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Abstract

China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), in which the countries of Central Asia 
play a key role, is becoming very attractive for the transit countries. China is 
investing heavily in the economic and infrastructure development of the region. 
Beijing pays attention not only to energy carriers but also plans to invest in 
transport and other industries. The BRI is a complex project that is still being 
finalized and many details are not yet clear. However, it seems that the Chinese 
government is doing its best to implement the aims of this initiative.

Since the collapse of the USSR and the independence of the Central Asian 
republics, there has been a noticeable change in the geography of the distribu-
tion of productive forces worldwide. In addition, new economic centers have 
emerged. All this has caused increased competition between transit countries 
for new routes in the transport services market in the region.

In this context, security issues for the implementation of Eurasian integra-
tion projects by China in the transport sector occupy one of the most important 
places on the agenda, since long-term operation and implementation are directly 
dependent on ensuring their security.

This research analyzes internal threats, instability conditions and security 
risks in Central Asia at national, sub-regional and regional levels. The contra-
dictions between different actors create a basis for the emergence of conflict 
situations, the potential consequences of which need to be taken into account 
by China when planning and implementing major integration projects in the re-
gion.
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Introduction

China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), in which the countries of Central Asia 
play a key role, is becoming very attractive for the transit countries. China is 
investing heavily in the economic and infrastructure development of the region. 
Beijing pays attention not only to energy carriers but also plans to invest in 
transport and other industries. The BRI is a complex project that is still being 
finalized and many details are not yet clear. However, it seems that the Chinese 
government is doing its best to implement the aims of this initiative.

Since the collapse of the USSR and the independence of the Central Asian 
republics, there has been a noticeable change in the geography of the distribution 
of productive forces. In addition, new economic centers have emerged. All this 
has caused increased competition between transit countries for new routes in 
the transport services market in the region.

In this context, the security issues of the implementation of Eurasian integra-
tion projects of China in the transport sector occupy one of the most important 
places on the agenda, since the long-term operation and implementation of such 
projects are directly dependent on ensuring their security.

1. F ive threats to internal security

The main security factor in Central Asia is the issue of the internal stability of 
the states of the region. We can identify at least five types of internal security 
threats that are found in all Central Asian countries:
	 1.	 The first one is the archaization of state institutions in the process of build-

ing nation-states after the collapse of the USSR. Elements of the Eastern 
despotism from past centuries have appeared in the political systems of 
these countries.

	 2.	 The second one is the weakness of democracy in combination with the clan 
principles used in the formation of government institutions and which 
determines the approach to solving socio-economic problems. This issue 
is worsened by the influence of Islamic radicalism which is expressed 
in the promotion of separatism and extremism and justifying terrorist 
methods of struggle (Morozov, 2009).
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	 3.	 The third is the confrontation between the values of liberal Western and 
traditionalist Eastern cultures (Omarov, 2007, p. 52) because the processes 
of modernization in Central Asia do not have internal roots and self-
development sources, and therefore come into conflict with the traditions 
of Asian societies. This leads to a revival of traditionalist attitudes and 
the growth of mutual cultural alienation.

	 4.	 The fourth is the aggravation of the limitations of national economies as 
a result of the global economic crisis. Models of economic development 
based on raw material export do not ensure the prosperity of society 
and a high level of employment, and also have numerous flaws including 
a growing gap between rich and poor, corruption, and an unfair distribu-
tion of national wealth in favor of certain clans. This leads to an increase 
in labor migration, and social and cultural disintegration. Market 
mechanisms are developing poorly. Economic institutions, including 
financial ones, have a very low degree of sustainability. Economies are 
characterized by low competitiveness in regional and world markets, and 
a high degree of dependence on the import of goods or the export of raw 
materials (Semenova, 2012).

	 5.	 The fifth is the marginalization of the population, especially among 
the young, increases in wage gaps, a decline in the standard of living of 
the predominant part of the population – especially in rural areas, an in-
crease in mortality, and intensified migration (Zviagelskaya, 2001).

2.  Prerequisites for possible conflicts

A significant part of the economy of the countries of Central Asia belongs to 
criminal business, above all the shadow economy and drug trafficking.

The media sometimes exaggerate the possibility of events like an “Arab 
spring” in Central Asian states; however, expert opinion on this issue is divided. 
Some suggest that the situation in the countries of the region does not allow 
the prediction of a wave of revolutionary unrest. However, according to others, 
under the action of an organizing force, including an external one, unrest could 
flare up (Gasanaliev, 2011).

The state of political and social affairs at the subregional level in Central Asia 
is likely to change and unstable. Prerequisites for possible conflicts at the inter-
national level are due to the following factors:
	 •	 progressive fragmentation of countries in the region;
	 •	 dependence of Central Asian states on external subsidies;
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	 •	 inconsistency in foreign policy issues;
	 •	 the struggle for regional leadership;
	 •	 the clash of national, economic and resource interests.

3.  Determinants of instability in Central Asian states

The basic conditions for the instability of the political situation in each of 
the Central Asian states can be considered.

Many experts express an opinion that the Republic of Kazakhstan has 
achieved a certain level of success in international politics and in its economy, 
and the probability of revolutionary processes there is one of the lowest in the re-
gion (Panfilova, 2011). However, political stability in Kazakhstan in many ways 
seems insubstantial. The following facts can illustrate this thesis.

Firstly, the political system of Kazakhstan can be described as authoritarian 
with a personalized rule, where all power is concentrated in the hands of a single 
person. Nursultan Nazarbayev, the former president and now officially “Leader 
of the Nation”, is the main guarantor of political stability. Despite the transfer 
of power to Nazarbayev’s successor, Kasym-Zhomart Tokayev, and holding early 
presidential elections in June 2019, Kazakstan has not developed a real mecha-
nism for devolution of power which would guarantee its successful and smooth 
transfer in the future (Shibutov, 2012).

Secondly, the economy of Kazakhstan is highly vulnerable to global financial 
crises, with such consequences as the collapse of the real estate market, the bank-
ruptcy of construction companies, and the growing problems of the banking 
system (Revyakin, 2009).

Thirdly, it is difficult for Kazakhstan to ensure border security. A relatively 
large territory and low population density does not allow for the effective pro-
tection of its external borders which, in turn, creates associated threats such as 
smuggling, illegal migration, and terrorist attacks.

And, finally, social tensions, ethnic conflicts and regular mass protests 
(Erzhanuly, 2012; Utro.ru News Agency, 2011) including protests against land 
reform (Dorr 2019).

Thus, despite the fact that Kazakhstan is the most successful country in 
the region, the condition of the state and society is far from being stable.

In general, the situation in Uzbekistan is under strict state control; the pos-
sibility of an “Uzbek spring” or a “color revolution”, according to experts, is 
unlikely without external intervention (Panfilova, 2011).
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The following destabilizing factors in Uzbekistan can be identified:
	 1.	 The political regime in the country is a tough and authoritarian political 

regime, there is a hidden struggle of groups near to power, poor gover-
nance, the abolition of the independence of the branches of power, a high 
level of corruption and in practice an open system of selling government 
posts, a bloated bureaucratic apparatus including the National Security 
Service, which according to some data involves one million people (Gro-
zin, 2012).

	 2.	L ack of democratic freedoms, a complete ban on demonstrations and ral-
lies, censorship; there is information about prisons for oppositionists and 
torture (Salih, 2010).

	 3.	 The economic crisis led to the bankruptcy of the largest industrial enter-
prises such as the Chkalov Tashkent Aviation Production Association and 
the Bukhara Textile Factory, as well as a rise in food prices.

	 4.	 The problems in the republic’s agriculture are primarily related to 
the forced labor of rural residents, including their school-age children, in 
the cotton harvest on state-owned cotton fields.

	 5.	 Energy crisis: from December 1, 2009, to January 1, 2012, Uzbekistan sus-
pended its membership of the Central Asia Power System. This decision, 
which was more political than economic nature, in damaged the electric 
power plants of Uzbekistan, and lowered its reliability and economic ef-
ficiency (Semenova, 2013, p. 132).

	 6.	 The demographic problem. The population of Uzbekistan is constantly 
growing; the republic has close to 30 million inhabitants (State Commit-
tee on Statistics of the Republic of Uzbekistan 2018). Jobs are created much 
more slowly than population growth, so the largest flow of labor migrants 
to Kazakhstan and Russia comes from Uzbekistan.

	 7.	R aiding by the state. In Uzbekistan, under various pretexts mainly tax 
claims, the assets of foreign companies were nationalized (Aleksandrov, 
2012; Fergana News Agency, 2012a). This can be attributed to the factors 
hindering the development of investment processes and, thereby, wors-
ening the investment climate in the country (Birzhevoy & Lider, 2012). 
Increased administrative interference and restrictions force businesses to 
keep a low profile (Minchenko, Petrov & Kazantsev, 2013).

Kyrgyzstan had the painful experience of “color” revolutions in 2005 and 
2010. The main problems in Kyrgyzstan are as follows:
	 1.	A uthority in the republic can be described as being in an acute politi-

cal crisis. The change from Central Asian authoritarian governance to 
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collective management did not lead to democratic changes. On the con-
trary, it caused a loss of control and contributed to the restoration of clan 
rule and increased corruption. In order to combat this, the form of gov-
ernment was changed from presidential to parliamentary. This, however, 
did not contribute to the process of bringing the republic out of a dif-
ficult situation. Kyrgyzstan lives with a constant confrontation between 
the clans of the north and south of the country. The role and influence of 
external factors on internal policy is becoming more noticeable (Malikov, 
2012). The probability of revolutionary processes in Kyrgyzstan remains 
high.

	 2.	 The so-called “northern route,” the world’s largest drug route for the sup-
ply of opium from Afghanistan to Russia and further on to European 
countries, passes through the territory of Kyrgyzstan. A lot of hard drugs 
worth hundreds of millions of dollars are shipped through here every year 
(RIA Novosti 2012b). There is evidence of the connection of high-ranking 
officials and politicians with gambling and drug business (KomprInfo, 
2011).

	 3.	I n 2018, the amount of public debt of Kyrgyzstan exceeded $4.42 billion, 
including external debt of $3.84 billion, or 48.8% of country’s GDP, and 
internal debt of $0.58 billion (Regnum News Agency 2018). Despite the fact 
that Kyrgyzstan has substantial gold deposits, the country is experiencing 
serious economic difficulties such as a significant state budget deficit and 
economic stagnation, because corruption minimizes income from those 
deposits (Kurtov, 2006; RIA Novosti 2012a). For many years nationaliza-
tion of the Kumtor gold deposit has been an issue. Now, it has become 
perhaps the main one in the programs of the Kyrgyz opposition (Prime 
News Agency, 2012; Deutsche Welle, 2015; Azattyk, 2018).

	 4.	 The reasons for the reduction of investment activity are the high level 
of political instability and the economic risks, including those related 
to the inviolability of property rights. Processes that have taken place 
concerning entrepreneurship, large businesses and the banking sector, 
indicate a violation of at least two criteria: repayment and the safety of 
funds (Regnum News Agency, 2011).

	 5.	 The industrial sector is stagnating. There have been no serious investment 
injections or the formation of serious project programs for industrial 
development.

	 6.	 The difficult socio-economic condition of the people of Kyrgyzstan. 
Most of the population is engaged in trade, intermediary, and household 
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services, which are carried out under so-called “grey” schemes, therefore 
do not bring tax revenues to the state budget (Regnum News Agency, 
2011).

	 7.	 The rise of nationalist sentiment as a result of the long-term deterioration 
of its social and economic situation, as well as a lack of an effective public 
policy to manage inter-ethnic relations. Since independence, the Kyrgyz 
Republic has not achieved significant progress in the formation of civic 
identity (Kuluev, 2012; Fergana News Agency, 2012b). As of January 1, 
2018, the population of Kyrgyzstan was over 6.3 million (National Sta-
tistical Committee of the Kyrgyz Republic, 2019). Despite the fact that 
representatives of more than 80 nationalities live in the country (Xu, 
2011), inter-ethnic relations remain tense.

Tajikistan is the poorest of the former Soviet republics. The current situ-
ation there can be described as unstable. In 1992–1997, the republic survived 
a five-year bloody civil war (Bushkov & Mikulskiy 1996, p. 48). The system of 
political power is based on a peace agreement between the current leadership led 
by Emomali Rahmon and the United Tajik Opposition (UTO) reached in 1997.

Here is an incomplete list of the complex issues of modern Tajikistan:
	 1.	A gainst a background of the catastrophic state of the economy and society, 

political affairs in the Republic of Tajikistan remain extremely complex. 
The country’s leadership consistently pursues a policy of the complete mo-
nopolization of power over its economic assets. Tensions within the ruling 
elite are increasing. The likelihood of revolutionary processes in Tajikistan 
is the highest in the region (Panfilova, 2011).

	 2.	 Economic collapse. Industry of Tajikistan has almost entirely closed down 
with the exception of the aluminum plant and some hydropower facilities; 
the agricultural sector is unproductive.

	 3.	 The country is experiencing an extremely high level of unemployment and 
poverty of the majority of the population. The republic survives largely 
due to mass labor migration. According to the World Bank, up to 40 
percent of Tajik citizens below the age of 30 are seeking work outside their 
own country (Popov, 2015). Tajikistan is consistently among the countries 
whose economies are most dependent on migration.

	 4.	 The Tajik-Afghan border is almost transparent for drug transit. The conflict 
in neighboring Afghanistan has a great impact on Tajikistan. Increased 
internal instability, associated with the activities of the armed opposition, 
is accompanied by an increase in the number of refugees, the supply of 
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drugs and weapons from Afghanistan. Armed conflicts arise in certain 
regions and terrorist actions are conducted (Paramonov & Strokov, 2013).

	 5.	 The permanent generator of tension is the pronounced fragmentation of 
the Tajiks into ethnic clan subgroups and sharp inter-clan contradictions 
(Panfilova, 2011).

Turkmenistan remains a closed country with no alternative political parties, 
media or other freedoms. The probability of revolutionary processes in Turk-
menistan is estimated as low, if not zero (Panfilova, 2011). Turkmenistan has 
an absolute state monopoly on mass media (Freedom House, 2017; Reporters 
without borders, 2019).

According to meager data, it is known that the authorities continue a policy 
aimed at eliminating all non-Turkmen diaspora; the policy of so-called “tribal 
nationalism” causes an exacerbation of inter-tribal conflicts. On this basis, ac-
cording to some experts, there is a possibility of a social explosion (Regnum 
News Agency, 2012b).

Corruption, poor education, government misuse of oil and gas revenues, and 
Ashgabat’s reluctance to implement market reforms can be considered the most 
dangerous risks. Labor resources amount to 2.3 million. Unemployment is 60 
percent. About 30 percent of the population live below the poverty line (Regnum 
News Agency, 2012a). Under President Saparmurat Niyazov, most economic 
statistics were classified as state secrets. President Gurbanguly Berdimuhame-
dow has created a state statistical agency, but most of the economic data remain 
unreliable.

The investment climate in Turkmenistan remains unfavorable, with a ten-
dency to worsen. This happens for the following reasons: constant revisions 
of contractual obligations on the part of the Turkmenistan authorities, weak 
protection of investors’ rights, features of the tax system, failure of the judicial 
system, high levels of corruption, etc.

Experts note that in Turkmenistan there are frequent cases of stealing a suc-
cessful business (raiding) by individuals close to the authorities. Investment 
and commercial disputes between Turkmenistan and foreign companies mainly 
focus on three types of problem: non-payment of debts, disruption to the supply 
of goods and services, and revisions to contracts (Minchenko, Petrov, Zotin & 
Romanenko, 2011, pp. 16–17, 23–59).
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4.  Political instability at the sub-regional level in Central Asia

Inter-country relations between the Central Asian states are complicated by 
clashes based on a lack of coincidence of the political and economic interests of 
individual states.

Firstly, the issue of territorial demarcation of the Caspian Sea with the divi-
sion of oil and gas resources as well as biological resources (Pustovoytova, 2011) 
between the five Caspian littoral states (Shustov, 2018).

Secondly, the region has a problem of water and hydropower resources (Ru-
dov, 2011; Shustov, 2009).

Thirdly, in each of these states, there are intractable territorial conflicts 
that arose after the collapse of the USSR such as controversial issues of border 
delimitation in the Fergana Valley between Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbeki-
stan (Shustov, 2016). Large diasporas from these countries live on “other” sides 
of the borders in enclaves (Central Asian News Agency, 2012). For example, 
in the opinion of a certain part of the elite of Tajikistan, the cities of Bukhara 
and Samarkand inhabited by Tajiks, were “unfairly” inherited by Uzbekistan as 
a result of administrative and territorial reform in the USSR in 1924.

Conclusion

It can be stated that the political situation in the region reflects a wide range of 
intra-regional and inter-country tensions directly related to geopolitics, trans-
port, investment and energy, including attempts to use the resources of Central 
Asia to obtain additional benefits in the regional rivalry in this subsystem of 
international relations.

Risks and threats to security at the regional level are characterized primar-
ily by the progressive disunity of the countries of Central Asia. This is due to 
the political ambitions of the ruling elites who are guided by narrow nationalist 
interests in intergovernmental relations. In each state in the region, the political 
elites have an oversimplified view of national security and put it above regional 
security. Thus, they deprive themselves of the opportunity to ensure their own, 
so jealously guarded, national security, especially in terms of energy or trans-
port. Another consequence of this situation is the competition of the countries 
of the region in the investment sphere.

This is not a complete list of the variety of threats to the regional security of 
transport projects in Central Asia. It is difficult to underestimate each of these 
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factors and rank them according to the degree of risk. However, it is clear that 
these contradictions create the basis for the emergence of conflict situations, 
the potential consequences of which need to be taken into account when plan-
ning and implementing large integration projects such as China’s Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI).
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