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Insecurity in "A New Silk Road*

o Nedzad Basic

Abstract:

Withdrawal of US-NATO troops from Afghanistan, remains an
issue for military operations of new-old participants in the
process of further destabilization of the political situation in
Central Asia. The process of political destabilization of the
region raises many a questions about new relationship between
interests of USA, China, Russia and India in this region.
Pronounced influence of radical Islamic movements in the
broader area of Asia makes this region tremendously important
for the further development of global political relations in this
part of the world. The crisis in relations between Russia and the
West makes reconfiguration of global strategic interests in the
region more complex.

Introduction Remarks

From the earliest days the Central Asia was a region in which strategic
political, military, economic, cultural and religious interests of numerous
conquering empires and Eastern warlike tribes, met each other. In this encounter
strategic interests of the great powers have largely redefined the interests and
identities of local communities, that will have a decisive role in the geo-political
designing of this region in this millennium.

Inaugurated under the title "A NEW SILK ROAD" program of
reintegration of Central Asia aimed to integrate war-torn Afghanistan and
Pakistan into Central Asian market, and transform the region into area (region)
of peace, development and stability. Transit routes linking Central Asia with
global market, should to be the best guarantee that Afghanistan and Pakistan
after the withdrawal of Western Alliance troops would emerge as a new model
of multi-cultural co-operation and mutual respect in the region of Central Asia.
The project in which has been invested enormous political will, ideas and
financial resources will soon prove to be unsuccessful and will cause great social
frustration and a new political realignment in the region. The failure of this
project will quite clearly show that to create a new concept of regional peace
only on premise of historical, ethnic and religious identity of local groups in the
process of globalization, is almost impossible.
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Historical Identity and Cultural Diversity:

Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan and
Kazakhstan, make essential area of Central Asia where the political interests of
great empires and Islamic, Hindu, Christian and Chinese culture meet each other
for centuries. Each of these empires, with its own separate, and often mutually
sharply conflicting interests and identities, constituted the tribes of this region
(Turks, Tocharians, Persians, Scythinians, Mongols ...) highly interconnected in
their mutual trade with foreign invaders in their nomadic life.

The influence of the great empires from the earliest days of humankind
history made region of Central Asia, space of permanent influence and conflicts
of different cultures and civilizations. After creating the Greco-Bactrian
Kingdom, this region was in intense commercial, cultural and military contacts
with the early civilizations of China and India, especially during the Chinese
Han Dynasty (115-60 BC) and during existence of the Indo-Greek Kingdom.
The great prosperity of this region is experiencing at the time of Turk-Mongol
empire which included Central Asia, a part of China and Russia and the Middle
East." After the death of the Mongol ruler Timur (1405), penetration of Islam
literally break trade links between China and Europe, that made region of
Central Asia harshly isolated from the main trade roads. The old cities of
Samarkand, Bukhara, Khiva and Kokand are historical remnants of the early
Islamic civilization which left a deep influence, in this region . Around these
cities a number of Turkish nomadic tribes (Kazakhs, Uzbeks, Turkmen, Kyrgyz,
Uyghur) had resisted to foreign invaders, combating and trading with many
warlike tribes which were moving along the "Silk Road".?

At the end of the 19th century this region entered in orbit of Soviet
industrialization in which had been gradual transformed from livestock-
agricultural civilization to industrial civilization. The powerful influence of the
centralized Soviet economy will significantly weaken influence of religion
identity gradually imposing a new secular identity of the state within the Soviet
empire in this region. After the break up of the Soviet Union, at the end of the
20" century, the identity of this region will remain in orbit of its ancient Islamic
identity, but with many significant cultural and historical specificities, that will
make this region significantly different from radical Islamic identity that spreads
across Asia in 21* century. .

At the end of 20" and beginning of 21% century, because of rich natural
resources, this region will attract big attention and interest of large multi-national
Corporations (MNCs) and Transnational Commercial Banks (TCBs) which will
make this area as a space of conflicts of interest of new non-state actors with
their powerful influence on behavior of governments in these countries.
Confronting interests of large MNCs and TCBs, neighboring nuclear powers
(Russia, China, India, Pakistan), including influence of Hindu, Christian and
Islamic civilization, this region grows up into the epicenter of cultural and social
confrontations in Asia. This social and cultural confrontation will be a major
determinant of the future of political and military conflicts in Asia in this
century.
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Ethnic divisions, religious divide, historical and cultural diversity and

the impact of external state’s and non-state factors, made this region highly
politically unstable. Religious and ethnic exclusivity, often reaching mutual
explosive hatred, clashes between Muslims and Hindus, historical conflict
between Shia and Sunni Muslims, the conflict between the many tribals and
religious communities, have a strong impact in this area. However, despite the
large mutual animosity, peoples in this region could survive only thanks to the
nature of interconnections their strategic common interests, which have been
historically created by common external threat to region of Central Asia.
One of the least populated regions in Asia, where live more than 100 different
ethnic and religious communities, which speak Turkmen, Kazakh, Turkish,
Kyrgyz, Uzbek, Uighur, Russian and Chinese language, makes Central Asia
unique region on Asian continent.

Shared interests and a high degree of mutual dependence in survival,
great potential of natural resources, economic and political influence of Russia,
China and India will make this area as region of interests of great powers
especially in the late 20th and early 21st century. Global structural changes will
definitely inaugurate new mobile factors of production, and to open a large space
for trade and business of MNCs, Transnational Commercial Bank (TKB) and
global institutions, which will bring a new nature of influence in this region.

The new external influences will significantly change the interest and
behavior of the state governments in this region. Especially great influence on
the behavior of the governments in Central Asia will have the expansion of
radical Islam in Asia. The strong influence of Pashtun tribes in Afghanistan and
Pakistan, which strongly supports Taliban’s radical movement, will make strong
impact on political relations between Afghanistan and Pakistan and other
countries in Central Asia.

“A New Silk Road” Initiative:

Due to the extremely high level of Islamic radicalization of Taliban
movement in Afghanistan and its strong influence in Pakistan as nuclear power,
which threatened potential conflict with India, Afghanistan and Pakistan has
grown into a major enigma for regimes in Central Asia.

With a population more than 180 million, with extremely unstable tribal
structure (Punjabis, Pashtun, Sindhi, Saraikis, Mujahirs, Baloch), with high rates
of women fertility and high population growth rate, Pakistan is increasingly
entering into a threat to cooperation with the countries in Central Asia. The same
or similar situation was regarding Afghanistan. With 42% of the Pashtun tribes,
who directly support radicalized Taliban movement, with extremely complex
ethnic structure of the population (Tajiks- 27% , Hazars - 9%, Uzbeks - 9%,
Aimaks- 4% , Turkmen 3%, Baloch - 2%), with high degree of women fertility
(5.1%) and the extremely low level of literacy (only 31% of the population can
read and write), Afghanistan also appears more as a serious threat than as an
economic partner to countries in Central Asia. The political situation is even
more complicated by the long border line of Pakistan, Afghanistan and
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Turkmenistan with Iran, which opens a wide space of confrontation between
Sunni and Shia Islam, which creates additional problems in the region.

Program of integration of Afghanistan and Pakistan into the region of
Central Asia and linking these countries with the broader market through the "A
NEW SILK ROAD" project was focused on the reconstruction of transport
infrastructure, liberalization of trade and investment, development of cross-
border traffic and dynamic involvement of this region into global economy.?

Rich deposits of natural gas, petroleum, hydropower, with more than a
billion and a half of potential consumers, makes the market of Central Asia, a
very attractive place for foreign investment. Investment project of regional
electricity grid (CASA) in value $540 million and project for the reconstruction
of hydroelectric network in Afghanistan and Pakistan worth $ 1.7 billion were
designed to supply electricity for more than 16 million people in this region.*
Under the program "A New Silk Road" was secured construction and
reconstruction about 3000 km of roads in Afghanistan . Within this project an
agreement on mutual trade between Afghanistan and Pakistan, as well as an
agreement on cross-border transport between Kirghizstan, Tajikistan and
Afghanistan, was signed . Program shortening of waiting times at the border
crossings, the introduction of new and more effective transport of weapons and
drugs control across the border crossing points, and the reduction of customs
procedures in trade between Afghanistan and Central Asian countries, should
provide major financial savings and increase in trade between the countries of
the region.’

The program of mutual cooperation in the field of education, research,
scholarship increase the mobility of students and highly-educated labour force,
had a special significance. As part of the cultural and scientific cooperation
important place was occupied by the development of civil society with the
specific aim improving the position and rights of women. Development of
transport, trade, business and communication within the region and establishing
more intensive cultural, religious and traditional cooperation, should have to
bring more pronounced mutual influence and understanding between
government and people in the region.

However, it did not happen. Growing economic and democratic
development of the region was not compatible with the interests of the ruling
elites and the state bureaucracy in state of Central Asia, including Afghanistan
and Pakistan. Political and religious elites supported by the state’s bureaucracy
in the forefront have installed their strategic interests of their own survival and
their enrichment. Their strategic interests led to greater growth of corruption,
nepotism and organized crime, which led to a further escalation of the conflict
between the government and society and strengthening of terrorism in the region.

On the other hand two vital interests of the international coalition was
primarily to prevent Taliban to back on power “that Afghanistan would not
become a base for militants to attack the West and that it not become a base for
destabilizing the country’s neighbors”, and to limit the political influence of
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Russia, which came over Kazakhstan, and to reduce the economic penetration of
China in this region.

In this otherwise well-focused initiative, was not sincere approach to solving real
problems in Central Asia. Faced with mutual distrust and fear of mutual
cheating, participants in “A NEW SILK ROAD” initiative could not count on a
mutually satisfactory solution to the Afghan crisis.

Failure of “A New Silk Road”:

To prevent Taliban to come into power in Afghanistan through policy of
supporting unpopular and corrupt regime in Afghanistan and Pakistan
increasingly led to the strengthening influence of Taliban and Al Qaeda in the
region.. The Taliban made important progress in control land to remain viable
military forces after withdrawal of NATO/USA forces. Corruption in the Afghan
National Security Forces (ANSF) has been visible and become part of the
problem rather than solution for international coalition lead by USA. “The war
will likely be deadlocked, grinding onward as long as someone pays the bills to
keep the ANSF operating.” ® Get money to keep the ANSF formally operating
become the main interest of political elites and the Afghan government
bureaucracy, as well. Since the Taliban did not have big chance to win power in
Kabul immediately after coalition combat troops leave, their interest is largely
coincided with the interests of the ruling regime: Keep longer powerless
international coalition in the country and negotiate own inclusion in the national
parliament, was main goal of Taliban’s movement.

From other side, increasing strength of Taliban in Afghanistan and
Pakistan led to strengthening of Islamist movements in this region, what faces
governments in Central Asian with numerous dilemmas and uncertainty.” In this
political environment governments in Central Asian countries were more
interested in their own survival. Fear of internal strengthening of Islamic militant
movements will lead to strengthening government’s political repression. A
growing conflict between the government and society has made process of
democratization very difficult in these countries, that open new field for
strengthening of Islamic radicalism.

The issue of survival of political regimes in these countries have been
more important than democratization, respect for human rights or economic
reform in these countries. Border security as well as the redistribution of direct
economic benefit has been placed in the foreground by the regimes of Central
Asian countries.

Political strengthening Talibans, strong position of Al Qaeda and other
radical Islamist militant movement (Hizb ut-Tahrir, Salafism movement, Islamic
Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), increase terrorism actions, weakness and
instability of political regimes in Kabul and Islamabad and a growing number of
refugees due to instability of the government in Kabul and Islamabad , has
convinced regimes in Central Asia that is better to become less prone to regional
cooperation with Afghanistan and Pakistan. Cooperation with Afghanistan and
Pakistan has been increasingly perceived as a direct threat to regimes in this
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region. Afghanistan and Pakistan has been less and less considered as economic
and political partners in Central Asia countries.®

Spreading and strengthening of the radical Islamist movements with
prevalence of ultra-conservative practice of Islam (Salafism) ® with powerful
financial support from Saudi Arabia, spreading of terrorist networks with the
participation of many ethnic groups (Uighurs, Chechens, Kazakhs, Uzbeks,
Tajiks) and frequent clashes between Uzbek.Kyrgyz-Taik around water sources,
gradually modify security paradigm of Central Asia.

Inability to create long-term economic and political interests and ensure
the survival of the ruling regimes in the countries of Central Asia has
dramatically opened issue of new security paradigm of Central Asia.

One of the possibilities to create a new security paradigm in Central Asia
has appeared idea of political legalization of Taliban in political landscape of
Afghanistan and Pakistan and supporting economic and security cooperation
between China and Russia in this region. However, if Taliban were recognized
as a political partner with the right to participate in political elections in
Afghanistan and Pakistan with the possibility of improving their position in the
decision-making process in national parliaments, the issue whether the political
influence of the Taliban could change the policy of government in these
countries from corruption to anti-corruption alternative, still remains open. It is
also hard to imagine that political legalization of Taliban could change their
“culture of militancy” into “culture of peace and cooperation”. It would be also
hard to assume that the Taliban will not continue to support Al Qaeda and radical
Islamic militant groups in the region. Also, the impossibility of stable
cooperation with the Taliban leaves open the problem of unstable border
between India and Pakistan which is largely influenced by the policy of the
Pakistani Taliban.'°
Impasse and impossibility of successful negotiations with the Taliban still leaves
whole region of Central Asia in a large political chaos that might have
devastating consequences for peace in the region, and for human rights and
freedoms, with strong reflections in Islamic world.™

Suspicion to the Taliban’s behaviour in the case of their political
rehabilitation, get a completely different connotations in the light of a new
concept of cooperation between China and Russia in region of Central Asia.
Within this paradigm, cooperation with Afghanistan and Pakistan should be
moved into a new tripartite concept of security paradigm including economic
cooperation with China, security cooperation with Russia and economic and
security cooperation between Russia and China. This tripartite security paradigm
should creates a new security paradigm in Central Asia.

Cooperation with China is followed up with tangible economic interest
for the ruling regimes and political elites in Central Asia states without any their
obligation regarding of internal democratization and human rights. Cooperate
with China as a potential long-term and stable partner, avoiding at the same time
to enter into direct regional economic and political arrangements with
Afghanistan and Pakistan, which are fraught with many uncertainties and
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difficulties, have been more attractive option for governments in Central Asia.
Considering that investment of China in Central Asia recorded a vast growth
from $527 million (in 1992) to $ 40 billion (in 2012), the political survival of the
regimes in Central Asia could get a higher level of guarantees. It would provide
greater possibilities of gradual democratic changes and a higher degree of
respect for human rights.*

However, merely growth of economic relations with China does not provide
enough security stability in the region. New security paradigm of Central Asia
could be seen merely in economic and security cooperation between China and
Russia in this region. Region of Central Asia share a common Soviet political
background which could create a number of common political interests with
Russia. The legal and political space for new security paradigm in Central Asia
has already been established by signing of the Shanghai agreement between
China, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan (the Shanghai
Cooperation Organization (SCO) in 1996."

Preventing the spread of Islamic radicalism and major refugee crisis,
neutralizing transnational Islamist movement Hizb ut-Tahrir, preventing the
spread of ultraconservative “Salafist movement”, which enjoys financial support
from Saudi Arabia, the weakening of the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan, with
significant influence on political situation in both, Russia (Chechnya) and China
(Xinjiang Province), could open more space for security cooperation between
China and Russia in the region, and governments in Central Asia, as well.**
Reliance on economic cooperation with China and security cooperation with
Russia have exceptional significance for this region in the light of mutual long-
term economic cooperation between Russia and China. In mid-2014, Russia and
China signed a contract to build a gas pipeline worth $ 400 billion, which could
provide natural gas for Chinese industry and Russia could be less dependent on
the European market, in the following 30 years.

This win-win agreement on economic cooperation between China and
Russia could lead to more efficient harmonization of their military-political and
economic interests in Central Asia, and make security paradigm in Central Asia
more stable for a longer period. Strategy of their joint appearance at the UN
Security Council on global security issues makes the impact of China and Russia
increasingly important in this region, "Of particular importance is the agreement
that China and Russia will deepen cooperation under the Conference on
Interaction and Confidence Building in Asia (CICA) and new security
framework in Asia-Pacific that conveniently excludes the US and Japan.” *°
Mutation of the conflict in Central Asia:

In which direction mutation of security paradigm in Central Asia will
depend on whether Russia and China move towards establishing a new multi-
polar concept of global relations, which implies creation of a formal Russo-
Chinese political alliance.

Is it possible to a form alliance between Russia and China remains an
open issue. The absence of long-term overseas common threats, significant
conflicts of their global strategic interests, low living standard of population, fear
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of interfering of Russian-Chinese alliance into the conflicts in Asia, uncertainties
about the internal structure of potential Russian-Chinese alliance, the risk of the
limitation of the Alliance’s relations with other Asian countries, ... calls into
guestion the possibility of creating a Russian-Chinese Treaty. However, on the
other hand, China and Russia, if want to change their own position in global
relations, are forced into a formal strategic cooperation. As there is no trust
between the West and Russia, because of their mutual nuclear rivalry, China and
West, because appearance of China as one of the leading economic power in the
world, neither China and Russia can count on membership in the Western
alliance. However, Russia and China can not expect to improve their own
position in global relations if acting independently, that leads to the necessity to
establish a new multi-polar concept of global relations.

The real possibility of establishing a new global order has led to great
political turbulence in the region. The initiative of Russia and China in this
direction should be stopped. '® Central Asia has proven to be an excellent
training ground for the creation of a number of sensitive issues of strategic
interests of the great powers.

Under the influence of confrontation strategic interests of Russia, China,
USA, India, a new security challenges in this region emerge once again. Creating
a pro-Pakistani government in Afghanistan, increases the pressure on India
regarding unresolved issue of Kashmir. The destructive conflicts between
political parties and religious factions in Pakistan and Afghanistan are creating
new political and security difficulties in this region. The influence of Saudi
Arabia in the region creates a new political and religious divisions. The Pakistani
government is under increasing pressure from Saudi Arabia to get directly
involved in the conflict between different factions in Islam.'” Increasingly
powerful influence of conservative interpretation of Islam, which comes from
Saudi Arabia, creates new religious and cultural partition in this region, that
makes this region extremely unstable and dangerous for global peace.

Growing influence of Saudi Arabia (dominated by USA strategic
interest) over the radical Islamist "Salafist movement" in the region, seriously
signaled that conflict in this region could mutate into intra-Islamic conflict in the
shadow of the conflict between the strategic interests of the United States,
Russia, China and India in this region. This strategy includes destabilization of
cohabitation of strategic interests China and Russia in the region, and thus the
impossibility of establishing a new multi-polar concept of international relations.
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structure within the broader framework of Beijing's foreign and security policy
interests and priorities in Central Asia and seeks to examine both the prospects for
and the potential obstacles to its efforts in achieving key objectives for this new
regional organization: management of ethnic and religious unrest, including the fight
against terrorism and separatism; maintenance of stable borders; development of
energy resources; and promotion of economic prosperity. In addition, the article will
also examine the extent to which Beijing has used the opportunity to exercise
leadership and whether or not China can extend its influence to Central Asia using the
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cross list derivatives to smooth the path for international investors interested in
emerging markets. Russia has also proposed the countries come together under an
energy alliance that will include a fuel reserve, as well as an institute for energy
policy.”

17 The possibility of Pakistan, a non-Arab South Asian country becoming embroiled in
Yemen’s civil war is very high, as Saudi Arabia has been leaning heavily on Pakistan
to join its military coalition there. Pakistani involvement could include the


http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/cjcc20?open=19#vol_19
http://www.tandfonline.com/toc/cjcc20/19/67
http://rt.com/business/171500-russia-2bn-brics-bank/
http://rt.com/business/170132-brics-bank-shanghai-hq/
http://moex.com/s506
http://rt.com/business/171768-russia-brics-energy-association/

Al-ldah 31 (Dec., 2015) Insecurity in "A New Silk Road* 125

deployment of land forces. There are already hundreds of Pakistani troops in Saudi
Arabia conducting joint exercises with Saudi forces and Pakistan has voiced support
for Saudi airstrikes in Yemen. Explicit Pakistani involvement in Yemen could be
dangerous for it, both militarily and politically. Although Pakistan’s population is
majority Sunni, unlike Saudi Arabia or Iran, Pakistan was not founded on the basis of
any particular understanding of Islam. Rather, Pakistan was founded on the more
general basis of Islam as a whole, in order to serve as a homeland for South Asia’s
Muslims, whether Sunni or Shia. Around a fifth of Pakistan’s population, or some 30-
40 million people, are Shia, giving it (or neighboring India) the second largest Shiite
population in the world outside of Iran.”
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