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OZET

Bu arastirma, Orta Asya’nin jeopolitik 6énemi ve biiylik giiclerin bolgedeki politikalarinin
analizini yaparken “biiylik giicler” olarak nitelendirilen Cin Halk Cumbhuriyeti, Rusya
Federasyonu ve Amerika Birlesik Devletleri’nin dnciiliik ettigi uluslararasi orgiitlerin roliinii
ele almaktadir. Ilk olarak, Sangay Isbirligi Orgiitii ve Cin Halk Cumhuriyeti’nin Orta Asya
politikalar1 incelenmektedir. Cin, bu orgiit aracilifiyla Orta Asya devletleri tizerindeki etkisini
artirmay1 ve ekonomik ¢ikarlarini giivence altina almay1 amaglamaktadir. Orta Asya’nin enerji
kaynaklarina erisim saglamak ve siirdiiriilebilir bicimde bu anlamda ¢ikarlarini artirmak Cin’in
bolgedeki stratejik hedeflerinden biridir. Ikinci olarak, Kolektif Giivenlik Anlasmasi Orgiitii ve
faaliyetleri baglaminda Rusya Federasyonu’nun Orta Asya politikalar1 ele alinmaktadir. Rusya,
bu orgiit iizerinden bolgedeki askeri varligini korumay1 ve Orta Asya’yr kendi jeopolitik
cikarlarma uygun bicimde sekillendirmeyi amaclamaktadir. Rusya’nin Orta Asya’daki
politikalari, bélgedeki etkisini siirdiirme ¢abalarinm bir yansimasidir. Ugiincii olarak, NATO
eksenli olarak Amerika Birlesik Devletleri’nin Orta Asya politikalari tizerinde durulmaktadir.
ABD, Euro-Atlantik ortakligin somutlasmis hali olan NATO c¢atis1 altinda Orta Asya’da
demokratik reformlar1 tesvik etmeye ve bolgedeki istikrar1 desteklemeye odaklanmaktadir.
Ayrica, bolgedeki giivenlik tehditlerine karst NATO’nun roliiniin arttirilmaya calismasi
ABD’nin bolgeye yonelik 6nemli stratejilerinden biridir. ABD’nin Orta Asya’daki politikalari,
bolgedeki demokratik degerlerin yayilmasim1 ve giivenlik is birliginin gliclendirilmesini
amaclamaktadir. Bu arastirma, biiyiik giiclerin Orta Asya politikalarinin uluslararasi orgiitler
aracilifiyla nasil sekillendigini ve bolgedeki etkilerini incelemektedir. Bu analiz, Orta

Asya’daki stratejik dengenin anlagilmasinin gerekliligine ve uluslararasi is birliginin 6nemine
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vurgu yapmaktadir. Bu ¢ercevede, her bir biiylik giiciin Orta Asya’daki politikalarinin nasil
belirlendigi ve bolgedeki etkilerinin nasil degerlendirildigi ele alinmaktadir. Bu ¢aligmanin,
Orta Asya’da uluslararasi iliskiler baglaminda gii¢ dengelerinin anlasilmasina yeni bakis agilari
sunmast umulmaktadir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Orta Asya, Biiyiik Giicler, Uluslararas1 Orgiitler

ABSTRACT

This research examines the role of international organizations led by the People’s Republic of
China, the Russian Federation and the United States, which are described as “great powers”,
while analyzing the geopolitical importance of Central Asia and the policies of the great powers
in the region. First, the Central Asia policies of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization and the
People’s Republic of China are examined. Through this organization, China aims to increase
its influence on the Central Asian states and secure its economic interests. Providing access to
the energy resources of Central Asia and increasing its interests in this sense in a sustainable
manner is one of China’s strategic goals in the region. Secondly, the Central Asian policies of
the Russian Federation are discussed in the context of the Collective Security Treaty
Organization and its activities. Through this organization, Russia aims to maintain its military
presence in the region and shape Central Asia in accordance with its own geopolitical interests.
Russia’s policies in Central Asia are a reflection of its efforts to maintain its influence in the
region. Thirdly, the focus is on the Central Asian policies of the United States with a focus on
NATO. The United States focuses on promoting democratic reforms in Central Asia and
supporting stability in the region under the umbrella of NATO, the embodiment of the Euro-
Atlantic partnership. In addition, trying to increase the role of NATO against security threats in
the region is one of the important strategies of the USA towards the region. US policies in
Central Asia aim to spread democratic values in the region and strengthen security cooperation.
This research examines how the Central Asian policies of the great powers are shaped through
international organizations and their effects on the region. This analysis emphasizes the
necessity of understanding the strategic balance in Central Asia and the importance of
international cooperation. In this context, how the policies of each great power in Central Asia
are determined and how their effects in the region are evaluated are discussed. It is hoped that
this study will provide new perspectives on understanding the balance of power in the context

of international relations in Central Asia.

Key Words: Central Asia, Great Powers, International Organizations
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INTRODUCTION

Since the mid-1990s, many have likened the evolving dynamics to a new Great Game,
rejuvenating concepts from the late 19th century. However, while the rivalry then primarily
involved Russia and the United States, today we’re witnessing a three-way competition due to
China’s increasing significance. This study delves into the motivations and roles of the three
major Powers -China, Russia, and the United States- in this contemporary rendition of the Great
Game, particularly within regional security governance institutions, which is the focus of this
thesis. Despite the importance of regional issues and major power interests, there’s a
longstanding belief that international institutions in Central Asia merely serve as extensions of
these powers’ interests (Contessi, 2010; Stobdan, 2008).

CHINA’S CENTRAL ASIAN POLICY AND THE SHANGHAI COOPERATION
ORGANIZATION

The SCO was established in 2001, building upon the foundation of the Shanghai Five, a series
of multilateral negotiations that began in April 1996. These negotiations resolved border
disputes between China and Central Asian states, culminating in the signing of the Treaty on
Deepening Military Trust in Border Regions among Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, China, Russia,
and Tajikistan. Subsequently, in April 1997, these countries also signed the Treaty on Reduction
of Military Forces in Border Regions. The group’s summit in January 2001 marked
Uzbekistan’s admission to the Shanghai process. In June of the same year, the six states signed
the Declaration on Establishment of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization. This declaration
formalized the birth of the organization and included the Shanghai Convention aimed at

combating terrorism, separatism, and extremism, thereby defining its broad mandate.

During the 2002 Saint Petersburg summit, the leaders of member states ratified the SCO Charter
and also endorsed the Agreement among SCO Member States on the Regional Antiterrorist
Structure. Following this, in September 2003, Beijing hosted a gathering of heads of
government from SCO member states. During this meeting, they approved the Programme of
Multilateral Trade and Economic Cooperation among SCO Member States, outlining the
primary objectives and tasks of economic collaboration within the SCO framework. This
program set the direction for the unrestricted movement of goods, capital, services, and
technology within the region for the next two decades. In 2004, the SCO Secretariat in Beijing
and SCO Regional Antiterrorist Structure (RATS) were inaugurated, and during a session of the
Heads of State Council in Tashkent, the Regulations on Observer Status were endorsed, granting
this status to Mongolia. Subsequently, India, Iran, and Pakistan were admitted as members in
2005. The Astana summit held in the same year established a mechanism for permanent
representatives of SCO member states to the RATS.
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Although there are some nuances to consider, especially given the recent evolution of the
organization and the respective influences of China and Russia, there’s a widely accepted belief
that the SCO originated from the People’s Republic of China. This perception primarily arises
from China’s pivotal role in establishing the Shanghai Five in 1996 and subsequently founding
the SCO in 2001, marking it as the first and only case thus far where China has taken the lead
in creating a multilateral institution (Chung, 2006). Furthermore, China has consistently been
the driving force behind the SCO, actively shaping its direction and effectively positioning itself
as the primary influencer among equals (Contessi, 2010). Additionally, China’s hosting of the
organization’s secretariat in Beijing since 2004, which was financed and provided to the SCO
free of charge, underscores its significant contribution. Moreover, China appointed the
organization’s inaugural Secretary-General, Ambassador Zhang Deguang, for the 2004-06
term. Unsurprisingly, the SCO’s development has largely aligned with Chinese preferences
(Stobdan, 2008).

Several factors, in line with China’s regional interests mentioned earlier, can be identified as
the practical reasons behind China’s engagement with and leadership within the SCO. Firstly,
chronologically speaking, there was a desire to stabilize its Western border as newly
independent states emerged, amid ongoing border disputes. Secondly, there was a motivation
to counter any potential support to Uyghur minorities in China’s Western provinces from these
newly independent republics, which share similar religious and ethnic characteristics. In fact,
one analyst has suggested that the SCO essentially serves as an extension of China’s Western
Strategy and addresses this specific concern (Contessi, 2010). Lastly, there was an aim to
capitalize on economic opportunities in the former Soviet republics, particularly given their
significant oil reserves (Szadziewski, 2009).

In addition to these factors, there are several geopolitical objectives that the SCO is believed to
serve. Firstly, it serves as a counterbalance and opposition to the United States, particularly in
response to perceived encirclement, especially in the aftermath of 9/11. In this context, Gil has
noted that the Shanghai Five process commenced shortly after NATO’s Partnership for Peace
initiative began (Contessi, 2010). The SCO also provides a means to alleviate American
pressure on its Western flank, given concerns arising from its support for Taiwan and alliances
with Japan and South Korea to the East (Jing-Dong, 2005). Moreover, some analyses suggest
that China aims to subtly diminish Russia’s influence while enhancing its own leadership role
in the region, all while recognizing Russia’s distinct interests there (Huang, 2006). Lastly, the
SCO offers an opportunity to establish a diplomatic foothold in a region of growing importance,
facilitating connections in non-security areas and serving as a platform to advocate security
policies and positions at the systemic level (Lo, 2008).

This connection is closely linked to China’s adoption and advocacy of a New Security Concept
(NSC), for which the SCO has been hailed as the most exemplary embodiment. It’s noteworthy
that the term “Shanghai Spirit,” used by members themselves to describe the set of principles,
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values, and norms guiding cooperation within the SCO, closely mirrors the New Security
Concept. Notably, the “Shanghai Spirit” emphasizes mutual trust and benefit, equality,
consultation, mutual respect for different civilizations, and common prosperity, with the explicit
goal of introducing new norms to the international system (Zhuangzhi, 2004). Evidence of the
New Security Concept can be discerned in various SCO and precursor institutional documents.
For example, the 2000 Dushanbe Declaration of the Shanghai Five highlighted “a new security
view built on mutual trust, equality, and cooperation... conducive to enhancing mutual
understanding.” Similarly, the 2001 Declaration on the Establishment of the SCO included
elements echoing the main principles of the NSC.

CENTRALASIA POLICY OF RUSSIAAND THE COLLECTIVE SECURITY TREATY
ORGANIZATION

The CSTO originated from the Collective Security Treaty (CST), which was signed in Tashkent
within the framework of the Commonwealth of Independent States in May 1992. The initial
signatories included Armenia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, the Russian Federation, Tajikistan, and
Uzbekistan. Azerbaijan and Georgia joined the treaty in September and December 1993
respectively, with Belarus joining on December 31, 1993. The treaty came into force on April
20, 1994. However, by 1999, Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Uzbekistan had withdrawn from the
Collective Security Treaty. At the 2002 CIS Summit in Chisinau, Armenia, Belarus,
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, and Tajikistan established the Collective Security Treaty
Organization (CSTO), which was granted observer status at the UN General Assembly in
December 2003. In June 2006, Uzbekistan lifted its moratorium on active participation in the
CSTO and became a full member of the organization. This decision was ratified by the Uzbek
Parliament on March 28, 2008.

During the October 2007 summit in Dushanbe, Tajikistan hosted the Sth CSTO summit, where
it was decided that member states of the CSTO could purchase Russian weapons and equipment
for their armed forces and special services at prices equivalent to those within Russia.
Additionally, a Memorandum on Cooperation between the CSTO and SCO was signed during
this summit. The 2009 summit in Moscow finalized the agreement for the establishment of the
Collective Rapid Reaction Forces. According to the CSTO Charter, the organization is governed
by three permanent bodies: a Permanent Council of Envoys appointed by member states, the
Joint Headquarters, which assists the Defence Ministers Council, and the Secretariat.

For most observers, it’s widely acknowledged that Russia holds a dominant position within the
CSTO, which is evident in its pivotal role in elevating the Collective Security Treaty into a
fully-fledged international organization. Consequently, the CSTO 1is perceived as both an
instrument and a manifestation of Russian influence (Stobdan, 2008). This perception is
reinforced by several indicators, including the long-standing tenure of Nikolai Nikolayevich
Bordyuzha, the organization’s Secretary-General since 2003, who has close ties to Vladimir
Putin. Bordyuzha’s background as a former KGB senior official and his previous roles within
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Russia’s security apparatus underscore Russia’s involvement in the CSTO. Furthermore, the
fact that the organization’s Secretariat is headquartered in Moscow further highlights Russia’s
influence (Cohen, 2006). However, it’s recognized that Russia relies on extensive cooperation
from its post-Soviet counterparts to uphold its previous strength and prestige. The CSTO serves
as a significant platform for coordinating such cooperation, contributing to enhancing Russia’s
reputation as a dependable security ally, particularly following the 2007 Summit in Dushanbe,
which underscored the group’s growing prominence (Lo, 2008).

Some analysts perceive the affirmation of the SCO as a motivating factor behind Russia’s
establishment of the CSTO, which it could dominate without facing significant challenges.
Another motive stemmed from disillusionment with the CIS, where several members showed a
greater inclination towards NATO and expressed a desire to join the alliance (Chung, 2006).
However, a central and overarching reason, influenced by perceptions of a growing American
threat, motivated the establishment of the CSTO as an institution that could efficiently

counterbalance US regional policies, interests, and influence (Contessi, 2010).

In addition to these geopolitical motivations, Russia also pursued other practical objectives. As
previously noted, Russia was greatly concerned about the potential spillover of civil conflicts
from the Caucasus and civil unrest from Central Asia onto its territory (Cohen, 2006). The
formation of the CSTO and its actions can be seen as a manifestation of these concerns,
exemplified by its 2010 intervention in Kyrgyzstan. Furthermore, the CSTO enables Moscow
to access and potentially protect its vital economic and energy assets in the region (Szadziewski,
2009). This aligns with the broader aim of maintaining a cooperative and potentially
subordinate neighborhood, crucial for Russia’s Eurasianist foreign policy orientation (Lo,
2008).

This aligns with the broader aim of maintaining a cooperative and potentially subordinate
neighborhood, crucial for Russia’s Eurasianist foreign policy orientation (Lo, 2008).

Beyond these practical and geopolitical motivations, there are also specific objectives tied to
Russia’s internal security and economic interests. Firstly, the CSTO plays a critical role in
preventing the spread of Islamist extremism and terrorism into Russia, particularly from regions
like Afghanistan. This is evident from the CSTO’s focus on counter-terrorism and joint military
exercises aimed at enhancing the collective capabilities of member states to address such threats
(Cohen, 2006). Additionally, the CSTO helps to secure Russia’s influence over the energy
transit routes and resources in Central Asia, which are vital for its economic stability and
leverage over European energy markets (Szadziewski, 2009).

Another key aspect of Russia’s engagement with the CSTO is the reinforcement of its military-
industrial complex. By providing CSTO member states with Russian weapons and military
equipment at domestic prices, Russia not only strengthens the military capabilities of its allies
but also ensures a steady demand for its defense industry, bolstering its economic and strategic
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interests (Cohen, 2006). This military assistance further solidifies Russia’s role as the primary
security provider in the region, enhancing its strategic depth.

Overall, the CSTO serves multiple roles for Russia: it acts as a geopolitical counterbalance to
NATO and US influence, secures Russia’s borders against potential threats, ensures the stability
of its regional allies, protects its economic interests, and supports its military-industrial
complex. These factors collectively underscore the CSTO’s importance as a tool of Russian

foreign policy in maintaining and extending its influence in Central Asia and beyond.

THE EURO-ATLANTIC PARTNERSHIP AND THE UNITED STATES’ CENTRAL
ASIA POLICY

Since 1994, two key mechanisms have facilitated cooperation between the US and Central Asia:
the Partnership for Peace (PfP) program and the Euro-Atlantic Partnership Council (EAPC).
The EAPC, established in 1997, serves as an overarching forum that brings together all states
participating in the PfP and the North Atlantic Cooperation Council (NACC), the forum it
replaced, as a consultative and dialogue body. While these initiatives are not specifically
tailored to Central Asia, the region emerged as a primary focus area for these programs
following two rounds of expansion, particularly after the 2004 Istanbul Summit.

Furthermore, partner nations have the opportunity for consultations in case of threats to their
stability or territorial integrity, elevating the program beyond a mere technical cooperation
agreement and establishing it as a genuine mutual consultation pact.

The PfP underwent further expansion in 1995 with the addition of the Planning and Review
Process (PARP) and a Partnership Coordination Council, both facilitating representation and
collaborative planning. As outlined in the 1994 PfP Framework Document, various areas were
designated for cooperation and capacity building, delivered through ‘customized’ Individual
Partnership Action Plans (IPAPs) negotiated bilaterally between NATO and the partner nation.
The establishment of the EAPC in 1997 introduced an additional platform where partner
countries can engage and familiarize themselves with various NATO projects.

The EAPC meets monthly in Brussels at the ambassadorial level, and biannually at the
ministerial level, involving foreign affairs and defense ministers. It operates on two
fundamental principles: inclusiveness, emphasizing the openness of opportunities to all
members and partners, and self-differentiation, allowing each participant to determine the
extent and areas of cooperation with NATO.

The leadership of the United States in NATO’s activities towards the east is evident. Throughout
the debates within the alliance during the 1990s, the US consistently advocated for expanding
the eastern dimension of alliance politics, often due to pressure from domestic constituencies

and congressional advocates supportive of enlargement. The creation of the EAPC was largely
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influenced by American strategic imperatives arising at the end of the Cold War, and according
to administration sources, it continues to align with contemporary US strategy in the region.

The idea behind the Partnership for Peace (P{P) originated within the Department of Defense
in 1993, primarily driven by concepts developed by Joseph Kruzel, the Deputy Assistant
Secretary of Defense for Europe and NATO. General John Shalikashvili, Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, also played a role in its development, succeeding General Colin Powell. PfP
was conceived as a provisional alternative to direct membership expansion and aimed to
achieve multiple objectives for the United States. Geopolitically, it was intended to allow the
US to exert influence over emerging governments, steer their security focus towards the West,
thereby reducing Russian influence, and promote their integration into Western political and
security structures, including potential NATO expansion. Over a decade into NATO’s
engagement with Central Asian Republics, one analyst remarked that “NATQO’s presence in the
region is a strategic and geopolitical reality” (Zhuangzhi, 2004).

From a pragmatic and operational standpoint, PfP was designed as a means of socializing post-
Soviet states in Central Asia gradually into Western norms and practices. At the pinnacle of the
unipolar era, these norms were perceived as conducive to establishing a peaceful international
order by promoting civilian oversight of armed forces, adopting Western-style civil-military
relations, and spreading liberal values. This approach was viewed as a method for stabilizing a
region that was highly volatile yet held significant potential. Over time, NATO’s objectives in
Central Asia expanded to address additional issues such as fragile states, combating organized
crime and corruption, resolving conflicts in the resource-rich Caspian Sea region, ensuring
human security, and addressing challenges in Afghanistan, with the aim of becoming an
effective security provider.

The EAPC was designed to establish a comprehensive platform for all member states to come
together. Warren Christopher, who initially proposed the EAPC in 1996, articulated his vision
as follows: “We should broaden the Partnership’s scope beyond its existing missions. We should
engage our Partnership in both the planning and execution of NATO missions. We should
empower them with a stronger voice by establishing an Atlantic Partnership Council. Through
these means, NATO lays the groundwork for constructing our New Atlantic Community.”

While it has been noted that PfP and EAPC serve as frameworks for cooperation and cannot be
equated with multilateral bodies like OSCE or the actual NATO itself, and are unlikely to
develop a distinct identity, others have contended that NATO offered the ideal structure to
advance the United States’ goals of outreach to post-Soviet and Central Asian regions. This is
because of NATO’s multilateral and collaborative nature, as well as its intangible assets such as
shared norms, politico-military approaches, and established procedures refined over decades
(Szadziewski, 2009).
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CONCLUSIONS

The unfolding dynamics in Central Asia resemble a modern-day rendition of the historic Great
Game, but with a twist: the players have multiplied, with China joining the traditional
powerhouses, Russia and the United States. As we’ve traversed through the intricate web of
regional security governance institutions, namely the Shanghai Cooperation Organization
(SCO), the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), and the Euro-Atlantic Partnership
Council (EAPC), it’s evident that each major power is strategically maneuvering to safeguard

its interests while vying for influence in this critical region.

China’s proactive role within the SCO, from its inception to its present-day leadership,
underscores its commitment to shaping regional dynamics. Leveraging the SCO as a platform
for economic cooperation and security coordination, China aims to stabilize its western border,
counter potential threats from Uyghur minorities, and capitalize on economic opportunities, all
while subtly balancing its relations with Russia and the United States.

Russia’s central position within the CSTO is a testament to its enduring influence in the region.
By transforming the Collective Security Treaty into a robust organization, Russia seeks to assert
its authority, counter NATO’s encroachment, and maintain stability in its sphere of influence.
However, its efforts are tempered by the need for cooperation among post-Soviet states and the

evolving geopolitical landscape.

The United States, through initiatives like the EAPC and P{P, aims to foster cooperation and
integration with Central Asian states while advancing its strategic interests. By promoting
Western norms and practices, combating regional threats, and expanding its influence, the U.S.
reinforces its role as a key player in shaping the region’s trajectory.

Beneath the surface of institutional frameworks lies a complex interplay of geopolitical
objectives. China seeks to counterbalance U.S. influence, enhance its leadership role, and
expand economic footholds. Russia maneuvers to preserve its dominance, counter NATO’s
encroachment, and maintain regional stability. The U.S. pursues strategic partnerships,
promotes Western values, and safeguards its interests amid global competition.

As the Great Game unfolds in Central Asia, navigating its complexities requires astute
diplomacy, strategic foresight, and nimble adaptation. While competition among major powers
is inevitable, avenues for cooperation and mutual benefit must be explored to ensure regional
stability, economic prosperity, and collective security. In this intricate geopolitical chessboard,
the stakes are high, but the potential for constructive engagement remains ever-present.

In the evolving landscape of the New Great Game, the destinies of Central Asian states are
intricately intertwined with the strategic calculations of major powers. As they jostle for
influence and pursue divergent agendas, the future of the region hangs in the balance, shaped
by the delicate interplay of competing interests, shifting alliances, and geopolitical realities.
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Only time will reveal the ultimate winners and losers in this high-stakes geopolitical arena,
where the echoes of history reverberate amidst the dawn of a new era.
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