevitably invites
allegations of the application of double standards. It is increasingly com-
mon in the region for Western rhetoric on human rights not to be taken
seriously. Regional leaders increasingly view such rhetoric as attempts by
Western leaders to exert pressure for ulterior reasons, or simply as going
after smaller countries to score a point with domestic constituencies while
holding their tongue on the similar or worse abuses by larger powers like
Russia or Turkey, which the West does not want to anger.

THE INFORMATION SPHERE

The drafters of the Freedom Support Act carried out their work in a fog of
generalizations, some of them warranted and others quite without basis.
Most striking was their near-total ignorance of the specifics of Soviet life
and political culture. Curiously, the Act authorized the expenditure of
billions of dollars to bring about change in the new states, but without
providing any feedback channels for authoritative information on how the
locals responded to Washington’s ministrations. Nor were there any such
provisions in EU programs. Maybe they assumed that officers in the newly
opened Western embassies would provide such feedback, or that the State
Department’s research office — or analogous bodies in Europe — would do
so. But the former lacked the staff to evaluate and verify evidence brought
to them by the human rights lobby and the latter were busy with other
matters. In short, the framers of the Act built into it no mechanism for
mid-course corrections.

Arguably the most fundamental and devastating lacuna in the
Freedom Support Act was its utter neglect of the sphere of information.
Both regions, and indeed all former parts of the USSR, urgently needed
to effect a transition from a limited and tightly controlled access to global
sources of news and information to an open system in which western or
American perspectives and values would be adequately represented. The
framers surely knew that the Soviet system had struggled to squelch all
independent sources of information, including those from the West, and
that neither democratic politics nor an open economy would be possible
without pluralism in the media. But they showed absolutely no awareness
of this. Nor did they do anything to address this urgent need for access
to global news and information. Instead they left the entire matter to the
two radio stations operated by the United States Information Agency and
a handful of underfunded cultural attaches in America’s embassies. As a
result, down to the present the main alternative to television controlled
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directly or indirectly by the new regional governments is Russian radio
and TV. Indeed, Russian media continue to this day to dominate the air-
waves. With the rise of Putin, these media became more than ever an arm
of Moscow’s policies in the region. That they often work hand in hand
with local governments or investors makes matters worse. Print media is
not similarly controlled everywhere, but newspapers, too, are dominated
by stories fed them by Russian sources. Even where there is greater plu-
ralism of information, as in Georgia or Kyrgyzstan, Russian sources still
dominate the scene. And even the new and more independent print and
electronic outlets suffer from the poor quality of their journalism — an
issue largely neglected by western assistance programs.

A further impediment to a USAID role in information is that
its leaders, and those of Radio Liberty and Voice of America, failed to
grasp the urgency of the world media revolution taking place concurrently
with the collapse of the USSR. In fact, no agency of the U.S. govern-
ment was addressing this crucial issue. At a time when international news
media were developing programming in heretofore neglected languages,
and when communications satellites were being raised everywhere, this
oversight was all the more serious. The closest the West came to this issue
were a Eumetsat (European Organization for the Exploitation of Meteo-
rological Satellites) for meteorological data and a regional satellite system
proposed by the American (formerly Soviet) physicist Roald Sagdeev.

It was not the task of the drafters of the Freedom Support Act to
anticipate every challenge that might arise as programs were implement-
ed, but one problem should not have escaped their attention: corruption.
By 1991, few topics concerning Russia and the USSR were more widely
known and discussed in Washington than the rampant corruption there.
The 1982 book U.S.S.R., The Corrupt Society: The Secret World of Soviet
Capitalism by ex-Soviet lawyer Konstantin M. Simis opened the floodgate
to a torrent of articles and studies on the subject. The CIA’s National In-
telligence Daily had long-since pelted its readers with titillating news on
corruption across the USSR, and TV newscasters turned to it whenever
other stories were lacking. Yet the drafters of the Freedom Support Act
were either naive or ignorant about this, or they assumed that corruption
would magically vanish with the collapse of Soviet rule. They were wrong,
as were their counterparts in Georgia and their oversight left the U.S.
government helpless before an army of grant recipients, more than a few
of whom mastered the art of gaming Western Capitals.
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THE CuLTURAL FACTOR

In terms of cultural geography, both the Freedom Support Act, USAID
and European governments took the position that for all their cultural
differences, the new post-Communist governments in the Baltic, Eastern
Europe, the Caucasus and Central Asia all faced pretty much the same
problems as they entered the post-Soviet era, and should therefore be
lumped together organizationally. The goal, in the words of the Act, was
“to unlock Cold War restrictions, which applied everywhere.” While this
is quite logical, it grossly underestimated the profoundly different expe-
rience of the Baltic and Central European countries, which had been in-
dependent between the wars and had always viewed themselves as part of
Europe, and the Caucasus and Central Asia, which had radically different
cultures and had endured seven decades of Soviet rule. All regions had
experienced communist rule, but the differences between them demand-
ed a difference in the application of American assistance that the Act did
not provide for. Moreover, it applied the same “one size fits all” approach
equally to the Caucasus, which include two Christian peoples and a Shiite
nation, and to Sunni Central Asia. Only gradually did the governments of
the U.S. and Europe come to acknowledge this and begin to adjust their
structures accordingly.

As has been noted, the Act did not provide funds for the research
necessary to the development of sound policies, especially in the area of
democratization and human rights. As a result, inadequate research on the
part of the State Department has been responsible for painting some re-
gional countries in brighter colors than is warranted, and other countries
in darkly sinister hues. An example of this is the West’s differential treat-
ment of those societies that had inherited recent traditions of nomadism
and those that had been formed over the centuries by the demands of ir-
rigated oasis agriculture. The former, notably Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan,
had long been organized mainly along horizontal lines, with small units
functioning quite independently and interacting only occasionally with
national tribal leaders and authorities. The latter, notably Uzbekistan and
Tajikistan, had lived for centuries under the stark need to maintain com-
plex irrigation systems, which in turn demanded for their strong, central-
ized, and vertical systems of command and control. Ignorant of these real-
ities or choosing to ignore them, western donor countries and foundations
systematically favored the former over the latter. Worse, they assumed that
the “hydraulic” societies labored under some undefined pathology that
had to be removed before real progress would be possible.

90 M STARR & CORNELL

printed on 2/12/2023 10:06 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

USAID and analogous bodies in Europe then proceeded to use
these judgments — exaggerated, imperfect, and in some cases simply wrong
— to justify the extension or withholding of western largesse. No wonder
that many in the region see America and Europe, in their distribution of
development assistance funds, like capricious young girls, handing out po-
sies or withholding them from beaux as they pass through the crowd. Par-
ticularly conspicuous in USAID’s decisions on who should, or should not,
receive assistance money, was the absolute primacy of “progress towards
democracy and the protection of human rights” as the overriding factor
for its calculus, without any adjustment for social and cultural realities on
the ground. Let it be noted here that America, Great Britain and France
present contrasts in the area of decentralization, governmentalization, and
self- government that are no less fundamental or dramatic than those be-
tween, say, Kazakhstan/Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan/Tajikistan. Yet all of
these certifiably “Western” states, in spite of their differences, are consid-
ered today to be true democracies.

THE PROBLEM OF COORDINATION

This, then, brings us to the most important, and at the same time, the
most vexing issue, namely, how do the three priorities—security, econom-
ic development, and democracy/human rights—relate to each other on
the ground in each country and in the region? Let us admit at the outset
that this is no simple challenge. It is similar to that posed by chess for a
person who has heretofore played only checkers. It is like a three-part
fugue for a musician who is accustomed to playing simple melodies. Yet
it cannot be avoided. Actually, one can sidestep it, but at the price of the
kind of confusion in U.S. and European policy that actually exists today.
Indeed, far the most significant shortcoming of the Freedom Support Act
was its failure to provide for adequate coordination between the three
“baskets” from which the U.S. dispensed assistance to the region.

To be sure, the Act provided for a “coordinator” from the Depart-
ment of State, whose job is not only to “design overall assistance” to the
states of the former Soviet Union but also “to assure coordination among
all agencies [of the U.S. Government] that are involved,” “resolve policy
and program disputes among U.S. Government agencies with respect to
U.S. assistance for the independent states,” and even to “ensure the proper
management, implementation, and oversight by the agencies.”'® But the
Act failed to assign a sufficiently lofty rank to this official, and created
no regular and high-level inter-agency body to effect the required coor-
dination. There was no explicit provision or support for the interagency

THE LoNG GAME ON THE SiLk RoaAD B 91

printed on 2/12/2023 10:06 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

process that is essential for any of the many areas where coordination is
called for.

As a result, this vital task was consigned to a subordinate officer
within the Department of State, who is three levels down from the Secre-
tary of State, and who coordinates with other agencies on an infrequent
and ad hoc basis and with no power to harmonize the various programs.
Even within the Department of State itself coordination is weak. Note
that the office of Coordinator is housed in the Bureau of European and
Eurasian Affairs, but from February 20006, the five Central Asian countries
were shifted to the Bureau of South and Central Asian Affairs. Moreover,
the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor has taken strong
and unilateral initiatives in the region in its area of responsibility; and in
2011, a new Bureau of Energy Resources was created. It is no secret that
the different Bureaus often have fundamentally different perspectives on
the countries in the region.

The inevitable consequence of this confusion was a tidal wave of
criticism of security projects in countries deemed not to be making prog-
ress towards democracy and less public but nonetheless constant criticism
of the near-total ban on support for countries deemed of central impor-
tance to regional security and the U.S.” security interests. Suffice it to say
that in the period 2010-2014 Kyrgyzstan received two dollars per capita
for democracy building and Uzbekistan nine cents.'” This, in spite of the
fact that Kyrgyzstan was being generously paid for the use of its Manas
base while Uzbekistan, whose central location inevitably made it the key-
stone to regional security and American interests, received nothing for the
use of its Kharshi-Khanabad base, as is the U.S. “usual” practice. Given
this, it was scarcely surprising that the Uzbek government closed the U.S./
NATO base at Khanabad while Kyrgyzstan, as noted above, experienced a
second bloody revolution in 2010, closed the U.S./NATO base at Manas,
and allowed its southern provinces to become an important base for Ji-
hadists.

The lack of coordination between security and other concerns is
particularly evident in the Freedom Support Act’s treatment of religious-
ly-inspired terrorism. The U.S. Government was acutely conscious of this
issue by time the Act was drafted, thanks to the Beirut barracks attack
of 1983, actions by the Islamic mujahidin in Afghanistan, and deeds of
the Ayatollah Khomeini’s security service during the Iran-Iraq war from
1980 to 1988. Indeed, fear of Iran-style Islamic extremism was one of the
U.S.’s principal security concerns in Central Asia and the Caucasus at the
time the Freedom Support Act was being drafted. Yet the Act is silent on
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the U.S.’s support for secular governments based on secular systems of
law, and for secular education. These important affirmations and concerns
found no place in either the democracy or human rights basket, for the
purviews of both had been specified in such a way as to exclude such secu-
rity concerns as religious extremism or terrorism.

MANDATES RATHER THAN AGREEMENTS

One final aspect of the Freedom Support Act that warrants our attention
here is important because it conditioned everything that followed: the law
was a one-sided action by Congress and signed by the President, and was
not supplemented by comprehensive intergovernmental agreements. Such
comprehensive intergovernmental agreements could clearly spell out the re-
ciprocal obligations that any recipient of U.S. largesse would assume as a
condition of the aid. Indeed, this is exactly what the European Union has
aspired to do in its Rule of Law programs in Central Asia, and to an even
higher degree in the framework of the Eastern Partnership.

Even as a normal law, the Freedom Support Act could have spec-
ified the positive steps that recipient governments should take in order to
receive support under any of the three baskets. Lacking this, the only pro-
vision in the text is a section empowering the President to withhold money
or cut off aid entirely to any country “whom [he] deems is engaged in a
consistent pattern of gross violations of internationally recognized human
rights or of international law.”*® This “all or nothing” approach was to have
predictable consequences.

Implementation of the Freedom Support Act began as soon Presi-
dent Bush signed it into law on October 24, 1992. The Department of State
turned at once to the United States Agency for International Development
(USAID) to implement certain of the programs mandated by the Freedom
Support Act. Formed to implement the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961,
USAID immediately opened offices in all countries of the Caucasus and
Central Asia, including Azerbaijan, which was banned by Section 907 from
receiving direct government-to-government support under the Freedom
Support Act.

USAID is a capacious agency, spending its $35 billion budget for
2015 in more than hundred countries.” And while it fully embraced Free-
dom Support Act goals in the area of economic development and human
rights, it had its own agenda as well. These further commitments included
support for health systems, hunger and disaster relief, and access to edu-
cation. Over the years USAID’s worldwide agenda was further broadened
to include mitigating the impact of climate change and fostering gender
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equality, all of which it advanced in Central Asia and the Caucasus. Al-
though its senior staff includes a large number of Foreign Service Officers,
and although USAID maintains a close working relationship with the State
Department, it is an independent agency, whose Administrator is confirmed
by Congress and reports directly to Congress.

USAID participates in the definition of the U.S.s foreign assistance
policies and budgets. But the Secretary of State, National Security Council,
or President can quickly reorient long-standing priorities, as occurred when
President Obama designated the eradication of extreme poverty globally as
a prime development goal. Such changes inevitably affect all other budgets.
Moreover, because USAID carries out programs for many departments be-
sides State, and because USAID itself has developed programs that require
years, or even decades, to complete, the focus on any single piece of legisla-
tion like the Freedom Support Act is likely to be diluted by other priorities
and not to endure for long. The existence of both geographical and function-
al bureaus, while typical of major international aid and financial organiza-
tions, creates further inevitable challenges, this time of coordination.

The involvement of multiple agencies of the U.S. government in
closely related issues and countries brings advantages in terms of flexibility
and adaptability, but it greatly complicates the work of coordinating among
them. Even the most diligent Coordinator of Assistance to Europe and Eur-
asia could not keep abreast of the multitude of overlapping projects in Cen-
tral Asia and the Caucasus, let alone provide the strategic planning called
for in the Act. As we will see in Chapter 6, the broad definition of their
missions adopted by USAID and OPIC enabled them to support Freedom
Support Act goals but at the same time to extend the U.S. government’s
overall commitments in Central Asia and the Caucasus far beyond what
was foreseen by that legislation. This is notably the case with the principle of
“good governance,” which a number of USAID initiatives have advanced,
notwithstanding the Freedom Support Act’s silence on the subject. Unfor-
tunately, amidst the prevailing lack of clarity and coordination, what might
be considered a positive move has only added to the prevailing confusion
over ends and means.

SECURITY ASSISTANCE WITHOUT SECURITY

The same can be said of the Act’s third basket, security. The Pentagon set
about implementing the provisions of the Act in that sphere, working alone
and in consort with the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). In
1993 the U.S. Secretary of Defense proposed to fellow NATO members

to establish a “Partnership for Peace” with the new states formed from the
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collapsed Soviet Union, for the purpose of professionalizing their military,
modernizing their policy planning, training, and governmental relations
and coordinating them with NATO, and advancing environmental proj-
ects and disaster planning. A region-wide NATO Liaison Officer with
offices first in Kazakhstan and then in Uzbekistan was set up to engage re-
gional countries in cooperative programs with NATO. At NATO’s Istan-
bul Summit in 2004 Allied leaders decided to make partnership with Cen-
tral Asia and the Caucasus a priority for the Alliance. Tellingly, it stated
that ‘NATO sees no contradiction between [the cooperation of regional
countries] with the Alliance and their desire to build strong relations with
other organizations.”” Parallel with this, with defense attaches at all its
embassies in the Caucasus and Central Asia, the Pentagon proved effective
in its ability to advance the “security basket” of the Freedom Support Act.

This was achieved through training programs for senior officers
and the provision of modern skills and equipment to the regional armed
forces. All countries in the region participated with the exception of Turk-
menistan, which cited its permanently neutral status as a reason. In a few
short years military cultures that had been saturated with the primitive
values of the Red Army’s began to change and evolve. Uzbekistan appoint-
ed Kadyr Gulyamov Minister of Defense, the first civilian to hold that
position in the former Soviet Union. A scientist by training, Gulyamov
promptly launched massive retraining programs at bases throughout the
country. In Georgia, the Pentagon from 2001 onward launched a Train-
and-Equip Program that turned the Georgian armed forces, previously in
a dilapidated condition, into a professional and competent military force.

However, NATO everywhere refused to provide training or other
services to forces under Ministries of Internal Affairs on the grounds that
they were really police and should not be treated as military. It is worth
noting that the Uzbek“military” forces that were on the ground during the
bloody events at Andijan in May 2005 were old Red Army-type units from
the Ministry of Internal Affairs that had not been subjected to NATO
reform initiatives, unlike units of the regular Army that had undergone
NATO retraining.

The launch of NATO’s military campaign in Afghanistan in 2001
sharply realigned NATO?s interests in Central Asia, viewing them there-
after mainly, in its own words, “through an Afghan lens.””" This meant
using the region as a transport corridor and supply depot for the support
of ISAF forces in Afghanistan, a mission that was achieved through bases
which NATO leased at Manas, Kyrgyzstan, Khanabad, Uzbekistan, and
through the Northern Distribution Network (NDN) extending from the
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Baltic through Latvia and Russia and then through Kazakhstan and Uz-
bekistan to Afghanistan. The Caucasus provided a second corridor for
supplies, thanks to overflight rights granted by Azerbaijan and Georgia.
While there was endless talk of procuring needed goods in Central Asia
rather than bringing them from America or Europe, restrictive rules on
procurement prevented this from happening. What could have been a
boon to the economies of Central Asia became instead a colossal and
wasteful drain on western economies.

For a half decade after 2002 Afghanistan claimed most of NATO’s
and the U.S.’s energies in Central Asia and the Caucasus. However, Russias
invasion of Georgia in August, 2008, reminded everyone that the regional
states had security concerns that were quite independent of Afghanistan.
What could states in the Caucasus and Central Asia expect from NATO
in the event of a threat to their borders? The best NATO could come up
with was the Partnership for Peace’s Framework Document, which en-
shrines the Allies’ commitment “to consult with any partner country that
perceives a threat to its territorial integrity.”* When Russian meddling in
Georgia’s unresolved conflicts grew worse from 2002 onward, the Govern-
ment of Georgia launched a campaign to gain full membership in NATO.
Other regional states saw this move as risky or quixotic and began careful-
ly calibrating their security arrangements in terms not of alignment but of
balance among external powers. Similarly, the PfP Partnership Agreement
had obliged signatories to respect existing borders and refrain from force
or the threat of force. Would NATO apply this in the case of Armenia’s

occupation of a sixth of the territory of Azerbaijan? It chose not to do so.

OUTSOURCING

It was clear from the outset that existing agencies of the State Department,
Pentagon and other U.S. government agencies had neither the expertise nor
the time to handle the many separate programs that comprised the three
“baskets.” And so began a process of what later became known as “outsourc-
ing,” i.e., farming out the implementation to a series of quasi-independent
and even private agencies.

In this spirit, Congress created and endowed the independent Eur-
asia Foundation to promote democratic reform, civil society, and entrepre-
neurship across the region. Its first director had headed the staff of the Sen-
ate Foreign relations Committee. It also set up a Central Asia Investment
Fund to invest in start-up firms, and a parallel fund for the Caucasus. In
implementing the Act, Congress in some cases modified the original leg-
islation. For example, the Act had specified the creation of a “Democracy
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Corps” to fund, organize, fund, and monitor “Democracy Houses” across
the region. In recognition that Republicans and Democrats may see the
promotion of democracy differently, Congress instead supported the Na-
tional Democratic Institute and International Republican Institute, and the
Democracy Houses were quietly abandoned. This arrangement led inevita-
bly to overlapping projects and sometimes costly inefficiencies, as well as to
confusion in recipient countries.

The role of outsourcing was particularly notable in the case of the
democratization and human rights baskets. One of the tasks foreseen by
the drafters was the monitoring of national elections throughout Central
Asia and the Caucasus. Not only did the State Department lack staff to
do this but it prudently understood that its judgments might be subject
to challenges from unfriendly quarters. In practice, it therefore outsourced
the monitoring of elections — primarily to the Organization for Security
and Cooperation in Europe, but the National Democratic Institute and
International Republican Institute have also fielded their own, parallel elec-
tion observation missions. The OSCE, a multi-national structure of initially
thirty-five countries, had been formed as the Conference on Security and
Cooperation in Europe in 1973 as part of the East-West negotiating process
that led to the Helsinki agreement. Turned into an Organization in 1994,
the OSCE’s mission anticipated many aspects of the Freedom Support Act,
and by the early 1990s it had begun monitoring elections in the new coun-
tries of the post-Soviet world.

In both the economic and security baskets much of the outsourc-
ing was carried out not by not-for-profit NGOs but by private for-profit
firms, mainly based in the Washington area and for the most part led, if not
staffed, by former employees of the Pentagon or Commerce Department.
Typical of these entities was Macfadden, a Silver Spring, Maryland firm
founded in 1986 “for mission critical support in the areas of international
disaster response, development and humanitarian assistance, information
technology solutions, financial management systems support and knowl-
edge management and communications.” In spite of this broad mission,
Macfadden was considered a small business at the time it applied for its
first contract in 2006, which greatly enhanced its attractiveness to the State
Department’s Coordinator of Assistance to Europe and Eurasia. By 2009,
however, its contract was threatened by its loss of its classification as a small
business. Macfadden therefore partnered with another Beltway firm, Blue-
Force, and was able to continue its work in behalf of the Freedom Support
Act.

The range of tasks outsourced to just this one firm is impressive, to
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say the least. As stated in its own literature, the company was contracted, “to
provide program, budget, and foreign affairs professional experts to assist
in the interagency coordinator of U.S. economic, democracy, security, and
law enforcement, and other U.S. government assistance. In addition, the
team will provide information technology support, program planning and
performance measurement, and logistics planning and facilitation support
for the operation of the evaluation teams.””

With due respect for the talents of Macfadden’s and BlueForce’s
personnel, one wonders how any small firm could so quickly assemble the
necessary skill to carry out these diverse tasks, let alone with even a mod-
icum of awareness of, and sensitivity to, the complex political and social
environment of the Caucasus and Central Asia. Maybe this is irrelevant,
as the same firm boasts of similar contracts with the U.S. Coast Guard,
Department of the Interior, and Department of the Treasury, among others.

Leaving this quibble aside, the practice of outsourcing all but guar-
antees the mutual isolation of such contracting firms from one another and
from the other private, governmental, and not-for-profit agencies charged
with implementing the Freedom Support Act. Indeed, given the competi-
tive nature of bids, it directly encourages efforts by different grantees to un-
dercut or undermine each other, as countless stories by expats in the region
confirm. Under such conditions, is it realistic even to speak of coordinating
the effort as a whole? Finally, it should be noted that the cost of such out-
sourcing is very high, involving overhead fees in some cases up to seventy
percent of the base cost.

Outsourcing in this and several other cases brought unanticipated
problems. OSCE teams did highly professional jobs of studying and re-
porting the course of elections across the Caucasus and Central Asia. But
its guidelines required that all reports begin with a direct statement that
the election in question either did, or did not, meet the standards of the
OSCE. Since OSCE was comprised mainly of European countries, many
with long-established traditions of national elections, it was a foregone con-
clusion in most, if not all, cases that the election in question would fail to
meet OSCE standards. It would have been an easy matter to change this
requirement to state simply if the given election was an improvement or step
backwards from the previous election. But neither the U.S. nor any other
OSCE member thought of this. As a result, the OSCE gained a negative
reputation for wagging its finger in judgment like an old-fashioned school
master; the United States, as the OSCE’s biggest and richest member, was
assumed to be behind these public and very humiliating dressing downs.

A further and especially important instance of outsourcing con-
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cerned the democratization and human rights basket. No other area of U.S.
involvement in Central Asia and the Caucasus was, and is, more sensitive
than this, and more politically volatile both in the region and in the U.S.
itself. Under the circumstances, it would be particularly important to make
sure that the U.S. government was always acting on the basis of authorita-
tive and unbiased information, the veracity of which it had tested and ver-
ified. Yet from the outset, funding for the Freedom Support Act was stark-
ly inadequate to this task. As a result, the Department of State effectively
outsourced these areas to non-governmental organizations such as Freedom
House and Human Rights Watch. While generally conscientious in their
work, such groups can easily become agents of special interest political lob-
bies, and indeed they are labeled as such by such respected publications as
The Economist.

The implementation of the Freedom Support Act has been rich
with anomalies. Among these, none is more striking than U.S. support for
democracy. Among the most commonly-heard criticisms is that the U.S.
and, to a lesser but still significant extent, European states, have focused
a disproportionate amount of their resources and energies on “democracy
promotion.” Yet neither the Caucasus nor Central Asia, with the partial
exception of Georgia and Kyrgyzstan, can claim any marked gains in this
area since independence. Authoritarianism, not democracy, remains the re-
gion-wide norm. Nor is this surprising, for the hopes of the initial post-So-
viet era have given way to a worldwide erosion and decline of democratic
institutions.” And for all the talk of democracy and human rights in the
Helsinki Final Act and in the Freedom Support Act, neither the U.S. nor
EU has spent much money on it. Between the years 2009-2016 funding
on both sides of the Atlantic was flat.”” To be sure, the fact that Congress
increased the budget for National Endowment for Democracy budget from
$115 million to $170 million between 2009 and 2016 partially qualifies
this statistic. And Thomas Carothers makes a valid point when he argues
that in the same years, U.S. programs have improved by redirecting their ef-
forts from top leaders in the capitals to other relevant actors country-wide.
Nonetheless, it is clear that the promotion of democracy, effective or not,
has been, and remains a relatively minor element of the overall aid budget.
As Larry Diamond puts it, “One of the biggest challenges facing democracy
today is that its biggest champion — the United States — has lost interest in
promoting it.”*

The same charge is even more valid for the promotion of effective
governance, i.e., the development of responsive and effective governmental
institutions and the preparation of qualified people to staff them. This has
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been the implied purpose of countless programs mounted by the U.S. and
EU in both the Caucasus and Central Asia, but it remains quite marginal in
the awareness of elites on either side of the Adantic and in the budgets they
approve. In a later chapter we will argue that progress in the area of “good
governance” is an absolute prerequisite for democracy and also for respect
for human rights, and that programs in this area should be significantly
expanded in the years to come.

The problem of replication of programs and of coordination among
them is multiplied when the activities of the European Union and its mem-
ber states are taken into account. Beginning shortly after the passage of
the Freedom Support Act in the U.S., European assistance quickly mush-
roomed to involve nearly as large a number of institutions and organiza-
tions as their counterparts in America. Great Britain, Germany, Sweden,
Finland, Switzerland and the Netherlands were particularly active, each of
them mounting programs of their own; the EU, as mentioned, subsequent-
ly became a key donor in its own right. Added to this are the innumerable
projects of the World Bank and EBRD, all discussed at length in the previ-
ous chapter. Thanks to this, it is not unusual to have the U.S., EU, separate
countries, and both the World Bank and EBRD all mounting projects in
the same general area. This exists, for example, in water management. In this
and other areas where duplication and overlap exists, it is the local partners
who suffer, for they sometimes find themselves the sole linkage among the
various funders.

Beyond the lack of coordination is the problem of monitoring the
proliferating assistance projects. Whether public, private, or for-profit, each
American and European initiative formed local partnerships in each coun-
try in the region. The result is an extremely complex and utterly confusing
skein of relationships. Suffice it to say that Switzerland alone entered into
formal partnerships with some forty-five separate governmental entities in
the Caucasus alone. It goes without saying that it is beyond the capacities
of the sponsors to stay abreast of these links, let alone monitor their effec-
tiveness. As we have seen, nearly all Western programs opened themselves
wide to corruption on the part of local partners. Indeed, in practically ev-
ery country, but more blatantly so in favored countries like Georgia and
Kyrgyzstan, a whole class of “aid grantsmen” emerged, moving deftly from
one contract to the next, updating their resumes to indicate their absolute

mastery of each newly funded field.

IGNORING SECULARISM
In 1998 Congtess established the US International Commission on Reli-
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gious Freedom (USCIREF). In recent reports, the Commission appears to
focus its activities in Central Asia and the Caucasus on protecting the rights
of Islamic extremists. Among the issues that it has chosen to advocate are
the right of mullahs from the Gulf states and Iran to work in moderate
Muslim countries and, not least, to castigate countries that ban head cov-
ering of girls in public schools. The accuracy of the USCIRF reports is also
suspect. As noted above, USCIRF does not pretend to conduct original
research, relying instead on reports of international and local NGOs. Thus,
USCIRF recycles the reports of other organizations and puts the stamp of
the U.S. Government on them, without independently verifying their accu-
racy. Furthermore, USCIREF reports provide no references to the sources of
their data. No credible scientific publication would ever reach publication
without verifiable data. With only a dozen regular staff members, it is clear
that the USCIRF does not possess the language capacity or expertise to truly
understand the intricacies of church-state relations around the globe.

The USCIREF is particularly harsh in its condemnation of the Mus-
lim-majority states in Central Asia and Azerbaijan. Adhering to the French
secularist model of /zicité, these countries base their laws on constitutional
principles and not on the sharia or Islamic principles. In bright contrast
to the Middle East, non-Muslims there can live as equal citizens and with
freedom of religion. Equally important, these states protect secular citizens,
including women, from religious coercion. Yet, the Commission regularly
declares these states in violation of religious freedom, largely because Islamic
extremists who would like to overturn this order and enforce a religious state
are not given the space to operate freely.

The USCIRF has condemned Tajikistan for legislation that re-
quires the registration of religious institutions and studies. Sharing a long
and porous border with Afghanistan, Tajikistan is concerned that terrorists
from Afghanistan do not operate under the guise of religious activity. The
USCIREF also condemned Tajikistan for a law that prohibits minors from
engaging in religious activity without their parents’ presence — a law in-
tended to protect vulnerable young people from falling under the sway of
extremists. Similarly, Uzbekistan has been censored for reviewing religious
literature from abroad before approving it for distribution. Tashkent indeed
filters out literature that violates the moderate community norms of this
overwhelmingly Muslim society, and seeks to prevent the recurrence of the
kind of extremist events that led to the deaths of hundreds. Should it not
do so?

The USCIREF also complains that the school uniforms used in pub-
lic schools in Azerbaijan do not allow hijab head covering of girls. France
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and Turkey have similar legislation (Turkey’s was changed in 2014, howev-
er) yet the U.S. government has showed respect for their laws and customs.
Moreover, the European Court of Human Rights has upheld countries’
right to prohibit head scarves in schools, up to and including at the uni-
versity level in Turkey. One cannot help wonder why a U.S. Government
body criticizes Azerbaijan for policies sanctioned by the European Court of
Human Rights and practiced by two of its closest allies. USCIRF has also
condemned Azerbaijan’s banning foreign citizens from serving as Muslim
clerics there, a law enacted to prevent Iranian and other extremist clerics
from breeding extremism.

The regional states are seeking to protect the right of believers and
secularists and to advance inter-religious harmony against the onslaught of
alien extremist ideologies. Our purpose is not to deny that they sometimes
cast their nets too wide and too often err on the side of repression. This is
well-documented. But USCIRF does not appear interested in the challenges
these countries face, nor in working with them to strike the right balance.
It ignores the fact that some of these states maintain very friendly relations
with the U.S. and are amenable to U.S. concerns and advice on these issues,
particularly if the U.S. would accept the premise of their policies while seek-
ing to improve its implementation and reach. Such an approach would be
much more effective than the USCIRF’s finger-wagging report cards.

CoNcLUDING NOTES
This, then, is a critique of American and European activities in Cen-
tral Asia and the Caucasus. Over the succeeding decades, organizational
changes have been introduced, as, for instance, when the EU instituted a
Special Representative each for the Caucasus and Central Asia, and when
the U.S. launched its C-5 + 1 annual regional convocation in Central
Asia. Nonetheless, the general structure of U.S. and EU engagement with
both Central Asia and the Caucasus remained largely intact throughout
the first quarter century of their involvement there, and continues today.
This overview neglects scores of initiatives that have borne fruit.
For example, a little-heralded program by USAID in Kazakhstan contrib-
uted significantly to the development of a real estate and housing market
in that country, while others supported the formation of an independent
Securities and Exchange Commission, assisted in opening the country’s
first private stock exchange, and promoted oversight of the nascent se-
curities market. Yet another program in Kazakhstan and elsewhere ad-
dressed the costly and ineffective medical systems inherited from the So-
viet Union. Far from being imposed from without, these programs were
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voluntary and elicited significant co-funding from regional governments.
Similarly, in Uzbekistan USAID has worked with the government in Tash-
kent to set up credit unions, microfinance banks, women’s health clinics,
and tuberculosis monitoring programs, while it collaborated with Kyrgyz-
stan to introduce international accounting standards, a legal market for
fertilizers and seed imports, and helped the National Bank to carry out
its supervisory role of banks throughout the country. Tajikistan benefited
from three score new drinking water systems, and an anti-polio program
that vaccinated 95% of the population under five years of age, while in
Turkmenistan USAID partnered with Chevron and other corporations to
develop start-up companies for processing fruits and vegetables, and to
modernize the energy and banking sectors.

What is the total value of assistance and development programs
launched in Central Asia and the Caucasus by the U.S., EU, NATO, the
World Bank, EBRD, and western philanthropies during that past quarter
century, and of investments in the region made by American and Euro-
pean firms and individuals? Strange to say, no overall accounting of these
expenditures yet exists. However, it is safe to say that the total is in the
dozens of billions.

It goes without saying that virtually every program initiated by
Americans or Europeans has its critics. Without pausing to evaluate them
all, it must be noted that many of the sponsoring agencies and groups
have been commendably self-critical and thorough in monitoring and
evaluating their work. Dozens of detailed analyses exist, and in some cases
formed the basis for changes and corrections that have been instituted.

While fully acknowledging the immensity of Western support
and assistance to Central Asia and the Caucasus and the many concrete
advances they achieved over a quarter century, let us reiterate some of
the principal shortcomings identified above and some of their underlying
assumptions.

These fall under nine headings:

e The West wrongly assumed that “civil society” is somehow
autonomous and independent from government, whereas in
normally functioning societies it depends on the existence of
effective governance and enabling institutions.

e 'The transition paradigm assumed by both the U.S. and Eu-
rope severely underestimated the importance and complexity
of building open, effective and uncorrupt state institutions.
This failure has led to endless misunderstandings with local
governments and numerous problems, especially in the area
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of democratization, where mutual misunderstanding and
mistrust have too often prevailed.

The West has often held the new states of Central Asia and
the Caucasus to a stiffer standard than it applies in other parts
of the world, including Southeast Asia, the Middle East, and
parts of Latin America.

Ignorance or neglect of the cultural context and deep histo-
ry of the peoples of Central Asia and the Caucasus has led
the West into misunderstandings that could easily have been
avoided. Thus, we noted how misunderstanding of the verti-
cal political structure of traditionally oasis and settled agricul-
tural societies (Azerbaijan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan) as opposed
to the more horizontal and open political structure of the for-
mer nomads (Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan) has led to policies
and actions that have limited the West’s effectiveness.

The West has severely undervalued or ignored the importance
of its own values, especially in the area of religion. By ignor-
ing the importance of secular states and secular systems of
law, the West has missed an important area of potential col-
laboration with regional countries and at times inadvertently
become, an active opponents of secularism and enabler of Is-
lamism. Recent events in Turkey, Egypt and elsewhere should
long since have led to a rethinking of this issue. But this has
not happened.

The new countries of the Caucasus and Central Asia all being
relatively small states, it has been a constant temptation for
the West to deal with them more as objects to be manipulated
on political or cultural chessboards than as sovereign subjects
in their own right. As a result, both the EU and U.S. have too
often negotiated “over the heads” of governments in Central
Asia and the Caucasus, addressing what it considers the “big
issues” with big powers.

Down to the present, both Americans and Europeans have
misread Russia’s aims and actions with respect to both the
Caucasus and Central Asia, and underestimate the existential
threat to their sovereignty that Russian policies have posed.
Because of this, they have also misunderstood—or complete-
ly ignored—the view of regional governments that the preser-
vation of sovereignty and security is the sine qua non for the
advancement of all other western goals. Acknowledging and
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understanding the security concerns of the countries of Cen-
tral Asia and the Caucasus is a precondition and the best lever
for progress in the economies and democratization.

* Both the EU and U.S. have been slow to embrace a region-
al approach to both the Caucasus and Central Asia. Even
though the EU and U.S. finally established regional consul-
tations in both areas in recent years, they have yet to fill them
with significant content. By contrast, both the Asia Devel-
opment Bank and the World Bank have advanced much fur-
ther towards regionalism, as has China’s newly-formed Asian
Infrastructure Investment Bank. Instead, both the U.S. and
EU have unwittingly played regional states off against one
another, picking winners and losers and failing to grasp the
commonalities that should form the basis of sound policy.

For all the positive steps they have taken with respect to these
two important regions, the West has hobbled itself through
impatience. It conveniently forgets the time that was neces-
sary to rebuild Germany, Japan, South Korea and Taiwan and
establish them as functioning democracies with open systems
of law and government. Instead, they have conducted them-
selves like the impatient farmer who plants in May and then
stalks the fields in June, pulling out seedlings to see how they
are doing.

In the next chapter we shall seek to identity some of the structural
issues that limit the effectiveness of western programs in the region, and
then suggest steps by which they can be corrected, or at least their alleviat-
ed. The final chapter will identify strategic issues that require rethinking,
suggest better alternatives, and present practical steps for implementing
them.
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STRUCTURAL PROBLEMS AND
THEIR SOLUTIONS

In considering the areas in which the West’s approach to the Cauca-
sus and Central Asia could have been more effective, it is useful to
inquire into the nature and source of those shortcomings. The fact is
that the inadequacies are the results of quite different causes, Because
of this, their alleviation requires different kinds of action. While any
simple taxonomy is bound to distort what is a complex reality, it is
nonetheless possible to trace most of the various shortcomings to three
quite different sources.

The first group include those that arose from features of formal
legislation, in the case of the U.S., the Freedom Support Act of 1992.
In such cases, the most direct means of correcting the problem is ei-
ther to amend or replace the laws and regulations embodying it. This
is what many Americans sought to do with Senator Kerry’s Section
907 of the Freedom Support Act that barred Azerbaijan from receiving
any government-to-government support. Over many years those op-
posed to Section 907 struggled to change the Act but failed. In such
cases, the only path forward is to accept the original legislation but
seek to alter its implementation in such a way as to remove or at least
minimize the problem. This is what opponents of 907 finally resigned
themselves to doing. Thanks to a waiver process, they have been able
successfully to mobilize supporters and sidestep what they considered
the worst features of 907 through the issuance of annual waivers by
the Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs. However, the original
legislation remains a thorn in American-Azerbaijani relations.

The clear lesson to be drawn from this example is that it is
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usually futile to seek to rectify problems that trace to provisions of
the Freedom Support Act or to analogous legislation in Europe by
amending the original law or decree. The only practical way to correct
problems that trace to original legislation is to do so through admin-
istrative measures that can be defended as being somehow consistent
with the legislators’ intent.

The second group of problems or shortcomings of Western
policy in the Caucasus and Central Asia are those that arise from the
organizational predispositions and habits of the governmental agencies
to which legislators entrusted the implementation of their laws and de-
crees. In many cases, if not most, the resulting bureaucratic procedures
lead to nightmarish complications that baffle and bother those trying
to make a given program work. But in defense of the implementing
agencies, it must also be acknowledged that many of their most neg-
ative practices arise from the endless constraints imposed on them by
formal legislation or by the comments of members of Congress during
hearings. With full justification, the bureaucrats will point to budget
cycles imposed by Congress or by the European Council, Parliament,
or European Commission, to the forms and timetables for reporting,
and to detailed rules governing everything from procurement to ac-
counting that constrain them. The purpose of all this oversight is to
limit the extent and range of administrative caprice. Yet in practice
it contributes to a bureaucratic formalism that stifles even the most
responsible efforts to interpret the laws and regulations in light of re-
alities on the ground. Worse, it is often used to justify inflexible and
wooden practices that neutralize the legislators” intent.

It is never a simple matter to change the habits of administra-
tive agencies, and Washington and Brussels are no exceptions. None-
theless, it is possible to do so, making it the easiest and quickest way
to effect changes in overall policy. Let us consider five specific areas
in which problems of U.S. and European policy toward the Caucasus
and Central Asia trace directly to structural issues or administrative
practices that can be easily identified and rectified.

COORDINATE THE “THREE BASKETS’

On no issue is bureaucratic formalism more dramatically on display, and
with more nearly fatal consequences, than in the coordination among the
various arms of the West’s overall strategy for Central Asia and the Cau-
casus. We have already seen how that strategy came to be divided into
three branches or “baskets,” and have traced the origins of that tri-partite
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approach to a curious aspect of the 1975 Helsinki Final Act. To reiterate,
the unstated goal of the negotiators at Helsinki was not to create a single
and well-integrated structure of policy and practice but to separate the
three realms from each other in such a way that progress could be made in
one while one or more of the others was stalemated.. The Russians wanted
trade and investment while the West wanted to control nuclear arms and
advance the cause of human rights. For different reasons, both sides were
glad to disaggregate the policy and seek gains in one or two areas, but not
necessarily all three at once. The only real integration between the three
occurred in the realm of some vague faith in the future, and not in the
structure of the agreement itself.

It was therefore quite natural for the three baskets to be relegated
to the care of institutionally separate bureaucracies: military, economic,
and political/normative. It was also quite convenient, for neither in the
East nor West were these bureaucracies at all accustomed to interacting
with each other. To be sure, the Helsinki agreement also contained ten
high-sounding principles (“the “Decalogue”) governing the behavior of
States towards their citizens, as well as towards each other, but these re-
mained a dead letter. In Washington, it became customary to refer to the
three baskets as separate “stovepipes” that functioned with little or no co-
operation, let alone integration, among them . This institutional structure
and the cast of mind that supported it thrived between the signing of the
Helsinki Final Act in August 1975 and December, 1994, at which time it
was transfigured with little or no change into the Organization for Securi-
ty and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE).

The near-total absence of coordination between the three com-
ponents or “stovepipes” continued as Europe and America launched their
strategies for dealing with the new states formed after the collapse of the
USSR. Whether or not this served the actual interests of the West, it was
convenient to continue as before, and no one in either Washington or
Brussels suggested any need for change. Security remained the exclusive
responsibility of the Department of Defense, economic assistance fell to
the Departments of State and Commerce, and democracy and human
rights continued, as it had since 1977, under the Bureau of Democracy,
Human Rights and Labor Affairs (DRL), a bureau within the State De-
partment presided over by an Undersecretary of State for Civilian Securi-
ty, Democracy, and Human Rights. Each reported separately to Congress,
and indeed to different committees of Congress, and each remained sub-
ject to its own external interest groups, which included arms providers for
DOD, western businesses and especially oil companies for Commerce,
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ethnic lobbies, and a well-institutionalized human rights lobby for DRL.

The great flaw in this arrangement is not that the bureaus were
separate and remain so today. To some extent this is inevitable, given the
sheer size of the enterprises involved. But no more senior official, pre-
sumably the Secretary of State or the National Security Advisor, accepted
responsibility for coordinating them. In other words, America’s failure to
integrate its policy towards Central Asia and the Caucasus was structural,
not philosophical. In Europe the problem was further exacerbated by the
fact that the EU had no security arm and could therefore not have coor-
dinated the three even if it had wanted to do so. 7his meant that neither in
Washington nor Brussels was there any serious capacity to negotiate relation-
ships as a whole, nor does such a capacity exist today. As a result, the West
has systematically forgone most of the trade-offs and potential gains that
might have been achieved through patient negotiation and deal-making
with regional states.

Worse, as noted earlier, a single office — that of the Under Secre-
tary of State for Civilian Security, Democracy, and Human Rights — has
at times been able unilaterally to veto initiatives in the other two areas.
Again, the issue is not whether democracy and rights are important, but
whether relations in the other two areas should be completely suspend-
ed, as has happened with some frequency, until such a time that a given
country reaches some threshold in this sphere. The issue is whether so
primitive an approach — all sticks and no carrots — is effective in bringing
about progress in any of the three realms. The record of the first quarter
century of relations provides dramatic evidence that it is not. The solution
is for a senior official to accept responsibility for the interagency process
and thereby bring about coordination.

BUREAUCRATIC STOVE-PIPING WITHIN THE REGIONS AND
BETWEEN THEM
Like it or not, bureaucratic structures deeply affect policy and its imple-
mentation. For most of the first quarter century of western relations with
the countries of the Caucasus and Central Asia the relative isolation of U.S.
embassies in both regions proved a handicap. Even though the common
genealogy of the countries involved created common concerns, ambassadors
and embassy staff in similar positions rarely met, and with predictable con-
sequences. Inter-embassy contact and consultation has recently improved at
the ambassadorial level but not at the level of embassy staffs. This must be
corrected.

A more serious problem arises from the isolation from one anoth-
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er of regional bureaus within the Department of State. Down to 2008 all
five former Soviet states of Central Asia fell under the Bureau of European
Affairs. Since Russia fell under the same bureau, in practice this meant that
the concerns of U.S. policy in these countries were often subordinated to
those involving Russia. This arrangement also precluded discussion and co-
ordination of U.S. policy in Central Asia and Afghanistan, which fell under
a different Bureau. This self-defeating practice persisted for nearly a decade,
during which Afghanistan was the U.S.” principal regional concern, and in
spite of the fact that all involved realized that improvements in Afghanistan
required cooperation between that country and its northern neighbors.

The establishment of a new Bureau of South and Central Asian
Affairs in 2008 helped address this problem but at the price of isolating U.S.
policy in Central Asia from what in fact are closely related concerns in the
Caucasus. The Caucasus remained as it had always been, under the Bureau
of European and Eurasian Affairs. While this arrangement makes sense, it
carries two prices: first, that the three countries can easily become lost in a
large bureau comprising more than three dozen countries and the EU, and,
second, that it effectively isolates the Caucasus from Central Asia.

The importance of this point is growing daily. As long as the Cauca-
sus was seen mainly as a corridor for exporting gas and oil westward to Eu-
rope the old arrangement was fine. But as it became clear that the main new
east-west continental land corridors connecting China and India to Europe
will pass directly through both Central Asia and the Caucasus, their relega-
tion to two separate Bureaus within State has become an issue. Through a
simple announcement backed by military will, Russia can close down east-
west trade across either the Black Sea or Caspian or both. Besides the po-
tential damage to Europe or China, such a move would give Russia effective
control over both the Caucasus and Central Asia. Their most essential cor-
ridor of trade and interaction with both Europe and Asia would henceforth
function only when Moscow permits it to. It therefore is important for the
U.S. State Department and other agencies to be able easily to coordinate
their policies and actions in both regions.

A further area in which greater communication is urgently needed
is between the EU and U.S. In spite of fairly regular communication at
upper levels, and in spite of considerable contact among embassies at the
national level, coordination remains quite inadequate. As a result, there are
many duplicating and overlapping programs. Besides increasing costs and
decreasing effectiveness, such overlapping sows confusion within all the re-
gional governments, which are placed in the position of coordinating U.S.
and EU programs which those two major powers failed to coordinate on
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their own. The energy field provides an important example of this. America
and Europe were relatively coordinated in their support for the Baku-Tbili-
si-Ceyhan pipeline, though the U.S. did the lion share of the work. Yet as
Europe grew more active in pursuing energy diversification after the 2006
Russian-Ukrainian energy war, it would have appeared logical for America
and Europe to coordinate their efforts. Both promoted pipelines to export
Turkmen natural gas — only they were different projects. Because of its focus
on Afghanistan, Washington promoted the TAPI project, whereas the EU
rediscovered the Trans-Caspian pipeline project supported by Washington
in the 1990s. The lack of coordination ended up weakening both projects’
chances of success.

A final and especially important area in which much greater coordi-
nation is called for is between both the US, EU and NATO. All three seek
to advance a common strategy in the region, or should be doing so. But by
their lack of coordination, they manage only to convince regional states that
the West is not a reliable partner in the sphere of security. Several govern-
ments in Central Asia and the Caucasus do not believe that they can rely
on the West to provide the third leg of the strategic balance between China,
Russia, and the West that is the basis of their strategic concept. This is quite
separate from the constant ebb and flow of security support provided by
NATO. Here again the failure to maximize this on the level of both strategy
and tactics can be blamed on inadequate communication and coordination
in the West. As argued throughout this paper, this single most serious flaw
in western strategy is a near-total lack of coordination among its various el-
ements. Until such coordination exists, little of the “deal making” described
above will be possible and even less will be effective.

No administrative borders inscribed on a map will resolve all
problems of coordinating U.S. policies and programs in the Caucasus and
Central Asia. But the institution of more regular contact among embassy
staffs on a regional basis within the Caucasus and within Central Asia, and
between key U.S. personnel in the Caucasus and Central Asia as a single
region, will go far towards improving region-wide effectiveness. Further,
regular contact between all U.S. and EU agencies operating in the Caucasus
and Central Asia will bring immediate benefits both to the West and to
the regional countries themselves. Finally, and particularly important, is to
bring about greater contact and coordination between NATO, the U.S. and
EU, so as to facilitate the trade-offs and “deal making” that is one of the
main recommendations of this study.
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COMPREHENSIVE NEGOTIATIONS TO IDENTIFY SYNERGIES
The parceling out of western concerns into three baskets has had the inev-
itable effect of treating them as separate variables rather than as inter-re-
lated components of a single program and strategy. This has caused the
U.S. and EU to undervalue the importance of high level negotiations fo-
cusing on the interrelations among the three baskets and has allowed them
to transform such negotiations into more narrowly bureaucratic affairs.
While it is true that Assistant Secretaries of State meet from time to time
with national leaders in the Caucasus and Central Asia, and that such
meetings have sometimes yielded positive benefits for both partners, they
are rarely, if ever, true negotiations spanning the full range of the relation-
ship. Too often, partner countries perceive such meetings as a presentation
of current American complaints, followed by the U.S. side presenting new
projects to be embraced or rejected by the local partner. One national
leader in the region characterized his meetings with top American diplo-
mats as “a time when Washington administers grade-school scoldings and
then lays out whatever new initiatives it is currently promoting, sort of
like a bazaar.”

Whatever U.S. or European diplomats may think of them, these
sessions cannot be considered true negotiations and deal-making sessions
based on the long-term interests of both parties. Rather than seek to match
their priorities with ours and then come to agreements involving trade-
offs on both sides, they tend instead to result merely in the affirmation
of the lowest common denominator of interests. A similar process takes
place between the EU and regional governments, although the existence
of a single EU Special Representative to each region has, in recent years,
resulted in more successful negotiations between the EU and regional gov-
ernments.

To a large extent, this is due to the fact that the first concern of a//
regional states is with the preservation of their sovereignty and the security
needs that they consider essential to that end. A more candid recognition
of this reality on the part of the West will in itself open neglected pos-
sibilities in the area of trade-offs and quid pro quos involving economic
relations, as well as political reforms and human rights. Since the EU has
no military wing, this will be more difficult for the EU than for the U.S,,
but the involvement of EU countries in NATO should allow even the EU
to engage with security issues more actively than it has to until now.

How, then, can this flaw, this “birth defect,” of western strategy
in the Caucasus and Central Asia, be rectified? In Washington, the answer
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lies squarely at the level of the National Security Council and especially
the Secretary of State. The Secretary, working in coordination with the
NSC and with the secretaries of Defense and Commerce, must assume re-
sponsibility for coordinating and integrating activities in all three baskets.
The implementation can then be delegated to the Assistant Secretaries
responsible for the Caucasus and Central Asia, but only with a high degree
of oversight by the office of the Secretary.

Only in this way will the U.S. government be able to carry out its
task in a manner that advances U.S. interests in all three spheres together,
and not simply in those areas managed by State and ill-coordinated with
the others. Such a process will actively foster coordination and integration
among all three stovepipes. The challenge for the Secretary of State and
colleagues in Defense and Commerce is to discern and build upon posi-
tive synergies among the three spheres; having done so, they must negoti-
ate understandings and deals with partner countries that involve trade-offs
which regional governments find useful for their own strategies, even as
those trade-offs and deals support American ends.

Such an approach cannot succeed without a high-level, constant and
more active interagency process than now exists. This consultative process
must be continuous.

As part of this interagency process, when departments responsible
for each of the three “baskets” report to Congtess, they must include in-
formation on U.S. strategy as a whole, setting their own agency’s activities
in that larger, unitary framework. By so doing, they will communicate
both the achievements and the trade-offs involved, and explain their agen-
cy’s actions in terms of that larger strategy.

The kind of periodic high-level and meetings and agreements pro-
posed here require careful preparation on both sides. To be effective, all
involved must be conscious of the state of the relationship in all three
“baskets” and must present American or European policy as a single whole
and not simply the sum of three baskets. By identifying and promoting
synergies across all three baskets, western ambassadors and other officials
will more effectively ferret out possible synergies, which can then be fed
into the higher-level discussions. Such negotiations will in turn inform the
regional meetings that the EU has held with regional states since 2013,
and which the U.S. launched in 2016 with its new Central Asia Five Plus
One (C5 Plus 1) format. In the Caucasus, for obvious reasons relating to
the Armenia-Azerbaijan conflict, such regional meetings do not exist, but
that should not prevent American and European officials from coordinat-
ing their policies.
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To summarize, in both bilateral and multilateral contexts the U.S.
and EU should focus much more seriously on the relationships as a whole,
identifying trade-offs and synergies between “baskets” and engaging their
regional partners in a more comprehensive dialogue than exists today.
Rather than frame the discussion as a choice between security, economic
reform, and democracy and human rights, both sides should approach it
as a negotiation involving delicate and evolving balances between them.

MoVING BEYOND “NAMING AND SHAMING”

No aspect of U.S. and European relations with Central Asia and the Cau-
casus has aroused more ardent support and at the same time more intense
criticism that the annual reports from the Bureau of Democracy, Human
Rights and Labor (DRL), and the Commission on International Religious
Freedom (USCIRF).

To supporters, these compendia expose abuses in both spheres
that might otherwise go unnoticed and provide a ready guide for targeting
future campaigns and initiatives. To critics, the practice of “naming and
shaming” causes regional governments to lose face in ways that are un-
productive, and leads to breakdowns in the very relations that are needed
to solve the problems thus identified. In other words, while both sides
agree that they lead to adversarial relationships, one side defends such
confrontations as a reflection of reality and the other sees them as a barrier
to improvements.

Curiously, both friends and foes of these reports on basic rights
agree that they are precisely what Congress had in mind in 1961 when
it passed the Foreign Assistance Act. That legislation indeed calls for an
enumeration of violations in both areas. What it notably fails to do is
require the Department of State also to identify and report on initiatives
and programs advanced by the United States to improve these situations,
and positive steps, if any, that the regional government has taken on its
own. On this basis, the State Department has focused overwhelmingly on
the negative.

This study finds these reports useful and potentially beneficial,
provided they are carefully researched, documented, and subjected to rig-
orous tests for accuracy. The question of accuracy will be examined shortly.

For now, let us note how the reporting might be deepened and
thereby improved. What is needed is for Congress to receive reports on
positive steps taken by the Department of State and other official U.S.
bodies to find solutions to each problem enumerated. Such reporting
should cover both the initiatives themselves and their effectiveness.
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In other words, the reports should enable Congress not only to
identify problems but to answer the question “What, if anything, is the
U.S. doing to resolve the problem, and how effective have those efforts
been?” This addition to the State Department’s annual reporting does not
require further legislation and can be initiated by the Department itself in
order better to inform Congress.

Indeed, the Freedom Support Act already calls for “detailed ex-
planation(s] of the assistance to be provided (including the dollar amounts
of such assistance) and an explanation of how such assistance will directly
benefit the needy people in such country.” (sec. 161, p. 59). It is thus
entirely consistent for the Department of State to add to its reports on
Democracy and Human Rights and on Religious Freedom sections cover-
ing what specific steps the U.S. has taken to address each issue or group of
issues cited. The Department of State should also introduce a longer time
horizon into its reports, so as to indicate whether the overall trajectory of
a given country is positive or negative.

STRENGTHENING GOVERNMENTS’ IN-HOUSE ANALYTICAL

CAPACITY
It is entirely appropriate for non-governmental organizations to collect in-
formation on the state of human rights and religious freedom worldwide
and to share it with whomever they wish, including the U.S. government
and the EU. What is neither appropriate nor acceptable is for the Depart-
ment of State and European organs to accept uncritically such information,
without subjecting it to the normal standards for evidence, and to use re-
ports provided by others as an excuse for not gathering such information
themselves. Yet this is just what has happened for twenty-five years in the
Caucasus and Central Asia. Staff members at the State Department who
assemble the annual reports on human rights, democracy, and religious
freedom, not to speak of USCIRE, are hard-working and diligent but their
numbers and resources are so limited that they feel they have no choice but
to accept at face value many claims coming to them “over the transom.” In
other words, the Department of State has regularly provided Congress with
claims lacking corroborating evidence and charges that it has not itself veri-
fied. This is inexcusable under any circumstances but even less so when it is
known that the organization compiling the information is funded by groups
like the Open Society Foundation which, as recent information leaks have
confirmed, have a clear and highly political agenda.

This has led to some astonishing lapses, which should be blamed
not just on the lobby groups that compiled the information but on the State
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Department for uncritically accepting it. One case out of many that gained
notoriety arose when a human rights activist in Uzbekistan, Andrei Shelk-
ovenko, died on May 19, 2004, while in police custody. Human Rights
Watch immediately issued a statement attributing the death to torture. This
allegation was disseminated widely in the international press. At the sugges-
tion of the Tashkent representative of Freedom House, the Uzbek Minis-
try of Internal Affairs convened an authoritative international investigative
team to explore the validity of this claim. Membership in the group includ-
ed several former U.S. ambassadors and the Chief Forensic Pathologist of
the Province of Ontario. After an exhaustive investigation, which included
an examination of Shelkovenko’s body and family history, the investigative
group concluded 1) that he did not die under torture; 2) that there was no
evidence of his having been tortured; 3) that his death was a suicide through
hanging, and 4) that Shelkovenko had a history of prior suicide attempts.
But by then the damage had been done and the U.S. Government and EU,
by injudiciously accepting Human Rights Watch’s earlier claims, had greatly
damaged their own credibility.

To correct this long-standing problem, all information on these is-
sues which the State Department reports to Congress must henceforth be
accompanied by credible evidence and reliable sourcing. If the State De-
partment does not institute this change on its own, the Subcommittee on
State, Foreign Operations, and Related Programs under the House Appro-
priations Committee should demand it through its annual request to the
State Department.

CONCLUSIONS

These, then, are five areas in which U.S. and European policy is hindered
not by conceptual problems or objective circumstances on the ground,
but by structural and institutional practices that have been generated and
perpetuated within western governments themselves. Since none are the
results of legislative action, they can be addressed and corrected by the
executive agencies themselves, without either amending or supplementing
existing additional legislation.

The fundamental challenge is to overcome the mutual isolation of
central bureaucracies from one another that was the legacy of the Helsinki
accords. It is worth stressing the price the West is currently paying for
not coordinating its various efforts and projects in Central Asia and the
Caucasus. As noted above, this discourages the United States, European
Union, and NATO from identifying and building upon the inter-rela-
tionships and trade-offs between the three baskets that potentially exist.
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Not doing so, it prevents deal-making that could be equally beneficial to
the West and to its regional partners. And it breeds confusion in the mind
of the West’s partners in the region as they struggle to make sense of un-
coordinated western programs and policies.

Beyond these self-inflicted wounds, the uncoordinated nature of
American and European policies in diverse fields condemns the West to
pursuing a wooden and overly passive diplomacy that is not in its own
interest or that of its regional partners. The West’s failure to integrate its
actions in diverse areas gives the impression that it is merely improvising,
and not implementing any seriously conceived and deliberate strategy.
The absence of integration in U.S. and European policy has undermined
the widespread hope that sovereignty could be preserved and strengthened
by balancing Russia with China and both of them with the West (US and
EU) in a series of positive relationships. Stated simply, the West is not per-
ceived as playing a serious role, or at least a role commensurate with what
regional sovereignty, security, and peace require.

The emergence in 2016 of the U.S.-Central Asia “Central Asia
Five Plus One” consultations vividly reflects this reality. As had been fre-
quently noted over the years, the U.S. has much to gain from adding
regular regional consultations to its program of existing bilateral ones. As
of this writing, two meetings have been held and expectations for the
future are high. However, the U.S.” response, as reflected in the agen-
das announced to date, is disappointing. Instead of grasping the potential
benefits of such consultations for all parties, Washington has approached
the agenda in a mechanical fashion, without advancing any proposals that
would move beyond the pallid status quo. The five partner governments
have responded politely, but privately ask if it is the U.S. intention to treat
the Central Asia Five Plus One simply as one more periodic chore with
little potential value to Washington or the five regional states. It is not too
late to correct such an impression and to use the new format more actively
to advance U.S. and regional interests simultaneously.
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UPDATING AND UPGRADING
STRATEGIC ASSUMPTIONS AND
PRACTICES

ome of the problems with western strategy in Central Asia and the

Caucasus trace to decisions by the U.S. President and Congress or
the European Commission and Parliament. We have taken the view
that the work of amending or supplementing existing legislation is
so time consuming and its likely result so unpredictable that it does
not make sense to pursue this potential avenue for improvement. We
have argued that the second source of problems with western policy in
the region are the bureaucratic practices of the western governments
themselves. These practices are deeply embedded in the lives of many
bureaus and organizations and in many cases are carried out quite
unconsciously by those involved. Nonetheless, once officials are made
conscious of them, they can relatively easily change, provided they
wish to do so. This being the case, we proposed various concrete struc-
tural and organizational measures that will result in more effective im-
plementation of policy.

Let us now turn to the third source of problems of western
policy, namely, strategic assumptions that suffuse and define both the
original legislation and the complex processes of implementing it. Be-
ing assumptions rather than acknowledged constants, they are rarely, if
ever, made explicit, let alone discussed. Because of this, it is the more
difficult to change them. Change, after all, involves rearranging the
mental furniture in which legislators and bureaucrats alike pass their
days quite comfortably. Nevertheless, it is worth a try, and in that spir-
it the authors propose ten areas in which the core assumptions require
rethinking.
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THE PRIMACY OF SOVEREIGNTY AND SECURITY

The United States has been secure in its borders since 1815. With the
creation of the European Union at Maastricht in 1993, European coun-
tries have felt so secure from external threats that they have cut back ex-
penditures on defense to an absolute minimum, or less. No country in
the Caucasus or Central Asia enjoys this luxury. Like new sovereignties
everywhere, they naturally feel insecure, usually with good reason. Po-
sitioned between a half dozen nuclear powers and faced with constant
revanchist pressures from Russia and economic pressures (and opportu-
nities) from China, they have adopted a defensive mentality, with all that
implies. Whether or not they acknowledge it publicly, the preservation
of sovereignty and the protection of existing borders is their first strategic
concern, the sine qua non for all others.

If it expects to advance its own overall objectives in these regions,
the West must fully accept this reality. This means responsibly responding
to local concerns over threats to their sovereignty through such programs
as NATO’s Partnership for Peace and through many bilateral initiatives.
Some of these might be proposed by the countries themselves, in terms
of training, interoperability, technological gear, etc; and, when warranted,
the provision of defensive arms and equipment. No one can doubt that
economic development, investments, trade, and economic development
advance security as much as do arms, open political systems, responsive
governments, and the provision of education, health, and basic services.
But the West can no longer expect to finesse the subject of hard security,
for it is at the very front of the minds of all its national partners across the
region. Conversely, soft security can no longer be treated as a surrogate
for hard security, or as an alternative to it. Whatever the form or scale of
the resulting security arrangements—and they will doubtless vary greatly
from country to country—a clear-headed focus on the hard realities of
regional security in both the Caucasus and Central Asia will become the
precondition to successful mutual activities in all other areas or “baskets.”

This calls for different actions in the various countries. Georgia,
which has made a clear strategic decision to align itself with the West, re-
quires actions that are supportive of that choice. Bluntly, this means that
NATO must move beyond setting up storage facilities there to a range of
initiatives in the area of "hard” security. All of the other states seek, with
varying degrees of success, to preserve their sovereignties and identities by
maintaining positive, balanced, and active relations with all major external
powers. Whether or not leaders in Europe and the United States choose
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to acknowledge it, both America and Europe figure centrally in the secu-
rity strategies of all regional countries. The West should accept this fact,
and recognize that building positive relations in both the Caucasus and
Central Asia is not only valuable in itself but urgently important to the
countries themselves. A conscious acknowledgment of this reality and em-
brace of policies that advance each country’s security are the best hope for
advancing other Western interests and programs.

One might object that Moscow will surely consider such securi-
ty-related measures as a threat to itself, as potentially offensive as well as
defensive. The U.S. must be prepared to counter this claim directly and
vigorously. It must show that such measures, being purely defensive, are
not against anyone, and are simply necessary steps to creating regional
security from within. Russia, too, wants security and stability; but believes
that the only way to assure it in both the Caucasus and Central Asia is
from without, in other words, through Russian domination of security
affairs at the expense of local sovereignties. At no time in the long history
of the Caucasus and Central Asia has such security from without proven
sustainable in the long run. Under present circumstances, which can be
defined as post-colonial, security imposed from Russia, China, or some
other combination of external forces is bound to lead to instability. This is
the case in great part because Russia’s quest for a sphere of privileged inter-
ests, to use former Russian President Dmitry Medvedev’s term,! is based
not primarily on attraction but on coercion. As such, Russian dominance
depends on the vulnerability of the regional states; for Russia to be able to
bring them into line they have to be weak, corrupt, and largely authoritar-
ian — and thus unstable.

In claiming to foster regional security from within, the U.S. and
Europe must be prepared to address candidly Russia’s concerns but with-
out sacrificing the sovereign interests of the Caucasus and Central Asia and
without negotiating over the heads of the latter. This will mean coming to
certain mutual understandings in the security sphere. But even these un-
derstandings should be entered into through negotiations, in which both
sides share balanced self-restraints and through which, in the end, they
bring into being what in the nineteenth century was called a “concert.”

The rationale for support for regional sovereignties and security is
not to oppose other external powers. Rather, it is to enable Central Asians
and Caucasians to build their own security, to be legal subjects rather than
objects to be moved on a chessboard; in short, to become masters of their
own fate. To this end, the West must link its security commitments with
advances in economics and civic institutions and rights. The identification
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of possible synergies and trade-offs between the three baskets is the princi-
pal task of western diplomacy and deal-making in both the Caucasus and
Central Asia.

ASSISTANCE AS REWARD?

In earlier chapters of this study the authors suggested that even a cursory
glance at the distribution by country of projects pursued by the U.S. and
the E.U. in Central Asia and the Caucasus indicates that both consider assis-
tance as a kind of reward for good behavior, especially in the area of democ-
ratization. Thus, Kyrgyzstan could close the U.S./NATO base at Manas,
allow corruption to metastasize and become endemic even in the NGO
sector, and sacrifice important areas of its sovereignty by joining Russia’s
Eurasian Union in exchange for open and secret payments- and still receive
the highest per capita level of U.S. assistance funds in the region. The as-
sumption is that claims of having moved towards democracy, or at least of
having made gestures in that direction, overshadow all other strategic con-
siderations, and that such progress should be rewarded under the principle
“more for more.”

Faced with such an “all or nothing” approach by the West, regional
governments all too often respond by reaching out instead to less demand-
ing major powers, e.g. Russia or China. Worse, they perceive that the West,
by picking regional favorites on the basis of this one criterion, is in fact pit-
ting regional states against each other and generally fostering an adversarial
relationship between itself and regional governments. In short, the narrowly
defined “progress-reward” approach to democratization ends up by under-
mining all other western interests in the region.

Many Americans, including prominent political figures, observing
the setbacks and failures of their governments drive for democratization
abroad, feel that Washington should get out of this business.? Citing John
Quincy Adams’ famous dictum that the United States does not go abroad “in
search of monsters to destroy,” they argue that America can be a well-wisher
of democratization everywhere but not its main sponsor, judge, and jury.
Others argue that progress towards democracy should not be rejected as
a goal but simply ranked as one important element among many western
strategic objectives in the Caucasus and Central Asia. We believe this makes
sense. It is most unlikely that any government in Europe or America would
publicly support a dramatic move away from recent practice. Nor is that
necessary. The problem is not the West’s support for democracy as such, but
its absolutist focus on national elections as the sole measure of democratic
development, and the hectoring way in which its criticism is presented.
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A more practical and efficacious approach is to accept the existing
political arrangements in each country as a given and to evaluate their prog-
ress or retrogression with respect to democracy according to local conditions
and traditions, i.e., the starting point. Instead of asking “did this election
meet international standards of free and fair elections,” let us ask instead
“Did this election mark progress or retreat in comparison with the preced-
ing election?” And having done so, let the U.S. and Europe ask in each case
how this factor relates to their other interests in the country in question and
in the region as a whole.

PROMOTING GOOD GOVERNANCE

Most Americans and Europeans take for granted the existence of an ade-
quate civil service and local officialdom. They assume at least a minimal
level of competence and honesty from those charged with collecting taxes
or the issuance of passports and other papers, as well as from local police,
courts, health and human services offices, recruitment agencies for jobs
in government or business, legal services, banks, university admissions of-
fices, or the scores of bureaucratic offices that issue permits and licenses.
The Soviet Union was notorious for its glaring shortcomings in precise-
ly these areas, the infuriating inefficiency of agencies serving the public,
and the near-universal corruption that pervaded them . With the partial
exception of Georgians, no one in either Central Asia or the Caucasus
can assume that any of these agencies work effectively or fairly today. To
be sure, improvements have been in achieved in some countries in some
areas, but the overall picture remains grim. The application of modern
administrative practices and the new technologies that support them is
partial and sporadic at best. This can be blamed in part on the high costs
of training and equipment needed to revamp sclerotic bureaucracies. The
rise of the private sector across the region may also be a factor, for it has
attracted much of the top talent in the rising generation. But the fact
that the West has largely neglected this important sphere has certainly not
helped matters.

The resulting situation profoundly affects all western programs
and practices in both the Caucasus and Central Asia. Its first victims are
initiatives in support of free and fair elections and democratization. Most
locals consider it absurd to dream of implanting electoral democracy on
top of a civil service that is considered incompetent and corrupt. Similar-
ly, the West’s support for non-governmental organizations, like the rise
of the private sector, draws yet more competent and civic minded young
people to posts outside the government. As we have noted, many of the
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most high-minded NGOs operate in open opposition to the government,
which gives rise to a fortress mentality and resistance to change in the very
quarters where greater openness is required. The result is stalemate and
frustration on both sides.

The Freedom Support Act of 1991 included a provision to ad-
vance what it called “Governance” (sec. 133). The intent was good, but
the legislation spoke only of efforts to stamp out corruption. Even though
the act has been amended annually since then, no subsequent provision
mandates USAID or other agencies to get at the root causes of the prob-
lem of corruption, let alone to extend the effort into the many diverse
offices of partner states that directly affect citizens and their welfare. In
other words, U.S. legislation treats corruption as a problem that can be
reduced or eliminated through anti-corruption campaigns as opposed to
fundamental reforms designed to advance good governance.

The general indifference of the Freedom Support Act to effec-
tive and responsive administration was the natural by-product of its sin-
gle-minded focus on democratization. Its drafters simply assumed that
democratically elected bodies would cut back and magically transform the
entire bureaucratic apparatus. In recent years there has grown up a valu-
able body of writing that seeks to identify the links between democracy,
economic development, and security. Against those who are fond of citing
India as proof that a poor country can also be democratic, scholars like
Stephen D. Krasner of Stanford and Latin Americanist Merilee S. Grin-
dle of Harvard have argued that “democracy” is not an independent vari-
able, nor is a market economy.3 Both require a solid base of what Grindle
felicitously calls “good enough governance.” In Grindle’s judgment, this
consists of three elements: 1) security, 2) better provision of services, and,
3) economic growth. Both Grindle and Krasner argue that without these
three attributes, it is naive and unrealistic to think of building democracy.
In short, “Good enough governance” is the necessary and unavoidable
precondition for democratization.

We have noted how both the U.S. and EU have supported
non-governmental organizations as instruments for fostering democratiza-
tion in their countries. A consequence of this approach is that neither the
U.S. nor EU have devoted major attention to the existing political leaders
and elites who are inevitably involved with any institutional change or in-
troduction of new practices. These are viewed instead as inevitable imped-
iments to reform who must be brought into line through external pressure
and coercion. Krasner addresses this problem directly, and offers a starkly
different perspective. While sympathetic to the often heroic citizens who
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champion democratic reform, he argues that: “despite the potential for
corruption, the support or endorsement of local political elites is a nec-
essary condition for success [in democratization]. Without such support,
external actors will fail in their efforts to improve local governance ... They
must therefore focus on modest objectives that include the preferences of
the national elites.”

As we have argued repeatedly on these pages, this means working
with local governments rather than o7 them. But Krasner goes further. Hav-
ing demonstrated the link between good governance and democratization,
he then proceeds to show the ways in which security affects both good gov-
ernance and democratization: “The first goal of ‘good enough governance’
must be to provide some level of security. Without a minimal level of securi-
ty, economic growth and the provision of many services will be impossible.”
And while 'greater prosperity’ does not guarantee consolidated democracy,
it does make it more likely.’

The experience of Central Asia and the Caucasus is entirely consis-
tent with these conclusions. To repeat, democratization is not an indepen-
dent variable, and Grindle’s “good enough governance” is indeed needed to
provide the security and economic growth that facilitate democratization
and are preconditions to it. If this is true, and no one has yet presented
a serious counter-argument, it has the most serious implications for west-
ern programs in the region. Bluntly, to focus on elections and democratic
processes without first attending to the essential support institutions is to
attempt to build a house from the roof down. Not surprisingly, it has largely
failed.

In spite of the Freedom Support Act’s silence on good governance as
a strategic goal, U.S. agencies have a clear Congressional mandate to address
the over-arching problem of administrative reform in the states of Central
Asia and the Caucasus. Under the rubric of “facilitating reform” a host of
sections added after 1992 open the door to this. Additional later sections
that speak of “support for transition” have also been interpreted to permit
U.S. agencies to direct skills and resources to what we are calling “good
governance.” Similarly, both the EU and individual European countries that
offer development assistance to the Caucasus and Central Asia have ample
legislative mandate for the same activity. Finland, for example, which de-
voted many years to reforming the management of the National Bank of
Kyrgyzstan, is just one example among many of such activity. Thus, the
problem is not that the U.S. or EU are unable to address governance issues,
or that they have failed to do so, but that their efforts have been too limited
in scale and are not defined in terms of the kind of good governance that
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most directly affects citizens welfare and outlook.

The single most striking achievement in the area of "good gover-
nance” instituted by any government in the Caucasus or Central Asia since
the collapse of the USSR are the Justice Houses established by the Saakashvi-
li government in Georgia following the Rose revolution of November 2003.
These institutions, which today exist in all the principal cities of Georgia,
bring together in one place representatives of all the major governmental
offices serving citizens’ needs and with which citizens have reason to interact
with some frequency. This convenient arrangement, which is facilitated by
modern technologies linking the Justice Houses with all the governmental
agencies represented there, enables a Georgian to get a passport, register a
title to a car or house, pay taxes, or conduct many other transactions quickly
and efficiently, through a kind of “one stop shopping.” It is a remarkable in-
novation that can readily be adopted elsewhere. Indeed, Azerbaijan’s ASAN
centers follow essentially the same principle. But it should be noted that
Georgia’s Justice Houses — not to speak of Azerbaijan’s ASAN centers — were
established and operate without any direct support either from the U.S. or
EU. To put it mildly, it is paradoxical that what is arguably the most signifi-
cance advance in open and honest state-citizen relations anywhere in recent
years was carried out in a country where the West claims to be fostering
“democracy,” but without either western money or expertise.

Thus, western countries should henceforth focus far more attention
than formerly on reforms and training programs that lead to “good gover-
nance” in all areas affecting the lives of citizens on the ground that this is in
itself beneficial and also because it is a necessary prerequisite for any future
improvements in the sphere of democratization.

A critic might reasonably object that this approach accepts and even
protects authoritarian rule, which the West should instead staunchly op-
pose. Such a critic might also point out that authoritarian rulers are masters
at finding security threats everywhere and using them to protect their rule.
This is true. But authoritarianism has deeper causes as well, not least in the
deep political culture of peoples. This is why authoritarian regimes, as often
as not, are replaced not by democracies but by other authoritarian regimes.
If the preconditions have not been built, no imposed democracy can be
sustainable. Such realities lend support to the approach set forth above, as
opposed to treating public shows of “democracy” as facts that demand im-
mediate rewards from the West.
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WORKING WiTH GOVERNMENTS, NOT ON THEM

The idea of promoting good governance as a precondition of further re-
forms seems so obvious that one may well ask why it has not been imple-
mented more fully before now. The answer is equally obvious: too often,
the West has considered institutions in Central Asia and the Caucasus that
were inherited from the Soviet era as unwelcome holdovers from the past.
On the quite reasonable assumption that they were populated by bureau-
crats with unreconstructed Soviet mentalities, they have treated them as
the enemy, to be avoided at all cost. Change, they assumed, would come
about not through direct engagement but through the activities of young
and modern men and women working outside the government in NGOs.

We will shortly focus directly on NGOs in these regions. Many
have succeeded in bringing about positive change by fostering good gov-
ernance, especially in such fields as public health, the recruitment and
advancement of women, and the defense of legal rights. They have gen-
erally avoided collaborations with government agencies in part from the
fear that they might be drawn into the corruption that prevails in many
official bodies. But in the end, their effectiveness has been severely limited
by the fact that their work often threatens local administrators and elites
and throws them on the defensive. Notwithstanding good intentions, the
NGOs have stalemated reform as much as they have fostered it. This is
because, as Krasner insists, the endorsement of local elites is necessary for
successful democratization.

The only recourse, then, is to work with local officials and admin-
istrators rather than oz them. This need not lead to a general rejection
of non-governmental organizations as instruments for promoting good
governance. However, it requires shifting the balance in favor of work
with official bodies. The European Union’s Eastern Partnership (EaP) has
done just this, and can cite advances in many countries. But among the
countries of the region, only Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia participate
in the EaP, and to wildly differing degrees. Can the same approach work in
the less westernized societies of Central Asia? The experience of a Slovenian
NGO activist and former staffer at Freedom House in New York, Mjusa
Sever, provides stunning evidence that it can. Sever, who had recently
founded Regional Dialogue, an NGO, entered into an agreement with
Uzbekistan’s Ministry of Justice to provide training in modern western
criminal court procedure for Uzbek criminal defense attorneys. Regional
Dialogue then opened direct contacts between the Ministry of justice and
leading American lawyers and judges. John R. Tunheim, who now serves
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as the Chief U.S. District Judge in the District of Minnesota, made twelve
trips to Uzbekistan over seven years in connection with this activity. And
criminal defense attorney Mark Schamel of the law firm Womble Carlyle
Sandridge and Rice made three trips there for the same purpose. A typical
seminar organized for the visiting Americans would focus not on abstract
theory but on practical skills needed for a criminal defense lawyer, includ-
ing the cross examination of witnesses, etc. Mr. Schamel reports that his
seminars were attended by equal numbers of criminal defense attorneys,
prosecutors, and judges, drawn both from Tashkent and other parts of
the country. Reciprocating these teaching visits, Uzbek criminal defense
attorneys made four visits to the U.S., during which they studied court
procedures, the work of criminal defense attorneys, and law firms in Bos-
ton, Minnesota, and the District of Columbia. Finally, it should be noted
that, thanks also to Regional Dialogue, the Chief Pathologist of the Gov-
ernment of Uzbekistan spent six months in the United States studying the
work of professional colleagues there.

This experience testifies eloquently to the possibility of working
with regional governments and their officials rather than oz them. The
European Union’s Rule of Law Initiative provides countless other exam-
ples. These can and should be replicated many times over, and in all those
fields that are considered essential to the interaction of citizens and their
government, and to the cause of good governance and democratization.

Working with rather than on local governments in areas pertinent
to civic welfare is not only possible but essential. By replacing a conflict-
ual model of interaction between western donors and local governments
with a collaborative one, this approach has already proven its worth. And
as so often happens, success breeds success, and in the process overcomes
mutual suspicion.

REDUCING RELIANCE ON NGOs

We have argued that the U.S. and EU should reduce their one-sided reliance
on NGOs as instruments of change and shift the focus more in the direc-
tion of interaction with official bodies. This proposition requires further
explication, for it is by no means obvious to many people of good will and
progressive thinking in both Europe and America and flies directly in the
face of much current policy.

The West’s embrace of NGOs as instruments for change in coun-
tries abroad is quite recent, dating to the independent groups that appeared
in Poland and Czechoslovakia and began challenging many practices of the
Communist 1970s, when Solidarity in Poland and Charter 77 in Czecho-
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slovakia boldly established autonomous organizations that challenged state
policies in many realms, including labor and culture. The so-called Jazz Sec-
tion in both countries succeeded in obtaining a charter from the United Na-
tions and used that cover to publish banned books and convene discussions
on sensitive topics.

The collapse of the USSR occurred just as this movement, by then
supported by several American foundations, reached its apogee. The term
“civil society,” which formerly had been applied to a society as a whole that
existed under law and extended to all the right to organize independent-
ly, now came to apply only to the “independent sector,” i.e., the NGOs.
As it became clear that the successor states had inherited from the USSR
many structures and habits deemed incompatible with the new freedoms,
those who had supported “civil society” before the breakup now champi-
oned NGOs as the best agents for change in post-Soviet societies. Western
governments, including the U.S. and EU, lent generous financial support
to such groups.

In spite of gains NGOs brought about in several spheres, many of
them fell prey to predictable pathologies. They were by no means immune
to the widespread corruption around them. Worse, because their main and
often sole funding came mainly or exclusively from abroad, they lacked the
deep local roots that local giving and voluntarism had developed in America
and which earned the admiration of the French politician and writer Alexis
de Tocqueville. This has given their domestic critics ample grounds for ar-
guing that they are not voluntaristic and that they are non-governmental
only in the host country, while living meanwhile off grants from foreign
governments.

In societies where institutions of all sorts had fallen prey to corrup-
tion under Soviet rule, it was probably inevitable that the post-indepen-
dence NGOs funded by western governments would also feel the corroding
disease of corruption. This indeed happened. With access to western money,
a class of local NGO managers grew up. Experienced in grant writing (of-
ten thanks to western-sponsored classes in grantsmanship) , they knew how
to cast proposals in such a way as to appeal to western donors. As western
grants rose and fell, they learned how to move deftly from project to proj-
ect, bringing their corrupt practices with them. So numerous are report-
ed instances of corruption in this sphere that it is perhaps unfair to single
out any one case. So let the following instance stand for many. When the
government of Finland sponsored a Kyrgyz group dedicated to advancing
women’s empowerment it reasonably expected that such an organization
actually existed. But when an official visiting from Helsinki attempted to
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visit the group’s office, it found instead only a modern and well-appointed
apartment, which turned out to be the sole “product” of Finnish largesse.
Adroitly written reports had completely masked the corruption. Such in-
stances of malfeasance may be exceptional, but their existence undercut the
legitimacy of the NGO sector in both the Caucasus and Central Asia.

A more serious problem is that far too many independent groups
and their western sponsors adopted an adversarial relationship with gov-
ernment officials, who amply reciprocated the hostility. Because it was gov-
ernments that had to change, NGOs’ considered it their task to cajole or
embarrass them into doing so. Many decent government officials viewed
the non-governmental initiatives in an entirely different light. They faced
daily the extraordinary stresses generated by the rapid imposition of new
governmental structures, laws, and property relations. They appreciated the
actual weakness of the new states, and the internal and external threats to
their independence and viability. Far from seeing NGOs as independent,
they viewed them instead as agents of foreign governments and centrifugal
forces in new national societies that were desperately in need of centripetal
forces to bind them together. Over time it became a stand-off, with each
side loudly proclaiming the latest iniquity perpetrated by the other, and
invoking national or international public opinion in its defense. Following
the model of Putin’s Russia, pressures to register, regulate, and eventually
ban foreign-funded NGOs rose throughout the region.

Deep skepticism about NGOs has arisen not only from authoritar-
ian rulers like Putin but from modern-thinking and pro-democratic officials
like Ashraf Ghani, a former World Bank official and, since 2014, President
of Afghanistan. While serving as his country’s Minister of Finance in 2002,
Ghani argued before the 2002 Tokyo Donors’ Conference that by providing
support directly to NGOs, without coordinating with the government or
even informing it, donors damaged the necessary links between citizens and
the state and hence weakened the government. He concluded that support
that completely bypasses governments does more harm than good.

As this situation developed, the West’s embrace of NGOs as its prin-
cipal local agents of change came under increasing criticism within Europe
and America. Skeptics included American political scientist Nelson Kasfir
who, even before Ghani’s speech, published a penetrating essay criticizing
the “conventional Notion” of civil society.® Critics arose from developing
countries as well, as for instance the points raised by the Zapatista move-
ment in Mexico and described by A.C. Dinerstein in his stcudy 7he Snail and
the Good Government.”

This is not the place to review this large and growing literature. But
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one thing is clear. As English geographer Claire Mercer put it in a review
of the literature, “One of the most striking features of the anglophone lit-
erature on NGOs is the diversity of NGO sectors and their contributions
to civil society and democracy; yet, exploration of this complexity is often
eschewed in favor of a normative approach in which the apparently mu-
tually enhancing relationship between NGOs, civil society and the state is
underpinned by liberal democratic assumption rather than an engagement
with wider debates about the politics of development.”8

Mercer instead proposes “a more contextualized and less value-lad-
en approach to the understanding of the political role of NGOs.” Any as-
sessment of the NGO sector and “civil society” in Central Asia and the Cau-
casus that is carried out in such a spirit is bound to reach a more nuanced
conclusion than what is embodied in current U.S. and EU practice.

Thus, the U.S. and EU must severely cut back their current reliance
on “civil society” and one-sided support for NGOs as the chief instruments
of positive change in Central Asia and the Caucasus. Those NGOs that con-
tinue to receive support should be strongly encouraged to identify common
interests with relevant governmental agencies and to develop constructive
collaborations to further them. This should not and need not require any
serious and honest NGO to abandon its commitments. Rather, it proposes
a more efficacious and practical means of advancing them.

SUPPORT FOR SECULAR LAws, (GOVERNMENT, AND
LEARNING
When the U.S. Congtress developed the Freedom Support act in 1992 it
affirmed and embraced the package of priorities and goals that underlay
the 1975 Helsinki Agreements. The one change, and a very important
one, was to add a clear statement on the importance of preserving and
strengthening the new sovereignties and enhancing their security. Down
to about 2010 officials repeated this affirmation whenever they were called
upon to explain U.S. objectives in either the Caucasus or Central Asia.
They interpreted this mandate broadly to include initiatives far beyond
the area of security, and especially in the economic sphere. Thus, the U.S.
staunch commitment to the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline, which was not
led by American investors and does not send oil to American markets,
was based on the solid principle that it would enhance the sovereignty
and security of both Azerbaijan and Georgia, and also undergird Turkey’s
commitment to the security of its neighbors in the Caucasus.

With the one exception of affirming the central importance of
the new states’ sovereignty, the pillars of American and European strategy

THE LoNG GAME ON THE SiLk RoAD W 133

printed on 2/12/2023 10:06 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

reflected commitments that had been repeated in numerous settings over
many decades, to wit, support for democracy, human rights and religious
freedom; free markets; trade and investment; and the security of both the
U.S. and its partner countries. As the years passed, two further concerns
forced themselves onto the attention of American and European lawmak-
ers and administrators: to curtail drug trafficking to and through the re-
gions, and to stamp out terrorism and the networks that perpetrate it,
among them being radical Islamic movements. The U.S., EU, the OECD,
and individual countries in Europe, as well as Canada, Japan, and Aus-
tralia devoted substantial sums to these causes, with mixed results. They
did so under the clear understanding that both constituted important (if
heretofore neglected) dimensions of the goal of establishing and protect-
ing security which they had already affirmed. Over the ensuing years these
two “add ons” assumed ever greater importance in western activity in Cen-
tral Asia and the Caucasus. Indeed, it became a commonplace to list them
along with the promotion of democracy, rights, markets, and security as
the West’s strategic goals.

From the outset Western countries were concerned about the po-
tential appeal of radical ideologies in the Muslim-majority areas of the
former Soviet Union. In some quarters, this translated into an expectation
of a competition between what was then the secular Turkish model and
the Islamist Iranian theocratic model in the region. That neglected the fact
that neither country had the resources to replace Russia as the dominant
force in either the Caucasus or Central Asia; or that the Shi’a Iranian the-
ocracy had little appeal to the Sunni populations of Central Asia.

The West fully acknowledged the urgent need to contend with
religious extremism in all its dimensions. But the tactical measures it ad-
opted to counteract it did nothing more than mechanically duplicate what
the U.S., Europe and diverse international bodies were doing elsewhere.
These focused more on the manifestations of extremism than its causes.
Regarding the causes of extremism, a distinct paradigm developed in the
late 1990s, which argues that repressive governments and economic depri-
vation are the main incubators of radicalism.®

But the paradigm, advanced primarily by the International Cri-
sis Group, is disconnected from the general literature on radicalization.
One scholar concludes that “none of the major theorists on radicalization
suggest that there is a universal model with predictive certainty.”’® And
among the many explanations advanced in the literature, repression does
not have a prominent position. In fact, several overviews on the causes of
radicalization hardly mention generalized repression at all, focusing only
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on discrimination against specific groups. One of the few systematic stud-
ies of the role of repression on radical Islamic movements, by Mohammed
Hafez, concludes that the record is mixed. The policy recommendation
of the dominant paradigm has been that instead of repressing political
Islam, governments should open their political systems to competition;
that would, in turn, deflate the balloon of radicalism that is being created
by the repressive environment and the lack of avenues for opposition. Yet
countries that have followed these recommendations have seen the oppo-
site occur, as the examples of Pakistan and more recently Turkey indicate.

It is significant that those scholars and observers who warn of the
counter-productive implications of repression in Central Asia tend not to
be experts on radicalization, but observers of Central Asian politics and/
or human rights activists. Their criticism is influenced by their general
condemnation of the policies of Central Asian regimes, rather than the
specifics of radical Islam. Criticism of policies in the field of religion is
often part and parcel of a broader criticism of authoritarian and repressive
policies and, moreover, is motivated by ethical considerations rather than
political analysis. In other words, critics of repression often oppose it be-
cause they consider it wrong, not because of unassailable evidence that it
foments extremism.

For Western policy, the implication of the paradigm was clear.
The best way to curtail terrorism was to withdraw support from any re-
gime judged to be repressive and to redouble investment in the “democ-
racy agenda.” Conveniently ignored was the fact that Kyrgyzstan, which
could boast of being the most tolerant governments in Central Asia down
to 2005, spawned many virulent strains of religious extremism, especially
in its southern provinces, while Turkmenistan, which responded to reli-
gious activists with an iron fist, had few. Uzbekistan’s uncompromising
support for the officially recognized Muslim tradition, paired with a re-
pressive approach to what were considered deviant strains of the faith,
produced several outbursts of Islamic extremism down to about 2005 but
these largely died out thereafter. And majority Shi'a Azerbaijan imposed
a kind of firewall between religion and government, which has not led to
widespread religious extremism or major acts of terrorism.

We do not offer these examples in support of any one theory of
the causes of radical Islam or terrorism, but rather to point out that the
region offers so many exceptions to the notion that repression gives rise
to terrorism as to make it useless as a basis for policy. Much the same can
be said of the line of thinking that traces terrorism to poverty. Like bad
politics, poverty doubtless plays a role, but the fact remains that far more
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of the world’s most dangerous terrorists arose from middle class and pro-
fessional families than from the poor.

This is not the place to offer yet another thesis on the cause of
radical Islamic movements. Rather, let us simply note that wherever they
exist, they take as their goal the capture of the state, its resources, all the
administrative agencies through which it carries out its will, and educa-
tion. For all their differences in tactics, and for all the disagreements and
conflicts that have arisen between such movements, they all agree that the
object of their efforts is less the soul of individual believers than the instru-
ments of state power. Communists dreamed of seizing the state in order
to make it serve the proletariat: Islamists aspire to seize power in order to
place it in the service of the faith and of themselves.

To now, the Western response to the rise of radical Islam has been
twofold: fight the violent Islamist groups under the euphemisms of “War
on Terror” and “Countering Violent Extremism”, while promoting the no-
tion of “Muslim Democrats.” Without minimizing or denying the need
for a military response to armed Islamist groups, it is unlikely that any
military response can succeed in the absence of other measures that target
the ideological movement underpinning the violent groups. Economic
development and less capricious governance may also help, but have yet to
provide the kind of vaccination against extremism and terrorism that their
champions hoped for. Nor have initiatives outside the state turned the
tide, as was noted above in the discussion of “civil society.” Like it or not,
the West’s efforts to combat religious extremism must engage directly with
the states themselves. Religious radicalism is directed above all toward the
state, and any response must begin in that quarter, and not merely with
negative measures.

As for Western positive measures, they have meant to provide a
ground for the purveyors of deeply anti-Western ideologies, in the hope
that they will moderate once repression is lifted. Everywhere in the Mus-
lim world, Western leaders and thinkers have argued that if non-violent
Islamist groups are allowed to operate in the political system, they will
“moderate;” and that in any case, the old political Islam is being replaced
by “Muslim Democrats”, who appeal to conservative social values but
are democratic politicians rather than Islamist ideologues.'” The question
where the predominant paradigm went wrong is beyond the scope of this
study. But it should be mentioned that in a key article heralding the rise
of “Muslim Democracy”, the author focuses exclusively on the promise
of new political parties, and does not mention the role of government
institutions even once." Yet where these “Muslim Democrats” have come
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to power, they have almost invariably turned out to return rapidly to their
ideological roots, and to seek to consolidate and maximize power — at the
expense of weakening those checks and balances and government institu-
tions that existed. Turkey’s AKP and the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood
are the two most obvious examples of this, and indicate that the Western
support of “moderate Islamism” has been a distinct failure.

This is the point, finally, at which the interests of the West and of
the news states of Central Asia and the Caucasus come into mutual align-
ment. To understand how this has come to be, let us note an important
feature of their very otherwise very different histories.

The modern West addressed the problem of religious extremism
in two very different phases. The first began with the Reformation and
Counter-Reformism and culminated in the 1648 Peace of Westphalia.
Convening in the German towns of Munster and Osnabruck, 109 del-
egations from diverse empires, states, and imperial cities agreed on the
principle that whoever rules in a given territory has the power to name the
religion under which its subjects live. Under the principle of cujus regio,
eijus religio (“Whose realm, his religion”) each state was sovereign and the
head of each sovereign territory could name the religion to be followed
there.

The second phase began with the English Revolution in 1647 and
culminated in the “Glorious Revolution” of 1688, the American Bill of
Rights introduced by James Madison on June 8, 1789, and the French
Revolution. By very different routes, all three western countries, and after
them most other major states of Europe, adopted not only the principle of
religious toleration but, importantly, the separation of religious law from
the law of the land.

America’s decisive contribution to this important development
was the First Amendment to its Constitution, which prohibits “the mak-
ing of any law respecting an establishment of religion, or the free exercise
thereof.”

To be sure, some European countries continued to maintain an
established church thereafter, but now under radically new conditions.
Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries the West in general
accepted the fundamental principle that the state is secular in character
and both the laws and the system of justice that serves them are to be
secular.

Then a further basic element was added: beginning with the Sci-
entific Revolution and extending through the establishment of the Uni-
versity of Berlin as a research institution in 1810, western countries came
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to embrace the freedom to teach and freedom to learn (Lehrfreibeit und
Lernfreiheit). In other words, the West embraced the ideal of secularism in
state-sponsored education.

So deeply are the principles of the secular state, secular systems of
law, and secular education embedded in the Western consciousness that
they are simply assumed, taken for granted. This, no doubt, is why it did
not occur to the authors of the Freedom Support Act or any other major
legislation affecting the new states formed after the collapse of the Soviet
Union to include these principles among their strategic affirmations and
goals. This was a serious mistake.

The Communist system that Moscow imposed on Central Asia
and the Caucasus decisively secularized the state, law and the courts, and
education. To this extent it was in step with broader developments in Eu-
rope and the North Atlantic region. However, in secularizing these func-
tions, Soviet rulers proceeded to charge a new quasi-religious body—the
Communist Party—with detailed supervision of the state, courts, and
education. The Party carried out this assignment with unprecedented bru-
tality and linked it closely with a general war against religion as such.
The new states of the Caucasus and Central Asia inherited all this. They
abolished the role of the Communist Party but to greater or lesser extent
imposed the state itself in the space thus vacated.

This is the situation that exists today. By many steps both large
and small the new states have endeavored to untangle the tight knot that
had choked the law, courts, and education in Soviet times. The task is ex-
ceedingly complex and progress has been slow. Many mistakes have been
made along the way, and there have been more than a few steps back-
wards, as Western critics have rightly noted. It is all a work in progress.
Yet for the difficulties, the states of Central Asia and the Caucasus have
achieved a distinctive and highly important status:

e 'They all have secular systems of governments. The legal sta-
tus and degree of independence of religious bodies remains
in flux, but the states themselves meet normal standards of
secularism.

e Whatever the state of reform, they all have secular systems of
law and secular courts. Even Afghanistan, which is officially
called “The Islamic Republic of Afghanistan,” has a legal sys-
tem based on Roman law, not the Sharia.

e 'Their educational systems are all open to modern secular
knowledge. Indeed, Central Asia and the Caucasus, with
fewer than 100 million people (less than half the number of
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Pakistan alone), have established more new and modern in-
stitutions of higher education than all their Muslim neighbors
together.

It remains a mystery why Western powers have not embraced these
achievements and the core western principles on which they are based as
cornerstones of its strategy in Central Asia and the Caucasus. The reason
appears to be that, accustomed to viewing the region through the lens of
the USSR, the West has narrowly fixed its attention on areas that have
yet to be reformed, not acknowledging the positive aspects of what does
exist. Dramatically absent from this approach is any recognition of how
profoundly significant the features listed above are when viewed in the
context of neighboring Muslim societies, including Pakistan, Iran, Iraq,
Turkey, and the rest of the Middle East.

In other words, those who persist in viewing the Caucasus and
Central Asia solely through the lens of post-Soviet development are blind
to the important place the region holds within the broader context of
Muslim societies. Central Asia is not a remote outlier to the core regions
of Islam but is itself a core region of the faith. Its religious leaders com-
piled nearly all of the most authoritative collections of the Sayings (Had-
iths) of the Prophet Mohammad, and one of them, al-Bukhari from what
is now Uzbekistan, was responsible for Islam’s second most holy book
after the Koran. Central Asian thinkers pioneered many, if not most, of
the achievements generally attributed to medieval Arab scientists and phi-
losophers. Azerbaijan, with its secular state, laws and education, is one of
only four Shia-majority societies, and Iran’s Azerbaijanis were historically
responsible for the establishment of the state of Iran as a Shia polity in the
first place.

The West, then, should view Central Asia and Azerbaijan as a
largely successful and functioning laboratory for moderate Islam in the
modern world. It should embrace the strengthening and improvement of
secular states there as a strategic goal, and also the establishment of secu-
lar systems of law, courts, and educational institutions. Recognizing the
ample shortcomings and deficiencies that exist, it should work patiently
but tenaciously with governments and societies there to correct them. This
strategic goal should be assigned the same level of importance as securi-
ty, democratic development, the protection of rights and freedoms, and
economic development. Indeed, the advancement of secular governance,
courts, and education across these regions may prove not only to be the
key to progress in the other strategic areas but the most lasting contribu-
tion the West can make in these historic lands of Islam.
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IMPROVING ACCESS TO NEWS AND INFORMATION

North Atlantic leaders between 1945 and 1991 fully understood
that Soviet officials considered news and information to be an essential
component of their overall strategy for confronting the West. In response,
both Europe and America devised large scale programs in radio, television,
and print media that played a significant role in breaking the Soviet state’s
monopoly of information available to its citizens. With the collapse of
the Soviet system, western governments concluded that these activities
were no longer needed and closed down most of them. The rise of the
Internet in the same years encouraged many to believe that citizens of the
former USSR would soon be connected digitally to the entire world and
that home computers and smartphones would obviate the need for special
programs in the sphere of information.

For more than a decade it has been clear that these views were
wrong, and that the need for western societies to reach out to the peoples
of the USSR through diverse media, far from disappearing, was growing
daily. Vladimir Putin’s close attention to the world of information and the
countless initiatives he has mounted in this sphere has expanded the need
for a western response exponentially.

While Europeans and Americans are aware of Russias RT tele-
vision channel and its intensive feeding of stories to receptive western
media, they are largely unaware of the extent to which Russian televi-
sion, internet sources, and print media dominate the information space
throughout the Caucasus and Central Asia. To be sure, Russia is not a
monolith, and the views of at least a few independent Russians find their
way into Russia’s public media from time to time. But the channels of
information that dominate the airwaves and print media of the Caucasus
and Central Asia are those that reflect official views in Moscow rather than
those of dissidents. China’s Xinhua news agency is also very active across
the region, thanks to news stories translated into local languages. Readily
available to editors, these often find their way into print or form the basis
of reports on television. As to western voices, with rare exceptions they
are inaudible or inaccessible to all but a small number of local elites who
know English or European languages.

In the absence of a more comprehensive media strategy by western
countries, local audiences across the region, if they follow western sources
at all, rely mainly on the British Broadcasting Company (BBC). BBC
receives high marks from local listeners but its audience remains small,
consisting mainly of elites. Voice of America and Radio Liberty continue
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to broadcast to both regions, but to diminished audiences. The reason
for this is clear. Due to the lack of qualified linguists in the West, most
of those reporting on American and European radios are émigrés from the
region. While some of them are both talented and dedicated, many fall
back on outdated clichés or produce poorly sourced accounts that strike
their regional listeners as quaint or out of touch. Rather than blame the
reporters for this, however, one should look to inadequate supervision
and editing, and to decisions taken at higher levels in their organizations,
including their supervisory boards, notably America’s Broadcasting Board
of Governors.

A number of studies have concluded that the U.S. government’s
foreign broadcasting network is failing at its task. A 2013 report of the
Ofhice of the U.S. Inspector General depicted an agency with a dedicat-
ed staff but with a governing board that is incompetent, useless and fa-
tally broken. The report bluntly panned the foreign broadcasting agency
as “dysfunctional” and “ineffectual.”'* Under the Broadcasting Board of
Governors is the International Broadcasting Bureau (IBB), which “is re-
sponsible for the agency's strategic planning and oversight, including U.S.
international media's innovation strategy, transmission, marketing, and
program placement services for all BBG networks, including the Voice of
America, Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty.”" Staffed in part by Foreign
Service officers on two-year rotations, this body has adopted a bland and
passive “business as usual” approach, which reflects the larger strategic
failure. There is little or no evidence that anyone at higher levels of the
State Department has ever addressed the many issues involved, let alone
called for a comprehensive communications and information strategy that
address the acute information crisis throughout Central Asia and the Cau-
casus.

Europe’s Euronews channels has grown considerably since its cre-
ation in 1993. While it broadcasts in eleven languages, including Russian,
Turkish and Persian, it is scarcely available in Central Asia and the Cauca-
sus, and available nowhere in a local language.

Both the U.S. State Department and the European Commission
should designate improving access of citizens of Central Asia and the Cau-
casus to Western news, information and communications as a major stra-
tegic priority, and should charge relevant boards and agencies to devise
comprehensive plans to achieve that objective.

THE LoNG GAME ON THE SiLk RoaAD B 141

printed on 2/12/2023 10:06 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

USING ONE YARDSTICK FOR ALL

The problem of different yardsticks is not a new problem. As far back as
1979, conservative critic and later UN Ambassador Jeane Kirkpatrick, in
an essay and subsequent book entitled “Dictatorships and Double Stan-
dards,” argued that standards were being applied to Egypt that would ap-
ply equally, if not more so, to many other states that were not coming un-
der censure. In both works she argued against excessively pressuring rulers
in such countries on the grounds that it was possible and even likely that
they would be replaced by something worse. Then in 1985 Tom Kahn,
in a speech before a conference organized by the left-wing Young Social
Democrats (YSD), argued that no state should be written off on the basis
of its past record, and the U.S. should promote evolutionary change even
in authoritarian states. He noted that: “In contrast to the political democ-
racies, which appeared on the scene only in the last two centuries, and
in contrast to the totalitarian state, which appeared only in this century,
many of the authoritarian societies are rooted in ancient social structures,
while others are in transition to modern forms. Some display a bizarre
blend of the modern and the archaic.”*®

Kahn’s argument, like that of Kirkpatrick, bears directly on the
authoritarian states of Central Asia and the Caucasus today. From both
the right and left, critics have thus counseled engagement and commit-
ment, not in the hope of immediate gains but in the expectation that
long-term progress might yet be possible.

The problem still exists today, and the debate continues, most
recently in the cases of Vietnam, Cuba, Saudi Arabia, Rwanda, Myanmar,
and Iran. In all six instances the Obama administration and its prede-
cessors, as well as European countries, have extended opportunities and
encouragement to regimes that are generally judged to be anti-democratic,
repressive, paranoid and, in the case of Iran, dangerous. Western links
with Saudi Arabia remain close, in spite of the fact that men advocating
a constitutional monarchy, or women who drive a car or travel without
the permission of their male guardian, are severely punished there. Jordan
remains a close ally, notwithstanding controls over religious life that are
far in excess of what exist in the Central Asian countries that the State
Department regularly criticizes. The case of Turkey has already been men-
tioned, in which the U.S. and EU have been mute in the face of growing
authoritarianism. In these and many other cases, the U.S. adopts a double
standard for one of two reasons: first, because it believes that in the case of
these countries other considerations are more important than democracy
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and human rights; or, second, it hopes thereby to create an environment
that will in the long run foster positive change.

Such an approach is not wrong. But it should be noted that it is
justified solely in terms of what might happen in the future, not in terms
of present performance as measured by some absolute standard. Such a
calculus has rarely, if ever, been brought to bear in the case of countries
of Central Asia or the Caucasus. A rare exception was when the State De-
partment in 2016 shelved its objections over developments in Tajikistan
because of that country’s importance to security in Afghanistan’s neigh-
borhood. Ciritics claim it has done the same with respect to Uzbekistan,
but others argue that many of the most damning criticisms of Uzbekistan
are based on faulty or incomplete evidence. Otherwise, the U.S. has been
quite severe, coming close to cutting ties with Azerbaijan and Turkmeni-
stan during the late Obama years and otherwise throughout both regions
"holding their feet to the fire.”

Have the “difficult” states of the Caucasus and Central Asia war-
ranted the severity of U.S. policy towards them? Are they all so lacking in
promise for the future as to justify the rigorous application of standards
that are not systematically applied elsewhere? Has the U.S. failed to con-
sider whether these countries have the potential to evolve in directions it
considers favorable? Finally, should America apply its standards so strictly
in these countries when it does not do so elsewhere, simply because the
countries of the Caucasus and Central Asia are small and weak?

A common feature of American policy throughout the Caucasus
and Central Asia is the failure to connect local issues with the broad-
er international context of which they are inseparably a part. Thus, the
Karabakh issue is not just a local conflict arising from ancient enmities,
as U.S. policy has wrongly assumed, but a key element in Russia’s effort
to build and sustain a dominant voice in post-colonial countries it once
ruled. Similarly, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan have not adopted isola-
tionist stances because they are ruled by congenital autocrats who fear
influences from abroad. Rather, they do so because they face existential
security threats that their western partners fail to appreciate. They view
isolationism as the best tool available to them. Time and time again the
State Department has underestimated the degree to which the problem-
atic initiatives by governments in the Caucasus and Central Asia are their
best response to manipulations by neighboring great powers.

One can find fault with America’s forbearing approach to Viet-
nam, Cuba, Saudi Arabia, Rwanda, Myanmar, and Iran. But if it is ap-
plied to these countries, several of which pose far more serious down-side
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risks to American interests, why should it not be applied equally to the
“difficult” states of Central Asia and the Caucasus? None of them are ruled
by Communist regimes, as are Vietnam and Cuba, none is a brutal the-
ocracy as is Iran. Quite the contrary, all have made substantial progress in
areas pertinent to western values and interests and, for all their problems
and difficulties, all have real and enormous potential to serve as models
of secular and modern states in a region dominated by various forms of
obscurantism and retrogression.

Both the U.S. and Europe must apply to Central Asia and the
Caucasus the same kind of thinking which, for better or worse, has shaped
recent approaches to Vietnam, Cuba, and Iran, and significantly expand
the up-side horizon of its engagement. At a time when Cuba and Iran have
persisted in old and negative types of behavior, and when the Vietnamese
Communist Party has walled itself off from positive change, countries of
the Caucasus and Central Asia are undergoing dynamic and peaceful evo-
lution, in most cases under certifiably modern leadership. The risks arising
from deeper engagement are few, and the potential benefits high.

EMBRACING A REGIONAL APPROACH

One can reasonably argue that neither the Caucasus nor Central Asia con-
stitutes a region in the full geopolitical or economic sense. After all, border
conflicts and fights over water and energy exist across Central Asia, while
Armenia and Azerbaijan have remained virtually in a state of war since
1992. Nor has regional comity been enhanced by cordial relations among
leaders, several of whom long abused one another in public settings.

If this were the whole story, the U.S.’s present focus on bilater-
alism would makes sense and the recent American and European moves
towards a more regional approach could be dismissed as polite concessions
to local demands and nothing more. But numerous changes in Central
Asia are laying the foundations of a new regionalism there, and important
developments in the Caucasus between Georgia and Azerbaijan cannot
advance further without a deepened regionalism. This calls for a reassess-
ment of western tactics in both regions and for a fundamental rethinking
of the strategy itself. A combination of external and internal developments
across the Caucasus and Central Asia necessitates such a change.

The external factors pertain, first, to sovereignty and security, the
overriding concern of governments in both regions. These arise both from
geopolitical and economic changes since about 2005. Of the former, the
chief source of change has been the rise of Vladimir Putin’s Collective
Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), his Eurasian Economic Union

144 M STARR & CORNELL

printed on 2/12/2023 10:06 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww. ebsco.conlterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

(EEU), and the unstated but barely disguised political agenda that goes
with them. Kazakhstan’s President Nazarbayev has declared many times
that his country would quit the EEU if it ventured into the political
sphere. Nonetheless, this has already happened in both overt and covert
ways. Barely had the ink dried on Kazakhstan’s accession agreement than
Putin broached his idea of a currency union, which Kazakhstan immedi-
ately rejected as political. Putin and his deputies have followed up with
other such probes. With little choice in the matter, Kyrgyzstan and Ar-
menia have already joined Kazakhstan as EEU members. It remains to be
seen whether Kazakhs and other members will succeed in confining the
EEU to business and economic affairs, and whether, and for how long,
other countries will resist joining. Meanwhile, Uzbekistan found the de-
velopments so threatening that it left the CSTO in 2013. Following the
death of Islam Karimov, Uzbekistan’s new acting president Shavkat Mir-
zioyev in September 2016 used his first public statement to declare that
his country would join no military or security alliances.

Central Asian countries have, without exception, welcomed Chi-
nese projects and investments, especially in the fields of transport and
energy. Seeing them as a useful counterweight to Russia, they effectively
elicited Chinese backing when, at an SCO summit in Dushanbe in Sep-
tember 2008, they refused to approve Putin’s 2008 invasion of Georgia.
Similarly, Uzbekistan worked with Beijing to roll back Putin’s effort in
2010 to establish a Russian base in the Ferghana Valley. No region stands
to benefit more from China’s New Silk Road initiative than Central Asia,
with the Caucasus a close second. At the same time the sheer weight of
China’s presence poses potential threats that are widely recognized, in-
cluding loss of economic independence and of demographic identity.

In facing these pressures, states of Central Asia and the Caucasus
have to choose between aligning themselves closely with one or another
external power, or balancing them all against each other in a positive re-
lationship. Armenia, Georgia, and Kyrgyzstan have taken the first course.
All the others seek to balance their positive relations with the main exter-
nal powers and, by delicately playing them off against each other, preserve
as much room to maneuver as possible. If western passivity causes them
to lose faith in the balancing process, their fallback position will be to fol-
low Turkmenistan into neutrality and self-isolation. Time will tell whether
either of these strategies will work, but two things are clear. First, that
strategies based on balance will work only if the West acknowledges and
embraces its role in the balances and, second, if regional governments do
not allow external powers to play them off against each other.
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Having already considered the issue of balance above, let us assert
and stress that the only way to discourage other powers from pursuing
“divide and conquer” policies in Central Asia and the Caucasus is to build
and strengthen links among the regional states themselves. Only a strong
regional approach to the Caucasus and to Central Asia by the U.S. and EU
can achieve this.

Separate from these matters, economic development within both
regions demands that the West adopt a comprehensive and deliberate re-
gional approach. No country has a big enough domestic market to justify
certain major investments, but the absence of good land and air transport
between the countries and of open economic relations among them (i.e.,
tariffs, duties, etc.) prevents most region-wide western investments and
projects. All countries recognize this, but most hesitate to initiate the kind
of actions that are necessary to achieve these ends. By using their conven-
ing power, the U.S. and EU can remove impediments to joint action and
foster region-wide initiatives.

Well and good, one might object, but what about the bad blood
that exists between many states in both regions? This is undeniably a prob-
lem, especially with respect to Armenia and Azerbaijan, but many in both
the West and Russia habitually overstate its depth and seriousness. Turk-
men tribes and Uzbeks had been fighting since the sixteenth century. But
when it became necessary to cooperate in order to open the pipeline be-
tween Turkmenistan and China, the two countries quickly put aside their
enmity and built what is now the most cordial relationship in Central
Asia. Messrs. Nazarbayev and Karimov had often exchanged barbs over
the years but trade between their countries has greatly expanded recently,
and Uzbek exports to Kazakhstan have passed shipments to Russia and
Turkey. And in spite of highly public disputes over Tajikistan’s Rogun dam
project and other issues, the presidents of Tajikistan and Uzbekistan have
begun regularly meeting on the sidelines of international conferences.

Beginning with the BTC pipeline project in the 1990s, economic
realities have also made Georgia and Azerbaijan partners. The expansion
of east-west and west-east transport in goods across both countries is turn-
ing them into a kind of “Land Suez” linking Europe to both China and
India. To this extent, regionalism already thrives today in the Caucasus,
although the Karabakh conflict prevents its full realization. One must also
speak increasingly of a new regionalism that links the eastern and west-
ern shores of the Caspian Sea. With new ports in Kazakhstan, Turkmeni-
stan and Azerbaijan, and rapidly increasing transport of goods and energy
across that body of water, this broader regionalism must be taken serious-
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ly. China, India, Europe and the U.S. all have an interest in its success.
But Russia has been militarizing the Caspian and even used it as a base for
rocket attacks on Syria. To now, there is no forum where such issues are
regularly considered.'”” The EU and U.S., acting alone or in consort with
other powers, should provide one, lest what should be an international
water corridor become a Russian lake.

To their credit, both the EU and more recently, the U.S. have be-
gun building structures for interaction with the countries of Central Asia
and the Caucasus that are regional in character. However, these have yet to
be linked with long-term strategies towards either the Caucasus or Central
Asia, let alone the region as a whole. Lacking that, the West’s regional ap-
proach remains bureaucratic and inert. This can be corrected only through
much more serious strategic planning in both Washington and Brussels,
and by the direct engagement of high-level officials from North America
and Europe in the application of the resulting strategies.

FIGHTING IMPATIENCE

With deep respect and admiration, the present authors acknowledge the
many and diverse positive achievements in Central Asia and the Caucasus
that have been brought about through western collaboration and assis-
tance. No other global power comes close to equaling the U.S. or EU
in the range, depth, and sheer scale of their commitments. Yet this does
not signify that all is well. On the contrary, it has been necessary to detail
both structural and strategic shortcomings, the sum of which is to reduce
the effectiveness of western assistance overall, weaken the ability of the
regional states to develop and prosper in security, and diminish the West’s
relationship to these emerging regions. All of these shortcomings can and
must be addressed. It is hoped that the suggestions advanced here will
contribute to that process, and render the relationships stronger and more
beneficial to all sides in the future.

Impatience, especially in the U.S., has inflicted much damage on
the West’s relations with Central Asia and the Caucasus. It has caused
official bodies and non-governmental organizations alike to issue scathing
complaints about the lack of progress locally. It has led both Washington
and Brussels to make abrupt shifts that they have ended up reversing. The
inevitable and invariable result of such ventilating is to harden positions
on the other side, diminish cooperation, and slow progress overall. Many
unfortunate examples of this process can be cited.

It is true that the need to make annual reports to Congress fosters
such impatience in Washington. Analogous problems foreshorten time
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horizons in Brussels. But this is not really an excuse. Corporate leaders
work in an environment where even quarterly reports are demanded. Yet
only some of them trim their strategies to accommodate the quarterly
reporting. The effective ones maintain a long-term perspective even as
they shuffle quarterly reports, and manage to explain and defend it before
their shareholders. Such an approach is urgently needed in the case of
western policy in Central Asia and the Caucasus. It will replace seemingly
random “projectitis” with more focused collaborations, and impatience
with tenacity.
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THE WAY AHEAD

he preceding chapters laid out the problems in American and Eu-

ropean policies toward Central Asia and the Caucasus, and ways
to ameliorate them. The preceding chapters identified ten key conclu-
sions in the conceptual and strategic realm, and five in the structural
and organizational. Let us here reiterate the concrete conclusions that
this book advances for a more fruitful approach going forward. In the
former category, the key points are the following:

The Primacy of Sovereignty and Security

Western governments should devote serious attention to the sovereignty
and security of the countries of the Caucasus and Central Asia as the
necessary and inescapable foundation of long-term and many-sided rela-
tionships in both regions, and to this end play a more deliberate and active
role as part of the “balances” that define the strategies of many, but not
all, regional states.

Consider Assistance an Investment, not a Reward

Western assistance should not be seen as a reward for approaching the
finish line in a “race to democracy” but as an investment in countries that
are important to a range of American or European interests. Concerning
voting and citizen participation, the West should recognize that free and
fair elections of national leaders are more likely to be the culmination of a
democratization process rather than its starting point.
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Promote Good Governance

The U.S. and EU must henceforth treat good governance in all areas af-
fecting citizens’ lives as a goal in its own right and as a necessary precondi-
tion for democracy, and work with local partners to devise programs that
advance this end.

Work With Governments, Not On Them

The U.S., EU, and other donor countries in Europe, must reject the wide-
spread current practice of working o7 the governments of Central Asia and
the Caucasus to bring about reforms and change, and instead seek to work
with them to advance these ends.

Reduce Reliance on NGOs.

Without abandoning support for worthy non-governmental organizations,
the U.S. and EU should reduce their one-sided reliance on NGOs and
re-examine the false romanticism of “civil society,” and specifically the con-
ceit that the development of modern societies and polities can be promoted
without enabling institutions.

Support Secular Laws, Government, and Learning

The U.S. and EU should acknowledge that among their core interests in
both the Caucasus and Central Asia is in the development and mainte-
nance of states that are free from religious control, secular in their laws and
courts, and with educational systems that are open to modern knowledge.

Improve Access to News and Information

The U.S. and Europe must acknowledge that access to global news and
information is a basic right not only of cosmopolitan elites in Central Asia
and the Caucasus but of the publics at large. The West should embrace
the advancement of this right as one of its core strategies and objectives,
through a variety of initiatives involving television, the internet and print
media, as well as radio.

Use One Yardstick for All

As new states trying simultaneously to transform their political systems
and economies while preserving their sovereignty and security, the eight
countries of the Caucasus and Central Asia have fallen short in many ar-
eas. Yet in evaluating their progress and problems, the U.S. and EU have
often applied what amounts to a double standard, making demands on
these countries that they have not sought to impose on countries in Asia
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and Africa. Both the U.S. and Europe must apply to Central Asia and the
Caucasus the same kind of thinking which, for better or worse, has shaped
recent approaches to countries such as Vietnam, Cuba, and Iran.

Embrace A Regional Approach

The U.S. and EU, while maintaining their strong web of bilateral relations
in both the Caucasus and Central Asia, should increasingly focus on re-
gionalism as an emerging and necessary structure for the advancement of
Western interests there.

Fight Impatience

The greatest enemy of American and European strategy in the Caucasus
and Central Asia is impatience. Western programs need to adopt a more
realistic time horizon for their end goals.

These conceptual and strategic principles that should serve as general
guidelines for policy in turn lead to the following concrete, structural im-
plications:

Coordinate the “Three Baskets

A senior U.S. official should be assigned to accept responsibility for the in-
teragency process and thereby bring about coordination between the issue
areas of security and strategic relations, economic ties, and good gover-
nance and human rights — and lead an active process involving the various
agencies of the U.S. government tasked with relations with the region. In
Europe, such functions that exist at the European External Action Service
should be strengthened.

Minimize Bureaucratic Stove-Piping within the Regions and Between
Them

U.S. and European officials should institute mechanisms to restore coor-
dination of their policies toward the South Caucasus, on one hand, and
Central Asia on the other, to remedy the artificial dividing line created in
their bureaucracies that effectively make the Caspian Sea a barrier rather
than a bridge. Further, a greater degree of coordination between Brussels
and Washington is desirable and would be a logical result of the strength-
ening of coordinating function in each capital. And finally, U.S. and EU
embassies in the region can coordinate approaches to a much greater de-
gree than is the case today.
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Pursue Comprehensive Negotiations to Identify Synergies

On the basis of greater coordination between the issue areas, or “baskets”,
of Western interests in Central Asia and the Caucasus, it will also be pos-
sible to move beyond unilateral mandates in each field toward high-level
negotiations with the regional countries spanning all areas of Western in-
terests. ‘This will open neglected possibilities in the area of trade-offs and
quid pro quos involving Western involvement in security affairs, economic
relations, as well as political reforms and human rights. Western officials
will then be able to carry out their task in a manner that advances their
interests in all three spheres together, and not simply in those areas man-
aged by individual agencies. Rather than frame the discussion as a choice
between security, economic reform, and democracy and human rights,
Western leaders should approach relations as a negotiation involving deli-
cate and evolving balances between them.

Move Beyond “Naming and Shaming”

This study finds the public hectoring that Western officials often engage in
one of the most damaging, and counter-productive, elements of U.S. and
European policy toward Central Asia and the Caucasus. As Western poli-
cies are coordinated better and comprehensive negotiations with regional
states are undertaken, it will be necessary to calibrate the public language
of Western leaders to a more constructive and collegial approach to these
partner states.

Strengthen Governments’ In-House Analytical Capacity.

Finally, undergirding all the proposed steps indicated above, Western gov-
ernments must end their reliance on uncorroborated information from
third party sources, and strengthen their internal analytical capability to
understand developments in Central Asia and the Caucasus; and the re-
ports published by Western officials must be accompanied by credible ev-

idence and sourcing.

CONCLUSIONS

To conclude, even healthy people need periodic medical checkups. A care-
ful examination can disclose small problems which might, if unchecked,
develop into bigger problems. It can identify habits that over time can
negatively affect the person’s health, and come up with ways to change
them. It can even lead to life changes that can enable the person to achieve
his or her goals more effectively while becoming a more valued partner,
friend, or neighbor.
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This is the spirit in which the authors undertook this study. Far
from being a product of handwringing and despair, it arose from a keen
appreciation of all that the West has achieved in and for Central Asia and
the Caucasus over the past quarter century and a spirit of respect for, and
gratitude to, those in government, business, and the voluntary sector who
made this possible.

Our aim in reviewing western policies towards these regions is not
to hand out posies for good works in the past or to administer scoldings to
those whom we found wanting. Far from pretending to issue a report card,
our sole reason for carrying out this review of the past has been to identify
areas in which practical improvements might be effected in the future and
to present those findings in some kind of systematic order.

For all the West has achieved in the Caucasus and Central Asia
to date, it has yet to reap the full benefits that a more active and carefully
directed relationship with these regions can offer. Conversely, the eight
countries in question have had great expectations for their relations with
America and Europe but they have yet to garner more than a fraction of
these in practice.

A major conclusion of this study is that the legitimate aspirations
of both parties in this relationship — Central Asia/Caucasus and US/EU
— are fully congruent and fully attainable. Indeed, several fields where the
West has barely touched the surface — issues such as good governance,
the development of secular laws, courts, and schools, and defense-based
security — can bring great benefits to both parties in the relationship, as
can the untapped economic interests in trade and transport, among other.

Those who are inclined to find conspiracies lurking in even the
most innocuous proposals may leap up at this point and claim that the
many suggestions advanced in this report add up to a devious but frontal
attack on some other country’s supposed “interests” in the region. Such
claims arise most persistently from Moscow. To deny them here- even be-
fore they have been lodged—would be equivalent to trying to respond to
the question, “Are you still beating your wife?” Instead let all readers judge
for themselves whether our proposals are in any way directed against the
legitimate interests of any other country. Bluntly, they’re not.

Inevitably, there will be many in the United States and the diverse
countries of Europe who will acknowledge the potential benefits to their
own countries and to all the countries of Central Asia and the Caucasus of
a more active relationship but who will then step back, citing the price tag.
This, too, is a red herring. Much that has been proposed here can be ex-
ercised by directing existing expenditures into more productive channels.
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To be sure, this calls for far more rigorous reviews of existing programs
than have heretofore been conducted, and more vigilant attention to their
implementation, with an eye to cutting back duplication and sheer waste.
Above all, it calls for much more constant and thoroughgoing coordination
within offices, and among programs, agencies, and governments.

In other words, the key variable in the success or failure of all that
has been proposed here is not money but leadership. We have set forth nu-
merous areas where such leadership has been lacking, beginning with the
definition of each side’s interests. We consider it absolutely essential for
a single official (in the U.S. the Secretary of State or a close subordinate)
to be responsible for negotiating with regional governments a single and
integrated package of activities based on trade-offs that in the end brings
payoffs to both partners. The absence of this kind of comprehensive nego-
tiation is a principal weakness of western strategy to date and one that can
be most easily rectified.

This is not the first time in history that the U.S. and its European
friends and partners have been called on to render help and assistance
to emerging countries. They have been doing so for three-quarters of a
century, and with results that strengthen western security and economic
life in ways that western tax-payers can be proud. To be sure, there have
been mistakes a-plenty. But even as we acknowledge these, let us also note
the capacity of western countries to acknowledge and learn from their
mistakes, and then introduce mid-course corrections that enable them to
proceed in a strategic manner.

Political and economic development is not a sprint but a distance
run, in which clarity about ends and means, leadership and, above all, ze-
nacity are the key determinants of success. If the West, in this long game,
can now muster these qualities and apply them to its relations with the
countries of the Caucasus and Central Asia, it will prevail. And all parties
to the relationship will benefit far more even than during the past quarter
century.
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