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Preface
Daniel L. Burghart and Theresa Sabonis-Helf

When examining the ebb and flow of events in the region called
Central Asia, one is struck by the magnitude of the impact that this area
has had throughout history. Yet in spite of this record, very little is known
about this part of the world today. Central Asia always has found itself
wedged between Europe and Asia, and as such, has been at the crossroads
of relations between the two. In physical terms, this can be seen graphi-
cally in the trade routes of the Great Silk Road. In philosophical terms, it
is an area where Western beliefs met and mingled with Eastern ways, often
resulting in unusual and unique hybrids of thought and culture. Nor has
the area’s significance been limited to that of providing a meeting place
for other cultures. For over 100 years, between the thirteenth and fifteenth
centuries, the armies of Genghis Khan and later Tamerlane spread from
Central Asia to conquer and exert their influence over an area larger than
the conquests of Alexander, Rome or Hitler. The repercussions of these
conquests can still be seen today and serve as a reminder of the impact the
region has had, and may again have, on world events.

Great though this influence may have been, history dictated that after
Central Asia's zenith, there followed a period of decline. During this time,
the region seemed to slip from the world stage, surpassed in importance
by other areas, such as the newly discovered Americas. Though the reasons
for this decline are many and varied, the end result was that the region
seemed to fall from the attention of most scholars, political leaders and
the public in general. That the region still held importance for its resi-
dents goes without saying; that it continues to be important to the major
regional actors bordering the area will be shown. Still, little was known or
written about Central Asia after the time of Tamerlane, other than that it
was a far off and mysterious part of the world that few people traveled to
or cared about. This remained the case throughout most of the twentieth
century, until events following the breakup of the Soviet Union brought
the region into new prominence and focus.

Xv
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Many events can be pointed to as affecting the status of the region;
however, three stand out beyond all others as having an impact both on
the peoples of Central Asia and, in turn, their relations with the rest of
world. The breakup of the Russian/Soviet Empire, just as with the fall of
other great empires, sent shockwaves through the area and beyond. The
opportunity for the region to rule itself, as opposed to being ruled by oth-
ers, has meant significant changes in the politics, economy and social fab-
ric found there. Yet as important as these changes have been, they would
have little meaning or impact on the rest of the world were it not for the
second major event associated with Central Asia: the discovery of poten-
tially extensive reserves of gas and oil. Although the size of these stores is
debated and in truth has yet to be determined, they are significant enough
to warrant global attention and interest as an alternative fuel source in
a world concerned with the dwindling stocks of hydrocarbons. These
reserves hold the promise of economic development and prosperity, but
as has been seen elsewhere in the world, this promise can be a two-edged
sword with as many downsides as benefits. Finally, in the aftermath of Sep-
tember 11, the potential of terrorism both originating from and affecting
the region need hardly be elaborated. For all these and other reasons, the
world is showing renewed interest in Central Asia.

The genesis of this book is a response to that interest. While many
works dealing with Central Asia appeared between 1991 and 1995, taking
advantage of the fact that for the first time outside observers had rela-
tively easy access to the region, far fewer texts have appeared since then.
As often happens, general interest migrated to other parts of the world,
leaving the area to be covered by a small community of specialists. Yet
events continued to occur and changes continued to take place, so that
ten years after independence, it seemed essential to “take stock” of what
has transpired during this period, as well as to look at future prospects. To
accomplish this, we have assembled a collection of scholars and regional
specialists who are closely associated with Central Asia and whose works
cover a broad range of problems facing the region. Rather than focus on
a country-by-country analysis, each author was asked to write about a
specific topic and how it played out in at least two of the countries of the
region. They were further asked to project the potential significance of
their observations for the region over the next 15 years and how the “les-
sons learned” to date might be applied in the future.

For the purposes of this book, the changes that have taken place in
Central Asia have been grouped into three general categories, political,
economic and security. The specific subjects included in each category re-
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flect major problems or areas of concern. Although the list of these topics
is in no way all-inclusive, it does reflect a general consensus of the special-
ists gathered here as to the key issues that must be addressed when discuss-
ing the region overall. Each of these topics has an impact that goes beyond
individual country borders, and while some may affect certain countries
more than others, all have consequences for the region as a whole. Because
of this, the traditional approach which would look at each country indi-
vidually has been eschewed in favor of an approach that focuses on prob-
lems that are regional in nature, and thus must be addressed in a regional
context. In some cases, the authors compare how different countries have
addressed the same problem; in others, the issues are transboundary in
nature and the authors examine regional solutions. Although it is hoped
that this work will appeal to a wide audience, three groups in particular
may benefit from its approach: policy makers who need a general back-
ground on the issues associated with the region; regional specialists who
are seeking information on specific issues that challenge the region; and
technical specialists who wish to see how their areas of interest affect the
region as a whole. Finally, the views of the authors reflected here represent
a wide range of opinions that are often at odds with one another. No at-
tempt has been made to resolve these differences, and they are presented
to the reader for her or him to evaluate and make their own determina-
tion as to the weight they want to assign each. Out of a diversity of ideas
and differences of opinion, better solutions to the problems the area faces
hopefully can be found and better policies formulated to implement these
solutions.

Contents

After an overview of the region by Daniel L. Burghart, Part I —
Political Changes begins with a chapter on the international politics affect-
ing the region. Written by Wayne Merry, a retired Foreign Service Officer
with extensive experience in the former Soviet Union, the chapter provides
a context for understanding the various external influences that can be
seen in the region, as well as the reactions of the local political “apparat”
to these influences. In the next chapter, Gregory Gleason looks in greater
detail at the current domestic political situation in the region, and the
prospects for meaningful political reform. In the chapter on legal reform,
Roger D. Kangas summarizes the steps that already have been taken in this
area, a necessary precondition for meaningful reform in the areas of poli-
tics and the economy. This is followed by a discussion of human rights by
Michael Ochs, a Congressional staff member who has followed these issues
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for more than a decade. Human rights in Central Asia are arguably worse
than anywhere else in the former Soviet Union, and must be improved if
any of these states hope to be accepted into the community of nations.
Sylvia W. Babus’ chapter furthers the political track by discussing outside
efforts at democracy building. With first hand experience in many of
these programs, she provides a unique insight into “what works and what
doesn’t” on the ground. Finally, Tiffany Petros takes on the difficult task of
assessing the role of Islam in defining the region and its future.

Part II — Economic Concerns begins with Theresa Sabonis-Helf’s
examination of the impact of hydrocarbon development on the econom-
ics and politics of the energy-rich countries of the region. Next, Daene C.
McKinney, a noted hydrographic engineer, addresses the complex topic of
water in Central Asia, detailing its economic, political, and security im-
plications, as well as ongoing efforts to resolve disputes over the equitable
distribution of water in a peaceful manner. Genevieve Grabman examines
issues of public health, and using the example of Kyrgyzstan, postulates
the role that reform of health care systems can play in improving the well-
being of the region’s most vital economic resource—its people. Kevin D.
Jones does the same with regard to land privatization, probably one of
the most difficult issues that all of the former Soviet Republics have had
to face, given their socialist background and the state ownership of land
associated with it. Economic development within the context of sustain-
able development is addressed by Alma Raissova and Aliya Sartbayeva-
Peleo, two Central Asian scholars with extensive experience in this field.
Although economic development has been a major goal of all of these
states, these authors stress the need for such development to be moderated
so as to achieve “sustainable development” goals. Closely related to these
arguments, David S. McCauley enumerates the environmental challenges
facing the region and also examines the efforts of international donors
and the Central Asian states to meet these challenges. Finally, Kalkaman
Suleimenov describes the steps being taken to rationalize the distribution
of electricity in Kazakhstan and the surrounding area. As a regional gov-
ernment official, his piece is enlightening both in terms of the informa-
tion it provides and as an example of how local officials are attempting to
come to grips with the problems they have inherited from the old Soviet
system.

In Part ITII — Security Issues, Emily E. Daughtry begins with a review
of the Cooperative Threat Reduction (CTR) Program and its impact on
Central Asia. CTR is often cited as the most effective program the U.S.
Government has had with members of the former Soviet Union. She
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documents the program’s efforts in the region and shows how its successes
to date can be built in the future. Next, Jennifer D.P. Moroney examines
existing security frameworks in Central Asia and the likelihood that these
frameworks, and the organizations which comprise them, can provide the
stability the region needs as a precondition for future development. Nancy
Lubin examines what is characterized as the greatest threat to Central
Asian security—drug trafficking and its impact on both the political and
social spheres of society. Closely tied to this is the illicit trade in human
beings. Here Saltanat Sulaimanova brings a regional perspective to this
problem, as well as to the larger issue of migration to and from the area. Fi-
nally, three chapters are dedicated to Central Asian relations with the three
major world powers that have active interests in the region—China, Rus-
sia and the United States. Matthew Oresman provides a detailed account
of China’s interests in Central Asia, as well as the response of the Central
Asian states to Chinese initiatives. Captain Robert Brannon summarizes
Russia’s interests and concerns and also outlines U.S.-Russian relations
with regard to area. Finally, Olga Oliker looks at U.S. concerns in Central
Asia and postulates how these concerns might be addressed in the future.

With the new millennium a new cycle of history is beginning, one
in which it seems clear that Central Asia will play an increasingly signifi-
cant role on the world stage. Though its importance may have ebbed and
flowed with time and the circumstances in which the region has found
itself, Central Asia continues to exist at the crossroads of East and West.
Wheras the technologies used to traverse these crossroads and the nature
of the journey may have changed, the geography and the people who oc-
cupy it remain the same. Those from the region who follow in the tracks
of Tamerlane, will face many of the same challenges their ancestors did.
However, they have at their disposal a broad new range of resources to
help them address these challenges, including many provided by foreign
sources. Their success in using these resources effectively will, in turn,
determine the course they take, as they advance into the twenty-first
century.
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Chapter One

In the Tracks of Tamerlane:
Central Asia’s Path
to the 21st Century

Daniel L. Burghart

hile there is hardly a corner of the world that has not been af-
ercted in one way or another by the events of September 11,

the repercussions are especially evident in the region known as
Soviet Central Asia.? The countries and people in this region were already
in the process of adjusting to the major changes in their status brought
about by the breakup of the Soviet Union a scant ten years before, when
they were plunged into the international spotlight. Even though proximity
to Afghanistan and the hiding place of Osama Bin Laden was the catalyst
for this most recent round of attention, the fact that the region sits astride
some of the largest known gas and oil reserves in the world already had
brought the area a fair amount of notoriety.

Though interest in Central Asia appears to be a fairly recent phe-
nomenon, this should hardly be the case. Throughout history, the area,
bracketed roughly by the Caspian Sea and China, has served as the cross-
roads of Asia and Europe and been home to succeeding waves of migrating
populations as well as the great Silk Road. Empires have risen and fallen,
only to rise again in different forms; groups have been dominant and then
been assimilated by succeeding dominant groups. Although history is
filled with the names of these groups and their leaders, ranging from the
armies of Alexander the Great to the Arabs and the Turks, the ones best
known in the West are the Mongols and Tartars who, under Tamerlane,
spread their influence to the gates of Europe in the late fourteenth cen-
tury.’ After the death of Tamerlane, the region fell under succeeding out-
side influences, most notably Russian and British, in what Kipling referred
to as “The Great Game.” Yet even as the object of the game rather than a
player, Central Asia retained an importance to those around it.
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Today finds the countries of Central Asia in a period of rebirth, not
only in terms of outside interest, but also in their own self-awareness of
their potential importance on the global scene. Almost no one would be
willing to predict that any single country from the region, or even the
region as a whole, is going to rise up and attempt the type of political
dominance exerted by Tamerlane 600 years earlier. On the other hand,
through their control of hydrocarbon resources, the countries of Central
Asia stand poised to exert an influence far beyond what anyone might have
expected as little as a dozen years ago. Following in the tracks of Tamer-
lane, the countries of the region are seeking to carve a path that will define
the nature of their existence well into the twenty-first century and beyond,
a path whose repercussions will be felt throughout the world. With this
in mind, it seems appropriate to examine where the tracks of Tamerlane’s
successors may lead.

Picking up the Trail
Before one can successfully follow any trail, it is necessary to be
familiar with the land on which it is located. Central Asia roughly can be
considered bounded in the west by the Caspian Sea, which separates the
region from the Caucasus. From west to east, the region stretches over 1500
miles, encountering few natural obstacles until the mountains of western
China. These mountains, the Tien Shan, literally “the Roof of the World,”
run southwest into the Himalayas making up a large portion of present-
day Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, before turning south into Afghanistan. The
remainder of the southern border becomes desert in what is present day
Turkmenistan. The bulk of the territory is arid grassland or steppe, which
stretches from the desert and mountains in the south to the Siberian for-
est or “Taiga” of Russia that forms its northern boundary. Overall, the area
comprises more than a million and a half square miles.*
The land contained in this region, for the most part, is a vast plain.
The soil, while fertile, suffers from a continental climate that does not
guarantee sufficient moisture for most crops; as a result, the people in this
area traditionally have been nomads. Substantial runoff from the moun-
tains is carried to the region by several rivers, primarily the Amu Dar’ya
and Syr Dar’ya, which fill the Aral Sea in the east-central part of the plain.
Those areas without sufficient water have reverted to desert, as found in
Turkmenistan. The climate, without the benefit of the moderating influ-
ence of an ocean, tends to be harsh, with temperatures ranging from 120
degrees Fahrenheit in the summer to minus 40 and below in the winter.
Although less than ideal for agriculture, the land possesses tremendous
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mineral wealth in addition to the already mentioned supplies of gas and
oil. Almost every strategic metal can be found in Central Asia, especially in
the mountains of the south, and new deposits continue to be discovered.

As might be expected, the geography of the region has influenced its
history and development. With few natural borders to define or protect it,
the region has been subject to the influences of wave after wave of tribes
and peoples who have crisscrossed the landscape. Those who stayed to
occupy the land for any time tended to be nomadic, grazing their herds on
the abundant grasslands and then moving with the seasons, the weather,
or at the prodding of their neighbors. While the original inhabitants have
been all but lost in history, it can be determined that waves of Mongols
from the east, Persians from the south, and Turkic peoples from the south
and west all dominated portions of the region at one time or another,
intermarrying with the local populations and making their contribution
to the existing cultures. Arab invaders in the tenth and eleventh century
brought with them the Islamic faith, which continues to be the dominant
religious influence, though its practice tends to be far from the stringent
form found in other parts of the world.

If there was one unifying influence at any time in the region’s his-
tory, it would be the period of conquest and domination by Tamerlane,
or Timur as he is known locally. Born outside of Samarkand in the four-
teenth century, Tamerlane claimed to be descended from the great Mongol
leader Genghis Kahn, though other evidence exists that he was, in fact, of
Tartar origin.’ After securing a local base of operations, he began a quarter
of a century of conquest that has few rivals in history. He conquered Per-
sia and the lands now comprising Iraq, Azerbaijan and Armenia. He then
invaded Russia and moved west of the Ural River before being called back
to put down a revolt in Persia. After conquering Mesopotamia and Geor-
gia, he turned his attention to India, storming Delhi and advancing into
the Himalayan foothills before withdrawing. He then turned west again,
capturing Syria, defeating elements of the Ottoman Empire, and receiving
tribute from both Byzantium and Egypt. Only his death en route to invad-
ing China in 1405 stopped the expansion of his empire to an area greater
than that achieved under Genghis Khan.¢

While successful on the battlefield, Tamerlane failed in creating a
governing structure that could perpetuate his empire, and it soon broke
up into a collection of tribes, khanates, and independent city-states after
his death. This patchwork of entities exerted control over various por-
tions of the territory, without any one being able to control the whole.
However, starting with the rule of Peter the Great in Russia in the late
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seventeenth century, external influences began to make their presence felt.
The Russians spread their influence from the northwest at the same time
the British influence began spreading from India in the southeast. Central
Asia was caught between these two great empires. Given the competition
between Russia and Great Britain, Central Asia became the buffer, with
each nation vying for the type of influence that would give it an advantage
over the other. The consequences of this arrangement for the local popula-
tion are brilliantly described in the works of Peter Hopkirk.” The collapse
of Tsarist Russia did little to change this situation in the twentieth century,
as the Bolsheviks were quick to establish themselves in the region, and
continued to perform the same basic functions as the previous regime.

Although Russification meant that the local populations were, at
best, second-class citizens with local rulers co-opted by, or at worst token
figureheads for, Russian domination, there were benefits. Literacy was
brought to the region, so that by the end of the Soviet rule better than 90
percent of the local populations could read and write. Health standards
were improved, and while agriculture continued to be the primary source
of revenue, fledgling industries were introduced. Though the area’s min-
eral wealth was exploited, the necessity of introducing the infrastructure
needed for this exploitation provided the region with essential communi-
cations and transportation facilities. In addition, security in the region was
insured on two levels. Externally, the region’s borders were secured by the
Soviet military; internally, the organs of the Soviet State provided stability.
While possibly not an ideal existence, it was one that the local populations,
for the most part, seemed willing to embrace.

Independence - Old Wine in New Bottles?

It has often been commented, and not without justification, that the
states of Central Asia did not seek independence in 1991, but instead had
it thrust upon them.® Leaders such as Kazakhstan’s Nursultan Nazarbaev
argued strongly for the continuation of some sort of union, which among
other things would ensure the continuation of the power and perks en-
joyed by the ruling elite. This elite was a mixture of local ethnic and Rus-
sian nationals, who were all products of the Soviet system and were less
than enthused to see it go. Still, these leaders had gotten to the positions
that they occupied by being astute politicians in the sense of reading the
prevailing trends and being ready to jump on the train (or caravan) wher-
ever it might lead. While it is sometimes commented that local national
leaders were merely figureheads who did their Russian masters’ bidding,
this is an oversimplification of an extremely complex working relationship.
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Moscow, for the most part, had recognized the need for ethnic leaders as
a way of ennsuring the complacency, if not the loyalty, of the local popu-
lations. Those times when this lesson was forgotten, as when Gorbachev
tried to appoint an ethnic Russian as head of the Kazakh republic in 1996,
resulted in massive unrest.’ In truth, these local leaders were likely to be
zealots in their allegiance to Moscow, since they owed their positions to
“the center” and not to any local movements or activity. Having said that,
local leaders already had developed their own local support structures,
based among other things on family, tribal or clan affiliation. In this sense,
the Soviet system actually had adapted and grafted itself onto the existing
ruling patterns already in place in Central Asia.

With independence and without the need for vetting from Moscow,
the local structures came into greater prominence, though it can be argued
that this was more a matter of visibility than any great shift in the exist-
ing order. Russians who had been part of this structure either departed
to return to Russia or were moved to less visible positions, allowing local
ethnic populations to occupy a greater share of the leading roles. This did
not occur overnight, as there were often not enough qualified locals to
fill all these positions; however, there were sufficient numbers so that the
predictions of social collapse due to removal of ethnic Russians from the
existing order never materialized.'

The situations facing the newly independent states of Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan were strikingly
similar in both number and nature. All of the countries shared a common
geo-strategic location in the world, manifested among other things, by lack
of access to the sea and general remoteness from established world trade
routes. All of the republics were controlled by a small elite that had been
molded by years in the communist party and a socialist (or what passed as
socialist) system. As a legacy of that system, all of the republics had high
rates of literacy and a body of trained workers, especially in comparison
with other developing areas of the world, though the quality of that edu-
cation and the skills possessed by those workers may have left something
to be desired. Each country also inherited a crumbling infrastructure, in
terms of industry, transportation and services, yet what was there did pro-
vide the rudiments required for a civilized society to function. A depen-
dency on raw materials, both natural resources and agricultural products,
was the basis for the economies in all of the new states and provided the
majority of their income. One major aspect of these economies, closely
related to the dependence on natural resources, was a legacy of environ-
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mental problems stemming from the exploitation of these resources under
the Soviet regime.

Despite the similar situations faced at the outset, Kazakhstan, Kyr-
gyzstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan each have struck out
on their own path since independence, leading each to come up with dif-
ferent approaches to deal with the problems they collectively faced. That
such differences exist should hardly be surprising, since in spite of their
similarities, each country has elements that make it different from the oth-
ers, ranging from geographic and cultural peculiarities to those relating
to the personalities of their leaders and composition of their elites. Parts
of these differences are tied to their relations with each other, for each is
unique in terms of the neighbors with whom they must deal. In Soviet
times these differences were present, but had less significance under the
overarching template put in place by Moscow. Now, with decision-making
effectively decentralized to the respective regional capitals, the perspec-
tive has changed from the one that Moscow provided. Thus, to gain an
appreciation for these differences in perspective, it is necessary to look at
each of these countries in turn before returning to examine the region as
a whole.

Kazakhstan

As the largest of the five former republics in terms of landmass,
Kazakhstan’s location as the northernmost country in Central Asia gives
it the distinction of being the only former republic in the region with a
shared land border with Russia. In truth, it can be argued that Kazakhstan,
on at least its northern portion, should not be equated to the rest of the
area. Commentators during Soviet times would use the phrase Central Asia
and Kazakhstan, indicating that the two were somehow different. During
the 1930s, when the borders of the republics were drawn, it has been said
that Stalin specifically included a large portion of what had traditionally
been considered Russian lands, so as to ensure the loyalty of the region.
Whether true or not, the result was that at the time of independence only
40 percent of the population were ethnic Kazakhs, with another 40 per-
cent Russian, and the remainder comprised mostly of other Slavic ethnic
groups. This led to an early concern that the northern, ethnically Russian
portion of the country would move to break away from the new state and
attempt to reintegrate with Russia. While there have been scattered inci-
dents caused by Russian nationalist groups, the majority of the Russian
population seems resigned, if not content, with their current situation.
This can be attributed to the fact that stories coming back from Russia
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indicated that conditions there were worse then those in Kazakhstan." In
addition to other mineral resources, Kazakhstan possesses the largest oil
reserves in Central Asia, with some estimates indicating that these reserves
may make the country the new Saudi Arabia.”> Thus, the country’s future
is inexplicably tied to the development of these reserves.

Externally, Kazakhstan’s security concerns were perhaps best de-
scribed by the country’s Defense Minister, who on several occasions has
commented that with Russia to the north, China to the east, Islamic fun-
damentalism to the south and disputes over the Caspian to their west,
Kazakhstan finds itself in a tough neighborhood." Still, with an external
border of approximately 6,000 miles, only the portion with China is
guarded, representing the concerns of the Kazakhs themselves."* In the
south, Kazakhstan shares borders (and border disputes) with three of the
other Central Asian States, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan. Of
these, relations with the Kyrgyz are the most cordial, most strained with
the Uzbeks, and fall somewhere in-between these two with the Turkmen.
Kazakhs and Kyrgyz are extremely close ethnically, and the marriage of
the daughter of Kazakh President Nazarbaev to a son of Kyrgyz President
Askar Akaev led to speculation that the two would eventfully merge into
one.’s This situation is reversed with Uzbekistan, which is viewed as a rival
in terms of being the dominant power in the region. The border with
Turkmenistan is composed largely of desert and is of little concern.'s What
is of concern is the eventual division of sovereignty over portions of the
Caspian Sea and the tremendous energy deposits there. Indeed, the divi-
sion of the Caspian Sea and the oil wealth associated with it may be one of
the thorniest security issues the country faces in the future.

Though less openly discussed by the Kazakhs themselves, there exist
several equally telling concerns that may affect the long-term security of
the country. In addition to the normal problems associated with a weak
economy, the inability to generate sufficient jobs, especially outside of the
large cities such as Almaty, has led to staggering levels of unemployment.
In cities such as Termez, the only real option for young people to obtain
money is to enter into the illicit drug trade, a growing concern throughout
the region. Not only does this represent yet another level of illegal activity
in a society known for corruption, but drug use among young people has
skyrocketed as availability has increased.”” Also related to the weak econ-
omy is the inability of the government to address effectively the myriad of
environmental problems left from Soviet times. The diversion of waters
from the Aral Sea for irrigation use and contamination left at sites associ-
ated with the Soviet nuclear program are but two examples of large-scale
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problems that impact both the economy and health of the population,
and add further burdens to a system unable to cope with either the scope
or the costs of correcting such problems. Finally, the ruling establishment,
beginning with President Nazerbaev, actively has taken measures to stifle
dissent and ensure the continuity of their rule. While effective in the short
term, by allowing no outlet for the frustrations arising from internal prob-
lems such as those described, this may create a situation in the long term
where dissent turns violent and the fragile social structure of the country
is torn apart.

Kyrgyzstan

In contrast to Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan is the second smallest country
in Central Asia in land size and population, and some would argue the
least significant. Roughly 80 percent of its territory is taken up by the Tien
Shan Mountains, limiting the amount of land available for agriculture. It
also lacks the energy reserves of its sister states, and while the country does
possess some mineral wealth, it is extremely difficult to extract at a profit.
The one resource that it does possess, water flowing from runoff in the
mountains, is a two-edged sword. Although the potential exits to harness
this water for the production of badly needed energy, any interruption of
the flow also has the potential of bringing the country into conflict with
its downstream neighbors, especially Uzbekistan, which depends on this
water for irrigation. In addition to Uzbekistan in the west, Kyrgyzstan
shares borders with Kazakhstan to the north, China to the east, and Tajiki-
stan to the west and southwest. There are border disputes with all of these
countries, the most contentious of which center on the Ferghana region in
the southwestern part of the country.

The Ferghana Valley is an extremely fertile area shared with Uzbeki-
stan and Tajikistan. Besides containing some of the richest, and therefore
most desirable land in the region, it is home to the most fervent brand of
Islam found in Central Asia. While this in itself might not be a concern to
the Kyrgyz, the area has served as a base of support for movements such
as the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) and has been tied with
outside radical groups, such as the Taliban. In 1999, IMU forces moved
through Kyrgyz territory and engaged Kyrgyz security forces during an at-
tempt to escape attack from Uzbekistan. This, in turn, sounded alarm bells
in Bishkek, and President Akaev was quick to join in the chorus of other
Central Asian leaders decrying the threat fundamentalists posed to stabil-
ity in the region, not to mention their own positions of power.
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Domestically, Kyrgyzstan suffers the same problems as the other
Central Asian countries, though the way these problems combine is
unique to the Kyrgyz situation. Ethnic Kyrgyz constitute a little more than
50 percent of the population, with Russians the next largest group at 22
percent. Uzbeks constitute 12 percent of the population, making them the
largest Central Asian ethnic minority outside of their home territory and
a concern for the Kyrgyz government, which has several disputed border
areas with their far larger and more powerful Uzbek neighbor. Although
the country suffered a severe economic downturn tied with the collapse
of the ruble in 1998, the fact that a large number of people still owe their
existence to subsistence agriculture meant they did not starve. In terms of
domestic politics, President Akaev is the only Central Asian ruler who was
not a party apparatchik at the time of independence. A university profes-
sor and physicist, not only was he popularly elected, but his early rule
was marked by hopeful signs of genuine political and economic reform.
Unfortunately, time and pressure from his neighbors have made him more
politically repressive. This, in turn, has begun to radicalize the opposition,
a trend the does not bode well for future stability, something that the
country desperately needs.

Uzbekistan

Though Kazakhstan is the largest of the Central Asian states in terms
of landmass, the largest in population and arguably the most dynamic is
Uzbekistan. Geo-strategically located in the center of the region, it is the
only country that shares a border with each of the other states. This al-
lows it to claim concerns with regard to the affairs of all the others since
they have the potential of affecting its own interests. Sitting astride inter-
nal lines of communication and commerce also places Uzbekistan in a
position to exert influence to see that its concerns are addressed. At the
same time, with the exception of a small border area with Afghanistan,
Uzbekistan does not share a border with any of the external regional ac-
tors, specifically Russia, China or Iran, and thus is insulated from the sort
of pressures that can be mounted on its neighbors. While not possessing
the quantities of oil and gas that Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan do respec-
tively, Uzbekistan does have sufficient energy reserves to be independent
of outside sources, unlike Kyrgyzstan. If there is an external dependency,
it is on water from Kyrgyzstan, which is used for the irrigation of cotton,
the country’s primary cash crop.

This favorable turn of geography has allowed Uzbekistan a fair
amount of leeway in its relations with its neighbors, as well as with other
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states in the region. Uzbekistan has been the most fervent of the five in
asserting its existence as an entity separate from Russia. With no shared
border and only eight percent of its population ethnic Russians, the politi-
cal leadership has felt free to institute a number of measures to separate
itself from its former “big brother,” ranging from refusing to participate
in Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) functions to eliminating
the use of the Cyrillic alphabet.' Likewise, Uzbekistan is far enough away
from China to not feel particularly threatened. Within the region, Uzbeks
believe themselves to be superior and often adopt an arrogant attitude in
their relations with other states and people.” This is particularly irksome
to the Kazakhs, who openly resent their treatment as “country cousins.”
Not surprisingly, Uzbekistan has border disputes with all of its neighbors.
Although to date the Uzbeks have not resorted to the use of force to re-
solve these disputes, their size and economic potential, combined with
their attitude, has led the other states to believe that the Uzbeks might
resort to force if they felt it in their best interests. The Uzbeks themselves
believe that they should be the dominant power in the region and give the
impression that they are willing to take issue with anyone who does not
share this belief.

While Uzbekistan seems to have been dealt a favorable hand in terms
of its external security, this has not been the case with regard to its internal
affairs. President Islam Karimov has established a regime that is one of the
most repressive in the region. In an effort to insure no opposition to his
rule, Karimov not only has silenced what little legitimate opposition there
was to his regime, but gone on to suppress potential opposition in the
form of new Islamic groups. Though nominally claiming to be a Muslim,
Karimov views the more conservative variants of the faith who refuse to
bend to his every whim and decree as representing a threat to his rule. His
response has been to ruthlessly crack down on what he calls the threat of
“fundamentalism” and arrest more than 7,000 dissenters. This, in turn, has
only served to act as a catalyst for an actual Islamic opposition to form,
the IMU. This movement has been blamed for the 1999 bombing of gov-
ernment offices in the capital of Tashkent and is responsible for an armed
insurgency in the southern part of the state centered in the Ferghana re-
gion. Although Karimov has been quick to try to tie this movement with al
Qaeda and the Taliban, it appears to be a domestic opposition movement
that only has grown with efforts to repress it. Parallels have been drawn
between this process and what took place in Iran under the Shah, where
increasingly harsh efforts to suppress conservative Islamic leaders led to
public discontent and the eventual overthrow of royal rule. Whether the
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same outcome will come to pass in Uzbekistan is yet to be determined;
however, in spite of warnings of the possible consequences, Karimov has
shown little or no inclination to change his policies.

Tajikistan

Of all the countries in the former Soviet portion of Central Asia,
Tajikistan comes the closest to claiming the title for being the first “failed
state” Though sharing borders with two other Central Asian states,
Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan, as well as with China and Afghanistan, the
country’s primary security concerns have been domestic rather than exter-
nal. Part of this can be explained in the territory it occupies; the terrain is
extremely mountainous with more than 50 percent of the country above
10,000 feet altitude.? While occupying a crossroads of sorts, the country is
also extremely inaccessible to the outside world and difficult to travel even
internally. The arable land is composed mostly of valleys running between
the various mountains, which, with runoff from mountain snows, possess
sufficient water for agriculture. The Tajik people themselves are descended
from Iranian speaking people, making them the only republic in Central
Asia not sharing a Turkic heritage. The Tajiks comprise 62 percent of the
population of roughly 6.2 million, with Uzbeks in the northern part of the
country making up the next largest group, 23 percent, and Russians filling
in approximately seven percent.

Historically, based on their Persian background, the Tajiks occupied
a type of elite status within the region. Yet always subject to the influence
of regional actors, the area of Tajikistan was at one time controlled by
the Emirate of Bukhara in Uzbekistan, the Afghanistan government, and
eventually the Russian Empire, though control is used in the loosest sense,
since both the terrain and the independent nature of Tajik mountain
tribes were less than hospitable to outsiders. This became particularly ap-
parent when Soviet forces tried to reestablish control of the region after
the Bolshevik revolution, leading to the Basmachi revolt that was put
down in 1924. With Kyrgyzstan to the north, China to the east, Afghani-
stan to the south, and Uzbekistan to the west, Tajikistan has long found
itself in a far from enviable situation with regard to geo-strategic location.
Only the ruggedness of the terrain, as well as its isolation, has served to
preserve its sovereignty.

Neither of these, however, have been enough to ensure domestic
stability. Falling prey to clan politics and animosities, Tajikistan rapidly
degenerated into a protracted civil war between various domestic fac-
tions after independence, and the Russian military forces remaining in the
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country were left to try and preserve some semblance of order. This con-
flict, while originally not centered on religious differences, became more
so as the losing side sought support from Islamic factions outside their
borders, in particular from Afghanistan. This turn of events worried both
Tajikistan’s Central Asian neighbors and Russia, which maintains the 201st
Motorized Rifle Division in the country in an attempt to stem the influx
of fundamentalist forces from the south. A ceasefire and power shar-
ing agreement reached in 1997 brought an uneasy truce to the fighting,
which continues to flare up now and again. As a result, President Imomali
Rakhmonov, who first came to power in elections in 1994, continues to
preside over an assembly of factions and clans whose sole unifying tenant
would seem to be that everyone is exhausted from the continual fighting
that has marked the country since the breakup of the Soviet Union.

Turkmenistan

Of all the former Central Asian republics, Turkmenistan is the one
that, paraphrasing Lenin, has taken “two steps back” since independence,
but has yet to take a step forward, and in fact may be continuing its back-
ward path. A large but sparsely populated nation (4.5 million in an area
equal to California plus half of Oregon), most of the country is occupied
by the Kara Kum or black sand desert. Turkmen were originally nomads
who drove their herds in search of forage; only with the coming of Rus-
sian rule and irrigation projects during the Soviet period did agriculture
develop in importance, and this mostly tied with the cultivation of cotton.
While hardly the type of environment that would at first be cause for op-
timism, the country sits astride some of the largest natural gas reserves in
the world and early prospects for development fueled by the profits from
gas sales seemed bright. Instead, Turkmenistan has found itself a prisoner,
both of its geography and of a political regime that has been described as
mirror imaging all of the worst aspects of Stalin’s cult of personality.

Externally, Turkmenistan’s problem is with finding a secure route to
send its gas to world markets. Bordered in the north by Kazakhstan and
Uzbekistan, in the east by Afghanistan, in the south by Iran, and in the
west by the Caspian Sea, the primary existing pipelines used for Turkmen
gas flow through Russia, which controls both the amount of this flow and
its destination.?! To avoid this Russian chokehold, Turkmenistan has at-
tempted to negotiate routes to the south and west. The former, involving
Iran, has been frowned on by the United States, without whose support
financing is all but impossible. The other alternative, some sort of trans-
Caspian route exemplified by the long heralded Baku-Cheyhan line, has
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yet to get far beyond the drawing board. The gas that does make it to
market via Russia is often routed to countries such as Ukraine, which are
renowned for not paying for their energy supplies. Complicating this situ-
ation, in the early 1990s Turkmenistan borrowed heavily in international
finance markets against profits from future gas production. Now these
debts are beginning to fall due, and with still no reliable way to get their
gas to market, Turkmenistan is increasingly finding itself in a cash-flow
crunch.

Further compounding these problems is the nature of the Turkmen
regime itself. Headed by Saparmurat Niyazov, Turkmenistan’s Communist
Party head at the time of the breakup of the Soviet Union, the government
has evolved into an autocracy that bends to the every whim of the ruler. As
just one example of the control exerted by Niyazov, a referendum held in
1994 on whether to extend his term in office to 2002 was passed by a mar-
gin of 1,959,408 for, to 212 against.?? Since that time, Niyazov has declared
himself President for Life and has taken on the moniker of Turkmenbashi,
roughly translated as father of the Turkmen people. Along with autocratic
rule at home, he has adopted a policy of positive neutrality in his foreign
relations. This policy can best be summarized as the forswearing of all
foreign alliances and connections, resulting in an almost isolationist stance
that has not helped attempts to gain outside assistance for development in
Turkmenistan. Recently, this policy has been modified somewhat. While
initially shunning contacts with Russia and other former Soviet republics,
the fear of Islamic fundamentalism has brought Turkmenistan into re-
gional security consultations with its neighbors. Likewise, in the aftermath
of September 11, some agreements have been reached with the United
States to allow the use of Turkmen facilities in the war against terrorism.
Still, these negotiations have done little to soften the harsh nature of the
Niyazov regime, whose sole concern appears to be its own self-perpetua-
tion.

The Security Situation Post-September 11

Although much has been said and written about the effects of Sep-
tember 11, September 14 may well prove to be a more important date for
Central Asia. On that day, the first mention was made in the open press
about the stationing of American forces in the region as part of the Global
War on Terrorism. Along these lines, three of the five former Soviet Cen-
tral Asian states, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, were approached
about using their territory to support U.S. military operations. Uzbekistan,
in particular, was of interest because of the shared common border with
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Afghanistan and the presence of Termez, the former Soviet military base
that had been a primary logistics staging area during the Soviet-Afghan
war. While Tajikistan also shared a border with Afghanistan, the condition
of facilities there required substantial work before they could be used. Kyr-
gyzstan, which did not share a border, did have a relatively modern airport
and soon became the home to more than 3,000 U.S. Air Force personnel
supporting air operations into Afghanistan. Kazakhstan, located further
from the fray, also offered support to the Americans, while Turkmenistan,
with the longest border with Afghanistan, continued its policy of positive
neutrality, though making several pro “anti-terrorist coalition” statements
and quietly allowing the transit of humanitarian assistance.

Though the speed with which this coordination was orchestrated
was surprising to some observers, the groundwork for this effort actually
had been laid throughout the 1990s. Shortly after the breakup of the Soviet
Union, the United States established diplomatic relations with all of the
former republics in Central Asia and opened embassies in each as soon
as it was possible. Included in the embassy staffing were military officers,
designated either as Military Representatives or fully accredited Defense
Attachés. Their job throughout the 1990s was to establish ties with the
host nation militaries, coordinate material assistance and military educa-
tion programs, escort host countries officers on official visits to the United
States, and perform an entire range of activities that fell under the Clinton
Administration general policy of engagement. Central among these pro-
grams were: foreign military sales and assistance, International Military
Education and Training (IMET), Partnership for Peace (PfP), courses
offered at the Marshall Center in Germany, and the creation of a Central
Asian Peacekeeping Battalion (CENTRAZBAT). While all these programs,
as well as others, had specific goals in mind, the cumulative effect was to
establish relationships and procedures for working with these counties, as
well as to create a cadre of military within each of the countries involved
who had experience in working with U.S. forces. Though difficult to quan-
tify, there can be no doubt that these efforts facilitated establishing a U.S.
military presence in Central Asia, once it was decided that this was neces-
sary in the battle against terrorism.

Perhaps more surprising than the speed of this deployment, or even
that it should have taken place at all, was the response of the Russian
government to Americans operating in what had been traditionally a Rus-
sian sphere of influence. Though protests rapidly appeared from military
leaders and opposition politicians in the Russian press, these were just as
quickly countered by none other than Russian President Vladimir Putin,



TRACKS OF TAMERLANE 17

who welcomed the American move as part of his overall support for the
war on terrorism. While the changing nature of the U.S.-Russian relation-
ship in the aftermath of September 11 is still being evaluated, it is enough
to note that President Putin did much to stifle domestic criticism of U.S.
deployments. Russians themselves seemed to be torn between the image
of America as a former sworn enemy now conducting military operations
on their very doorstep and the realization that American efforts would, in
the long run, help Russia and the other countries of Central Asia coun-
ter what all now viewed as one of their greatest concerns—the spread of
Islamic fundamentalism. For their part, U.S. officials, such as General
Tommy Franks, the U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM) commander,
emphasized that although the United States did not know how long forces
would remain, it was not America’s intent to maintain these forces and
installations in the region on a permanent basis.

From the standpoint of the regional actors, the events of Septem-
ber 11 may have served as a catalyst in a number of respects. While the
threat of Islamic fundamentalism spreading from the south long had been
pointed to as a significant security concern, other problems and regional
disputes, combined with a lack of outside recognition for these concerns,
had resulted in few concrete steps being taken to address this threat. Prior
to September 11, the formation in 1998 of the “Shanghai Five” (Russia,
China, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, and more recently the ad-
dition of Uzbekistan, to make “5 plus 1”) was the most notable attempt
to form a regional security coordinating body.? Since September 11, there
has been a flurry of meetings, visits and continuing contacts designed not
only to coordinate efforts in the war against terrorism, but also to take
steps toward insuring regional security in the future. The most obvious
result has been an increase in security assistance to the region, primarily
from the United States, but from other nations as well. Though much of
this effort is directly tied to the ongoing conflict, the attention focused on
the region has brought about other assistance, such as the recent agree-
ment signed between the United States and Uzbekistan to clean up the
former Soviet biological testing site at Vozrazhdeniya (Rebirth) Island.
However, assistance alone will not provide security. The greater signifi-
cance in the long term may be that with a common cause uniting both
the Central Asian States and the major external actors with interests in the
region, a climate now exists where achieving a true cooperative security
environment may be possible.
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Some Thoughts for the Future

While outlining a comprehensive strategy for Central Asia is beyond
the scope of this compendium, it might be worthwhile to point out the
elements that must be considered as a starting point. It first should be
noted that, in spite of the problem areas noted above, all of the states, to a
greater or lesser degree, have achieved an element of success in orchestrat-
ing their affairs. All five continue to exist as sovereign states ten years after
the breakup of the Soviet Union. At the time of the breakup, their viability
as nations, and even their capability of continuing to exist, was highly
questioned. With the exception of Tajikistan, all have managed to avoid
major domestic conflicts, and while the form and policies of the govern-
ments that exist today may not be to our liking, the fact that they have
been able to constitute and maintain themselves as sovereign states must
be acknowledged. That the states did this with limited resources, little or
no experience in governance, and in a geo-strategic environment that was
less than ideal at best, speaks even more to the likelihood that with proper
aid and nurturing the countries in this region can continue to exist and
develop in the future.

To move forward will require several things. First, the states must
possess sufficient means to ensure the continued integrity of their terri-
tory. All of the states inherited portions of the Soviet forces stationed on
their territory, including a large number of armored vehicles and a force
structure built along the Soviet model. Unfortunately, this has proven to
be as much of a liability as a blessing. The forces they possess are not nec-
essarily the ones they need. The money to maintain these existing forces
uses up limited funding that would be better spent on meaningful military
reform. All of the countries involved have plans for military reform that
call for downsizing and modernization, with the goal of achieving small,
high tech, and highly mobile force structures to act as deterrents to any
outside threats.” Unfortunately, limited resources, opposition from the
existing military (which feels it might lose its perks and privileges if such
reforms were carried out), and bureaucratic inertia all stand in the way of
such changes. Cooperative programs with foreign militaries, such as PP
with NATO, have made some progress, and the more members of the re-
gional militaries are exposed to Western ideas and ways, the easier reform
will be. Training programs for other institutions normally associated with
state security, such as interior troops and customs officials, also will help.
The ultimate goal in all of these efforts is to achieve a balance, so that each
country believes it has the capability to defend its own territory against the
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threats it perceives, without creating a force that is perceived as a threat by
its neighbors.

Once stability and security can be guaranteed, the stage will be set for
economic development. The long-term stability of the states in the region
is not dependent on military capability as such, but on economic viability
that ensures the well-being of the nation. One of the reasons often cited
for the failure to attract the outside investment so desperately needed is
the fear by such outside sources that regional instability will put their in-
vestments at risk. This is particularly true in the energy sector where large
investments in infrastructure, such as pipelines and refineries, must be
made up front. These types of facilities are extremely vulnerable to attack,
both from external and domestic threats. Consequently, investors are re-
luctant to make long term commitments where they fear even a slight risk
of regional conflict. If regional stability can be achieved, the area’s wealth
in minerals and energy will bring the capital that can serve as the engine
for other forms of development, thereby increasing the well being of the
populations and heading off domestic sources of discontent by offering
the prospect of a better future.

With economic development must come political change and the
issue of political reform. One of the debates that continues, not only with
regard to the countries of the former Soviet Union but also with almost
all developing states, is whether economic reform, designed to create a
market economy, can be carried out at the same time as political reform,
designed to achieve some type of representational democracy. While
certainly the ideal, there are numerous examples, beginning with Russia,
that would seem to indicate that trying to accomplish both at the same
time is just “too hard.” Focusing on political reform, while possibly more
manageable, means that the creation of the economic basis to answer the
needs of the people must be postponed. Any government pursuing such
a policy places itself at risk no matter how democratically inclined and
well intentioned. However, focusing on economics first brings its own set
of problems, as seen in the number of dictatorships that have claimed to
be ruling in the name of the people and stability, but ended up enriching
their own pockets while doing whatever was necessary to maintain power
for themselves. At best, advocates of the latter strategy point to examples,
such as South Korea, where authoritarian governments were tolerated, but
continually nudged toward democracy as economic conditions at home
improved. At worst, the example of Iran under the Shah looms large,
where toleration and support of an authoritarian regime was justified as
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a strategic necessity, but ultimately resulted in catastrophic consequences
for the United States.

All of these concerns lead to the question of how the West in general,
and the United States in particular, should approach Central Asia, so as to
protect both its own interests and those of the people in the region. While
there is probably no set answer to such a question, some general guide-
lines would seem apparent. First, the key to stability in the region depends
on creating an environment where development of the area’s resources
proceeds relatively unhindered and where profits from that can be put
back into development of the region as a whole. To do this requires that
the countries in the area themselves understand that there is more to be
gained by regional cooperation than with traditional animosities. That the
leadership of these countries can work together when faced by a common
threat has been proven by recent events and the combined efforts to com-
bat the threat perceived from Islamic fundamentalism. If this cooperation
can be expanded to other spheres, a large step in the right direction will
have been taken. Next, some sort of agreement must be made between the
outside influences vying to achieve access and influence in the region, pri-
marily among the “great powers.” The acceptance by President Putin of an
American military presence in what has traditionally been Russia’s “home
turf” is again an example that can be built on, where the players involved
accept that there is more to be gained by all from a stable and prosperous
Central Asia, than one that is not. Finally, the regional leaders must real-
ize that their legacy will be measured by the condition in which they leave
their countries, as opposed to their own individual wealth and power.
While Tamerlane created a mighty empire, it quickly disintegrated after
his death because he failed to establish any viable structure for ensuring its
continuation once he was gone. If this lesson is lost on those who would
follow in the tracks of Tamerlane, they must constantly be reminded of it,
lest history repeat itself and the region, once again, fail to take the place in
the world order it is capable of achieving.
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Chapter 2

The Politics of Central Asia:
National in Form, Soviet in
Content

E. Wayne Merry

states of former Soviet Central Asia—are neither as obscure nor as

complex as is sometimes thought. Certainly, the region and each of
its component societies are rich in indigenous traditions and culture and
they did not merit the Western neglect, which was their lot during their in-
corporation in the Russian and Soviet empires. Nonetheless, the contem-
porary political institutions and prospects of the five states—Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan—reflect little of the
millennial history of the region, other than for purposes of propaganda,
but are instead overwhelmingly the products of their recent Soviet past.
Future Central Asian generations may draw on pre-Soviet traditions to
deal with modern issues, whether for good or ill, but today’s ruling elites
remain wedded to the Soviet way of doing things, which is how they came
to power in the first place.

Alone among the nearly 30 successor states of the former “socialist
camp,” ranging from Albania to Mongolia, Central Asia has experienced
no regime change. The bosses and ruling elites today are those of the late
Gorbachev era with some purging, especially of Slavs. Regime change
elsewhere has not always been positive, for example, in Belarus, but every
other socialist successor state has at least experienced a political or a gen-
erational transformation of top leadership, or both. However, in the five
Central Asian states, the rulers that came to power within the Communist
Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU), with all that implies about methods
and mentality, have stayed. They have remained in power by applying
Soviet techniques to independent statehood. While some Communist par-
ties have produced remarkably progressive figures, a few even validated by

r'. I ~he politics of Central Asia—limited in this discussion to the five
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genuine popular elections, this has not been true in Central Asia, where
old-style CPSU politicians retain power indefinitely with periodic sham
ballots of affirmation.

Thus, a key starting point in understanding the region is the recog-
nition that these countries cannot be compared properly with the Slavic
or Caucasian successor states of the Soviet Union, and still less with the
Baltic or East European countries. Rather, the Central Asian regimes are
in the same category of governance as those of Cuba and North Korea,
with whom they have much in common. They are a combination of post-
colonial nationalism and neo-Sovietism, and can be characterized as “na-
tional Soviet” in form.

The decade since the Soviet collapse and the emergence of the
Central Asian republics as independent states (albeit, initially, reluctant
ones) is a short period in political development, although other successor
states experienced rapid changes in the same time. These are regimes of
the first post-colonial generation, comparable to many African and Asian
countries three or four decades ago. Present conditions in these states are
neither stable nor reliable indicators of what they will be like in the second
and third post-colonial generations. In common with other post-colonial
experience, including that of North America, Central Asia will almost
certainly undergo dramatic changes in the coming decades. Political and
economic systems will alter, and borders may move. This analysis will not
speculate about what Central Asia will look like in mid-century, other than
to note that straight-line extrapolations of that future from the present
will certainly be wrong. We can, however, reasonably look at the region’s
prospects in the next decade, based on an examination of the twin identi-
ties which define its politics today—post-colonial and neo-Soviet—and its
potential to respond successfully to the challenges it faces.

The Imperial Legacy in the Heart of Eurasia

Properly speaking, “Central Asia” is much larger than the five states
under consideration, encompassing significant parts of the Russian Fed-
eration and the People's Republic of China, plus much of Iran, Afghani-
stan, and Pakistan. In terms of culture, and especially of religious culture,
much of Central Asia remains occupied by alien political systems based
in Moscow and Beijing. The region sometimes known as “Turkestan” (to
reflect the Turkic ancestry of many of its inhabitants) was divided into
western and eastern areas of domination under Russian and Chinese rule
in the nineteenth century. The famous “Great Game” rivalry between Im-
perial Russia and Imperial Britain in the same century drew lines defining
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the southern frontier of Western Turkestan, an identity reinforced by the
violent imposition of Soviet rule in Central Asia in the twentieth century.

Soviet nationality policy, under the motto “National in Form, Social-
ist in Content,” was in reality little more than the age-old imperial device
of divide-and-rule. Stalin deliberately drew republic borders in Central
Asia to separate large and potentially unruly ethnic groups—in particular,
the Uzbeks and Tajiks—into ethnically-mixed areas for political adminis-
tration and to create majority-minority tensions to facilitate Soviet rule.
The states which emerged from the failure of Soviet power in late 1991 had
external borders which no rational ethnographer would have drawn for
titularly-ethnic “nation states” and reflect little more than Joseph Stalin’s
nationality policies. These states should be seen first and foremost as po-
litical systems, rather than as reflecting national identities.!

Challenges of Post-Colonialism

Irrational borders spawning ethnic conflicts are common in the
Third World as legacies of European imperialism. While one always
should be cautious in applying general principles of political develop-
ment to diverse societies, what European powers wrought on the African
continent is, in broad outline, very similar to the imperial handiwork of
the Soviet Union in Central Asia. This point, while seemingly obvious, is
important because Western analysis of Central Asia sometimes treats the
region’s problems as entirely sui generis and ignores relevant experience of
other parts of the Third World.

To simplify, if one wants to project in broad outline where Central
Asia is likely to go, it is instructive to look at where Central Africa has
been. The objective circumstances of the post-colonial experience of the
two regions are sufficiently similar, despite obvious differences, to make
the comparison useful. The parallels are particularly acute in the realm of
politics, with the Central Asian regimes even less likely to adopt political
pluralism or genuine rule of law than the bosses of Central Africa have
been, because neo-Soviet regimes possess better instruments of domes-
tic repression combined with the habits of an ideological monopoly of
power. Central African rulers also have positive models in their former
European overlords, while those of Central Asia are surrounded by the
dubious examples of Russia, Iran, Pakistan and China. Central Asian elites
dislike comparisons with other Third World regions and proclaim, and
perhaps even believe, themselves to be exceptional. However, the assertion
of national exceptionalism is well-nigh universal and is generally a poor
excuse for rigid or reactionary policies. An objective observer cannot help
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but notice how after ten years of independence the Central Asian states are
traveling down a well-trodden Third World path.

To be fair, the region’s problems are the poisoned legacy of imperial
exploitation and would pose huge challenges even to progressive leaders.
As with most imperialism in Africa and Asia, Russia conquered Central
Asia for purposes of domination and exploitation, rather than for mass
colonization. While Slavic people did enter and settle in the region, they
did so slowly and without demographically displacing indigenous popula-
tions. The only major Slavic settlement region in Central Asia (analogous
to South Africa) is the heavily-Russified northern part of Kazakhstan,
which, at some point, could either attempt secession to join Russia or de-
mand effective self-rule. Elsewhere, the Slavic inhabitants of Central Asia
were not rural pieds noirs as in French Algeria or British Kenya, but urban
dwellers and members of the administrative and technical elite. This set
the stage for “white flight” after independence and a rapid loss of many
skilled Slavic cadres who left the region for personal security or from loss
of status and employment. In parallel, Soviet military formations in Cen-
tral Asia were largely composed of local conscripts, led by both Slavic and
native officers, thus allowing the new states to inherit established armed
forces, though with a loss of many Russian officers.

The Enduring Mentality of Empire

In common with imperial practice elsewhere, the Soviet Union
maintained its rule in Central Asia by developing and training local elites
in ways that deliberately alienated them from the broad mass of the native
population. These cadres were living extensions of the power of Moscow
and often became more Soviet in mentality than the Russians themselves.
They enjoyed great status and affluence, all dependent on their position in
the Soviet nomenklatura with its shared attitudes, practices and imperial
vernacular. While spoken Russian became common throughout Central
Asia, though weak in rural areas, local elites employed the imperial lan-
guage in preference to their mother tongues for purposes of prestige, edu-
cation, communication within the broader Soviet elite, and for acceptance
by their Slavic overlords. Higher education often took aspiring members
of native nomenklaturas to Moscow (as Africans went to Paris or London)
to acquire the habits, manners and lifestyles of the imperial “center.” Such
persons often had little contact or empathy with the poor and semi-edu-
cated masses at home, who were a constant reminder of the privileges and
comforts they obtained by serving the empire and potentially could lose
in the post-colonial environment. In the Central Asian case there was the
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additional factor of ideology, which, however much cynicism may have
attached to the ideals of communism, did reinforce the arrogance of elites
in their possession of scientific socialism, making them even less inclined
to accept political pluralism or accountability after independence.

While use of Russian is fading on the streets in Central Asia, it is likely
to remain the elite lingua franca. The only regional substitute would be
Uzbek, an unwelcome option for other nationalities. Although English as
the world language has spread very quickly among younger and educated
people in the region, this will not obviate the need for a regional language
to communicate with other successor states, which can only be Russian.
By way of comparison, English has not displaced French or Portuguese in
much of Africa but occupies a place alongside. In Central Asia, the utility
of maintaining Russian is obvious, from its use in technical manuals to
ease of dealing with the region’s leading trading partners. However, as in
other parts of the Third World, the persistence of the imperial language
sustains imperial attitudes and behavior, especially in officialdom.

Manmade Economic Nightmares

Central Asia also has parallels with Africa and South Asia in the
inherited burden of misdevelopment and unbalanced economies. In the
Soviet plan, Central Asian economies were structured around commodity
exploitation, with consequent massive ecological damage. While Soviet
planners did not employ the terminology of plantation colonies, they
were even more single-minded than their capitalist counterparts in foster-
ing commodity mono-cultures, especially of cotton in Central Asia. The
depletion of water supplies, degradation of soil, and destruction of the
existing nomadic and farming environment are well-documented, in some
places attaining ecocide, as in the overuse and near evaporation of the Aral
Sea. The focus of the Soviet central plan on the extraction of minerals and
hydrocarbons, combined with the use of Central Asia for testing nuclear,
chemical and other weapons, produced a legacy of economic imbalance at
least as severe as the coffee, hemp or cocoa-based economies of sub-Saha-
ran Africa or of “banana republics.”

In addition, Central Asia is challenged by the results of the most be-
nign of imperial policies, the spread of public health services and sanitation,
which, in turn, have led to rapid demographic growth. In common with
much of the Third World, these states face population increases far beyond
their ability to generate new employment, especially given the deteriora-
tion of Soviet-era infrastructure and the limited job-producing capacities
of high-capitalization commodity-extractive industries such as oil and
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gas. The loss after 1991 of investment funds and subsidies from the Soviet
central plan robbed the newly-independent states both of the wherewithal
to maintain existing industry and agriculture and of the means to establish
productive enterprises independent of the Russian market (even assuming
that local political interference and corruption would have allowed such
enterprise). A by-product of population growth is distortion of education,
as schools established in the colonial period churn out graduates in excess
of available jobs equivalent to their training, which in Central Asia is often
oriented to Soviet-era standards. While public education is an area where
Central Asia is ahead of some Third World regions, the advantage is erod-
ing in many skills, especially in high technology where Indian and Chinese
training models are more competitive.

Politics Following the Worst Models

It is in the political realm, however, that the post-colonial experience
of the Third World is most relevant to Central Asia, in the replication there
of what in Africa is called the “Big Man” regime type. Such regimes tend
to be dominated by members of single ethnic groups or clans and by the
enshrinement in power of a single individual or, more commonly, a Great
Leader and his family (leading to the sotfo voce witticism in several post-
Soviet states that Stalin’s quest to build “socialism in one state” has been
replaced by the goal of “socialism in one family”). Such regimes do not
distinguish public from private wealth, transforming corruption from a
form of social deviance into effective state policy. These regimes maintain
political control by strictly limiting participation in the political process;
by extending state authority over a wide range of civil institutions, includ-
ing business, labor unions, organized religion, and the media (or, as play-
wright Tom Stoppard once put it, by establishing a “relatively free press”
in the form of a press run by one of the ruler’s relatives);> and by lecturing
Western critics that the local populations are “not ready” for democracy
which “takes time.” Finally, such regimes almost invariably encounter a
crisis when attempting a generational transfer of power within the ruling
family or clan, as the authority and legitimacy of the first post-colonial
“Big Man” creates shoes too large for a successor to fill.

The Central Asian regimes, with individual variations, fulfill all the
“Big Man” criteria. This is not only because of their former Soviet experi-
ence, but also due to policy choices by the new regimes. Among socialist
successor states there have been cases of political maturation mostly in
Eastern Europe and the Baltics; violent transfers of power as in Azerbai-
jan, Armenia and Georgia; democratic transitions which made things no
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better or worse as in Belarus, Ukraine and Moldova; and shifts of public
opinion to either left or right, or, as in Bulgaria recently, in both directions
at the same time. Alone among socialist successor states, the Central Asian
regimes still are of the first post-colonial generation, while all the rulers,
perhaps with the exception of Kyrgyzstan, intend to remain in personal
control indefinitely. These are classic “Big Man” regimes of the type Africa
has experienced to its continuing cost. In common with their African
counterparts, these states will experience systemic crisis when they finally
transfer power, especially difficult where there are dynastic aspirations as
in Kazakhstan.

A Genuine, if Grim, Exceptionalism

As the Central Asia regimes replicate the experience of “Big Man”
states, they are also different and exceptional, although not in a positive
sense. In contrast to other parts of the Third World, these five states remain
strongly Soviet in institutions and practices. While the Communist Party
is gone in a formal sense, its personnel and methods remain in revamped
ruling parties under national banners. The leaders, to a man, are all former
Soviet Communist Party bosses, who changed their Communist lapel pins
for nationalist ones while retaining a purely Soviet approach to political
power. While many of the Soviet successor states have regressed badly in
recent years, only in Central Asia have the bosses of the Soviet era avoided
competitive politics or the challenge of a legitimate ballot box.

In sharp contrast to Third World leaders who took part in anti-colo-
nial movements or at least aspired to independence, Central Asia’s rulers
were propelled into independence by happenstance. These states entirely
lack the genuine nationalist credentials of the Baltic States, Caucasian
republics or Ukraine—let alone those of Eastern Europe. With the excep-
tion of Kyrgyz leader Askar Akaev, the rulers opposed Gorbachev’s efforts
to reform the sclerotic Soviet system and welcomed the reactionary coup
attempt of August 1991. At the time of the Soviet collapse, they hoped to
remain within some kind of renewed Soviet system, with Moscow pro-
viding subsidies and support for their rule.> As cosmetic nationalists, the
party bosses who chanced to be in power when their republics became
independent could not inspire an “end of empire” boost in public morale
common when Third World liberation movements come to power. For
most inhabitants, very little changed politically other than the removal
of the top tier of Moscow-based party icons and the suitable enlargement
of portraits of the former republic CPSU First Secretary as new national
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president. In other respects, daily life for average people became even
harder and more repressive than under Gorbachev.

The single factor that most sharply distinguishes the Central Asian
states from most post-colonial countries is their possession of the fully-
formed mechanisms of a modern authoritarian police state. While other
imperial powers developed security agencies in their colonies and in some
cases bequeathed them to the new governments, none bear comparison
with the Soviet KGB which passed almost intact into the hands of the
new Central Asian rulers. This advantage assured a high level of domestic
control by the new regimes, except in Tajikistan, which quickly descended
into civil conflict, and in the Ferghana Valley, an area of serious unrest
during much of the Soviet period. The comparative social peace enjoyed
by the Uzbek, Kazakh, Turkmen and, until recently, Kyrgyz regimes is in
large measure due to the coercive Soviet institutions they have employed
with greater vigor than had been true under Gorbachev. In particular, the
repression of peaceful manifestations of independent religious activity is
more severe in post-Soviet Central Asia than had been the case under late
Soviet rule.*

In addition, these countries inherited the former Soviet armed forces
deployed on their territories. These were not first-line units like those
stationed in Germany or along the Chinese border; most were reserve or
mobilization formations of limited operational capability. Nonetheless,
they constituted substantial military establishments for newly-minted
Third World states. In the Kazakh case the presence of parts of the former
Soviet strategic nuclear arsenal engaged the United States directly in Cen-
tral Asia for the first time, which brought substantial financial and techni-
cal benefits to Kazakhstan and provided some limited improvements to
their conventional armed forces. At independence, Uzbekistan by accident
possessed one of the world’s largest inventories of conventional heavy
weaponry due to the Soviet practice of using the dry Uzbek interior as a
parking lot for treaty-limited equipment (especially battle tanks, artillery
and armored personnel carriers) withdrawn from west of the Urals under
the provisions of the Treaty on Conventional Armed Forces in Europe
(CFE). While this weaponry greatly exceeded Uzbek defensive require-
ments, it fed Tashkent’s pretensions to regional hegemony. Uzbekistan also
possessed the best officer corps in the region, significant training facilities,
and a more balanced overall force structure than its neighbors. Turkmeni-
stan and Kyrgyzstan inherited armed forces of greatly inferior quality and
operational capabilities, and the prolonged civil conflict in Tajikistan not
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only dissipated its limited military strength but soon required intervention
by Russian and regional troops.

In sum, although some Western critics have perceived in Central Asia
a reversion to a kind of pre-Soviet “Asiatic despotism,” the reality may be
even worse. A form of medieval rule could not long succeed in the con-
temporary world, but a modern police state—with sufficient political will
at the top—can be quite robust. Across the region, the will power has not
yet faltered. Indeed, the regimes become more rather than less repressive
with each manifestation of domestic unrest or attempts at political plural-
ism. Therefore, sadly, Central Asia is not so much moving in the tracks of
Tamerlane, but regressing into those of the CPSU and KGB.

Geography and Geology as Destiny

Central Asia’s potential to meet its challenges is limited by objec-
tive circumstances in addition to its political makeup. First, it is the most
land-locked region on the globe and suffered a long enforced separation
from the outside world by the Soviet prohibition on interaction with
historic neighbors, especially Iran and China. While most colonies are in-
corporated into an imperial trading system, they nonetheless retain some
contact with the broader world. In contrast, Soviet policy insulated the
Central Asian peoples from their ethnic and spiritual hinterlands, while
all legal economic activity was oriented northward toward Russia despite
natural trading routes to the east and south.

The opening of the region’s external frontiers in 1991 introduced ex-
ternal influences, which the regimes perceived as challenges rather than as
opportunities. To the west, Turkey initially saw itself as the natural leader
of Turkic peoples of the former Soviet Union. However, as Turkey made
efforts to exercise a benign hegemony in Central Asia, its leaders quickly
encountered cultural tensions and conflicting agendas. The regional lead-
ers rejected Turkish pretensions and disliked the Kemalist political model.
To the southwest, Iran and some other Islamic states sponsored construc-
tion of mosques and training of religious personnel and introduced a radi-
cal tinge into the traditionally moderate Central Asian practice of Islam.
Islamic proselytizers alarmed the elites of the region who exhibited their
Soviet-trained incomprehension of religion and fear of any challenge to the
state monopoly of belief. To the south, the Tajik-Afghan frontier had been
fairly porous during much of the Soviet decline and ceased to be an effec-
tive barrier after 1991, contributing to the complex domestic conflicts in
Tajikistan and greatly expanding the narcotics trade. More worrisome was
the importation of Taliban and al Qaeda-inspired extremism into some of
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the poorest parts of Central Asia, such as the Ferghana Valley. Finally, to
the east, the immense and growing Chinese economy quickly established
a major trading presence in Central Asia, while Beijing exhibited concern
about separatist tendencies in its own slice of “Turkestan,” Xinjiang. Under
the umbrella of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, China is expand-
ing its influence in Central Asia to include even military ties, probably with
a long-term view to replacing Russia as regional hegemon.

Of all post-colonial regions of the world, Central Asia is the most dis-
tant from any ocean and the most cut off from direct interaction with the
global economy, and hence from the positive influences of globalization.
The problem of transit through neighboring states, most with ambitions
in Central Asia, limits regional economic prospects and potential for polit-
ical reform. The countries of Central Asia remain critically tied to Moscow
despite Russia’s own status as a semi-failed economy. The Central Asian
states want to diversify their external trade, but have little to offer to the
more balanced economies of Eurasia. At the same time, investment from
First World economies is concentrated in commodity exploitation, mainly
oil and gas. Western business engagement in the region in other than
extractive investments actually has declined in recent years, due to disap-
pointed expectations, corruption and regime interference. One business
survey assessed Western investment potential in Central Asia beyond the
hydrocarbon sector as negligible.” The only important external economy
now expanding in a broad range of commerce in the region is the Chinese,
which is certainly freighted with political influence.

A Future Built on Oil, Gas, Water, and Drugs

In the early 1990s, the Western vision of vast oil and gas wealth in
Central Asia obscured the seriousness of the region’s economic plight, but
even the substantial recent discoveries in the Northern Caspian basin can
no longer conceal that these states are not Persian Gulf emirates in the
making. Most of the region has little or no hydrocarbons. Only Kazakh-
stan has major proven oil reserves on a scale to become significant on
world markets. Turkmenistan’s vast holdings of natural gas are an asset
largely devoid of a market. Turkey was the logical customer, but Ankara
already has contracted to purchase more gas from other sources than it
may be able to use in the years ahead. The proposed trans-Afghanistan
pipeline for Turkmen gas faces many obstacles, not the least of which is
that India (the largest potential customer) does not want to depend on
a pipeline crossing Pakistan for energy supplies. In addition, the global
hydrocarbon market is much more diversified than it used to be, with the
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higher transport and transit costs of Central Asian energy creating a price
disadvantage. Finally, as in other hydrocarbon-rich countries, oil invest-
ments tend to distort broader economic development, discourage enter-
prise, warp labor markets, and spawn corruption. In this regard, Central
Asia is following the examples of Nigeria and Indonesia rather than that
of Norway.

For the region as a whole, two other commodities are likely to be as
or more important than hydrocarbons. The first of these is water, due to
the inherent aridity of most of Central Asia and to the depredations of
Soviet development policies, which drained the Aral Sea, over-exploited
the few rivers and depleted water tables. The water-rich areas of Kyrgyz-
stan and Tajikistan might seem natural complements to the energy-rich
but water-poor areas to the west and north, but the deal is not so simple.
Water is a shortage item for most inhabited parts of Central Asia. The
mountainous states are unable to satisfy the needs of their northern
neighbors and face the dilemma that supplying water for summer use in
the lowlands prevents hydroelectric generation in the winter. The Uzbek
and Kazakh authorities prefer to sell their oil and gas on world markets
for hard currency than swap it for Kyrgyz water, while Tashkent prefers
saber-rattling toward Bishkek rather than commercial compensation. The
regime in Ashgabad is fostering vast new irrigation schemes and a “Lake
of the Golden Turkmen” which, if realized, would require the entire flow
of the major regional rivers. Thus, rather than serve as a regional unifying
factor, water is a cause of tension and rivalry.?

The other commodity likely to dominate Central Asia in the years
ahead is narcotics, as the region is the main transit route toward growing
European markets for the output of Afghanistan, today the largest raw
opium producer in the world. As elsewhere, the vast illegal profits involved
in the narcotics trade easily can overwhelm weak political institutions
and dominate fragile economies. If comparatively mature republics like
Colombia can be enervated by this commerce, how likely are the Central
Asian states—much poorer than in Soviet days and already famous for
corruption—Ilikely to withstand the pressure? The fatal double impact of
this burgeoning illegal trade is that it appeals to the dispossessed of society
excluded from other economic opportunities while suborning law en-
forcement and politics. The narcotics traffic is also likely to fund extremist
Islamist elements of the region, especially in places like the Ferghana Valley
that combine population growth, poverty, religious ferment and political
repression.’
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What Lies Ahead?

The probability is high that all five Central Asian regimes will suf-
fer systemic failure. Failure in this context can mean one or both of two
things. First, they can fail to achieve viability in the tasks of modernization
and in reversing their decline ever deeper into the Third World. Second,
they can fail as structures of political control. By the first definition, the
Central Asian states already are failures, having all moved in the wrong di-
rection on almost every relevant index, with little likelihood of more than
cosmetic reforms in the years ahead. By the second definition, the regimes
are currently successful, but in unsustainable ways.

The basis of regime failure in Central Asia is their Janus-like com-
bination of post-colonial and neo-Soviet forms of governance. “Big Man”
regimes throughout the Third World have demonstrated a very high fail-
ure rate in modernization and development. There are instances of limited
success, for example, Tunisia and Malaysia, but they combine fairly mod-
erate authoritarian rule with avenues for political pluralism, free speech
and non-violent change. The Third World regimes most similar to those of
Central Asia are case studies of lost opportunities for economic progress
and eroding living standards since the end of colonial rule. Central Asian
officials respond to such comparisons by saying their future will be better
due to their stronger Soviet-style institutions. This is curious logic, as the
Soviet model suffered systemic failure over a broader geographic area and
in more varied conditions than any other form of governance in modern
times. Even fascism did not collapse so completely, and often only under
external pressure. Why should Soviet-style institutions and policies which
failed in the Baltics and Balkans, in Albania and Ethiopia, in the Slavic
states and the Caucasus, from Eastern Germany to East Asia, now prove
viable in Central Asia to meet the demands of the post-Cold War world?
Nothing is less probable. Indeed, the amalgam of “Big Man” and neo-So-
viet ruling modes is almost a certain guarantor of systemic failure of the
first type: failure to meet the needs of developing societies.

What are the prospects of failure of the second type? Cannot the
addition of neo-Soviet police-state methods to Third World authoritari-
anism preserve regimes in power for long periods regardless of their sub-
stantive failings? Perhaps. This is the core political issue for Central Asia.
Will these neo-Soviet regimes collapse more quickly than would a typical
Third World dictatorship or can they prolong the process of decay behind
a facade of nationalism for years to come? Will the internal contradic-
tions of these systems (contradictions of a truly Marxian character) cause
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them to implode relatively quickly or will the rulers demonstrate that they
learned well their lesson from Gorbachev’s experiment, the lesson not to
ease up the strong hand of dictatorship? In short, are these regimes rigid
and brittle or rigid and strong? The region’s rulers believe the latter, that
the Soviet Union would have endured indefinitely under a forceful leader.
They clearly credit themselves with the strength necessary to deny reforms
at home and to defy pressure for reforms from abroad, especially after the
2001 terror attacks on the United States.!

However, in the long term, the Central Asian states can avoid sys-
temic failure only by true modernization, especially fostering development
of active civil societies. Civil society refers to activity taking place between
the institutions of the family and the state. In advanced countries, even
those with very large state sectors, civil society encompasses most business
activity, labor unions, organized religion, media, political parties, science
and culture, and other organized human endeavors. In authoritarian re-
gimes, the state seeks control if not outright monopolization of these roles.
The importance of a vibrant civil society is that most creative human en-
terprise takes place there, as does essential pluralism and accountability of
state institutions. The health of a country’s civil society bears a close cor-
relation to its success in responding to political and economic challenges.
By this standard, the Central Asian states rank extraordinarily low. All five
regimes seek monopolies of civil institutions and treat independent or-
ganized activity as threatening to their control, which, indeed, it is. While
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan were initially somewhat amenable to civil so-
ciety development, they reversed course to the comfortable Soviet norm.
Barring regime changes, prospects throughout the region for expansion of
civil society are very poor.

Diversity Within the Regional Pattern of Failure

A case-by-case examination of the five current regimes indicates
they are likely to experience different fates, at least in terms of the timing
of their ultimate failure as power systems. Turkmenistan and Kyrgyzstan,
the worst and least-repressive regimes, respectively, are the most likely to
experience regime change or at least significant political turmoil in the
near term. Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan have the wherewithal and authori-
tarianism to hold on considerably longer.

The megalomaniac ruler of Turkmenistan, Saparmurat Niyazov,
emulates some of the world’s worst dictators in his cult of personality;
Romania’s Nicolae Ceaucescu and Jean-Bedel Bokassa of the short-lived
Central African Empire are legitimate comparisons. In addition to his as-
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sumed name of Turkmenbashi or Father of the Turkmen, Niyazov has been
anointed by his stooge parliament as president for life, a field marshal, and
“The Great,” among many other honorifics. However, for all his vainglory,
Niyazov does not exercise the kind of bloodthirsty tyranny needed to
maintain his rule for the long haul. While life in Turkmenistan certainly
is marked by pervasive repression, it lacks the anxiety psychosis of a true
Stalinist state. This weakness, combined with fatuous incompetence in
running the economy (with fantasy statistics, such as the allegation of 21
percent growth in 2001), make Turkmenistan a good candidate for regime
change by disgruntled domestic forces. The supposed coup attempt in late
2002, the facts of which are still unclear, may indicate the potential for an
end to Niyazov. More recently, Niyazov has challenged Moscow in ways
that inspired condemnation even by the Russian State Duma and is also
verging on open conflict with Uzbekistan. How and when the transition
will come is unclear (who could have said in advance what would expose
Ceaucescu’s feet of clay?), but it is difficult to believe the sixty-two year old
Niyazov will remain in power as long as his regional neighbors.!

Kyrgyzstan President Askar Akaev is a great disappointment to
many in the West who naively saw him as a Jeffersonian democrat in the
heart of Asia. Sadly, a better parallel is Zimbabwe’s Robert Mugabe, who
also won many admirers in his early years before his agenda narrowed to
maintaining personal power. The two men betrayed supporters at home
and abroad as they presided over corrupt regimes (the rot starting in their
own households), moved to imprison former close political collaborators,
became increasingly intolerant of criticism, suspicious of all domestic op-
position, and unresponsive to Western pressures. Akaev has, so far, been
less heavy-handed in his repression than Mugabe or his Central Asian
counterparts. The mass popular unrest in Djalalabad province during
2002 demonstrated genuine grassroots opposition, which could be dif-
ficult to control over time. Akaev has at least held out the public prospect
of leaving office voluntarily at the end of his current term in 2005, but
the common regional practice is to extend terms at will.’> Akaev’s blatant
manipulation of a series of constitutional changes to shore up his hold on
power in early 2003 does not bode well for a peaceful transition. Indeed,
Akaev’s very moderation, by regional standards, may prove his undoing, as
his poor stewardship of the economy gives little basis to appeal for public
support of his continued rule.”?

Tajikistan is something of a special case, due to the extended and
complex civil violence of much of the post-Soviet period, which domi-
nated domestic politics. So far, the 1997 arrangements that brought most
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of the fighting to an end have held up. Nonetheless, Tajikistan remains
in many ways the most fragile of the Central Asian states and the one
most dependent on external economic and military support to retain
cohesion. The regime of Imomali Rakhmonov is little more than a Rus-
sian protectorate and resembles some of the weak states of Francophone
Africa, which are sustained through French beneficence and occasional
intervention. As a semi-failed state for most of its independent history,
Tajikistan is a poor prospect for serious reforms or even basic steps toward
modernization. In many respects, Tajikistan resembles Angola, where the
enervating impact of prolonged civil strife deprives domestic political and
economic life of normal incentives, replacing these with the distortions
of a war society and its potential for corruption, official malfeasance, and
deterioration of what remains of civil society. In such conditions, political
reform faces huge hurdles.™

If Kazakhstan maintains its current political order, it will be because
the regime of Nursultan Nazarbaev has petroleum revenues adequate to
buy and bribe his continuation in power. While in different hands the oil
wealth might create real development, it is clear from the past decade that
Kazakhstan has the same kind of “kleptocratic” ruling system that dis-
sipated the riches of Nigeria and Indonesia.”> These examples of oil-rich
but probity-poor states demonstrate that money flow can prolong a “Big
Man” in power for years, but the regime ultimately will fail due to the cor-
rosion of social peace and the inability of the ruling clique to keep a firm
grip on political realities. There is little prospect of a voluntary regime
change in Kazakhstan, as Nazarbaev had his term prolonged in 1995, ex-
tended in 1998, and has openly spoken of a new term in 2007.' In such
circumstances, opposition elements have few alternatives but to encourage
domestic unrest, hoping the security forces will abandon the rulers in the
face of massive popular protests (as did occur in Indonesia and Nigeria).
Thus far, Nazarbaev and his clan have met every manifestation of op-
position with harsher and more repressive measures, including arresting
moderate politicians and journalists despite Western protests. In severe
circumstances the regime could experience a loss of will or an inability
to have its orders obeyed, but for the time being Nazarbaev’s rule looks
likely to continue for a considerable time, with the waste of the country’s
petroleum earnings lasting for at least as long."”

Finally, Uzbekistan is likely to retain authoritarian rule for an ex-
tended period. Among the Central Asian regimes, the Uzbek is truest to
its Soviet roots. Islam Karimov certainly does not lack will in using his
security services to repress any manifestation of a genuine civil society,
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including even moderate religious practice. However, as ever more moder-
ate Moslem practitioners are imprisoned, tortured or killed, the trend in
underground Islamic teaching moves in increasingly extreme directions.
This trend can only go from bad to worse. How bad things already are
is shown by the fact Tashkent treats statistics on use of the death pen-
alty as a state secret. Although Uzbekistan began the 1990s with the best
regional prospects for balanced economic development combined with
moderate petroleum wealth, these opportunities have been wasted in an
unreformed structure of state controls and disincentives for enterprise or
investment.'®

Karimov combines relative youth and a focused political intelligence
with a boundless ambition in his control of Central Asia’s largest popula-
tion. His aspirations for regional hegemony and his still-active dreams of a
restored “Turkestan” centered on Tashkent (and himself) not only obviate
effective regional cooperation but shift state priorities onto external ambi-
tions at the expense of pressing domestic needs. Like the ill-fated Shah of
Iran, it is difficult for such a self-absorbed ruler to accommodate change at
home while lusting for regional great power status, especially as Karimov
sees nothing really wrong with a Soviet-style centrally-directed economy
and monopolization of civil society. The weakness of Karimov’s outlook
is illustrated by the analysis of a courageous Uzbek human rights activist
who noted that Karimov initially had considered following the Turkish
Kemalist model of development, but ruled it out because it involved a free
press and genuine political opposition; he then toyed with the post-Mao
Chinese model, but thought it allowed far too much economic freedom;
he then examined the South Korean model, but again judged its openness
and vibrant civil society as intolerable for Uzbekistan; finally, Karimov
settled on a model he could feel entirely comfortable with, that of North
Korea. Therein lies Karimov’s near-term strength and long-term fallibil-
ity: He knows how to dominate but not how to adapt to changing circum-
stances. Such a regime—whether in Pyongyang or in Tashkent—may last a
long time, but ultimately has painted itself into a corner with no exit.

What Is To Be Done?

Although prospects for the five Central Asian regimes vary, the
countries all need the same things. First, regime change. The neo-Soviet
“Big Man” leadership in every Central Asian state has demonstrated in-
ability and unwillingness to adapt to the conditions of the modern world.
New leadership is required, although one cannot have high expectations
for what may come in the initial transition. Second, political pluralism.
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This need not mean participatory democracy in the Western sense, but
at least the involvement of all ethnic, geographic and economic groups
in governance and in accountability for policies. Third, expansion of the
civil society. The state effort to control activities not related to the neces-
sary roles of government effectively prohibits creativity and development.
The challenges of modernization can only be met outside the stultifying
embrace of a pervasive bureaucracy, while an active civil society is also the
best antidote to state-sponsored corruption.

Obviously, such a program of political change in Central Asia is not
currently in the cards, nor will change be easy or perhaps, even peaceful
when it comes. The region’s periphery does not supply good role models,
as Russia, Iran, Pakistan and China are themselves examples of regimes in
need of reform. Even the more positive experience of Turkey and India
show how slow, difficult and uneven progress can be, while also proving
that current conditions in Central Asia are far worse than they need be.
One thing is certain: “Stability” is no answer to the problems of Central
Asia; indeed, a focus on stability is the heart of the problem. Central Asia
needs profound political and economic transformations to escape its neo-
Soviet morass—changes comparable to those of Eastern Europe—and the
sooner the better.
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Chapter 3

Reform Strategies in
Central Asia: Early Starters,
Late Starters, and
Non-Starters

Gregory Gleason

ments had discussed reform in the context of economic “accelera-

tion” and governmental “restructuring” (perestroika). Soon after in-
dependence in 1991, all five Central Asian states developed new strategies
to meet the immense challenges of post-communist transformation and
“de-statification.” Today, after more than 12 years of reform efforts, it is
clear that none of these Central Asian states have been successful in at-
taining their goals for political and economic development. To date, no
country has announced that reform has been brought to its conclusion.
To the citizens of Central Asia, reform has become a permanent condition
of governance and more of an explanation for why things do not work
than for why they do. In order to change that perception, significant work
remains to be done and many challenges must be faced.

On the whole, the governments of the Central Asia states have been
more enthusiastic about economic than political reform. The reasons for
giving priority to economic reform are straightforward and to a large
extent understandable. First, existing political leaders and government of-
ficials sought to increase their states’ economic potential without limiting
their own ability to benefit from their positions as public officials.! They
were inclined toward economic reforms that offered the promise of greater
economic rewards, but shied away from political reforms that might give
advantage to competing individuals or groups. Second, the leading ana-
lytical approaches to development stressed that economic reform should
be ordered logically prior to political reform.? According to many analysts,

l :or nearly a decade prior to independence, Central Asian govern-
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countries that suffer from poverty, insufficient investment in human
capital, underdeveloped infrastructure, antagonistic or exploitative trad-
ing relationships, excessive bureaucracy and government over-regulation,
cannot be expected to implement political reforms successfully. However,
once economic reforms begin to create new opportunities, the theories
maintain, new constituencies will form and political reform will follow.
A third reason why economic reform has been more forthcoming than
political is that the international community has provided more moral,
technical and material assistance in this area. The level of external sup-
port offered by international donor institutions is a matter of academic
debate. Some analysts view the post-communist support offered by the
donor community as insufficient, misguided and generally irrelevant to
the domestic circumstances of the countries. Whatever the real effects of
international aid, international donors have, in fact, played a crucial role
in communicating the expectations of the international community for
political and economic practices.

While the Central Asian countries have made headway in economic
reform, they face the criticism that economic reform alone cannot en-
gender the long-term social and cultural changes that also are needed.
For people to demand integrity, accountability, fair play, openness, and
effective administration from their governments, they must be prepared
to provide public support in the form of taxes and public participation
in shared self-government. For democratic development to be truly sus-
tainable, cardinal changes must take place in the relationship between the
individual and the state. Moreover, some analysts argue that the long-term
viability of economic change hinges upon the character of governance.
Poor governance quickly cancels the benefits of economic transformation
and growth.

What strategies for reform have been adopted by the Central Asian
states? What is the relationship between economic reform strategies and
political reform strategies? How successful have these strategies been? This
chapter surveys the relationship between economic and political reform in
Central Asia, arguing that the assumptions, methods, conduct, and results
of political reform strategies have varied significantly by country. The
chapter concludes with extrapolations of reform trends for future Central
Asian political development.

Economic Reform and Political Reform

The principal development challenge to emerge from communism is
one of transforming previously authoritarian, centrally planned societies
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into market-led democracies, with vibrant economies and open politi-
cal systems. The rationale for these changes is not primarily cultural, but
functional. Globalization clearly tends to reward those countries that suc-
ceed in such practices and punish those who do not. In order to succeed
in globalized commercial and information markets, governments find
themselves under pressure to conform to accepted international standards
of policy and practice.

Prevailing international standards tend to be those practiced and
promulgated by the upper-income countries of the West. As a conse-
quence, “best practice” in political and economic organization tends to be
identified with practices that are prevalent in Europe and North America.
Although political organization in the developed world exhibits a variety
of institutional forms and procedures, a small number of principles are
common to all economically advanced, stable democracies. The political
organization of advanced countries tends to stress individual rights, vol-
untary contractual relationships, popular political participation, limited
government, public accountability and financial transparency.

These features are common, but not necessarily self-initiating and
self-regulating. They do not emerge from good intentions alone, but de-
pend upon a finely tuned and continually evolving framework of public
processes. Most often, public organizations are used to ensure that rules,
standards, norms and procedures of openness are enforced. For example,
although markets are elemental forms of human exchange and have been
in existence as long as people have been free to enter into relationships and
transactions on a voluntary basis, market relationships are not self-establish-
ing and self-regulating in all cases. They require that governments or some
alternative organizations solve collective action problems by discouraging
free riding, opportunism and rent-seeking behavior.

Over the years, the world’s international financial institutions, led
by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), have
developed a consensus on policy prescriptions to help their member
countries solve problems of economic development. Informally, this set of
policy prescriptions has come to be known as the “Washington consensus.”
An externally motivated structural adjustment package usually involves
policy correctives in a number of areas including: fiscal responsibility;
disinflationary policies; price liberalization; trade liberalization; currency
stabilization; and foreign investment attraction. A policy package may, for
instance, seek to tighten fiscal discipline through reducing government
budget deficits and subsidies to private sector, helping to privatize public
enterprises that might work more efficiently in the private sector, and



46 GLEASON

bringing interest rates into line with market forces. Another type of pack-
age may also seek to aid in opening national economies to foreign imports
and establishing conditions to support foreign exports on the basis of
comparative advantage. The policies of the “Washington consensus” have
been criticized for differentially serving commercial interests represented
primarily in developing countries. Critics claim that the Washington con-
sensus tends to encourage underdeveloped countries to rely on importing
industrial goods made in the advanced countries while exporting primary
commodities and raw materials for markets in the developed countries.
Prices for industrial goods tend to be less sensitive to changes in market
cycles. Primary commodity prices, in contrast, tend to fluctuate widely,
creating destabilizing cycles of boom and bust in the underdeveloped
countries. These cycles are reflected in the instabilities and uncertainties
that characterize political processes in developing countries. As the Cen-
tral Asian states emerged from the Soviet period to become independent
countries, they quickly became subject to the pressures of the interna-
tional marketplace.

At the time of independence in Central Asia, all the governments and
important political leaders of the region endorsed the ideas of democratic
politics and market-oriented economics. Yet the countries adopted very
different national strategies for achieving their goals.’ After more than
a decade of independence, it is apparent that the differing development
strategies adopted by the five new governments of Central Asia in the first
years of independence have led to significantly different policy outcomes.

In assessing how the contrasting strategies of these states affected
their progress toward economic liberalization and democratization, it
must be acknowledged that progress toward democracy in all the Central
Asian states has been limited. Four of the five Central Asian states are gov-
erned by former leaders of the Communist Party, and each of the Central
Asian republics are largely administratively run by former communist
party officials. By the end of the first decade of independence, all the
governments of Central Asia had “presidents,” but in all cases, these were
officials from the Soviet apparat or high rungs of the Soviet establishment.
Moreover, all the countries established “presidential” systems, giving the
presidents the power to rule by decree.

Although all of the countries have conducted elections, none of the
governments can be said to have conformed to international standards for
free and fair elections. Three of the governments have former communist
leaders who have extended their mandates in extra-constitutional ways.
None of the governments has what could be described as an independent
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judiciary. None of the governments has established a functioning legis-
lature with true powers of the purse. Even in the most open and liberal
of the countries—Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan—the parliaments have
been routed by presidential decree. Judging by the benchmark criteria
for measuring democratic progress used by Freedom House,’® in the years
since independence the Central Asian societies have failed to realize their
potential for democratic change.

Although the Central Asian states may have made limited progress
toward establishing sustainable systems of democratic governance, impor-
tant relative differences do exist among them. The status of democratic
reform is quite different in each of the states. To some extent, these dif-
ferences are the product of Fortuna—some of the Central Asian countries
have significant natural resource endowments, some have advantages of
position, some have simply been fortunate. But much of the variation
can be attributed to the substantive policies pursued by the states in the
a wide variety of areas, including governance, rule of law, adjudication of
disputes, human and civil rights, treatment of dissidents and opposition,
treatment of non-nationals, and tolerance for religious, ethnic, and ter-
ritorial differences.

While the international community has urged the countries of
Central Asia to adopt policies that would encourage democratization,
by far the most important impetus for change—both in terms of donor
resources and in steps taken by the countries themselves—has come in
the form of international efforts to support relatively non-political “gov-
ernance” reforms or “structural reform.” Structural reform of governance
standards, policies, and practices generally is regarded as a way of induc-
ing changes that will help bring countries into line with international
standards—without compromising the countries’ national sovereignty
and right to non-interference in domestic affairs.” Structural reform is
seen as a non-political process of improving the technical capacity of
governments to carry out public policy. To the extent that this is accurate,
structural reform does not entail “modernization” or “westernization,’
rather, it implies conformance with standards, policies and practices of the
international community.

Structural reform, in the broadest sense, is anything that happens
within a country that allows the country to participate more effectively
in the global economy. Structural reform entails a process by which a
country’s institutions, policies and practices are brought into line with
prevailing international standards. The purpose of structural reform is
to create a favorable policy environment for accountable, transparent
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economic policy, with well-defined public and private sectors working in
mutually reinforcing ways to promote prosperity and sustainable develop-
ment. Countries undertake structural reform programs because they real-
ize that participation in the global economy requires policy conformance
with international standards. Some structural reform measures are nar-
rowly economic in their purpose; others are more broadly oriented and
aim to improve the policy environment that facilitates economic activity.
Policy changes alter the status quo, producing winners and losers. As a
consequence, all policy changes influence the balance of constituencies in
a society. Moreover, economically oriented structural changes and politi-
cally oriented structural changes are linked in terms of reciprocal effects.

However the relationship between structural economic reform and
democratization is, at best, a probabilistic one. While free markets in the
long run may lead to free minds, the effects of long run processes often are
beyond the time horizons of most political systems. Political leaders rarely
rely upon economic change to bring about desired political change. For
this reason, political leaders often adopt conscious strategies of political
reform to further their goals. All political leaders, even the most cynical,
have some concept of the public interest.

There are typically two basic thrusts of political reform strategies,
one formal and the other informal. The first method is to use political in-
stitutions to shape future political change. The formal political institutions
offer ways of engaging elected officials, representatives and the public in
the process of change. The other method relies upon political exchange.
This method consists primarily of using economic reform to support
favorable constituencies. All economic changes, even the most non-po-
litical, necessarily produce winners and losers. Political leaders recognize
that no matter how strong or deep their support, they are surrounded by
challenges and sometimes even by threats. Using the changes introduced
by economic reform to reward friends and punish enemies is one of the
most fundamental forms of political strategy, and far more important in
most developing countries than using the formal political institutions
themselves.

The formal institutions of democratic governance require an ac-
countable executive branch, a deliberative legislature, an honest and fair
judiciary, and the governance standards of probity, transparency, and
efficiency necessary to carry out the public mandate. Promoting change
through the use of the formal political institutions requires reliance upon
civil procedure, elections, public participation, recognition of the profes-
sional independence of the judiciary, and the vetting processes of opera-
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tional independence of auditors and review commissions. None of these
strike insecure political leaders as efficient mechanisms of rule.

Reliance on political exchange to reward supporters and punish those
who dissent or oppose the government appears to many political leaders to
be a more direct, and thus more efficient, means of achieving objectives.
Even when political leaders are not so cynical as to see the political process
as consisting primarily of quid pro quo exchanges, they nonetheless tend
to interpret the public interest in terms of their own desire to garner sup-
port and avoid opposition.

The pages to follow survey the main features of structural reform in
the countries of Central Asia. Extensive data and information are available
regarding the results of economic structural reform. Much less is avail-
able regarding the results of political reform. What has not yet emerged is
whether each country has arrived at its current state as a result of specific
economic or political factors.

Kazakhstan: Outlines of a Petrocracy

Many areas of Kazakhstan’s macro-economic reform have been suc-
cessful and some provide a model for other post-communist countries.?
Soon after independence, the Kazakh government established a legal
foundation and regulatory system for a private economy.’ The government
introduced a convertible national currency, the tenge. It moved quickly to
establish sound monetary and fiscal policies, including modern civil and
tax codes as well as banking and investment laws in accordance with inter-
national standards. The government also carried out macroeconomic re-
forms including price liberalization and freeing markets from government
controls. It turned major enterprises over to the private sector, including
a majority of the power generation facilities and coalmines. Seeking to
encourage international trade and foreign investment, the government
passed environmentally sound oil and gas legislation that met interna-
tional standards.!

In contrast with these economic policy successes, Kazakhstan has
made less headway in other areas. On the whole, the economic benefits of
Kazakhstan’s rapid economic growth have been available to only a small
portion of the population. With an average per capita annual income
of $1,300 in 2000, most Kazakhstan citizens still had not benefited fully
from the transition to market based economics. Structural reform means
that changes must take place in the country’s economic structure. These
changes will benefit some, but will be detrimental to others. The costs of
structural reform, that is the unemployment created by closing out-of-
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date enterprises, the loss of value of tangible assets, and the psychological
uncertainty introduced by the reforms, are rarely borne by the rich. The
costs of structural reform usually are imposed upon the poor or the less
well politically connected. In the wake of structural reform, Kazakhstan
continued to rely upon oil sector revenues, fiscal redistribution and for-
eign donor assistance to finance the costs of structural adjustment. Unless
exceptional steps are taken, further development of Kazakhstan’s oil and
mineral sectors cannot be expected to lead to a wide redistribution of in-
come. The situation is also grim in the agricultural sector where adequate
investment in infrastructure, such as roads, processing equipment and
farm inputs is lacking. Moreover, the banking reforms virtually ignored
agriculture, failing to provide much needed credits for farm expansion.
Although Kazakhstan has adopted a private pension system, moving ahead
of other former communist countries, the social safety net has worn thin
in many areas.

Given Kazakhstan’s decade of experience with structural reform, one
of the critical issues for Kazakhstan’s future is how economic and political
reforms will be linked in terms of policy cycles. Economic development
strategies that emphasize a dominant economic sector under close gov-
ernment control run substantial risks. Too heavy a reliance on primary
commodity exports could lead to the so-called “Dutch disease”—a situa-
tion in which oil-rich countries draw in large amounts of foreign capital
for needed oil development, but find that the resulting strong exchange
rates hinder their ability to competitively price other goods and services.
While the government may be able to count on future revenue from rents
on oil and gas extraction rather than from broadly based and relatively un-
popular forms of taxation such as personal income tax or excise taxes, the
political consequences of government dependence on such an easily mo-
nopolized sector as oil and gas can present real challenges to other aspects
of liberalization. Government control of the natural resource sectors has
led to policies that conceal incomes, compromise fiscal transparency and
benefit insiders far more than the general public. The long-term success of
Kazakhstan’s structural reform is likely to rest upon policies that serve to
diversify the economy on a sector and regional basis.

The political reform strategy of Kazakh political leaders has put little
emphasis on the formal political institutions, or, for that matter, reform.
When the first post-Soviet legislature proved to be recalcitrant from the
point of view of the executive, it was dissolved summarily in December
1993 by the order of the president. The new parliament elected in March
1994 proved not much more effective and also was dissolved. Since then,
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the president has succeeded in winning overwhelming voter approval for a
new constitution which greatly expanded his powers. In addition, Kazakh
leadership has used adroitly the results of economic reform to politically
enfranchise its supporters.

Privatization created a stratum of “new Kazakhs” who gained influ-
ence in government and society because of their wealth, which largely
was acquired as a result of government supplied credits and special ben-
efits. Back door privatization through “management contracts” and other
stratagems allowed close supporters of the political leadership to profit
in the early post-communist reform. The government’s emphasis on the
development of an export-led economy, particularly energy and minerals,
helped promote the expansion of a stratum of close supporters who had
everything to gain from continuing their support and everything to lose
by arguing in favor of new directions.

Kyrgyzstan: Winning Friends and Losing Ground

Kyrgyzstan’s enthusiasm for reform early on earned it a reputation
as the “democratic showcase of the former Soviet Union.” Soon after in-
dependence, the Kyrgyz government embraced the international financial
institutions’ policy prescriptions known as the “Washington consensus.”"!
Following the standard policy prescription, the Kyrgyz leadership sought
to liberalize prices, scale back the size and scope of government, intro-
duce competition, and encourage foreign trade. Kyrgyzstan attempted to
implement these prescriptions in good faith, but at the same time, faced
substantial obstacles to successful economic reform. While the economic
reform measures did result in rapid and significant advances in state ca-
pacity, they did not lead to expected economic growth, improvements in
social welfare, or do much to improve the government’s capacity to protect
civil rights. Furthermore, these economic policy changes had negligible
effects and in some instances even negative effects on the processes of
political liberalization.

Kyrgyzstan’s particular path is closely related to its unusual back-
ground and circumstances. Prior to independence, Kyrgyzstan occupied
a highly specialized niche in the communist economic system, serving
primarily as a provider of commodities for industries located in the
European parts of the Soviet Union. When cut off from Soviet-era sup-
pliers and customers, Kyrgyzstan’s small and uncompetitive industrial
enterprises quickly became insolvent. The agricultural sector was blocked
from access to farm inputs such as tractors and advanced agricultural
technology. Unable to import expensive farm equipment and technology,
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the country quickly began slipping toward low-technology subsistence
farming. The transition to an open trading economy also proved difficult.
Between 1991 and 1994 farm and industrial output fell, trade dropped,
inflation soared, and the government ran a large fiscal deficit. The Kyr-
gyzstan economy reached a nadir in 1994, at about the time that foreign
development assistance began to arrive. The International Monetary Fund
(IMF), the World Bank, the Asian Development Bank, the European Bank
for Reconstruction and Development, and the other major international
financial institutions began pumping money into the Kyrgyzstan economy
to make an example of this small, rugged country that was willing to risk
the unknowns of entering quickly into the world economy.

Not until 1996 did the Kyrgyzstan economy begin to rebound from
the post-Soviet Union collapse contraction. During the period 1995
through 1997, inflation was reduced, the budget deficit as a proportion
of GDP was cut in half, and with international donor assistance, the
Kyrgyzstan government made good headway in establishing the legal
and regulatory foundation for a market economy. Kyrgyzstan carried out
privatization of small enterprises and overhauled the country’s banking
and financial systems. In 1998, the Kyrgyzstan constitution was amended
to allow for private land ownership and Kyrgyzstan became the first post-
Soviet country to join the World Trade Organization. The Kyrgyzstan
government eliminated export registration in 1998 and export duties in
1999.

Kyrgyzstan’s population has been growing modestly since indepen-
dence. The estimated population was five million people in mid 2001."2
Prior to independence, Kyrgyzstan’s workforce was spread evenly among
agriculture, industry and services. Yet in the past decade, industrial employ-
ment dropped to less than half of its 1991 level and industrial production
saw steep declines, especially in the early years after independence. With
the exception of a few mining sectors, the industries have not rebounded.
Coal production in 2000 was less than a quarter of its 1991 level, although
hydroelectric production did increase. During the same time, agricultural
employment grew by 50 percent. Agricultural output, which dropped ini-
tially after independence, increased overall by the end of the decade. Rus-
sia, historically Kyrgyzstan’s largest destination for exports, was overtaken
by Germany for first place among Kyrgyzstan’s export partners after the
1998 Russian financial crisis. Russia continued to be the largest source of
imports for Kyrgyzstan, followed by imports from neighboring Uzbekistan
and Kazakhstan.
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While the numbers and trends are discouraging in many sectors,
Kyrgyzstan, in absolute terms, has made the most visible progress of the
Central Asian states toward becoming a democratic institution. Even
though Kyrgyzstan retained a “presidential” form of government, the
parliament has grown relatively independent and challenges presidential
authority on key issues. Opposition political figures are often subject to
harassment and intimidation, but the very fact that such figures do speak
out indicates a domestic political context where competing views and
constituencies have some room to maneuver. Non-governmental civic
organizations are becoming more widespread and influential. In 2000,
heads of local administrations were elected for the first time rather than
appointed. While Kyrgyzstan’s human rights record receives criticism from
international organizations, more open discussions and fewer instances
of direct coercion and intimidation of human rights activists occur there
than in other Central Asian states."

Despite these promising signs, freedom of the press has suffered,
aided in part by a growing government concern with terrorism and insur-
gency. The political reform strategy of Kyrgyz political leaders, like that of
Kazakh leaders, places only minor emphasis on formal political institu-
tions. In 2001, the World Bank Institute of governance indicators ranked
Kyrygzstan as below the fortieth percentile in all six key governance cat-
egories.'* Electoral process, judicial independence, and human rights prac-
tices in Kyrgyzstan have been criticized by leading international human
rights organizations, such as Human Rights Watch and the Organization
for Security and Cooperation in Europe.

In Kyrgyzstan, just as in Kazakhstan, when the first post-Soviet legis-
lature proved to be recalcitrant, it was summarily dissolved by the order of
the president. A new parliament that favored pro-government candidates
was elected in a voting process managed by a central electoral commission.
The Kyrgyz government has found that the informal processes of reform
offer more easily manipulated mechanisms for influencing supporters
and opponents. Kyrgyz officials also have found that their influence over
government credits may be used to their advantage and many have prof-
ited from their connections. Conversely, some high ranking government
officials who fell out of favor have been prosecuted for corruption.

Tajikistan: The Struggle for Reconciliation
and Development

Physically remote and economically isolated from its neighbors by
the specter of political instability, Tajikistan’s social and economic indica-
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tors cascaded downward in the first five years of independence. Between
1992 and 1996, the Tajik economy contracted by nearly 40 percent.’” As
much as 40 percent of the country’s population was directly affected by
the civil strife; as many as 50,000 people lost their lives; 600,000 were dis-
placed; and 60,000 fled to neighboring countries.'® Thousands of women
were widowed and tens of thousands of children were orphaned. The
wartime damage was compounded by a series of natural calamities that
beset the country, including torrential rains, floods and earthquakes. By
the beginning of 1997, the year of the Tajik peace accord, Tajikistan ranked
115 out of 174 in the United Nation Development Programme (UNDP)
Human Development Index."”

In 1996 the Tajik government embarked on the first comprehensive
effort at structural reform and the adoption of international standards of
fiscal and monetary management. The economic program targeted re-
ducing inflation, regularizing relations with external creditors, increasing
foreign exchange reserves, liberalizing external trade and payments, and
improving the social safety net. The government liberalized bread and
grain prices, replacing bread subsidies with targeted price compensation
payments. Trade restrictions were almost completely eliminated, as export
and import licenses and duties were lifted. The state grain fund was ter-
minated while liberalization of cotton marketing was begun. Shortly after
these initial steps toward structural reform were taken, the continuing
costs of the civil conflict, in addition to weak commodity prices, drove the
government to abandon some aspects of its reform program and policy
targets. Faced with a widening budget deficit, the government resorted to
administrative measures late in 1996 to raise new revenue and imposed
export and excise taxes and import duties, as well as halted foreign ex-
change auctions in favor of directed lending of foreign exchange by the
National Bank of Tajikistan (NTB). Following a United Nations brokered
peace agreement that was signed in June 1997, the Tajik economy began to
turn around.'® In 1997, the country registered the first post-independence
economic growth, as GDP grew by 1.7 percent, with most of the gain in
the last quarter of the year. Since then real GDP has been growing in Ta-
jikistan on an annual basis. Inflation, which had reached 164 percent in
early 1997, declined to 2.7 percent in 1998 as the GDP grew by more than
five percent.”

Significant changes still must take place for Tajikistan’s structural
reforms to spur political liberalization. Tajikistan, like all of the countries
of Central Asia, claims to support the principle of free trade. However,
unsatisfactory arrangements regarding government subsidies, currency
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controls, banking, customs and taxation, infrastructural development, and
control over access to markets, continue to hamper trade and development
in the country. At the urging of international financial institutions, the
Tajik government undertook a comprehensive program of structural eco-
nomic reform. The government’s program was established in the form of a
policy matrix with timetable benchmarks. The priorities for the structural
reform agenda were: improved governance, privatization, bank restructur-
ing, land reform and energy sector reform. Governance measures included
reform of the treasury system and establishment of a single independent
auditing agency. The goal of privatization was to raise productivity and
support growth targets, as well as assist in achieving fiscal goals, by bol-
stering revenues and lowering direct or indirect subsidies. In structural
reform, particular emphasis was placed on measures that would lead to
a greater use of monetarized commercial transactions and a reduction in
inefficient and non-transparent barter relations.

Much of the legal and regulatory framework for reform was already
in place. As early as March 1992, the Tajikistan Supreme Soviet, their par-
liament, had approved land reform legislation giving citizens the right to
own, lease and inherit land. Both the Tajik constitution and the laws on
privatization guaranteed property rights, including intellectual property,
real estate and business property. Agricultural land remained under state
ownership, but could be leased. Under the land code, lease rights are in-
heritable and may be sold. The initial privatization process in Tajikistan
moved slowly, stalled by the civil conflict and a weak banking sector. With
the assistance of the World Bank and the IMF, the “Law of the Republic
of Tajikistan on Privatization of State Property in the Republic of Tajiki-
stan” was passed on May 16, 1997. This law established the framework for
privatization, including a legal framework, title registry, and procedural
guarantees. New privatization legislation changed the process from a top-
down to a competitive bottom-up program, with more rapid wholesale
transfer of assets into the private sector.

Banking reform followed a similar course. In 1994 a new law, “On
Banks and Banking Activities,” established procedures for forming statu-
tory capital and specified the processes for: starting and terminating com-
mercial bank activities, issuing and recalling licenses for bank audits,
filing bankruptcies, and operating non-banking financial organizations.
A new tax code took effect in January 1999, while a reform in the value-
added-tax (VAT) took effect in July. These improvements in tax policy and
administration contributed to an improvement in government revenue
in 1999. However, the practice of tax offsets remained a hindrance to full



56 GLEASON

monetization of the economy.” To enhance the role of the domestic cur-
rency, the Ministry of Finance started collecting all taxes in Tajik rubles in
September 2000.

The Tajik government has made major efforts in its foreign trade
sector through improvements in the public infrastructure for transport,
communication and banking services. As these efforts succeed, they can be
expected to exacerbate the trends in the region regarding organized crime
and drug trafficking. Traffickers use legitimate transportation infrastruc-
ture and banking operations in order to move their wares and to conceal
the funds derived from trade in handguns, weapons materials, drugs, drug
precursors and drug production materials.

Mirroring the economic reform strategy, Tajikistan’s political reform
strategy is extraordinarily complex. The growth of the Tajik economy has
not created a class of “new Tajiks” in the way that Kazakhstan’s economic
development has. Moreover, most of the political competition in Tajiki-
stan takes place in the context of civil war. While the civil war seemed to
center on ideology, in fact, the most significant dimensions of the dispute
were regional, reflecting Tajik traditions of long-standing. The winners
in the early years of reconciliation were the battlefield commanders who
had sided with the Rahkmonov government. Gradually, members of this
coalition broke up as the leader of the Hujand faction fell from favor.
More recently, the country’s political leadership has distanced itself from
this group as the political situation has grown more stable. What is not
clearly understood is the degree to which the government has benefited
directly or indirectly from the region’s drug trade revenues. Journalists
have speculated on relations between government officials and the drug
traffickers, but these accusations have proven to be ephemeral, in part,
because Tajikistan for a time is one of the most dangerous countries in the
world to be a journalist.”!

Turkmenistan: The New Sultanate

Among the countries of Central Asia Turkmenistan has been the most
resistant to the adoption of genuine structural reform. Those changes that
have taken place have been, for the most part, directed at increasing the
capacity of the state and in particular at enhancing the glory and authority
of the country’s authoritarian president, Saparmurat Niyazov. Bordered by
Iran and Afghanistan to the south, Kazakhstan to the north, Uzbekistan to
the north and east, and the Caspian Sea to the west, Turkmenistan’s deserts
dominate the country’s physical terrain. Turkmenistan is a country with
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great potential for economic development but is constrained by physical
circumstances and poor governance.

In mid 2001, Turkmenistan had an estimated population of 5.5 mil-
lion people, growing at an annual rate of 1.3 percent.> Turkmenistan’s
workforce historically had been predominantly agricultural and service
oriented. However, since independence, the service workforce has dimin-
ished in size and the agricultural workforce and industrial labor sectors
have each grown by about 25 percent. Official statistical materials on
economic activity, supplied by the Turkmenistan government, are viewed
with skepticism by outside observers. According to the statistical data pro-
vided by the state, agricultural production is reported to have increased
substantially in the years since independence, especially the production of
food and forage crop. Cotton production also is reported to have increased
sharply.

While agriculture is the largest employer in Turkmenistan, the coun-
try’s energy sector is the largest revenue earner. Because gas and oil sec-
tors revenues are so closely related to Turkmenistan government revenues
(with allegations that gas revenues have enriched individuals responsible
for public decision making) and because those revenues are critical to
Turkmenistan’s official credit rating, statistical reporting on the energy
sector is an item of great sensitivity for the Turkmen government. The
government began concealing production figures for natural gas in 1997,
and some suggest actual output levels for gas and other forms of industrial
production in the latter 1990s are considerably below 1991 pre-indepen-
dence levels. Turkmenistan’s foreign trade figures are similarly unreliable.
Thus, it is difficult to develop a clear picture of Turkmenistan’s balance
of payments. There are indications that the 1998 financial crisis in Russia
impacted heavily on Turkmenistan’s balance of payments, by leading to
the cancellation of Russian gas orders along with delays in outstanding
payments. Some evidence also shows that Turkmenistan ran a significant
balance of payments deficit in recent years. Despite Turkmenistan’s great
potential energy wealth, problems of administration and governance have
prevented the country from fully benefiting from its natural resource
base.

Turkmenistan’s first and only president, Saparmurat Niyazov, was
the former first secretary of Turkmenistan’s communist party during the
Soviet period. Until the Soviet collapse, Niyazov appeared to be a staunch
communist, ideologically committed to the Soviet Union. However, as the
Soviet Union began unraveling, Niyazov changed his ideological colors,
assuming the position of a Turkmen nationalist. Like other Central Asian
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communist party leaders who suddenly became presidents of independent
states, Niyazov was a public proponent of building a democratic, market-
oriented state. Since independence, however, Turkmenistan’s progress in
democratization has been negligible. Political authority is concentrated
in the office of the president, with little legislative or judicial autonomy.
Non-governmental civic initiative is routinely curtailed, and political
opposition figures are isolated and excluded from the political process.
Human rights abuses are frequent and severe. While Turkmenistan was
ranked in the top fiftieth percentile in terms of political stability in 2001
by the World Bank Institute governance indicators, the country scored in
the bottom tenth percentile in the categories of regulatory quality, voice
and accountability, and government effectiveness.?

Turkmenistan’s political reform strategy does not warrant the dig-
nity of being called a reform strategy. The political leaders have done little
more than to pay off friends and eliminate enemies. Any idea of reform
ended with the assassination attempt on Niyazov’s life in late 2002.2* In the
wake of this event, the country’s human rights situation has deteriorated
markedly as the sole criterion for advancement in the society has become
unquestioned loyalty to the country’s leader.

Uzbekistan: National Consolidation and Social
Consensus

Uzbekistan, with an estimated population of 25.1 million people in
mid 2001, has the highest rate of population growth among the Central
Asian countries.”” Traditionally, Uzbekistan’s workforce has been ori-
ented toward the largest sector of the economy, agriculture. However,
over the past decade, while the agricultural workforce has continued to
increase, the largest employment growth has occurred in light industry,
food processing, and the service sector. Cotton remains the mainstay of
Uzbekistan’s agriculture, but crop diversification has occurred as Uzbek
agricultural officials, in response to the demand for more foodstuffs, have
placed greater emphasis on the production of cereals and grains. Industrial
diversification, reflecting market forces, also has taken place. Coal produc-
tion has fallen substantially, while oil, natural gas and electricity produc-
tion have increased. Although Russia traditionally has been Uzbekistan’s
primary trading partner, the Uzbek government has sought to diversify its
trade patterns. Uzbek foreign trade began to develop in the early 1990s,
but the import of manufactured goods and luxury items led to trade
deficits in 1996. To restrain the growth of this deficit, promote domestic
production, and curb capital flight, the Uzbek government introduced im-
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port substitution measures in 1996. Between 1996 and 2001, Uzbekistan’s
self-reliance measures profoundly impacted both its domestic and foreign
markets.

Under the stern leadership of President Islam Karimoyv, the country’s
first and only president and a former communist party chief, Uzbekistan
has become a highly authoritarian state. The executive branch dominates
the administration, the legislature and the judiciary. The activities of
non-governmental civic organizations as well as the media are tightly
monitored and controlled by the government. Fundamental freedoms of
speech, association and political expression are similarly limited by the
government. However, strident political opposition, fueled by insurgency
movements originating during the Afghanistan war and in the Tajik civil
conflict, has grown increasingly active over the past decade, breaking
into violence in the late 1990s. In response to the growth of political op-
position, the Uzbek government mounted significant counter-insurgency
efforts, which have had the effect of stifling civil and human rights. The
2001 World Bank Institute governance indicators ranked Uzbekistan in the
bottom third percentile in all six key governance measures.?

Still, Uzbekistan’s political reform strategy has been the most suc-
cessful in Central Asia in terms of supporting the political stability of the
leadership. It remains to be seen though, if this strategy has succeeded in
consolidating political support within the country. Critics of the Karimov
regime claim that the government’s stress on the “Uzbek path” with its
go-slow approach to macroeconomic structural reforms has undercut
the expected benefits of true market liberalization. Uzbekistan’s strategy
emphasizes: self-sufficiency in energy and food grains; the export of pri-
mary commodities, particularly cotton and gold; and the creation of an
internally oriented services market. Fundamental reforms in agriculture,
state enterprises, state procurement, and the financial sector, (includ-
ing foreign exchange) have been postponed. The reforms that have been
enacted primarily have benefited middle-level government officials who
tend to support the Karimov regime. It is quite possible that the economic
rationale of these policies was much less important than the political con-
siderations.

In the mid-1990s, a significant political opposition emerged within
Uzbekistan, fueled by popular dissatisfaction with stagnating incomes,
government intervention in the economy, and a dearth of opportunities
for meaningful participation in public affairs. As the Uzbek government
consolidated political control during the mid-1990s with heavy-handed
methods, some government opponents were drawn to Islam as a natural
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counterforce to the new regime. Seeing this development as a threat, the
Uzbek government identified Islam with the political opposition and
began a series of campaigns aimed at isolating and neutralizing opponents
of the regime by branding them as criminals, Islamic political fanatics and
terrorists. The counterinsurgency campaign cast a wide net, ensnaring
both the regime’s legitimate and illegitimate opponents alike.

The situation in Uzbekistan changed dramatically following the Sep-
tember 11 terrorist attacks on the United States. The American response
led to the formation of an international coalition to remove the Taliban
from power. The realignment of strategic purpose in the region brought
Uzbekistan’s foreign policy closely into sync with the strategic policies of
the United States in the region. This new coalition fundamentally altered
Uzbekistan’s role in international affairs. Central Asia, with Uzbekistan at
its center, once again became a hotly contested area, a “Great Game” for
influence in Asia. The country’s prominent role in the U.S. formed inter-
national coalition brought Uzbekistan considerable international good-
will within the global diplomatic community. In March 2002, President
Karimov met with President George W. Bush in Washington, D.C. and
reaffirmed Uzbekistan’s commitment to accountable, democratic govern-
ment, an open economy, and the observance of international standards of
civil rights. The year 2002 also witnessed a series of visits to Uzbekistan by
high-level diplomatic and military delegations from a number of countries
and international organizations, culminating with the visit to Uzbekistan
by United Nations Secretary General Kofi Annan in October. Uzbekistan’s
political reform strategy clearly had acquired an international dimension
to complement the domestic. The Uzbek government’s increasing empha-
sis on the importance of conforming to international standards of practice
created rising expectations for substantive change.

Conclusions

This survey of the structural reform policies pursued by the Central
Asia republics since independence leads to a few general conclusions about
the process of reform, and the role of deliberate government strategies in
promoting it. The success in economic reforms has not been uniform, but
it has been notable and in some countries, particularly Kazakhstan, signifi-
cant. Economic reform strategies are never purely economic in the sense
that they always entail some political consequences. Every reform strategy
has a political aspect.

Reform is not free of risk. One of the most significant consequences
of the disintegration of communism was the steep decline in government
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revenues. Since independence the new leaders of the post-communist
states have faced rising public expectations and declining financial re-
sources. Even those reform-oriented leaders who sought to conduct real
reforms found financing reform to be more challenging than expected.
Financing reform, in fact, may be the single most difficult task confronting
the political leader in any country undertaking post-communist transi-
tion. To support the changes they favor, political leaders must somehow
mobilize resources, and this usually entails winning supporters and neu-
tralizing opponents. The experience of the Central Asian states illustrates
the myriad compromises involved in carrying out economic and political
reforms.
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Asia have been couched in terms of “Soviet-era versus Western ap-

proaches” with respect to how laws are codified and how improve-
ments might be made. More fundamental to the current debates and the
problems facing the Central Asian states in the twenty-first century is the
influence of pre-Soviet tradition on the contemporary legal environment.!
Specifically, the region must resolve the contradiction inherent in the im-
personal nature of codified law, and the fluid, personal aspect of the cur-
rent power relationships that reflect long-held traditions in the region.

Lack of true reform in countries such as Turkmenistan and Kazakh-
stan has created relatively high levels of mistrust, doubt, and concern
among the respective populations, thus weakening the ability of states to
carry out their constitutional and legal duties. This was a problem that
faced great unifiers of the past, such as Tamerlane.? The notion of creating
a strong state structure and a concurrent legal environment was of utmost
importance to this medieval leader of Central Asia. His contemporary
counterparts face similar problems. Adherence to the law, as such, is
tainted by mistrust among the general population and capricious viola-
tions by those supposedly charged with enforcing it.

This chapter is an effort to assess the developmental level of legal re-
gimes in the five Central Asian states. When discussing such broad notions
as legal reform, one must be mindful of defining terms. In this instance,
the focus will be on the notion of rule of law, which can be defined as the
ability to abide by an external, abstract set of norms that allow members
of a society to co-exist. When there are disputes, the parties involved seek
solutions through a mechanism framed by these very norms. The empiri-

For much of the past decade, discussions of legal reform in Central
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cal evaluation of constitutions, legal and criminal codes, and the ability of
law enforcement agencies to abide by such measures are fundamental.’ In
evaluating the legal aspect of the Central Asian states, the basic develop-
ments of these concepts in Central Asian society will be outlined. With
independence, the Central Asian governments had to quickly create their
own structures, the products of which were largely follow-on measures
from the previous era. However, in the past decade some changes of note
have occurred, providing a modest base for comparison of the respective
developmental paths of the five Central Asian states. Finally, the current
challenges to true legal reform in the region will be assessed and the ef-
forts of foreign assistance measures designed to address these concerns
outlined. While the governments of Central Asia have been self-congratu-
latory in their own assessments of legal reform at home, the reality appears
to be different.

Legal Antecedents

Central Asia has had a long history of legalism and legal studies.
Documents and books showing early efforts at creating rule of law are
often on display in national museums in Central Asia.* Unfortunately,
intertwined with the tradition of legal scholarship in the region are the
results of despotism that prevailed for the past half-millennium. It was
often the case that rather complex legal codes repeatedly were flaunted by
ruling houses or dynasties at various times. This tension between “rule of
law” and the absolute authority of the ruler is key to understanding legal
traditions in Central Asia.

Given the rich history of the region, it is no surprise to find many
layers of legal structures, political entities, and the interpretative frame-
work for them. These influences have been both positive and negative, and
reflect the tension between the need to standardize law and the ability of
leaders to assert their own authority. While this tension parallels events in
Europe throughout the past two millennia, unique aspects of the Central
Asian environment ensured that the outcome would be different. More-
over, these differences themselves are often difficult for outsiders to fully
understand, as they reflect cultural patterns specific to the region. These
developments have been visible in both the pre-Russian and Russian/
Soviet eras, which have provided their own lasting legacies to Central
Asian legal thought.
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The Pre-Russian Legacy

It is impossible to assess thoroughly the pre-Russian legal tradition
in Central Asia in a few pages. However, several key points can be stressed,
as noted by past works on this subject.> One can point to four specific
waves of influence in the pre-Russian era: Islamic, Mongol, Timurid and
Emirate/Khanate. Each of these periods created potential frameworks for
legal discourse and action, but at the same time gave significant latitude to
the ruling elite and, ultimately, the leader.

Islamic

First of all, in accounts of pre-Soviet Central Asia, a strong empha-
sis on the role of Islam is present in the creation of political and societal
relationships. The adherence to the Muslim faith was, and remains, the
cornerstone of interpersonal interaction. Law, as a system of governance,
was rooted in the Islamic tradition introduced to the region as early as
the late-600s A.D., but really took root when the region was consolidated
a century later. Unlike past invaders, the Muslim forces of the eighth and
ninth centuries sought to do more than simply conquer territory. As an
example, when Alexander the Great traveled through Central Asia in the
third century B.C. and subdued regional potentates, his goal was to pacify
the region for territorial and financial gain, before proceeding to the next
target of opportunity. He did not consider instilling new legal codes or
frameworks within the region.® In contrast, the Islamic invasion of the
eighth century A.D. involved the actual conversion of communities and
the total restructuring of belief and fealty systems. As happened in other
territories conquered by Muslim armies, there was a fundamental under-
standing that Islam as a way of life would dominate, replacing what existed
prior to its arrival.”

From a legal perspective, the central element of Islamic tradition
in the region was Shari’at law. Based upon a mix of sources, such as the
Qu’ran, hadith and subsequent documents, Shari’at law was, and remains,
an evolving concept.® Indeed, over the centuries, differences of interpreta-
tion within the Muslim community have arisen. Such law was critical in
the settled regions of Bukhara, Khiva and other oases communities, as
these were more regulated than nomadic regions. Bukhara and Samar-
kand, in particular, became centers of Islamic jurisprudence and learning
for the entire Muslim world in the tenth and eleventh centuries. What was
created in these cities eventually was applied to the surrounding region.
However, as time passed, these cities represented a much more conserva-
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tive and unreformed interpretation of Islam, especially as Central Asia was
cut off from most of the Sunni Muslim world by the sixteenth century.’

The above sequence of events was particularly important to the
settled regions of Central Asia. In contrast, the nomadic communities in
Central Asia, while incorporating some aspects of Islamic law into their
legal codes, also relied heavily on existing traditional measures. Called by
different names, such practices often were honed to reflect the specific
needs and communal priorities of a given group. The most common term
used was Adat, which is often called customary law. Adat was regulated
through precedent and past practices.”® Moreover, it took into account
differences between tribal and clan grouping, with the variations found
among Kazakh, Uighur, Kyrgyz and Turkmen clans. Power of arbitration
often rested in the hands of a particular individual (the bey among the
Kazakhs, for example).

Overall, the Islamic influence created a framework for Central Asia
within which legal issues could be evaluated and discussed. It also linked
the region to the broader, outside world and afforded legitimacy to the
ruling elite. After all, if this elite could structure its authority under the
auspices of Islam, the population could not legitimately seek an alterna-
tive form of government. The significance of Islam was thus profound: It
offered both a way in which people could interact within society and also
provided justifications for the form of government that dominated the
region.

Mongol

The thirteenth century saw the introduction of the Mongolian public
administrative system, the longer-lasting influence of the invasion and
conquest by the armies of Genghis Khan." The great Khan introduced
to the region a form of public administration that permitted a rather
thin layer of Mongolian, Turkic and Chinese bureaucrats to rule over
vast swaths of territory. For the next two centuries, the Mongol empire
gradually broke up into a number of sub-regions, with Central Asia fall-
ing under the authority of Genghis Khan’s son Chaghatai. The Chaghatai
dynasty ruled Central Asia until the beginning of the fifteenth century.?

During this period, the basic concepts of Islamic jurisprudence sur-
vived, but were subsumed under Mongol law. The reality of having such a
far-reaching empire meant that at local levels, autonomy was allowed. As
long as the subjects in the region paid their taxes and supported the larger
empire at specific times, they were left alone. The Mongols were the first
major empire in the region where the center of power was a significant



LEGAL REFORM 69

distance away from Central Asia, and thus required the employment of
indigenous bureaucrats and lawgivers. Ultimately, this proved to be the
undoing of Mongol control over Central Asia.
Timurid

The collapse of the Mongol empire’s hold over Central Asia in the
fifteenth century was due primarily to the rise of Tamerlane also known as
Timur the Lame.” The historic significance of this period is less a case of
how the legal framework changed, as to how its legitimacy was articulated.
For the most part, the Timurids adopted the same structure as their pre-
decessors. The successive reigns of Shah Rukh and Ulugh Beg saw a greater
emphasis on reinforcing Islamic precepts into the legal framework.

Perhaps more important was that legal authority was indigenous
and not dependent upon an outside power. For the first time in almost
700 years, the seat of power and the cultural roots of authority were from
Central Asia itself. Interestingly, the Timurid dynasty exemplified the same
caprice and omnipotent power that previous leaders had."* This was be-
cause there remained the strong belief that the ruler was above the law, and
that the personal qualities of Central Asian leadership were paramount.
However, even today’s scholars note that this shift of legal authority from
an outside source to a local one was a critical step forward for legal de-
velopments in the region. Though the Timurid period is often cast as one
mired in violence and expansion, the very survival of the state depended
on a cohesive legal regime.

Khanate/Emirate

Barely 100 years later, the unified, Timurid political system came
crashing down. The armies of Shaybani Khan sacked the key cities of Sa-
markand and Bukhara and drove the Timurid dynasty out of the region.
Babur, who was the ruler at the time, eventually re-established his author-
ity in the South Asian subcontinent, founding what was to become the
Moghul dynasty. Within Central Asia, Shaybani Khan was unable to so-
lidify his authority over the entire region, and competing political entities
soon emerged. Thus began an era of fragmented Khanates and Emirates
in Central Asia.”

With the demise of any unifying force, rule of law also was frag-
mented. Dynastic leaders ruled the key political entities in Central Asia.
Writers and poets of the succeeding centuries noted, often with despair,
the lawlessness that prevailed across the region.'® Indeed, intellectuals
from Bukhara found reason to criticize the form of government in the
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state, hoping to reform the system to reflect a more legally sound system.
This was particularly true in the late-nineteenth century, when the rul-
ers of the Emirate of Bukhara were Muzaffar al-Din and Abd al-Ahad."”
In short, while a written and precedent-based tradition of rule of law in
Central Asia existed prior to the Russian conquest, it remained at odds
with the political reality of the time. Ultimately, law became a mere shell
for despotic rule.

The Jadidist movement exemplified the pressure for political and
legal reform in Bukhara and Khiva. Much has been written on the compet-
ing reform agendas of the Jadids.”® Even the more conservative members
of this movement advocated a change in the current legal regime in the
protectorates. Whether it was a return to traditional Shari’a law or the
introduction of Western (Russian) law, the consensus view was that the
very nature of political power in the region was an impediment to order
and progress. Because of the absolute authority of the Emir of Bukhara
and Khan of Khiva, such reform efforts ultimately failed. Consequently, up
through the Russian Revolutions of 1917, the legal reformers of Central
Asia often remained in exile.

Russian and Soviet-era Law

For the present-day regimes in Central Asia, the Russian and Soviet
eras hold special significance. The existing legal structures in the region
are products of what transpired during this period, as is the current
generation of political officials and legal experts. The institutional ar-
rangements that developed were at odds with the traditional notions of
law cited earlier, but in numerous instances, one finds a merger of such
concepts and an accommodation of traditional forms of authority within
the new Russian, and then Soviet, legal regime.

Imperial Russia

The territories fully incorporated in the Russian Empire saw a more
forceful introduction of Russian law. The protectorates of Bukhara and
Khiva, on the other hand, were able to rely on their own traditions. From
the Russian perspective, the feeling was that Russian law was superior to
local custom and law; however, the general policy allowed local law to exist
in certain cases.” As Russian political structures were established in the
region—particularly in the area of today’s Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic,
and parts of northern Uzbekistan—the Russian overlords had to decide
the extent to which local law would prevail. These regions, designated
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Turkestan and Transcaspia, saw the development of Russian law not only
for Russian subjects, but also for the indigenous population.

The application of law was always a challenge, as noted by evalua-
tions coming from St. Petersburg. In the 1880s and again in the early 1900s,
commissions were sent from St. Petersburg to evaluate the colonial rule in
the region. For example, the Giers Commission of 1882 focused on how
effective public administration could develop where there was a dearth of
qualified officials and a lack of proper funding.? Most critically assessed
was the notion that bureaucrats resorted to relying on traditional, and
often corrupt, forms of governance.

Bukhara and Khiva, the two remaining protectorates, remained
stagnant in their own personality-based systems.?! The frustration experi-
enced by reform-minded individuals in these territories prompted some
to find common cause with various revolutionary and reformist groups in
Russia itself, including the radical Bolshevik faction of the Russian Social
Democratic and Labor Party—the precursor to the Communist Party of
the Soviet Union (CPSU).22 Thus, ironically, the Jadidist reformers came
to the conclusion that external assistance would most likely be required to
enact change in their countries—and they sought assistance from groups
that would eventually result in their downfall.?* Naturally, there were criti-
cal debates within the reformist community and a significant number did
not side with the Bolsheviks, either joining the local insurgencies* against
the Red Army or simply emigrating.

The Soviet Period

The Soviet era actually began with a nod towards local custom. It
was not until the mid-1920s that various diktats were announced which
folded local courts and juridical proceedings into the Soviet experience.?
By the 1930s, the Central Asia region was under Soviet control, although
this continued to be a struggle for Soviet officials in the ensuing decades.
The tension between trying to enforce objective legal codes and the reality
of personal rule continued through this period, often with tragic results.
Soviet publications and contemporary studies are replete with accounts
of how the Soviet government tried to quickly institute their own legal
norms in the region. From the initial “unveiling” campaign in the 1920s,
which advocated that women should remove their traditional veils as a
sign of modernity, to the legal restrictions placed on Islamic organiza-
tions, the Soviet leaders sought to radically transform the concept of law
in Central Asia.>
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In the beginning, the Soviet leaders were keen to introduce law as a
form of social engineering and development. As noted by Peter Solomon
in his work on Soviet law, the ramifications were legion. Law played sev-
eral key roles: it was an explanation of socialist legality, it possessed an
educational function, and it legitimized the new economic system that was
being put in place. It was imperative to ensure that the population under-
stood how and why the centrally planned economic system was necessary.
Indeed, economic crimes were often considered more severe than crimes
of violence, with a greater share of capital punishment decisions made for
embezzlement, forgery and bribery.”

While varying in practical importance, “socialist law and order” (sot-
sialisticheskaya zakonnost’ i pravoporiadok) was the defining framework
during most of the Soviet period. During the 1920s and 1930s, Stalin
flaunted these laws and the notion that a legal structure was in place
seemed dubious at best. The arbitrary nature of the Great Purge has been
well documented, and it was the object of Soviet legal reform in the 1950s
and 1960s, when there was an attempt to return to “Soviet law.” Central
Asia experienced all of these shifts within the Soviet system. In reaction to
the Stalinist era, the emphases on institutions and frameworks were criti-
cal to the Soviet leaders. For example, in 1987, the CPSU Central Com-
mittee adopted a resolution entitled “On Measures to Increase the Role
of the Prosecutor’s Oversight in Strengthening Socialist Legality and Law
and Order.” Such cumbersome measures were designed to specify how the
Procuracy, for example, could carry out its duties.?

Because of its subservient place in the Soviet Union, Central Asia did
not become a source of reform or opposition. For the most part it was a
passive participant in these discussions—with one important exception.
During the Brezhnev era, there was a return to the sort of administrative
policies that existed during the Mongol and Imperial Russian periods—
one of demanding fealty and loyalty from the region while simultaneously
leaving the internal workings of the region to the devices of the local lead-
ers.? Up through the Gorbachev reforms of the 1980s, there were varying
interpretations of the extent to which this de facto autonomy existed.

Contrast of Traditional and Soviet Structures

It was the emphasis on institutions and structures within the Soviet
system that created problems for the Central Asians. Ultimately, the role
of personalities remained important in Central Asia, in spite of measures
adopted during the Soviet period. Highlighting the problems on Soviet
law in the region was the “Cotton Scandal” of the 1980s, often referred to
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as the “Uzbek Affairs.” In it, Soviet investigators uncovered a widespread
corruption network in the Central Asian republic of Uzbekistan that in-
volved government officials fabricating cotton production figures. By re-
cording higher-than-actual numbers for cotton harvests, extra income was
provided to local officials. Scores of top officials in the Uzbek S.S.R. were
indicted, tried and punished for a range of economic crimes centering
around the misrepresentation of data on annual cotton harvests. Indeed,
First Secretary of the Uzbek Communist Party, Sharaf Rashidov, was sus-
pected of being the key figure in this scandal, but his death in November
1983 pre-empted any trial or serious investigation.” However, the long-
term damage of this event was that it pitted the Russian perception of local
adherence to law (or the lack thereof) with the Uzbek feeling that law was
really a tool of the Russians to repress the local community.*!

The Gorbachev reform agenda further exacerbated tensions in the
region vis-a-vis Moscow. Not only did Gorbachev replace key leaders in
the republics, but he also stressed the need to combat lawlessness and cor-
ruption in Central Asia. Indeed, the stereotype within the Soviet Union
of Central Asians as being lazy and corrupt had fallen to a new low. The
legacy of the cotton scandal and Russian view of the archaic clan relations
that permeated the systems in the region only worsened the situation.®
Limited attempts were made in 1989 and 1990 to reform the entire Soviet
legal framework, divorcing it from communist ideology. However, any
lasting impact was cut short as a result of the dissolution of the Soviet
Union in 1991.

At the time of independence, the Central Asian states found them-
selves in difficult situations with respect to the legal regimes in the newly
created countries. Previously, legislation had been dictated from the
central government, with such efforts not being trusted. Now, the burden
was on the new national governments to establish order. But serious ques-
tions faced these states: Should there be a return to past legal frameworks?
Did this require a reconsideration of Islamic law? How did one factor in
traditional custom, or even the historic legacies of individuals such as
Tamerlane? These questions became the subject of discussion and debate
within the region and among Western scholars, shaping the understanding
of legal reform in Central Asia. As will be seen, each state approached these
questions with great trepidation and concern, mainly as there was a sense
that too much reform could lead to political and social instability.
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Respective Frameworks of Legal Regimes
in Central Asia

Common to all five Central Asian states was the suddenness of in-
dependence. Initial legal structures were often replications of the existing
Soviet models. When reforms along Western lines were introduced, one
saw slight divergence from the foundations of socialist legalism. However,
the extent to which these new legal norms were adopted varied, often with
a gap between what was on paper and what took place in practice. In the
past decade, all five countries of Central Asia have introduced distinct
structures, such as constitutions, legal codes and procedures for law en-
forcement agencies. At the same time, there are difficult challenges, includ-
ing the forms of leadership, corruption and an inability or lack of desire by
officials to actually enforce these very codes. Not surprisingly, the extent
to which a given country has been able to develop legal reforms depends
upon a number of internal dynamics.

Kazakhstan

Communist Party of Kazakhstan First Secretary Nursultan Naz-
arbaev assumed the position of “President of the Kazakh S.S.R.” in the
waning months of the Soviet Union and has remained in office ever
since. An erstwhile supporter of Gorbachev’s reform agenda in the 1980s,
Nazarbaev took on the public persona of a reformer himself.* As a result,
there was a flurry of legislation in the early-1990s that suggested a real ef-
fort to transition from an authoritarian communist party system to one
based on rule of law.** He presented an initial constitution in 1993 and
electoral laws in 1994 that supported a more vibrant notion of political
pluralism. These provided a template for diversifying power and author-
ity within the Kazakhstani political and legal system. Indeed, the electoral
laws may have been too successful, for the legislature began to challenge
Nazarbaev’s reform measures and sought to introduce their own.

By 1995, it was clear that the country was not developing into a de-
mocracy. The constitution had been re-written and extensive legislative re-
form was enacted in that year under the auspices of correcting potentially
corruptive rules and regulations. In addition, the constitutional reform
was carried out in order to minimize the importance of the legislature,
which could have developed as a base of opposition to the president.> To
his critics, it was obvious that Nazarbaev passed criminal codes directed
against his opponents and created legal support for maintaining his tenure
in office.
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Eventually, attention was directed at a broader range of legal issues.
The 1997 criminal code currently sets the framework for legal actions in
the country.” For the most part, it remains a hybrid document, including
some of the Soviet-era rights and responsibilities, as well as new concepts
introduced from Western advisors and programs. These include the rights
of citizens, criminal procedures, the rights of the detained, and other basic
measures. Questions continue to arise as to how these are to be enforced.
Either the wording is sufficiently vague, or the responsibilities of law en-
forcement agencies are simply not spelled out. Perhaps most troubling
from a structural perspective is that the legal system is exclusively an
executive branch prerogative. The Interior Ministry, which houses the
police and security forces, is responsible for upholding the law. On occa-
sion, these forces are unaware of legislative changes and ignore acts by the
legislature. Law enforcement officials continually stress that they do not
have the resources sufficient to fight real corruption and crime. When one
sees police officials signaling cars for inspection at major intersections in
Almaty in order to extort money from the motorists, it is clear that corrup-
tion hits at all levels of the law enforcement community.”

In addition to these structural challenges, other problems remain.
While a legal regime exists in the country, the personal rule of President
Nazarbaev remains paramount, and he has repeatedly used the legal system
to undermine his political opposition. The apogee of these attacks came
in 2001, when former Prime Minister Akezhan Kazhegeldin was tried in
abstentia for crimes ranging from corruption to abuse of power. Another
individual who was targeted in recent years is the former Akim (Governor)
of Pavlodar Oblast, Galymzhan Jakianov. Charged and convicted on cor-
ruption charges in 2002, Jakianov had reportedly challenged Nazarbaev on
a number of procedural issues, specifically that Akims should be directly
elected and not appointed by the President.’

In sum, legal reform in Kazakhstan is at a crossroads. After an initial
flurry of activity and a de-Sovietization of the legal language, it is still dif-
ficult to conclude that the country has a strong sense of rule of law. Arbi-
trary enforcement, irregular funding of police and a leadership system that
encourages the outright flaunting of the law by top officials underscore
the range of problems that still confront Kazakhstan. That these issues are
at least being discussed in the country is an indicator that reform is pos-
sible; however, recent signs are less than hopeful.
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The Kyrgyz Republic

Perhaps the most intriguing case of legal reform in the 1990s was
the Kyrgyz Republic. Once cast as a showcase success story for the region,
the government of President Askar Akaev received extensive support
from international aid organizations and foreign governments to create
an island of democracy in Central Asia. For much of the 1990s, foreign
analysts continued to support this belief.* However, electoral missteps in
the late-1990s and a series of attacks on opponents to the president soured
this belief.

Compared to the other states in the region, the Kyrgyz Republic does
have a more developed sense of rule of law. The Kyrgyz legislature adopted
its first post-Soviet constitution in 1993, a document praised by numerous
outside organizations and governments as being the most progressive in
Central Asia.* Citizenship is not restricted by language competency or eth-
nicity, and basic rights of speech, assembly, religion, movement and even
ownership of private property are all noted. It took another five years, but
a completely new criminal code has been introduced in the country. Up to
that point, a hybrid of Soviet-era and new measures were in place. In the
new code, particular attention is paid to what the courts, procurators and
law enforcement agencies can and cannot do. For the latter, detailed re-
strictions on search and seizure, detentions and arrests, and even evidence
handling are provided.*' The new code represents certain innovations that
have taken place in the areas of law enforcement and prosecution. The
court system that was established is based on a prosecutorial model more
in line with European countries than the former Soviet Union.

Similar to the situation in Kazakhstan, the reality is somewhat less
encouraging. Ethnic minorities, especially the Uighurs, claim that they are
purposefully targeted in police actions. In addition, they complain of un-
fair practices in employment and advancement in the government sector
and in state-owned business. The sense of being second class citizens per-
meates such groups. Some, such as the Russians, Ukrainians and Germans,
have left for their home countries. The government has made gestures to
these groups by creating societies that can channel interests in cultural
events and educational institutions, but these are often underfunded and
poorly supported.® Religious groups, in particular, feel pressure directed
at them as part of the global war on terrorism. As a result of the actions in
Afghanistan following the September 11 attacks in the United States, Kyr-
gyz officials have stepped up their own measures against suspected terror-
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ist supporters in the country. Not surprisingly, this approach has targeted
ethnic minorities and religious-based organizations.

Another noticeable shortcoming in the country’s rule of law is that
key opposition figures remain subject to harassment. Daniyar Usenov
and Feliks Kulov are undoubtedly the most celebrated cases, but other
activists are targeted as well. These individuals have voiced their opposi-
tion to President Akaev’s administration and have questioned the reform
measures enacted in the past decade. These figures were not allowed to
run in the 2000 presidential election on dubious, technical grounds, thus
Akaev avoided a situation where he might not actually continue in office.*
In fact, President Akaev repeatedly has used the legal system to target op-
ponents and have them declared ineligible to stand for office. In addition,
Zamira Eschanova, the editor of Res Publica, periodically spends time in
jail for her articles criticizing the president, proving the fact that the media
has limits, as well.

This emphasis on protecting the reputation of the president under-
scores an emerging trend in the country: the elevation of the status of
Askar Akaev to that of supreme leader. While his authority is perhaps less
secure than that of his neighbor, Nazarbaev, it is apparent that Akaev is
not above obviating the rule of law to strengthen his position. As he ma-
neuvers through restrictions on running for an additional term in office
in 2004, it is likely that he will be declared immune from all prosecution if,
or when, he eventually steps down as president.

Uzbekistan

Unlike the governments of Kazakhstan and the Kyrgyz Republic,
Uzbekistan was reticent to accept Western assistance in attempting legal
reform. Indeed, when the Uzbek constitution was under review for ratifi-
cation by the Oliy Majlis (legislature), an external panel of the American
Bar Association was given barely a week to assess, evaluate and make
recommendations on the document. The constitution was accepted in
December 1992, without including any of their cursory comments. As
with the other Central Asian states, the Uzbek constitution lists a range
of freedoms: speech, religion, assembly, property ownership, and the like.
In an effort to stress the multi-ethnic nature of Uzbek society, the right to
express one’s national heritage is also enshrined in the constitution.*

The current criminal code was enacted in 1994, with several amend-
ments and additions taking place since that time. In 1998, the code was
overhauled and the death penalty restricted for certain types of crimes.
Further reforms took place in late-2001 and punishments were reduced for
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many non-violent crimes. Given troubles with the Islamic Movement for
Uzbekistan (IMU), Hizb ut-Tahrir and the conflict in Afghanistan, crimes
related to acts of terrorism were given high priority, and are currently the
only ones permitting capital punishment.* In the years after the Afghan
campaign, the government has expressed a sense of being under siege.

Structurally, the Uzbek judicial system is quite comprehensive. A
Constitutional Court oversees the legality of parliamentary laws and
executive decrees, a Supreme Court is the highest court for criminal and
civil cases, and a Supreme Economic Court oversees matters such as priva-
tization law, foreign investment and monetary disputes. The court system
exists at multiple levels, with local level courts and appellate equivalents
at regional and wiloyat (state) levels. Ostensibly, one can appeal cases to
higher levels, much along the lines of the U.S. court system.*

Since independence, Uzbekistan has followed a path of solidifying
the power of the executive, creating a rather feeble legislature, and estab-
lishing a legal code that is impressive on paper, but has enough loopholes
to allow the government to do as it wishes. For example, the president is
now above reproach with respect to prosecution, and those who criticize
him are subject to investigation and trial. More important, with respect to
the rule of law, the president has the ability to override Oliy Majlis deci-
sions and circumvent normal legislative procedures if he deems it neces-
sary. Rule by decree has been the norm for much of the past decade.

Perhaps the most common criticisms leveled against the Uzbek no-
tion of rule of law is that it is arbitrary and that law enforcement agencies
enact it with varying levels of excess. The government arrested thousands
of individuals following the February 1999 bombings in Tashkent, often
holding them for weeks and months before pressing charges. Human
Rights Watch, a non-governmental organization that focuses on human
rights conditions worldwide, has been particularly vocal on Uzbekistan’s
record. Years after the February bombings, some individuals still remain
in custody and have yet to be officially charged. Once an individual is
charged, trials have become difficult to monitor and it appears that ir-
regular standards are being used time and again.¥

The Interior Ministry, which is responsible for the prison system in
Uzbekistan, has been accused of being responsible for numerous deaths
of prisoners under suspicious circumstances. These prisoners range from
individuals suspected of being Islamic extremists to secular political op-
ponents, most of whom find themselves in the Jaslyk prison, located in the
far western reaches of the country. More recently, Human Rights Watch



LEGAL REFORM 79

reported additional cases of mistreatment and persecution of secular op-
position figures.*

The problem of Uzbek human rights abuses has been the topic of
several protests by foreign Ambassadors to the country, most notably the
Ambassadors from the United Kingdom and the United States. Of par-
ticular concern has been that Uzbekistan is of strategic importance to the
United States. Human rights groups have often said that Uzbekistan is now
using this connection to shield its own abusive policies. On the other hand,
several amnesties of prisoners have taken place in recent years and it seems
that the Uzbek government is being more receptive to the criticisms levied
against it by the international community.®

As with the Kyrgyz Republic and Kazakhstan, the presidential system
of Uzbekistan dominates the country’s political process, ultimately affect-
ing the notion of rule of law. As in the other two states, Uzbek leaders tend
to act as if personal connections and influence are much more important
than impersonal laws. The fact that Uzbekistan was never considered to
be a bastion of reform actually might help it in the near future, for un-
like in Kazakhstan and the Kyrgyz Republic, the international community
still has some interest in seeing if reforms can take place. Indeed, the U.S.
government expressed this argument in the early-2000s.

Turkmenistan

Without question, the most dubious legal regime in Central Asia
belongs to Turkmenistan. As with the other countries, a constitution and
basic legal code were adopted in the first few years. Much of this was a di-
rect regurgitation of the Soviet-era documents, replete with the same flow-
ery verbiage. The reality remains much the same—rule of law is arbitrarily
honored and the government itself does not abide by these documents.

The current constitution was ratified in May 1992. Not surprisingly,
it harkens to the 1977 Soviet constitution with its emphasis on citizen
responsibilities, as opposed to rights. There is the usual listing of rights,
such as speech, assembly, religion and press. However, these are limited
by Article 19, which notes that they cannot harm the social order and na-
tional security. The constitution is also silent on the issue of enforcement
of rights. The criminal code finally was modified in June 1997. Like those
of its neighbors, Turkmenistan’s code notes punishments, procedures and
rights.

The court system of Turkmenistan is structurally balanced: Local
and regional courts hear criminal and civil cases. Decisions can be ap-
pealed to the higher levels, if that level deems the case important enough.
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At the highest level is a Supreme Court, which ostensibly only will hear
cases of national importance. The president appoints all judges and chairs
the Supreme Court. The court system to date has not challenged the
constitutionality of any presidential decree or law, nor has it established
a strong legacy of legality. Making things more difficult, no independent
lawyers currently practice, and the notion of fair legal representation is
still wanting.®

The Interior Ministry is responsible for enforcing the criminal code.
International human rights organizations repeatedly have criticized the
means by which police and security forces uphold the law.”® Human
rights violations are legion and the conditions of prisons are considered
to be some of the worst in the former Soviet Union. Minority groups and
religious organizations, in particular, have experienced the difficult legal
environment. For example, the Law on Religious Organizations restricts
the way in which faiths can be registered in the country. Given the number
of signatures needed, only the Sunni Muslim and Eastern Orthodox faiths
are technically legal.®

The personalistic rule of President Saparmurat Niyazov means that,
ultimately, the caprice of a leader sets the tone for politics and society
in Turkmenistan. Individuals who run afoul of the president often are
convicted on trumped-up charges. President Niyazov has declared that
a fundamental feature of Turkmen law is the adherence to the Ruhnama,
or “holy book” that he supposedly wrote.> It is a collection of sayings and
narratives that suggest specific ways in which Turkmen must live. This
book, representative of Niyazov’s leadership style, discards any form of
structure and objectivity.

In short, Turkmenistan represents perhaps the widest gap between
rhetoric and practice. However, it is also important to note that inter-
national organizations seldom are able to conduct interviews or collect
data in the country independent of official Turkmen sources. Thus, it is
difficult to gauge the extent to which rule of law issues are actually being
addressed within the country’s judicial and political systems. At best, anec-
dotes from exiles or observations from foreigners working in the country
are the most reliable information.

Tajikistan
A possible exception to these rather pessimistic case studies is Tajiki-
stan. Mired in a civil war for most of its first six years after independence,

Tajikistan has been viewed as a country in perpetual crisis and lawlessness.
A number of volumes have been published outlining the course of events
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that dominated the country between the years of 1992, when the fight-
ing began, and 1997, when a peace accord was signed.” To an extent, the
government was never able to extend a rule of law to the entire country.
Indeed, today pockets of Tajikistan remain effectively outside of the cen-
tral government’s control.*

However, an important legal reform development in Tajikistan is
the founding document of the National Reconciliation Committee that
set the terms of the 1997 peace agreement. In it, the warring sides agreed
to abide by certain rules, based on an equitable sharing of political offices
in the government. The Constitution of 1994 remains the primary legal
document of the country. Again, on paper, the constitution lists a range
of individual freedoms and responsibilities. Yet the period of the civil war
witnessed countless violations of constitutional authority. A reversal of
this trend was, and remains, a key element of the post-war agreement. The
criminal code has yet to be significantly reformed and the current struc-
ture resembles that of the Soviet period. In short, the notion of “guilty
until proven innocent” prevails, and harsh penalties still apply to most
levels of crime, including economic crimes, which were often deemed the
most severe in the Soviet Union.

Tajik law does prohibit discrimination for ethnic, religious and gen-
der reasons, although this is not always enforced. Uzbek minorities, for
example, consistently complain of being left out of the political process. In
addition, religious minorities have difficulties in Tajikistan. Jews, Baha’is
and Zoroastrians are often relegated to fringe status in the country. Sunni
Islam remains paramount in the country with the small Russian minority
practicing Eastern Orthodox. In addition to the common problems of ar-
bitrary enforcement and government caprice, regional and local warlords
periodically use their own form of frontier justice. Every year, rival clans
murder scores of officials and businessmen. This form of frontier justice
is particularly problematic in the outlying regions, especially the Badakh-
shon region.”

Following the example of the other four presidents, Imomali Ra-
khmonov also has created conditions where ultimately he will be immune
to any future prosecution if he steps down from office. Still, the focus on
the leader does not exist as strongly in Tajikistan as it does in, say, Turk-
menistan. However, it is clear that individual personalities and familiar
relationships dominate the political process in Tajikistan. Moreover, the
groups excluded from this inner circle, such as the Uzbeks of Sogd wiloyat,
find themselves unprotected in the legal system.
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Basic Dilemmas and Reform Efforts

To varying degrees, all five Central Asian states face the conundrum
of trying to establish viable legal systems. At the same time, the respective
presidents are reluctant to give up their power and actually abide by “rule
of law” principles. These challenges have been the focus on international
assistance programs, the success of which is dependent upon how dili-
gently the countries accept and implement reform.

Challenges

Corruption

Without question, corruption is deemed critical in Kazakhstan and
the Kyrgyz Republic, according to public opinion polls. One would suspect
that such views are held in the other three states of the region, although
full, clear surveys on the situation are not forthcoming. As opposed to no-
tions of episodic corruption in the respective states, corruption in Central
Asia is seen as being systemic.® While much of what is known about cor-
ruption in Central Asia is based on a few studies and anecdotal evidence,
they shed light on the general problem throughout the region.”

Not surprisingly, the effect of corruption on the legal system is pro-
found. To ensure judgment, payments must be made. Judges are poorly
and irregularly paid, and often are swayed by much-needed financial gain
in their decision-making. Likewise, defense attorneys require fees beyond
their salary, and even investigative police require some form of bribery.
Studies by Transparency International and Freedom House indicate that
such corruption exists in all five Central Asian states.®® However, because
of access problems, it is not surprising that the only detailed studies have
taken place in Kazakhstan and the Kyrgyz Republic.®!

Ultimately, this type of corruption erodes the moral foundation of
the legal system and precludes citizens from truly respecting the judicial
process. This lack of confidence means that citizens often go to alternative
sources of justice, including tribal and clan leaders or even the mafia and
other criminal elements. The former only reinforces traditional modes of
authority while the latter perpetuates a lack of adherence to the law.

Retribution

The legal system in each of the countries has been used to punish
political opposition, often on spurious charges. In Kazakhstan, political
opponents of Nazarbaev, such as Akezhan Kazhegeldin, have been brought
up on charges of corruption. The same can be said for Abdy Kuliev in
Turkmenistan, Feliks Kulov in the Kyrgyz Republic, and Shukhrullo
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Mirsaidov in Uzbekistan. In Uzbekistan, such charges also befall regional
hakims and other subordinates of Karimov, when theyre deemed to be
getting too powerful. The Cabinet of Ministers today is a collection of
survivors of these periodic, but not fatal, purges. In Kazakhstan, even a
family figure has been recently charged with corruption: The previously
mentioned Zhakianov, who was the Hakim of Pavlodar Oblast, is a relative
of Nazarbaev’s wife.

Nowhere is the legal system used with such caprice as in Turkmeni-
stan. For many years, President Niyazov has used the legal system to charge
his opponents and subordinates who are acquiring too much power with
various crimes to remove them from possible opposition. It is rare for top
officials to remain in the same office for more than a year, and in the past
three years, the president has completely re-staffed his cabinet on several
occasions. The November 2002 assassination attempt was yet another pre-
text for reshuffling individuals in the power ministries.®* It is interesting to
note that these charges, particularly the ones that deal with abuse of office
or corruption, are probably grounded in reality. However, the arbitrary
nature of filing charges against some corrupt hakims while letting another
equally corrupt official go free is what many find disturbing. Indeed, all of
the problems previously noted are accentuated when retribution against
actual forms of corruption are unevenly applied.

Retribution is not only directed against political figures. In addition
to the case of Zamira Eschanova in the Kyrgyz Republic, the political lead-
ers have targeted other journalists. In October 2002, Sergei Duvanov, a
journalist from Kazakhstan, was charged with sexual crimes. That he was
about to embark on a speaking tour of the United States and Europe to
discuss the state of the media in Kazakhstan was most likely more than a
coincidence; previously, he had written negative articles about the Naz-
arbaev family.®* In general, due to such potential threats, journalists in the
region tend to censor themselves and avoid such confrontations.

Transparency

Another factor is transparency, which is defined for this context as
the ability to clearly see and evaluate the decision-making process in the
legal system. In short, a transparent process is one in which there is an
openly-understood logic, devoid of back-room deals and capriciousness.
According to the non-governmental organization Transparency Inter-
national, the states of Central Asia fare poorly in this respect. In recent
reports where the states have been mentioned, their rankings are abysmal
and charges of systemic corruption are rife. Besides these external evalua-
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tions, anecdotal evidence from citizens and officials in the region indicate
that this is a key concern for domestic stability and ultimately, regional
security. Uncertainty plays a large part in the legal system and corrodes any
confidence that citizens of the Central Asian countries have in a reform
agenda.

This situation parallels that of the Khanate period in Central Asian
history, as well as the Soviet era. The difference today is that foreign in-
vestment was not a factor during those times. Indeed, besides eroding
the public confidence in the legal code, the impact on foreign investment
must be noted. According to a number of impartial reports, the business
climate in all five Central Asian states is abysmal, at best, for potential in-
vestors—unless they are the major corporations in the energy sector. The
basic rule of thumb is that all discussions that are looked on favorably at
the presidential level are most likely going to succeed.® However, those
that have to deal with the ministries and bureaucracies of the region more
often than not fail. In the long run, the reality of an unstable business
environment may be the most harmful effect of the lack of effective legal
systems in Central Asia.®

Efforts at Reform

The question that remains, in light of this rather pessimistic ap-
praisal, is what can be done? Indeed, legal professionals have been work-
ing for over a decade to rectify the current situation and infuse a more
rigorous adherence to law. Surprisingly, there have been internal efforts as
well, although these tend to be adversely affected by financial constraints.
In Kazakhstan and the Kyrgyz Republic, independent lawyers have estab-
lished their own associations. In Uzbekistan, a similar effort is underway
for defense attorneys. Because the legal professions in each of these states
had been state-run for much of the past century, the level of independence
remains rather low. In addition, human rights organizations within the
countries have attempted to register in order to open up offices within
the respective countries, with a recent success being the legalization of the
Human Rights Society of Uzbekistan in 2002. It is hoped that if such of-
fices do open—whether for international or country-based groups—they
will provide the impetus for governments to be more transparent in the
legal reform process.

The key obstacles for reform efforts, as noted, are financial and struc-
tural. In both areas, international organizations have played key roles. Ini-
tially, groups such as the American Bar Association provided expert advice
on the drafting of legal codes and constitutions. However, the problem has
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been that with each re-write of constitutions, power becomes more cen-
tralized and obstacles for opposition groups greater. Indeed, advice offered
by outside observers has largely been ignored.

In other areas, success has been greater. The American Bar Associa-
tion continues to support one of the earliest efforts to aid the legal system
in Central Asia: the Central and East European Law Initiative (CEELI)
Project. Working with lawyers in the region, CEELI lawyers and staff
members conduct analyses of draft laws and civil codes, as well as train
the newly-emerging cadre of lawyers within these countries. Initiated in
all states, CEELI remains active in Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and the Kyrgyz
republic.® Other non-governmental organizations are also engaged in
the region, offering their services to governments and non-governmental
associations alike.

Because the obstacles noted above adversely affect the economic
and business climate in Central Asia, the World Bank has remained en-
gaged in the reform process. This international financial institution is
devoting resources to stabilizing the legal regimes in the countries, so as
to promote a more active investment climate. In addition, transparency
is a central theme in recent Bank reports, which note the trend towards
limited improvements in Kazakhstan and the Kyrgyz Republic, with more
serious shortcomings in Uzbekistan.”” As one example, the World Bank is
initiating a legal reform project in Kazakhstan that has a budget of up to
$18.5 million.

This compliments an initiative by the European Bank of Reconstruc-
tion and Development (EBRD) on court reform that is being offered to
all five Central Asian countries. According to EBRD officials, this effort
follows on legal reform measures that have included reform programs
on transaction security, bankruptcy law, telecommunications, leasing, ar-
bitration, and taxation. Finally, the European Union (EU) has focused
its attention on strengthening the legal regime in Central Asia. Through
its Technical Assistance to the Commonwealth of Independent States
(TACIS) Program, the EU has offered training programs for procurators
and other legal experts. Perhaps more ambitious is the effort by the EU to
create a common legal regime in the Central Asian and South Caucasus
regions, paralleling the efforts to do the same within Europe. Such goals
are long-term, but it is clear that support is available.

With each of these efforts, there are shortfalls and obstacles. The
United States Agency for International Development (USAID), which
contributes millions of dollars in assistance to the region each year, must
balance out programs for legal reform with those devoted to economic,
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environmental, educational and health reform, to name a few.
Moreover, as security assistance continues to be a high priority for
the countries in the region, the receptivity of the governments for
extensive legal aid is questionable.

Conclusion

In each of the Central Asian states, efforts have been made
to resuscitate legal systems that many considered to be moribund.
Both internal and external organizations have initiated reform
measures, although it is too early to tell how effective they will be.
More broadly speaking, several observations can be made regard-
ing the status of legal reform in Central Asia. First of all, all of
the countries have made efforts to use the discourse of Western
legalism in their respective frameworks. Second, this has both
been a product of, but also a reason for, substantial international
assistance in reconstructing constitutions, legal codes, and pro-
cedures for law enforcement agencies. Third, in spite of this aid,
much remains to be done. It is clear that many of the pre-Soviet
and Soviet-era traditions and methods are still applicable to the
current states, and a true transition to a rule of law society has yet
to take place.

In all five states, while there is evidence that legal reforms are
taking place, much work is still required. Indeed, it appears as if
the initial flurry of activity involved in creating actual codes and
constitutions was deemed sufficient and the actual enforcement of
the laws has yet to be fully implemented. That said, it is also clear
the respective states are attempting to reshape the legal discourse
from the Socialist legalism framework of the twentieth century
to a more Western-oriented legal code that focuses on rights and
responsibilities of the individual, as opposed to groups. However,
even this latest layer of legal discourse has yet to tackle what re-
main key dilemmas and challenges to the respective systems.

Admittedly, it has been just over a decade and to expect a
complete transformation in such a short period of time is asking
too much. Since a transition in logic, theory and belief is required,
it is no surprise that common citizens and those who find them-
selves in the legal system are more than cynical. Fundamental to
the problem of legal reform in Central Asia is the notion of trust.
Do the respective populations actually believe in the authority of
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law in their countries, versus the notion of a powerful leader? Are those
surrounding the leaders viewed as mere kleptocrats who are pillaging the
system in manners little different than their Soviet-era predecessors? To
date, the status is mixed. While the situation varies in the respective coun-
tries, the problems are still apparent in all.

The problem of trust is a significant legacy from the Soviet era. Be-
cause justice and law were deemed arbitrary, a general lack of trust and
respect for the concept of law developed. Previous, indigenous forms
of law were banned, leading some to insist that return to such practices
would enhance the respect for law. That said, it is evident that even pre-So-
viet/pre-Russian law was not always seen as just and fair. When given the
option of having a case heard in a Russian or a Shari’at court, the parties
involved often opted for the Russian court, where renumeration was in
monetary terms, not in disfigurement or death. In the Soviet era, the legal
system was seen as competent at the lower level for minor offenses. How-
ever, for politically designated crimes, it was seen as a tool of the Commu-
nist Party. Today, it seems, this mentality has not changed. Ultimately, for
the political systems of Central Asia to survive past the current generation
of autocrats, a sound and credible legal system must be firmly entrenched.
The written and rhetorical foundations exist—now it is incumbent upon
the five states to put meaning into these words.
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Chapter 5

Human Rights
in Central Asia'

Michael Ochs

he defining trend of political development in Central Asia has been

the emergence of presidents far more powerful than the legislative

and judicial branches of government. Central Asian constitutions
generally sanction this imbalance by according the head of state extremely
broad prerogatives. But the actual practice of presidential rule has tran-
scended constitutional provisions, which also formally enshrine separation
of powers. Only in Kyrgyzstan, for example, has parliament occasionally
managed to frustrate the executive. Kazakhstan’s few opposition-minded
legislators at best can try to embarrass their president. Elsewhere in the
region, parliaments are rubber stamp institutions, while courts every-
where reliably rule in political cases as instructed by the powers that be.
Official justifications for the phenomenon of “super” presidents in Central
Asia emphasize the need for a strong hand to consolidate independence,
ram through reforms and maintain stability during a difficult transition
period. More cynical views point to still strong “eastern” and/or Russian-
Communist traditions of exercising authority.

The most extreme case of authoritarianism is Turkmenistan, where
Saparmurat Niyazov sponsors a full-scale cult of personality while over-
seeing the most repressive regime in the former Soviet Union. In Tajiki-
stan, by contrast, President Imomali Rakhmonov has had to make conces-
sions: a military stalemate in the 1992-1997 civil war forced him to come
to terms with Islamic and democratic opposition groups and agree to a
formal coalition government.

Rounding out the spectrum are Uzbekistan’s Islam Karimov, Kyrgyz-
stan’s Askar Akaev, and Kazakhstan’s Nursultan Nazarbaev. Karimov, after
permitting some political opposition, in mid-1992 banned all dissidence.
Akaev and Nazarbaev tolerate opposition parties but curtail their influ-
ence—Nazarbaev much more effectively than Akaev.
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Central Asian publics for the most part have accepted strongman
rule, though not without grumbling, when possible. This is not surpris-
ing, considering the regimes’ control of security organs, law enforcement,
and prosecutorial agencies; the region’s lack of democratic traditions; and
the natural human focus on surviving severe economic decline. Moreover,
after seeing the bloodshed in Tajikistan (or Azerbaijan or Georgia), many
people are grateful for “stability.”

At the same time, a series of unfair elections has deepened popular
disillusionment with “democracy.” Most people believe that presidents and
lower level officials derive significant economic gain from their positions
and will not willingly leave office. Consequently, relatively few protests
have been lodged against the development of executive privilege. Only in
2002, in the most liberal Central Asian country—Kyrgyzstan—has this
pattern begun to change.

When the Central Asian countries joined the Organization for Se-
curity and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE)? in 1992, their leaders pledged
to implement all past and future commitments of the Helsinki process. In
fact, however, they want no part of democracy. The best evidence for this
proposition is their miserable record of elections. It is unclear what the
region’s presidents fear more—losing or not winning by an astronomical
figure—but it is certain they rig elections and strive to eliminate all risk
from electoral exercises.?

Apologists often point to Central Asian traditions and argue that
democracy must be built slowly. But while an undemocratic history, real
or alleged Islamic fundamentalism, the Soviet legacy, and poverty are all
important, leaders determined to remain in office require repressive po-
litical systems. Implementing commitments on democracy, the rule of law
and human rights would create a level playing field for challengers and let
the media expose presidential misdeeds.

Another key factor in Central Asia’s poor human rights record is
high-level corruption. Presidents wishing to continue enriching their
families and friends (or “clans”) cannot allow a free press or an indepen-
dent judiciary. Nowhere is the nexus between corruption and intimidation
of the press clearer than in Kazakhstan, where journalists who write about
foreign investigations into President Nazarbaev’s finances risk physical
retribution or legal action.

Nor is normal politics possible. Fear of the consequences if an out-
sider should come to power and uncover the scale of abuse induces lead-
ers to ensure that no serious rivals emerge and that elections are carefully
controlled—when they take place at all. The result has been the emergence
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of an entire region in the OSCE space where fundamental freedoms are
ignored. Along with large-scale conflicts like Kosovo or Bosnia, unre-
solved low-level conflicts such as Nagorno-Karabakh and Abkhazia, and
the trafficking in human beings, the systemic flouting of commitments on
democratization and human rights in Central Asia is the single greatest
problem facing the OSCE.

Consequently, human rights observance in these states has tended to
reflect not the leaders’ commitment to reform, but rather goading from
abroad. Such pressure, however, has had—and can have—only limited ef-
fect. While the United States had urged progress in democratization even
before September 11, Central Asian leaders apparently had concluded that
Washington is more focused on strategic and economic interests and the
threat of Islamic fundamentalism. U.S. disapproval of lagging democrati-
zation never kept American businessmen from seeking to exploit Central
Asia’s natural resources or restrained Washington from encouraging them.
Nor did flagrant human rights abuses cause the United States to cut sig-
nificantly programs such as Partnership for Peace, cease foreign aid, or
otherwise slow the development of bilateral relations.

After September 11, the U.S. government moved to consolidate its
relationships with Central Asian states, seeking cooperation in the war on
terrorism. But Washington also made plain its expectations of some type
of political reform, warning that without such reform, Islamic radicalism
would threaten stability in Central Asia and the entire Western world.

Kyrgyzstan’s Akaev and Uzbekistan’s Karimov faced incursions by
the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) in 1999 and 2000. They and
other regional leaders quickly pledged support in the campaign against
terrorism and seem happy to build closer ties with the United States. But
loosening their grip on power is as unpalatable to them as ever. And if
they saw little reason to fear sanctions or abandonment by Washington
before September 11, they apparently feel even less concern now, with U.S.
troops deployed in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan, and military and intelli-
gence cooperation developing apace. By the end of 2002, all Central Asian
presidents, except Turkmenistan’s Niyazov had been to the White House
to meet President Bush.

Bush Administration officials deny that the U.S. human rights
agenda has taken a back seat to military and anti-terrorism collabora-
tion. They claim that working together on security facilitates the raising
of human rights issues, more often and with greater success.* As evidence,
they point to incremental victories, such as Uzbekistan’s registration of an
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independent human rights organization and the sentencing to jail terms
of policemen who had tortured detainees.

Still, regional leaders have not shown any sign that they are ready for
fundamental, systemic changes. On the other hand, indications of grow-
ing ferment abound. Since September 11, opposition and human rights
activists have complained that growing U.S. closeness with Central Asian
governments has emboldened these governments to indulge their repres-
sive instincts with a greater conviction of impunity. Perhaps despairing of
reliable American pressure for reform, opposition groups apparently have
begun to count more on their own endeavors to create societies which
respect human rights. These efforts have had mixed results so far, and the
prospects for reform from below seem bleak.

Kazakhstan

In the early 1990s, Kazakhstan seemed to be building a democratic
state with societal input into decision-making and relative freedom of
speech. Today, President Nursultan Nazarbaev gives every indication of
intending to remain in office for life. He has kept the legislative and ju-
dicial branches well in hand while not permitting any alternative sources
of power to emerge, and turned energy- and resource-rich Kazakhstan
into a virtual family enterprise. Meanwhile, the possibilities for opposi-
tion political activity or speaking one’s mind have narrowed and become
increasingly dangerous.’

With normal politics impossible inside Kazakhstan, an important
locus of opposition activity has gone abroad. Former Prime Minister Ake-
zhan Kazhegeldin, whom Nazarbaev has accused of corruption and who
cannot safely return home, has led a campaign of international lobbying,
providing information about Nazarbaev’s regime to Western governments
and anyone willing to listen. These efforts have helped publicize alleged
corruption, which Nazarbaev has sought to stifle inside Kazakhstan
through control of the media.

In late 2001, Nazarbaev faced several new threats, including an open
rupture with his powerful son-in-law and an attempt to mount an intra-
elite opposition movement. Nazarbaev responded with a crackdown, in
spite of U.S. government calls for political liberalization in Central Asia.
He quashed all challenges and intensified assaults on the opposition
media, indicating both his concern and his sense of impunity.

Nazarbaev, elected president in 1990 by Kazakhstan’s Supreme So-
viet, confirmed his position in a non-contested election in 1991. In 1995,
he inaugurated a period of presidential rule and convened an Assembly
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of the People, which extended his tenure until 2000. Official results gave
Nazarbaev 81.7 percent of the vote in the first nominally contested, pre-
term presidential election in January 1999. Because of the exclusion of
would-be candidates, intimidation of voters, and attacks on independent
media, the OSCE’s Office of Democratic Institutions and Human Rights
(ODIHR) refused to send observers. A small reporting mission concluded
that the “election process fell far short” of OSCE standards.

In October 1999, Kazakhstan held elections for parliament’s lower
chamber, in which political parties, for the first time, could submit party
lists for 10 of the 77 seats. Otan (Fatherland), Nazarbaev’s party, came in
first, followed by the opposition Communist Party, the pro-presidential
Civic Party, and the Agrarian Party. In the first round, ODIHR observers
saw some improvements in the legislative framework and lauded the in-
troduction of party list voting, but criticized the second round. Citing fla-
grantly falsified protocols and continued interference by officials, ODIHR
judged that the election fell short of OSCE commitments.

Freedom of association is restricted in Kazakhstan. Opposition
parties, such as the Communist Party and the Republican People’s Party
(RPPK) have been registered and allowed to function, and some of them
have parliamentary representation. But it was only after long delays that
the RPPK registered, as a result of strong OSCE pressure before the Octo-
ber 1999 parliamentary election.

Recent attempts to create new opposition parties, especially the
Democratic Choice of Kazakhstan (DCK), have been crudely suppressed.
Two DCK leaders are in jail: Mukhtar Ablyazov, former Minister of Power,
Industry, and Trade, and Galymzhan Zhakiyanov, former Governor of
Pavlodar. In July 2002, Ablyazov was sentenced to six years in jail; in Au-
gust of the same year Zhakiyanov received a seven-year term. Nazarbaev
clearly wanted to make an example of them for any other would-be op-
position activists among Kazakhstan’s officials.

On June 25, 2002, Kazakhstan’s parliament raised from 3,000 to
50,000 the number of members needed for party registration and re-
quired parties to have a branch office and at least 7,000 members in each
of Kazakhstan’s regions. The new law likely will lead to the de-registration
of most of the 19 parties currently represented in parliament. The OSCE
Center in Almaty strongly criticized the law for threatening political plu-
ralism, but to little visible effect. Indeed, in recent months the number of
parties has since shrunk to nine and the RPPK is no longer registered.

Freedom of assembly is restricted in Kazakhstan. A March 17, 1995
presidential decree, issued while parliament was disbanded, remains in
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force and limits the ability of citizens to participate in unsanctioned
demonstrations. Gaining permission for such gatherings is difficult, and
authorities have detained or jailed violators. For example, on April 25,
2002, police in Almaty detained 12 members of the RPPK and other op-
position groups to prevent them from picketing a hotel where a govern-
ment-sponsored media conference was taking place. The demonstrators
hoped to publicize the government’s systematic violations of human rights
and media freedoms. They were held for seven hours before being charged
and then put on trial.¢

Freedom of speech is highly restricted in Kazakhstan. Dariga Naz-
arbaeva, the president’s daughter, runs Khabar, the main TV station.
Newspapers and TV can report on intra-government discord and low-
level corruption. But stories about Nazarbaev, his family or allegations of
their corruption are likely to result in harassment or worse. In 1996 and
1997, the government began closing down independent TV and radio
stations by manipulating tenders for broadcasting permits. In 1998, the
publisher of Karavan was forced to sell the country’s most popular news-
paper, which is now widely believed to belong to the president’s relatives.
Cruder methods were employed in September 1998, when the offices of
the opposition newspaper 21st Century were firebombed.

As a result of these policies, the opposition press largely has been
silenced. In May 2000, the New York-based Committee to Protect Journal-
ists (CPJ) placed Nazarbaev on its annual list of “Ten Worst Enemies of
the Press.” The head of the OSCE office in Kazakhstan said in June 2002
that independent and opposition media in Kazakhstan face increasing
legal and economic pressures, while national media are concentrated in
the hands of persons close to Nazarbaev.”

In May and June 2002, after official revelations about a secret Swiss
bank account with $1 billion under Nazarbaev’s name, the assault on in-
dependent media intensified. Irina Petrushova, the editor of an opposition
newspaper, found a decapitated dog hung by its paws outside her office.
On a screwdriver driven into its torso was a warning: “There won’t be a
next time.” The Almaty TV station TAN was forced off the air when its
cable was sliced in the middle of the night.®

On August 28, 2002, independent journalist Sergei Duvanov was
severely beaten by three men. He already had been charged with “insulting
the honor and dignity of the president” after writing an internet article
about the international investigation into alleged corruption by Nazarbaev.
On October 27, Duvanov was arrested on charges of raping a teenage girl.
He maintains his innocence and many human rights groups in Kazakhstan
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and abroad view the charge as politically motivated. If convicted, Duvanov
could face a 10-year jail term. In January 2003, Duvanov—whose case at-
tracted substantial international attention—was sentenced to three and a
half years in jail. Another journalist who published an article on alleged
corruption, Lira Baseitova, suffered the worst of tragedies: her daughter
died in mysterious circumstances while in police custody on June 21,
2002.

Kazakhstan initially permitted fairly unrestricted religious freedom,
but in the mid-1990s the government increasingly sought control over
new religious groups. In 1998, the national security apparatus (KNB),
concerned about Islamic extremism, became more active in the surveil-
lance and deportation of Muslim missionaries. KNB leaders openly stated
that prohibiting the spread of Islamic and Christian “religious extremism”
was a top priority.

Religious groups must register to rent or purchase property, employ
workers, or obtain visas for foreign co-religionists. A new article in the
Administrative Code, introduced in 2001, imposes criminal sanctions on
leaders of groups refusing to register, and local authorities have detained
and beaten leaders of groups which do not. In addition, parliament
introduced a new religion law broadening the government’s ability to
control and monitor religious groups. However, the Constitutional Coun-
cil deemed the draft law unconstitutional in April 2002, and President
Nazarbaev chose not to appeal. While officially the law may not be on the
books, the number of fines and court orders closing down churches of
Baptists who refuse to register steadily has increased.

Kyrgyzstan

Under President Askar Akaev, Kyrgyzstan was long the most demo-
cratic country in Central Asia. Parliament enjoyed some independence,
and while several newspapers which covered high-level corruption were
forced to close, criticism of the government and even of Akaev was pos-
sible. In this relatively liberal atmosphere, civil society blossomed. In
the second half of the 1990s, however, the honeymoon ended. In 1999,
when several politicians announced their intention to run for president,
Akaev’s regime turned toward open repression. Since then, various op-
position leaders have been arrested, co-opted or otherwise removed from
politics, while independent media have come under severe pressure. Both
Kyrgyzstan’s reputation as an oasis of freedom in Central Asia and Akaev’s
democratic image have dissipated.



100 OCHS

In early 2002, pent-up popular discontent erupted after the arrest in
January of a southern legislator, Azimbek Beknazarov, who opposed a bor-
der deal that would cede territory to China. On March 17, police fired on
demonstrators denouncing his imprisonment and six people died. In the
ensuing crisis, thousands of people protested all over the country; Akaev
was forced to dismiss his government in May and agree, in principle, to a
coalition government.

On August 26, Akaev decreed the formation of a Constitutional
Council to redistribute powers among the president, government and
parliament. Kyrgyzstan’s plan to hand over presidential prerogatives to
other branches of government was unique in Central Asia and, if all sides
had acted in good faith, could have served as an important precedent for
neighboring countries. Yet well into 2003, tensions remain as high and
some opposition groups—including several parliamentarians—are deter-
mined to bring down Akaev. To date, Kyrgyzstan remains the only country
in Central Asia where civil society is powerful enough to pose a possible
threat to the president.

In a snap presidential election held in December 1995, two would-
be candidates were disqualified shortly before the vote. By the late 1990s,
Akaev faced more serious challengers, especially from Felix Kulov, leader
of the Ar-Namys (Honor) party, who had been Vice President, Minister of
National Security, Governor of Chu oblast and Mayor of Bishkek. Another
contender was entrepreneur and independent parliamentarian Danyar
Usenov, who headed the El Bei Bechara or Party of Poor People.

In the February-March 2000 parliamentary election, the authorities
barred three of four opposition parties. They excluded Usenov from run-
ning in the second round and ensured Kulov’s defeat; the ODIHR explic-
itly concluded that he had been robbed of victory. On March 22, 2000, the
Ministry of National Security arrested Kulov for alleged abuse of power
while he was Minister of National Security. He has since been sentenced
to a 10-year jail term and is considered a political prisoner by Amnesty
International and other human rights groups.

With his leading rivals jailed or out of the race, Akaev won easy re-
election in the October 2000 election. Despite rumors that he would hold
a referendum to extend his tenure from five years to seven, in August 2001
Akaev denied any such intentions and has not done so.

In May 2002, the CPJ listed Kyrgyzstan among the world’s 10
worst places to be a journalist. Newspapers critical of the government
have been crippled by slander lawsuits. Such publications include Asaba,
which has resumed publication with a new editor. After the editorial
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offices of Vecherniy (Evening) Bishkek were occupied by the militia in
1999 and the chief editor forced out; it reportedly now is run by Akaev’s
relatives.

In 1995, chief editor Zamira Sydykova of the opposition newspaper
Res Publica received a suspended sentence for libel and was banned for 18
months from working as a journalist. She was jailed again in 1997 for libel
and Amnesty International condemned her sentence. Res Publica most re-
cently had to pay $2,700 in fines for allegedly having offended a claimant’s
“honour and dignity.” The paper was not published from January to May
2002, until it paid the fine.

Freedom of assembly has been restricted in Kyrgyzstan. Hina Jilani,
the Special Representative of the U.N. Secretary General on Human Rights
Defenders, said in summer 2001 that “the right to denounce and protest
human rights violations has been repressed . . . and that freedom of assem-
bly and freedom of association, though guaranteed by the Constitution,
are frequently violated in practice.” In 2002, however, large crowds dem-
onstrated throughout the country, particularly in the south. The January
arrest of parliamentarian Azimbek Beknazarov mobilized thousands of
protesters who blocked the country’s main highway. They demanded the
release of Beknazarov (which was done on May 19); the resignation of
Akaev; the rescinding of the border accord with China; and the punish-
ment of officials responsible for the March 17 shootings.

In September 2002, the opposition again organized a large protest
movement which aimed to descend on Bishkek and force Akaev out.
Another bloody confrontation seemed likely, with unpredictable conse-
quences. On September 12, however, both sides blinked: the marchers dis-
persed after the authorities promised to punish those responsible for the
Aksy shootings by November 15. Afterwards, the authorities became more
adept at managing demonstrations, which for the most part have ceased.

More than 30 political parties now are registered in Kyrgyzstan. Four
opposition political parties—Ar-Namys, Ata-Meken, El and the People
parties—have united to form the Peoples Congress. The imprisoned Felix
Kulov was elected chairman of the movement.

Kyrgyz authorities have targeted non-government organizations
(NGOs) critical of the government, especially the Kyrgyz Human Rights
Committee, headed by Ramazan Dyryldaev. The Committee was de-regis-
tered in 1995 and 1998 and its members have regularly experienced harass-
ment; about fifteen have been arrested at various times. In July 2000, the
authorities occupied the Committee’s offices, which they sealed, effectively
shutting down the NGO. Dyryldaev, in Vienna at the time, remained there,
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fearful of arrest. He returned to Kyrgyzstan only in May 2002, accom-
panying Gerard Stoudmann, Director of the ODIHR, and continues his
political activity. Still, several of Dyryldaev’s associates have been beaten
by police. With large-scale demonstrations almost a daily occurrence in
2002, NGO leaders, especially those with oppositionist leanings, have been
singled out for criticism in the government-controlled media.

Kyrgyzstan has enjoyed a degree of religious freedom since inde-
pendence, although recent government actions are troubling. The State
Commission on Religious Affairs, created in 1996, oversees registration
of religious groups and is charged with protecting freedom of conscience.
However, under a 1997 presidential decree, all religious communities
now must register with the Ministry of Justice. While many Muslim and
Christian religious communities have registered successfully, the govern-
ment repeatedly has turned down the Catholic Church, whose members
are mainly ethnic Kyrgyz.° In addition, the registration of new churches
has slowed, as the government fears creating religious-based conflicts in
rural areas.

Due to security concerns about Islamic extremists, the government
has intensified its surveillance of mosques throughout the country.In 2002,
the government also issued a decree tightening publishing regulations for
religious groups and called for an “audit,” which would affect Muslim and
Christian groups equally.”” Work is underway on a new religion law. Input
from an OSCE/ODIHR Panel of Experts on Freedom of Religion or Belief
is expected to try to safeguard religious rights.!"

Tajikistan

Tajikistan is the only country in Central Asia that has endured a civil
war. After the September 1991 declaration of independence, the United
Tajik Opposition (UTO), a cluster of nationalist and Islamic groups, took
up arms against the Russian-backed Popular Front led by Imomali Rahk-
monov and elites from the southern Kulyab province. The conflict turned
into a struggle between secularists and Islamists, leading to the death of
at least 50,000 people, the displacement of some 800,000 and widespread
economic devastation.

War weariness and military stalemate brought about the June 1997
accord ending the hostilities. In return for disarming which occurred by
1999, the opposition was to receive 30 percent of government posts until
parliamentary elections in 2000 and, in fact, UTO members have been
given government posts at national and local levels. Thus, Tajikistan is the
only Central Asian country where the government has formally reached an
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agreement with the opposition about nominal power sharing, and where a
legal Islamic political party may function openly.

While Rahkmonov largely has consolidated power and controls the
countryside, former guerillas still hold sway in some areas, undermining
overall stability. Several high-ranking officials have been assassinated,
including a deputy interior minister, a former UTO political representa-
tive, a peace accords negotiator, a presidential foreign policy advisor, and
a Minister of Culture. Democratic institutions and rule of law remain
weak; most of the population is impoverished and the rebuilding of
dysfunctional institutions has been slow. Drug use has risen sharply, and
the country is a major transit points for narcotics. Moreover, the return
of Islamist fighters from Afghanistan has raised concern about religious
extremism. Tajikistan’s prospects hinge on whether, in this unpromising
environment, the government can build democratic institutions, combat
rampant corruption and develop the economy.

Tajikistan’s record on elections is poor. Rahkmonov became presi-
dent in November 1994, subsequently extending his five-year term to
seven. The OSCE declined to monitor the 1995 parliamentary elections,
which the UTO refused to recognize while continuing its armed rebellion.
In the November 1999 presidential elections, Rahkmonov ran alone: two
candidates were excluded a month before the election, while Two oth-
ers withdrew in protest. An Islamic Renaissance Party (IRP) candidate
was registered just before election day. On election eve, Rahkmonov and
Abdullah Nuri, former UTO leader and now head of the IRP, agreed to
hold fair, multiparty elections the following year to make up for the flawed
presidential race.

But the February-March 2000 elections were preceded by violence,
including bomb blasts in Dushanbe. A joint OSCE-UN mission cited
many irregularities, concluding the election fell far short of OSCE stan-
dards. Still, six parties fielded candidates, giving voters some choice. The
balloting itself was peaceful; all parties received free air-time on state
media, and all candidates were permitted to hold rallies. Official tallies
gave the ruling PDP about 65 percent, the Communist Party 23 percent,
and the IRP 7 percent. By breaking the 5 percent threshold, the opposition
was given two seats in parliament.

Though conditions for journalists have improved markedly since
the civil war, the state controls many of the publishing and media outlets.
The government offers “friendly advice” to reporters about content, and
the State Committee on Television and Radio controls the issuing of li-
censes—which are expensive and require long waits. As a result, journalists
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often exercise self-censorship. The government also maintains financial
control by subsidizing nearly all publications and electronic facilities, as
well as the country’s only publishing house. Still, the IRP maintains its
own independent printing press.

Asia-Plus, an independent Tajik news agency, began broadcasting in
September 2002, making it the capital’s first non-governmental source of
information. Asia-Plus originally sought a license in 1998; its application
was rejected in July 2002. President Rahkmonov, under international pres-
sure, had to intervene to reverse the decision. Dushanbe remains without
an independent television station, although independent stations do oper-
ate in other cities, particularly in the relatively liberal northern region of
Soghd. In August 2002, TV Servis was granted a license to rebroadcast 12
foreign television channels in Dushanbe.

Journalists who offend the government or powerful individuals risk
arrests, beatings or worse. In May 2000, Saifullo Rahimov, the director of
the state radio and television, was murdered. Saifadin Dostiev, correspon-
dent of the Tajik-language service of Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty
(RFE/RL), was badly beaten the same month. However, Internews reported
no beatings of journalists in 2002, and in July of the same year, charges
were dropped against Dodojon Atovulloyev, exiled editor of Charoghi Ruz,
which often had been critical of the government.

Freedom of assembly is limited in Tajikistan. NGOs and political
groups must obtain permits from local authorities to demonstrate; dem-
onstrations are rare and participants normally do not face reprisal. Per-
mits for political rallies, however, are more difficult to obtain than those
for NGO-related events. In May 2001, local Kulyab authorities obstructed
an IRP meeting and briefly detained two members. The authorities
strictly-controlled political demonstrations prior to the 1999 presidential
elections.

Five political parties are registered in Tajikistan. Rahkmonov’s Peo-
ple’s Democratic Party is dominant; the leading opposition party is the
IRP, which no longer calls for an Islamic state but rather a society in which
“Muslims would be accorded a fitting place.” The IRP was registered in
September 1999 following the reversal of a law prohibiting parties based
on religious affiliation. Some IRP members occupy senior government
posts (including Minister of Emergency Situations, Deputy Prime Minis-
ter, and most other deputy ministerial posts), and its members hold local
positions as well.

Registration of political parties can be an arduous process. In sev-
eral cases, applications were denied on technicalities, such as “insufficient
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membership,” or for unknown reasons. Six parties were banned in 1999
alone, as was the Adolatkhoh (Justice) Party last year in two oblasts. More-
over, the government has “made politically motivated arrests, and there
were credible allegations of cases of illegal government detention of rival
political factions.”?

The NGO community is fairly active in Tajikistan; officials estimate
some 2000 are operating. Freedom House (2002) reports that the govern-
ment generally does not interfere in their operations, and that “groups
that do not officially register are not necessarily illegal.” Advocacy by Tajik
NGOs yielded Resolution 132, which slashed registration fees for com-
munity organizations and national-level NGOs. The number of registered
NGOs dramatically increased in 2001: 320 NGOs were registered that year
alone, a 35 percent increase from the previous year.

Though the Islamic party is legal and its representatives are in gov-
ernment, mosques and religious schools must be approved by the religious
authorities (muftiate). Tajik authorities required all mosques to re-register
two years ago, resulting in the closure of smaller and more radical ones,
and religious schools had to submit their curricula to authorities. In an
unpopular move, Tajik authorities also outlawed the use of loudspeak-
ers for call to prayer in large cities. Although members of Hizb ut-Tahrir,
whose explicit goal is the non-violent restoration of the Caliphate, have
been arrested in Tajikistan, the number of arrests is much smaller than in
neighboring Uzbekistan, and trials appear to be more open.

Christian groups that do not comply with registration procedures
have faced petty harassment, and others have had their applications turned
down. In late 2001, three Christian churches were bombed. In one of these
cases, Islamic extremists reportedly were involved; in the other two, three
persons were accused and one escaped. Baha'i and Hare Krishna groups
have experienced some instances of discrimination; in 1999, Abdullah
Mugharebi, a prominent Baha’i leader, was murdered.

Turkmenistan

President Saparmurat Niyazov has created a near-totalitarian political
system and one of the world’s most repressive regimes. He has not allowed
alternative leaders, political parties, or movements to emerge and has
maintained Soviet-style controls on a fearful populace. A defining feature
of Niyazov’s political system is his cult of personality. He renamed himself
Turkmenbashi “father of the Turkmen” and calls himself “The Great.” In
2002, Niyazov released the Rukhnama, a book of his teachings that citizens
must study, and he appears intent on displacing other sources of historical
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information and spirituality.”® In August 2002, he renamed the months of
the year, reserving two for himself and his deceased mother.

In November 2001, former Foreign Minister Boris Shikmuradov
resigned from the government, fled the country, and declared his opposi-
tion to Niyazov. His move sparked other defections and marked the first
time that a group of former high-ranking officials publicly declared their
intention to topple Niyazov and formed a movement in exile to do so. Ni-
yazov responded by purging the security apparatus—hitherto seen as his
staunchest prop—and the military.

On November 25, 2002, official Turkmen sources reported an as-
sassination attempt on Niyazov. Opposition representatives disclaimed
any involvement and accused Niyazov of staging an attack to justify the
mass arrests which followed. According to opposition and independent
sources, scores of people, especially relatives of opposition leaders, have
been jailed and tortured. Some, including Boris Shikmuradov, who was
either captured or turned himself in at the end of December, have already
confessed on television. At least two of those sentenced reportedly have
died in prison.

Saparmurat Niyazov has never demonstrated the slightest inclina-
tion to loosen his control of Turkmen society, to rethink his views or to
regard seriously his OSCE human rights commitments. There is no reason
to expect any liberalization in Turkmenistan while he is in power or to
believe that he will leave office voluntarily.

All elections in Turkmenistan have been farces. Races were uncon-
tested in the December 1994 parliamentary election, and official figures
claimed 99.8 percent turnout. Though seats were nominally contested in
the December 1999 parliamentary elections, the ODIHR declined to send
observers, concluding that the pre-election process “does not meet mini-
mal OSCE commitments for democratic elections.”

Saparmurat Niyazov was the first Central Asian leader to cancel elec-
tions. In January 1994, he organized a referendum to extend his tenure in
office until 2002; according to official results, 99.9 percent of the electorate
cast ballots, and 99.99 percent of voters approved the initiative. In Decem-
ber 1999, the Halq Maslakhaty (People’s Council), ostensibly the country’s
highest representative body but actually a rubber stamp for Niyazov, gave
him the right to remain in office permanently. His virtual coronation as
“president for life” flagrantly flouts OSCE commitments, which call for
regular and competitive elections. Niyazov has since announced that he
will remain in office until 2010, when contested presidential elections will
be held.
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There is no freedom of speech in Turkmenistan. All media are rig-
orously censored and glorify Niyazov. In May 2002, Freimut Duve, the
OSCE’s Representative on the Media, offered the following assessment to
the OSCE’s Permanent Council: “Turkmenistan . . . is the only member of
the OSCE where currently media freedom . . . is non-existent . . . the no-
tion of freedom of the media has not undergone any real changes since the
days of the Soviet regime.” On December 12, Duve said, “In this ‘declared
democracy’ the media are currently being used to humiliate and terrorise
anybody who is even remotely contemplating the legitimacy of the current
state of affairs. Some of the television programmes I have been informed
about remind me of the show trials on Soviet radio and in the newspapers
during the thirties”

Freedom of association is forbidden in Turkmenistan, the only re-
maining one-party state in the former Soviet bloc. The Democratic Party
is the sole registered party. No opposition groups were ever registered and
none are allowed to function today. In May 2002, Niyazov said, “Turk-
menistan will get a multiparty system and an opposition in time, but it
has had more important things to do since independence, such as ensuring
that the people’s living standards don’t plummet.” In fact, living standards
have plummeted for the great majority of the population.

According to independent sources, there are about 500 NGOs in
Turkmenistan, of which 60 are registered. However, no new NGOs have
been registered since 1995, nor can NGOs engage in any activity that even
hints of political opposition. In June 2002, representatives of various Turk-
men parties and NGOs convened in Vienna. Turkmenistan’s opposition-
in-exile formed a coordinating-consultative body, called the “Roundtable
of the Turkmen democratic opposition.” Members include “Agzibirlik,” the
Russian community of Turkmenistan, the Communist Party, the Social-
Democratic Party of Turkmenistan, the Board of Veterans of the Turkmen
international warriors, the Turkmen diaspora in Afghanistan and Iran, the
National Patriotic Movement of Turkmenistan, the National Democratic
Movement of Turkmenistan, and the popular social movement “Mertebe.”
To date, this body has held meetings and issued statements condemning
ongoing human rights abuses but has not visibly been able to undermine
Niyazov’s position.

There is no freedom of assembly in Turkmenistan. The atmosphere
has been so repressive that one rarely even hears of attempts to organize
demonstrations. Nevertheless, RFE/RL reported in April 2002 that protest-
ers gathered outside the building of the Committee for National Security
(KNB) in Ashgabat for the second day to complain about misdeeds by the
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security organs and to demand the punishment of KNB members who
violated the law."* In August 2002, opponents of Niyazov’s regime report-
edly distributed anti-government leaflets in the main bazaar in Ashgabat.

The most publicized demonstration in Turkmenistan took place in
July 1995, when about 1,000 people marched in Ashgabat and called for
new presidential and parliamentary elections. Subsequently, law enforce-
ment officials described the marchers as “drug addicts” on television, and
several participants remained in jails for years afterwards. They were re-
leased before Niyazov’s 1998 visit to Washington.

Turkmenistan allows no freedom of religion. The 1991 Law on
Freedom of Conscience and Religious Organizations, amended in 1995
and 1996, requires religious groups to have 500 adherents in each locality
wishing to register. Unregistered communities may not hold any religious
meeting or proselytize. Individuals caught participating in such meetings
risk monetary fines and criminal sanctions.'

Accordingly, approved religious communities are limited to govern-
ment approved Sunni mosques and Russian Orthodox Churches. Govern-
ment raids against unregistered religious groups are common, often fol-
lowed by arrests and seizures of property. The government even bulldozed
an unregistered Adventist Church in 1999, seized the property, and now
is turning the site into a public park.'’® While longtime Baptist prisoner
Shalgeldi Atakov was released in January 2002, several Jehovah’s Witnesses
remain jailed for refusing to swear an oath of loyalty to President Niyazov.
Recently, Turkmen authorities forced a group of Protestants from a small
eastern village to renounce their faith and swear an oath on Niyazov’s
Ruhnama."”

Uzbekistan

Under President Islam Karimov, Uzbekistan is a repressive police
state, where opposition is banned, media are censored, and civil society has
been crippled. Karimov apparently means to remain in power indefinitely
and has manipulated elections for that purpose. None of the five parties
in Uzbekistan’s parliament can even be remotely considered oppositionist.
The courts are tightly controlled, sentencing those accused of political or
religious crimes to long prison terms.

The most populous country of Central Asia, Uzbekistan is also the
state where political Islam has emerged as a threat, particularly in the
form of the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), which the U.S. Gov-
ernment has classified as a terrorist organization. For the last five years,
Karimov’s regime has been engaged in a virtual war against religious Mus-
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lims who want to worship outside state-controlled mosques. Uzbek and
international human rights groups estimate that thousands of people have
been jailed; planting of evidence is common, as is torture in prison. Kari-
mov has ignored advice from many sources, including Washington, which
warns that his crackdown only strengthens the radical Islamic dangers he
claims to be combating.

Since the post-September 11 rapprochement with Washington, Kari-
mov has made some gestures: He permitted the registration of an indepen-
dent human rights organization, amnestied prisoners, and most recently,
has claimed that pre-publication censorship has been lifted. In 2002, two
cases were reported of policemen who had tortured detainees receiving jail
terms. On August 29, 2002, Karimov urged “radical” democratic changes,
telling parliament that the country is ready for freedom of the media,
political activity, independent courts, and economic liberalism.* Based
on past practice, however, there is no reason to expect more than tactical
concessions or to look forward to genuine political reform.

In the December 1991 presidential election, Karimov allowed Mo-
hammad Solih, poet, writer, and leader of the opposition Erk party, to
run. Abdurrahim Polat, leader of the opposition Birlik movement, was
not allowed to register as a candidate. Official figures gave Solih about 12
percent of the vote, in Uzbekistan’s last election with any suspense.

The OSCE refused to send observers to the 1999 parliamentary elec-
tions, in which five pro-government parties participated. In the January
2000 presidential elections, which OSCE also did not monitor, the person
permitted to run against Karimov said he would vote for the incumbent.
Still, Karimov was not content with another five-year term. In January
2002, Uzbekistan held a referendum which extended his tenure in office
from five years to seven.

There is no freedom of assembly in Uzbekistan. Attempts to organize
demonstrations are rare and participants are usually jailed. Still, on April
23, 2002, more than 20 women protesting the torture of their relatives in
prison gathered on a Tashkent street. They were quickly surrounded by
militia and KGB and dragged into waiting buses. This was the second such
attempted demonstration in recent months."

On August 27, 2002, Uzbek authorities detained Elena Urlaeva and
another woman who were protesting government abuses outside the
Ministry of Justice. The next day, the two were transferred to a psychiatric
hospital for compulsory treatment, including forced administration of
drugs.?
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Freedom of association is not permitted in Uzbekistan. Karimov
created several pro-government parties, perhaps to check the power of
the National Democratic Party (successor to the Communist Party) and
to create a semblance of pluralism. These parties include Adolat (Justice);
Milliy Tiklanish (National Rebirth), and Fidokorlar, apparently Karimov’s
favorite. However, since 1992, the opposition parties Erk and Birlik have
not been able to participate in elections or distribute literature. Erk
spokesmen claim party members are in jail for their political activity and
are tortured; Erk activists not in jail are closely monitored by police. A
September 21, 2002 appeal by the Human Rights Society of Uzbekistan
listed eight of its members behind bars.

On April 4, 2002, Karimov said he would meet with opposition mem-
bers in exile who return to Uzbekistan, particularly if they could promote
economic reforms. His invitation extended only to those not involved in
terrorist activities, especially the February 1999 explosions in Tashkent,
and those who do not seek to reestablish the Caliphate, i.e., Hizb-ut-Tahrir.
But there is no reason to expect sanctioned opposition parties soon.

After September 11, Karimov yielded to American pressure on behalf
of independent human rights groups. Before Karimov’s visit to Washing-
ton in March 2002, the Ministry of Justice registered the Independent
Human Rights Organization of Uzbekistan, a breakthrough by Uzbek
standards. Other independent human rights groups remain unregistered,
although they do function. The best known is the Human Rights Society
of Uzbekistan. Recently, several more have emerged, including Ezgulik
(Good Deed) and Mazlum (The Oppressed). On May 21, 2002, Ezgulik’s
application for registration was rejected by the Ministry of Justice.

There is no freedom of speech in Uzbekistan. While stories about
low-level corruption may appear, Karimov and his policies are off-limits.
Those who try to print or distribute unsanctioned newspapers or bulle-
tins, such as those associated with Erk or Birlik, risk criminal penalties. Ka-
rimov has himself criticized Uzbekistan’s media, skirting the issue of how
media can develop in such a tightly run political system. On May 10, 2002,
he raised the issue on national TV, acknowledging that, “Despite what is in
our laws . .. we are still far from international standards. The media today
is not the fourth estate that it is in all developed countries.”

Shortly thereafter, Uzbekistan’s chief censor lost his job and on
May 13, for the first time, Uzbek newspapers were published without
censorship. Nevertheless, the Committee to Protect Journalists declared
in Tashkent on June 10 that little has changed, as the authorities “rou-
tinely encourage self-censorship by threatening critical journalists with
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imprisonment.” The CPJ called for the release from prison of journalists
Mukhammad Bekjonov, Yusuf Rozimurodov, and Majit Abdurahimov.?!
Karimov’s commitment to media freedom remains to be demonstrated
and pending the publication of articles critical of government policy
should not be taken seriously.

Uzbekistan’s government claims that Islam has regained its revered
place after 70 years of Soviet atheism and indeed, many new mosques have
been opened. But Karimov has always feared politicized Islam and sought
to control religion. He has some reason to worry, especially about two or-
ganizations that openly challenge the state’s avowedly secular stance—the
IMU and Hizb-ut-Tahrir (Party of Freedom). The IMU, which is linked
to al Qaeda, has pledged to overthrow Karimov, and in 1999 and 2000
staged incursions into Kyrgyzstan with the aim of establishing bases in
Uzbekistan. Hizb-ut-Tahrir, though professedly non-violent, is openly
anti-Semitic and anti-Western.

Accordingly, the Uzbek Government decides who may become an
Imam and what can be preached in mosques.?> Moreover, Imams require
periodic re-approval from the Muftiate, the State’s Committee on Religion
and the National Security Committee. A 1998 law on religion restricts
religious freedom to groups deemed a threat to national security, bans
proselytizing and private religious instruction, and only permits govern-
ment approved clerics to wear religious dress.” Under 1999 amendments
to the criminal code, individuals attending an unregistered group risk
three to five years in jail for belonging to an “illegal” group. Individuals
caught attending meetings of “banned” religious groups face up to 20
years imprisonment.*

Since the February 1999 explosions in Tashkent, which Karimov
called an assassination attempt and blamed on radical Muslims, thousands
have been jailed for practicing Islam outside of government-regulated
religious institutions, and for their affiliation with unregistered Islamic
organizations. Human Rights Watch has documented more than 800
such cases since 1999; detainees are held in secret, tortured, and denied
access to counsel. At trial, judges ignore allegations of torture—used to
extract confessions—and sentence defendants to as many as twenty years
in prison for possessing or distributing unsanctioned religious literature,
belonging to unofficial religious organizations, or adherence to religious
ideals viewed as hostile to the state.

Christian communities exist in relative peace as long as they do not
attempt to proselytize to indigenous groups not traditionally Christian.
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Still, a Baptist church in a Tashkent suburb has been ordered closed, and
Jehovah’s Witnesses have been fined and harassed.

Conclusion

In many aspects, citizens of Central Asian states enjoy less freedom
than they did a decade ago. At that time, opposition movements could
operate, even in Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. The press was freer in
the early 1990s in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan than in 2002, and political
pluralism had far better prospects. Tajikistan’s unhappy experience would
seem to indicate that only violence can bring the region’s governments and
opposition to terms.

Unfortunately, one cannot project with any confidence the develop-
ment of democratic societies in Central Asia from today’s trends. More
likely outcomes are variations of “strongman” regimes, where leaders-for-
life control their country’s economic assets, while they and lower-level of-
ficials keep the press from informing the public about their misdeeds.

But the absence of even the possibility of normal politics leads to
abnormal politics. The refusal of Central Asian leaders to allow turnover
at the top or permit newcomers to enter the game means that outsiders
have no stake in the political process and can imagine coming to power,
or merely sharing in the wealth, only by extra-constitutional methods.
Kyrgyzstan’s protest movement in 2002 is one form of the phenomenon;
the recent reported assassination attempt on Turkmenistan’s Saparmurat
Niyazov is another.

Only Kyrgyzstan offers some cause for cautious optimism. Akaev has
pledged not to run for a third term in 2005. His stepping down would be
unprecedented for the region, as would be a sincere, successful transfer
of some of his presidential powers to other branches of government. The
Kyrgyz model would not necessarily apply to neighboring states, whose
leaders disdain Akaev as weak, but a redistribution of powers is a guide-
post for reform. Perhaps more important, the 2002 demonstrations in
Kyrgyzstan were the first large protests in Central Asia in years, indicating
the depth of popular resentment and the capacity for public galvanization.
They also showed Kyrgystan’s leaders, opposition and public, as well as the
entire region, that “street politics” is effective, whereas no other vehicle of
registering popular discontent and influencing government policy works.
The lesson will not soon be forgotten.
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Chapter 6

Democracy-Building
in Central Asia
Post-September 11

Sylvia W. Babus

entral Asia is back on the map of U.S. foreign policy. After the

September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks on the United States, the five

“stans” of Central Asia became “frontline states” in the global war
on terrorism, with important roles to play as strategic partners in military
operations in Afghanistan and Iraq. Budgets for assistance funds soared.
The bulk of the new funds paid for military equipment, training, and vari-
ous forms of counter-terrorism programs. However, the heightened U.S.
interest in closer strategic relationships with these states also was matched
by renewed enthusiasm—and more money—for promoting democratic
political development. In fact, the Bush administration’s new conceptual
framework for national security strategy and foreign aid offered strong
reasons to build democracy in Central Asia.

This chapter will examine the scope and character of the democracy-
promoting re-engagement in Central Asia. How much are we spending
on such assistance, and what part does it play in our relationships with
these states now? What kind of democracy promotion do we support, and
how has our assistance changed over time? How does democracy promo-
tion in Central Asia fit into the Bush administration’s plans for national
security and foreign aid? Specifically, how has our assistance changed since
September 117 Is our assistance worthwhile? Despite the persistence of
obstacles in the Central Asian environment, and despite some fundamen-
tal contradictions and tensions in the U.S. policy formulations, optimism
persists about the value and long-term promise of such assistance.

Foreign assistance practitioners are cheering America’s renewed
interest in Central Asia and are eagerly expanding established democracy-
building assistance activities — or designing new ones. Some of these
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initiatives are exciting, and all of them promise to enlarge the political
space for political reform. However, all parties recognize that the room
to maneuver is still extremely limited. None of the sitting governments
appear ready to warm up to democracy just because the United States
believes that repressive regimes produce discontent and potential terrorist
recruits.

While some have charged that strategic-level alliances with today’s
undemocratic strongmen in Central Asia ruin the chances for meaning-
ful democracy promotion, this charge seems overdone. The path toward
democracy in Central Asia was rough and steep well before September 11,
and the follow-on U.S. rush to embrace these governments as partners in
the war on terror. Most of those who are implementing America’s democ-
racy-promoting assistance projects in Central Asia are both realistic and
sophisticated about what can be accomplished. There is no reason to reject
their faith that a prominent U.S. presence, coupled with greater visibility
for Central Asia and attention to its societies, can enhance the possibilities
for successful small steps forward in the coming years.

The Assistance Surprise: Suddenly, Close Ties with
Central Asia

The Central Asian states did not take long to decide to support the
U.S. war on terrorism, or the U.S. military action against the Taliban in Af-
ghanistan.! By the end of September 2001, Russia had offered its support
for a U.S. military presence in Central Asia, and all five states had offered
use of their airspace, airports, roads, or bases in return for various forms
of assistance. Agreements, memoranda, and joint declarations conveying
these understandings were the subject of a number of high-level visits to
and from the region in 2001 and 2002. In the case of Uzbekistan, a “non-
specific security guarantee” took the form of an American pledge to regard
any external threat to Uzbekistani security “with grave concern.”

Congress quickly granted President Bush’s request for more money
to pay for expanded cooperation with the Central Asian (and other)
frontline states, through supplemental appropriations in December 2001
and March 2002 that designated nearly $150 million in additional fund-
ing.> The effect was to quadruple total assistance funds for Uzbekistan,
nearly double funding for the Kyrgyz Republic and Tajikistan, while
sizably increasing funds for Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan. Some of the
extra money did supplement assistance activities to support democratic
and economic reform; however, the bulk of the funds were for security-
related purposes. Much of this covered provision of equipment to support



DEMOCRACY-BUILDING 117

enhanced border security capabilities by ground or airborne forces, com-
munications equipment for interoperability with U.S. forces, as well as
improved counter-narcotics capacity.* The data for budgeted funds over
the last four years is presented in Table 6-1. The trend in total obligated
assistance funds appears also in Figure 6-1.

Table 6-1. Budgeted Assistance to the Central Asian States, 1999 — 2002
(Millions)

1999 2000 2001 2002

Kazakhstan 74.49 71.04 74.92 86.25
Kyrgyzstan 64.19 50.1 41.60 93.53
Tajikistan 37.63 38.85 72.04 133.41
Turkmenistan 17.78 11.24 12.88 18.86
Uzbekistan 49.34 40.20 58.68 219.35

Data from the summary tables in “U.S. Government Assistance to and Cooperative Activities with Eurasia, Fiscal Year 2002." These figures
represent total FSA and agency transfers budgeted, excluding the estimated value for donated commodity humanitarian assistance.

Figure 6—1. USAID Funds for Central Asia, 1996 - 2002
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Figure 6-2. Democracy Promotion as Part of USAID Assistance to the
NIS, 1996-2002"
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*NIS refers to the 12 former Soviet republics (excludes the Baltic states); Obligated funds from Agency transfers. Data from USAID and the
Annual Reports of the Office of the Coordinator of US Assistance to Europe and Eurasia.

Just how much more money has been made available to promote
democracy? Figure 6-2 gives a closer look at the trend in the proportion
of U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) funds obligated
for democracy and governance activities. These funds are not large when
compared with the millions made available for security, military, and law
enforcement, but they still represent an overall increase.® Moreover, these
funds were shared among a great many kinds of programs, ranging from
activities to promote nuclear safety to medical advice about HIV/AIDS, to
budget training, to student exchanges.” On the other hand, most democ-
racy promotion activities have been relatively inexpensive. Where other
kinds of assistance provided materials or equipment, democracy promo-
tion generally has emphasized training as well as conferences, seminars
and materials and small grants for citizen groups.

Promoting Democracy While Fighting Terrorism

What is the role of democracy promotion assistance in the post-Sep-
tember 11 environment? Has the global war on terrorism swept aside the
old dream of democratic transformation in the former Soviet republics?
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Strategic partnerships with the decidedly undemocratic governments
of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan cer-
tainly pose risks. Human rights groups quickly questioned the wisdom of
closer ties to these states.® Despite widespread agreement that the United
States would need the broadest possible set of cooperative partners to
exterminate the kind of terrorism that had so brutally attacked the U.S.
homeland, the five Central Asian states were not attractive partners. In the
words of one observer:

Courting these ex-Soviet republics has obliged the administration to
cozy up to unsavory autocrats hitherto known chiefly for economic
mismanagement, a contempt for democracy and human rights, and
a single-minded determination to retain their hold on power by
whatever means necessary . . . Freedom of religion does not exist, but
then neither do most other freedoms, as the State Department’s own
annual report on human rights demonstrates.’

Another critic pointed out that these states could try to exploit the
partnership to avoid political and economic reform:

Clearly, these governments will wish to use the U.S. need for access
to their territory to slacken pressure on them with regard to political
and economic reform. Worse, aid money provided to autocratic gov-
ernments may exacerbate corruption making better governance more
difficult instead of less. They will also try to leverage their relationship
with the United States in their regional rivalries with each other. And
of course, the United States risks being associated with unpopular
regimes in the eyes of the peoples of these countries, and suffering
when those regimes eventually fall.!?

From the outset, however, the Bush administration voiced their po-
sition that any partnership with these Central Asian governments would
require the states to declare their commitment to democracy and market
economies. Congress, too, wanted to ensure that the new security rela-
tionships would not eclipse U.S. support for democratic values. Proposed
amendments to the legislation authorizing extra funding to the “frontline
states” linked the new money to satisfactory human rights performance.
There were no illusions: Everyone recognized that the Central Asian re-
gimes were politically unsavory, and that it would be unwise—not to men-
tion politically unacceptable—to neglect concerns about democracy and
human rights when dealing with countries like the “Stans.”
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In every instance, agreements with the Central Asian states included
provisions that renewed or confirmed their pledges to advance the reform
agenda, both politically and economically. The U.S. side also affirmed its
plans to continue efforts to promote democracy through foreign assistance
to Central Asia, right along with heavy funding to re-equip and train
military and security forces. While the increases in funding for democracy
promotion are dwarfed by those for military and security assistance, more
money for democracy really has been made available.

Fallow Ground: The Record of Democracy Promotion
Prior to September 11

Initial efforts in the 1990s to promote democratic development in
Central Asia did build contacts with reformers, exposed thousands to
Western ideas, and helped local people experience the power of organized
citizenry. However, the overall impact of the efforts by the United States
and others was limited, given the authoritarian styles of the region’s firmly
entrenched leaders. While not identical, all the Central Asian regimes to
some extent restricted speech, limited citizen action, avoided competitive
elections, stifled dissent, and suppressed or harassed potential opposition.
Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan also resisted the emergence of markets and
entrepreneurs, perhaps fearing the political consequences of a restructured
economy they could not control. This restrictive environment retarded the
emergence of local reformers, and limited the possibilities for democracy
promotion by outsiders.

The bleak outlook for democracy promotion in Central Asia
prompted a reorientation of assistance strategy. A five-year assistance
strategy for Central Asia prepared by USAID in 2000 lamented the “over-
all lack of reform across the region.”"! Noting that the Eastern European
model of a “rapid, structural transition to open market democracy is not
appropriate for the Asian republics,” this new strategy called for a shift to a
longer-term approach that would build pressure for change by expanding
opportunities for citizen participation. That is, USAID would “concentrate
assistance on selected organizations, enterprise and people at local levels to
grow dialogue, pluralism, the non-governmental sector, and partnership
to build common good and mutual interest in stable change.”? In other
words, USAID adopted a “democracy from below” approach, emphasizing
indirect efforts to support a “more open, democratic culture, with em-
phasis on nongovernmental organizations, independent information and
electronic media, and progressive parliamentarians.”'?
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What had gone wrong? Primarily, it was anti-democratic behavior
by governments. Each of the five Central Asian states provided some rea-
son for disappointment. The bad news included Kyrgyzstan,* which had
seemed to be a success story for democracy promotion in Central Asia
because of its “progressive leadership, vocal commitment to democracy
and a market-based economy.”* However, President Askar Akaev’s moves
in 2001 to harass citizen groups and restrict independent media changed
this assessment. 6

Despite its initial pledges to join the world economy and create a
democratic, secular system that would protect citizen rights, Uzbekistan
proved resistant to both political and economic reform. USAID’s 2000
report to Congress complained about the Uzbekistani government’s re-
luctance to introduce broad-based market reforms, and the “serious de-
bilitating effect” of its restrictions on convertibility and access to foreign
currency. “Citizen participation in economic and political life [in Uzbeki-
stan] is limited and ill-informed. Political opposition to the regime is not
tolerated, and the upcoming elections are not expected to meet interna-
tional standards.”7 A more recent report charged that Uzbekistan’s leader-
ship “remains entrenched in a closed and stagnant political and economic
system . . . Citizens remain poorly informed and their participation in
economic and political life restricted. Political opposition is not tolerated
and interference with the independent media persists.”8

Kazakhstan, often praised for its economic reforms, began to draw
criticism for its political shortcomings. Unfair presidential elections,
crackdowns on the media, and restrictions of freedom of assembly pro-
voked a complaint in USAID’s FY 2000 Congressional budget presentation
that despite some “great strides” in civil society, “hoped-for changes have
not occurred at the national level.”"

Very little serious democracy promotion could occur in Tajikistan
until the civil war had ended and recovery was underway. A political settle-
ment in 1997 eventually brought the opposition into the national political
process and created important openings for U.S. assistance directed at
democracy building. However, this was a late start, and the subsequent
American assistance program was quite small.

Turkmenistan, with a government uninterested in change, was clearly
the most difficult case. As USAID’s FY 2001 program summary noted, “the
Government of Turkmenistan has not yet made a demonstrable commit-
ment to democratic and economic reform. Turkmenistan remains a reso-
lute one-party state with power vested in a communist-turned-nationalist
leadership.”2
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These developments clearly showed that democracy promotion in
Central Asia would be working, in practice, against governments. This
seemed to make any real progress toward democracy building in this re-
gion part of a fundamentally political equation: Would the United States
(and other democracy-promoting governments) be ready to pressure the
governments of this region to tolerate and accept such programs? And
how receptive would the Central Asian governments be to such pressures?
Would further progress depend on unlikely political shifts within these
states?

Just two months before the September 11 attacks, Michael Parmly of
the State Department’s Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor
outlined a rather depressing state of affairs in testimony on Central Asia
before hearings on the Hill. While he indicated the United States would
not give up its efforts to support the emergence of democracy in this re-
gion, his statement left little room for hope so long as the current Central
Asian governments remained in power. Parmly’s statement on July 28,
2001 is worth quoting at length:

The overarching goal of U.S. policy in Central Asia is to see these
states develop into stable, free-market democracies, both as a goal in
itself and as a bulwark against regional instability and conflict. This
broader goal serves three core strategic interests: regional security,
political/economic reform and energy development. While our secu-
rity and energy interests are important, in the long run none of these
goals can be achieved until these governments undertake compre-
hensive reforms to enfranchise their people both economically and
politically. . ..

We have therefore encouraged, both through across-the-board politi-
cal engagement and a variety of assistance programs, the formation
of democratic civil societies and the development of free-market
economies . . . In some countries, there has been progress on eco-
nomic reform. However, despite such efforts, progress towards de-
mocracy has been uneven at best, while in places like Turkmenistan,
it is almost non-existent. Even more disturbing, however, has been
the varying degrees of backsliding in countries like Kazakhstan and
Kyrgyzstan . . . Political accountability, particularly as embodied by
national elections, is the most obvious and well-monitored aspect of
democracy. In this area, the Central Asian republics have performed
abysmally . ...
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Unfortunately, our efforts to promote democracy and respect for
human rights in Central Asia have not been enough. Indeed, these
governments seem to be giving up on the reality of democracy
(though they cling to the rhetoric). As a result, we have altered our
approach. Democracy and human rights issues take up more of the
agenda in our bilateral discussion . . . In addition we have reoriented
our assistance programs to these states, shifting our democracy,
economic and humanitarian assistance more toward direct grants to
local communities or via local NGOs [non-governmental organiza-
tions], and rely less on government to government aid.?!

Ambassador William Taylor, then serving as the U.S. Coordinator
for U.S. Assistance to the New Independent States,? also appeared at
these hearings. He raised the practical problem associated with the factors
Parmly had described: “What can the United States do to help the people
of Central Asia create democratic societies, given the fact that their gov-
ernments are standing in the way of reform?”> This constraint, he said,
explained why our democracy programs in Central Asia are “targeted
almost exclusively at the non-governmental sector, with the exception of a
few programs that work with reform-oriented local governments.” He also
noted the importance of support for local independent media outlets and
praised the popular academic and professional exchanges that were expos-
ing so many of Central Asia’s young generation to the West.

Based on testimony by Ambassador Taylor and other regional ex-
perts, U.S. assistance providers had lowered their expectations for demo-
cratic change in Central Asia well before September 11, and shifted gears to
longer-range strategies. This might be described as “democracy promotion
from below,” but how bold would such a strategy be? Whatever assump-
tions one makes about U.S. capabilities and resources, no foreign govern-
ment can force change on an unwilling society. Even where groups and
individuals in a foreign state are receptive or even eager for democratic
change, official U.S. assistance programs to support them can only oper-
ate by agreement with the host government. Such governments may resist,
inhibit, or forbid efforts to enhance civil society and empower citizens at
the grass roots.” How far would the U.S. government be willing to go, and
how successful would its attempts to carry out democracy building be?

Long-time democracy assistance providers have reacted differently
to the range of options available. Some of them have objected strenuously
to any suggestion that the United States “give up” by limiting support for
pro-democracy forces in undemocratic countries. Everyone seems to sup-
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port educational exchanges that may prepare more pro-democratic future
generations, and sing the praises of support for the emergence of civil
society in former socialist states.s But for those impatient to see progress,
educational exchanges and efforts to promote cultural change are not
enough. The poor prospects for indigenous democratic reform in Central
Asia brought new attention to the foreign policy priorities that would be
set by the new U.S. administration under President George W. Bush.

The Bush Administration Reframes Assistance Policies

The conceptual framework behind the Bush administration’s new
National Security Strategy, and a fresh approach to foreign assistance, give
democratic values a prominent place. However, the new concepts have
produced some still-unresolved tensions between national security and
democracy promotion activities in Central Asia.

USAID, under its new Administrator Andrew Natsios, had already
begun to redefine foreign assistance in ways that would emphasize per-
formance, accountability, and cost-effectiveness. Essentially, this new ap-
proach stressed that assistance designed to support democratic develop-
ment and market reforms would be wasted if it were given to governments
unable or unwilling to pursue reforms. Early in 2002, USAID released a
commissioned study?* that buttressed these ideas by examining the ac-
cumulated experience of development assistance. This work attributed
some of the failures of development assistance to faults of the recipient
states themselves, noting that those performing most poorly had failed
to achieve either democracy or good governance. Accordingly, the report
offered five suggestions for promoting—and rewarding—political will to
reform:

mLevels of foreign assistance must be more clearly tied to develop-

ment performance, and to demonstrations of political will for
reform and good governance.

m Good performers must be tangibly rewarded.

mIf there is no political commitment to democratic and governance

reforms, the United States should suspend government assistance
and work only with nongovernmental actors.

mThe United States should use its voice, vote and full influence

within the World Bank and other multilateral development banks
to terminate development assistance to bad governments and to
focus on countries with reasonably good governance.

mThe United States must work closer with other bilateral doors to

coordinate pressure on bad, recalcitrant governments.”
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This analysis also reflected impatience with undemocratic, nonre-
forming governments:

Only if governance becomes more democratic and accountable will
development occur in the poorly performing countries. And only
with a comprehensive, consistent, ‘tough love’ approach from the
international community is political will for governance reform likely
to emerge and to be sustained . .. Political leaders must learn that
they will pay a heavy international price for bad governance, forfeit-
ing material resources and becoming more isolated diplomatically . ..
Strategies for promoting democracy and good governance must focus
relentlessly on generating and sustaining political will for systemic
reform, with diplomacy and aid working hand in hand.?

President Bush incorporated the key elements of this incentive- and
performance-based concept of foreign assistance in his proposal for a
Millenium Challenge Account (MCA), announced in March 2002. His
plan proposed a $5 billion annual increase in assistance to developing
countries with the funds intended to support development projects by
poor countries that have enacted sound policies and achieved some mea-
surable progress. A key element of the MCA is the plan to fund projects
proposed by developing countries themselves.?” Congress has accepted this
program, but at much lower levels of initial funding. Considerable con-
troversy remains over how to identify qualifying countries and administer
the assistance. Despite tough talk about the need to promote political will
for democratic development, the overall approach of the MCA makes it
inapplicable to the Central Asian states. Instead, the MCA is directed at
reducing poverty more efficiently by working with reform governments
in very poor states.®

But while a shift toward a “tougher” development assistance strategy
seemed at odds with the new funding commitment to the Central Asian
states, the Bush administration’s strategy for dealing with terrorist threats
appeared consistent with it. The National Security Strategy issued in Sep-
tember 2002 noted, “poverty, weak institutions, and corruption can make
weak states vulnerable to terrorist networks and drug cartels.”’! Repression
also makes states vulnerable to terrorists. Hence, democratic reform—and
efforts by foreign allies and supporters to promote democratic reform—
offer an antidote to the growth of terrorism. Democratic reforms are ex-
pected to promote good governance and improve prospects for prosperity,
while also defusing unrest by assuring all citizens a voice and improving
the prospects for justice. Deputy Assistant Secretary of State Lynn Pascoe
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in testimony to Congress on U.S. policy toward Central Asia made a prac-
tical link to assistance policy:

Authoritarian governments and largely unreformed economies, we
believe, create the conditions of repression and poverty that could
well become the breeding grounds for further terrorism . .. Thus, not
only do we believe it is strongly in our national interest to engage fully
with these governments to urge the political and economic reforms
that we judge are essential to alleviate the conditions that breed ter-
rorism, but we also firmly believe it is in these countries’ own national
interests. When citizens, and especially youth, feel that they have a
voice in how they are governed, when they believe that they have an
economic stake in the future, then they are less likely to be attracted
to a radicalized path cloaked in Islam that offers a utopian solution
to their discontent. It is extremely difficult to convince Central Asian
leaders that long-term economic and democratic reforms are necessary to
eliminate the roots of terrorism if we are not willing to help them counter
terrorism in the short term and prove that we will be engaged for the long
term. (Italics supplied)*

How Does the United States Promote Democracy in
Central Asia?

Dozens of programs, activities, and projects by many different U.S.
government agencies and departments reflect the great variety of U.S. in-
terests involved in our relationships with these countries. Most offer some
form of technical assistance (advice and training), although a few provide
equipment, and some give commodities, such as medicine, or surplus ag-
ricultural products that can be sold to support a designated purpose. Not
all programs address development: U.S. assistance programs range from
arms control efforts that involve dismantling and destroying weapons and
support for safeguards to prevent the theft of nuclear materials, to train-
ing for public health and law enforcement officials. In contrast to the scale
and costs of many of those programs, democracy-building activities gen-
erally involve relatively low-cost in-country training, advisors, and small-
grants. USAID is the main administrator of such assistance, planning and
monitoring activities it funds primarily through U.S. NGOs or companies
under contracts, grants, and cooperative agreements.”> USAID Missions
abroad oversee implementation of the assistance, and play a critical role in
ensuring that this aid is designed and assessed for results and impact.
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Since American assistance began in the wake of the collapse of the
Soviet Union, USAID has modified its strategies, specific assistance objec-
tives, and methods incrementally and often. While it is true that almost any
U.S.-sponsored assistance can be considered to contribute to democratic
development, at least indirectly, USAID has identified several categories
of democracy-promoting assistance that apply in most countries. This is
a long list that can be sorted in various ways. By purpose these activities
promote the rule of law, including fair legal procedures, civil and human
rights, free speech, and independent courts; citizen participation in public
life; democratic political processes, including competent legislatures, com-
petitive elections, political parties; independent media; responsible local
government; independent trade unions; civic education; and civil society.

The activities funded in the Central Asian states present similar pack-
ages, with variations that have reflected the opportunities and constraints
in each society, political and economic circumstances, as well as overall
socio-political conditions as they have evolved. The mix of assistance
activities also has responded to emerging problems, and shifted focus as
experience closed off or opened new areas of concern—or as funding lev-
els rose or fell. This process of adaptation and adjustment is supported by
regular program reviews and reports, as well as by assessments and evalu-
ations contracted in particular activity sectors for specific countries.

Democracy-Promotion Packages Before and After
September 11

The five Central Asian states present different needs and problems.
A closer look at the democracy promotion packages before and after Sep-
tember 11 shows both the similarities and the variations. Turkmenistan,
led by Saparmurat Niyazov, opted for a foreign policy of “positive neutral-
ity,” and remained uninterested in committing to Western-style reform.
Tajikistan suffered civil war and faced recovery, political restructuring,
and the need for reform, all at the same time. Desperately poor Kyrgyzstan
embraced economig, fiscal and trade policy reform, and at first welcomed
assistance that helped strengthen an emerging civil society. Kazakhstan,
with key nuclear and space installations, quickly built solid security rela-
tionships with the West and set out to establish a market economy as well;
however, democratic forms were shoved aside in the rigged elections of
1999. Uzbekistan was blessed with many natural resources, but limited its
economic development options by turning away from Western-sponsored
economic reforms. The Uzbekistani government says it is threatened by
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radical Islam, and uses this threat to justify harsh suppression of political
and religious dissent.

In general, the political environment in all five Central Asian states
has left little room for outsiders to encourage citizen empowerment or
democratic laws and practices. All five governments have been unreceptive
or actively hostile to some forms of democracy-building assistance ac-
tivities, and all these governments stand accused of serious human rights
abuses. According to the Organization for Security and Cooperation in
Europe (OSCE), none of the elections in the region have met international
standards for fair practices.* It is not surprising that the array of democ-
racy-promoting assistance activities in each of the Central Asian states
are somewhat similar, reflecting comparable circumstances and limita-
tions as well as some common social features. The array of activities also
reflects USAID’s choices of programs appropriate to the agency’s overall
strategy for promoting democracy in the region. USAID’s shift toward
the non-governmental sector, work with citizens at the grass roots, and
long-range programs, such as student exchanges, affected portfolios in all
five countries. By 2001, so little money was being spent on democracy
promotion that even modest funding increases after September 11 meant
doubling the resources for some existing activities, and unexpected fund-
ing for some new initiatives. USAID programming accounted for some
of these increases, but grants issued by the State Department Bureau for
Democracy, Human Rights and Labor (DRL) funded the most innovative
steps. The DRL grants, made through the Human Rights and Democracy
Fund, have emphasized political party building, training for human and
civil rights advocacy, and support for free and independent media.*

In Uzbekistan, increasing citizen participation in non-governmental
organizations was the chief emphasis through training, small grant pro-
grams, and civil society support centers. Counterpart International, the
Initiative for Social Action and Renewal in Eurasia (ISAR) and Winrock
International implemented these activities. Specialized advice on NGO
legislation to help Uzbekistanis secure a better legal climate for citizen
groups was provided by the International Center for Not for Profit Law
(ICNL). USAID also funded Internews, an organization specializing in
media development, to provide support to some independent local tele-
vision stations, and to train journalists, including training on media law
and legal rights. The American Bar Association’s Central and East Euro-
pean Law Initiative (ABA/CEELI) provided modest programs of training
and technical assistance to support legal professionals and help advance
important reform legislation, as well as women’s legal literacy. In view of
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Uzbekistan’s persistent failure to follow international standards for free
and fair elections, the International Foundation for Electoral Systems
(IFES) had bypassed technical elections assistance in favor of a civic
education program for high school students, but this had ended before
September 11.

How did this set of activities change after September 11?2 The activi-
ties underway or in the planning stages today represent a slightly different
mix of old and new.” In Uzbekistan, the established programs already
underway received additional funding which enabled them to expand
their work to reach more people. Counterpart started a new civic advocacy
program for NGOs, and ABA/CEELI opened the first free human rights
legal clinic at Tashkent’s main law school—to be followed by another in
Namangan. Freedom House began a program to train and support human
rights defenders and opened three resource centers for human rights
NGOs that offer internet access, reference materials, and meeting space.?®
Both the National Democratic Institute (NDI)and the International Re-
publican Institute (IRI) received funding to support political party build-
ing through training and seminars. Complementing an extension of an
internet access program to Uzbekistani schools, USAID established a new
program to support basic educational reform. The new money also funded
two information initiatives: one on anti-trafficking, and the other, a new
civic education project for high schools that may start in 2004. The Com-
munity Connections program began taking Uzbekistani professionals and
entrepreneurs to the United States for short-term internships and training.
Another new idea is a Central Asia regional project called the Community
Action Investment Program (CAIP). CAIP works to defuse potential eth-
nic conflict by stimulating multi-ethnic community problem solving. This
project initially targeted communities in the Ferghana valley, a troubled
border region between Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan; but also
parts of southern Uzbekistan, Lebap in Turkmenistan, and Shymkent and
Turkestan in Kazakhstan.

In Kazakhstan, democracy promotion included a broad program of
support for civic participation, as well as a set of activities to promote more
effective and accountable local governments. Counterpart International
provided training and grants to NGOs, supported civil society resource
centers, and worked with ICNL and other donors to promote NGO-
friendly legislation. ISAR promoted advocacy and community education
by environmental citizen groups. Internews supported independent media
and trained professional journalists. ABA/CEELI helped build professional
associations of lawyers and judges, encouraged reforms in legal education,
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and assisted those working for an independent judiciary. IFES introduced
and supported a civic education program for high schoolers that spread
widely. The International Research and Exchanges Board (IREX) provided
public access internet sites and training. The International City/County
Managers Association implemented activities directed at local government
officials designed to improve their management skills, their commitment
to citizens, and their willingness to include citizen input.

After September 11, all democracy-promoting activities in Kazakh-
stan expanded somewhat. NDI received additional funding to support a
full-time trainer, and thus increased its capacity for training political par-
ties and democratic activists. NDI also expanded its civic advocacy work.
The IRI established a presence and resumed its party-building work. More
money has been allocated to support independent media through help for
the National Association of Broadcasters and a production fund admin-
istered by Internews. Freedom House will be starting a new program of
support for human rights defenders. Assistance to support judicial train-
ing is up, and the new CAIP began its work in ethnically mixed cities near
the border with Uzbekistan. The National Endowment for Democracy
received more money for grants to support public discussion on political
issues.

Kyrgyzstan’s set of democracy promoting assistance activities in-
cluded elements similar to those in Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan. However,
greater progress in the development of civil society, citizen advocacy, legal
reform, and elected local governments enabled these assistance programs
to have more advanced objectives. Civic organizations had begun to form
social partnerships at the local level, and had demonstrated skill in form-
ing coalitions to advocate for or against proposed legislation on a national
basis. ABA/CEELI’s rule of law program established legal information
centers, and assisted Parliament with the development of a manual on
legislative drafting. The NDI worked closely with a non-partisan national
civic organization, the Coalition for Democracy and Civil Society, hosted
seminars for political parties, and also conducted programs to support
professional development of the members of Parliament.

New elements in Kyrgyzstan’s democracy promoting assistance ac-
tivities after September 11 included funding for an independent printing
press; a new program in basic education; training and grants through the
National Endowment for Democracy for human rights NGOs; support for
NGO advocacy campaigns; and the region-wide CAIP, designed to reduce
the potential for conflict in ethnically mixed areas. Freedom House has
begun a program to support human rights defenders. Additional funds
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meant expanded efforts by existing activities—such as ABA/CEELI’s work
with lawyers and law students, and ARD/Checchi’s commercial law train-
ing, and programs that support independent media. Both the NDI and
the IRI received funding from the State Department’s Human Rights and
Democracy Fund (HRDF) to support work in Kyrgyzstan.* NDI and IRI
programs work to promote the growth of democratically oriented political
parties and parliamentary factions, foster the development of civil society,
and encourage constructive dialogue between government and opposition
groups. NDI has received additional support for its civic advocacy work,
and its assistance to a dozen civil society resource and information centers.
The Urban Institute’s local government program was reoriented slightly to
stress work with local governments to cultivate a more democratic civic
culture—including support for public hearings.

Funding for Turkmenistan’s democracy promotion assistance was
tiny, even when compared with the budgets for the other Central Asian
states. Assistance designed to promote democratic culture focused on
Counterpart’s program to help build non-political, non-governmental
organizations and develop citizen advocacy. ABA/CEELI and others pro-
vided a smattering of training, seminars, and technical assistance to law
students, legal professionals, and journalists. After September 11, the
increase in funding for Central Asia meant that the existing NGO-sup-
port activities could expand, and gave them more money for community
development grants and for the kind of civil society resource centers that
had proved so helpful in other countries. The regional CAIP would be ac-
tive in Turkmenistan as well, but has been slow getting started because of
host government reluctance. USAID decided to use some of the new funds
to introduce a basic education project that would help retrain teachers
and introduce a modern curriculum into Turkmen schools—a long-term
method for promoting democratic culture.

In Tajikistan, democracy promotion began modestly after the end of
the civil war. Support for NGOs that promoted reconciliation and encour-
aged citizen participation in elections were key aspects of the initial efforts.
USAID also funded training for political parties and legislators, voter edu-
cation, civic education, and development work with legal professionals,
journalists, and teachers. Small grants to NGOs supported advocacy cam-
paigns that pressed for citizen access to Parliament and helped secure laws
friendly to citizen groups and independent media. After September 11,
the programs already underway received some additional funding. New
initiatives included a civic advocacy center; a civic education program;
anti-trafficking activities; a training program for journalists; more train-
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ing for judges, lawyers, and law students; and a local government activity
that offers training to city officials. With support from the Educational
and Cultural Affairs Bureau at the State Department, IREX started a small
grants program to train local media on anti-trafficking. The increased
funds also supported new efforts in basic education, legal literacy cam-
paigns, and a set of conflict prevention programs—including Tajikistan’s
substantial share of the CAIP.

Renewed Democracy Promotion: Is It Worthwhile?

An in-depth assessment of the impact of U.S. democracy promotion
in Central Asia is clearly beyond the scope of this brief account. Practi-
tioners who implement the small but vigorous activities in Central Asia
are enthusiastic, and believe much more useful work could be done there.
From their perspective, democratic development and the outlook for
those who seek democratic change benefits when the United States takes a
stand in its favor. This may be especially true for those who speak against
human rights abuses. They—and their foreign supporters—are convinced
that U.S. interest in their fate helps keep them alive and active.* Others
are less hopeful about the merits of the re-engagement and more skeptical
about the U.S. government’s commitment to promote democracy while
pursuing strategic partnerships against terrorism, despite many official
statements confirming that both goals are central ones.*!

Many recent assessments are gloomy. Martha Brill Olcott claims
“developments are not moving in directions that the United States would
want them to go. Central Asian leaders have made many promises that
they would support democratic reform, but most of them are proving to
be quite hollow.” Acknowledging that U.S. assistance efforts “remain lim-
ited in scope and by necessity take the long-term view of the problem,” she
nonetheless concluded that overall, “the past year has been a dismal one for
anyone who supports the goal of democratic transition in Central Asia.”#
Fiona Hill of the Brookings Institution has said that the new spotlight on
Central Asia “has had little positive impact on domestic developments . ..
Indeed, in the case of Central Asia, the war on terrorism has empowered
governments to continue aggressive campaigns against their opponents
and given an added impetus to repression.”*

Lorne Craner, head of the State Department Bureau for Democ-
racy, Human Rights, and Labor, has visited the region many times, and
has spoken eloquently and often about the importance the U.S. places
on the promises that our Central Asian partners have made to respect
human rights.* However, human rights organizations have objected to his
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bureau’s report on human rights support efforts as unrealistically optimis-
tic.* The acting Assistance Coordinator, Tom Adams, recently provided an
overall assessment that was upbeat, but offered frank appraisals of the “less
than rosy” picture on democratic reform, where “noticeable backsliding”
had occurred. Taking a historical view, he noted that “the Soviet successor
states have faced more difficult transitions than initially anticipated — both
due to their long tenure under Soviet rule and their lack of historical expe-
rience with democratic and market systems.”* A similar tone of realistic,
resigned, and unhappy appraisal appeared in USAID’s most recent budget
presentation to Congress:

While economic growth for [Eurasia] has been positive, social condi-
tions are dismal and trends in democratic freedoms are unfavorable .
.. Lackluster reform in several countries has increased their economic
and political isolation. With widespread corruption and an incom-
plete reform process, public trust in government and private institu-
tions continues to deteriorate . . . Funding increases in Central Asia
pose a different challenge. There, USAID is managing a greater mag-
nitude of assistance resources with limited staff who manage activities
in five countries. The program challenge is to continue pressing for
progress in democracy and human rights within the context of high
budget levels resulting from their cooperation in the war on terror.*’

The Future: Keep On Keeping On

Clearly, the United States will continue its efforts to support demo-
cratic development in Central Asia. Whether or not the level of funding
and energy applied to this task will survive the inevitable fall-off in inten-
sity of our strategic cooperation with these states in the war on terrorism
remains to be seen.*

Our approach to the newly independent states of Central Asia began
with contradictions, and remains constrained by competing goals, as-
sumptions and needs. In time, we learned that democracy building in
these former socialist states will be a long process, and can become ir-
reversible only if the next generation internalizes the norms, habits, and
discipline of daily democratic practice. Experience has shown many ways
that outsiders can help the process along, but also has taught respect for
the complexity of the transformation task. To ensure success, each of these
countries also must nurture its own democracy advocates who can and
will lead the transformation, and forge a new civic culture to support and
sustain the new system.
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Foreign assistance in support of fundamental political transforma-
tion is a tricky business. Realists recognized that a true restructuring of
the political system in the former Soviet republics would be a mammoth
challenge. And despite pro-democracy declarations by the new leaders,
the lack of democratic experience and the strength of statist approaches
and attitudes presaged a long and difficult road. It did not take long to
learn that pro-democracy assistance programs were a hard sell in Central
Asia. Across the region, assistance programs accordingly adopted a longer
time frame for thinking about democracy building, and shifted toward
programs that were less overtly political or threatening to the sitting re-
gimes.*

The mix of U.S. interests in the region has lent an interesting dy-
namic to relationships with these states, with some interesting effects on
our democracy building activities. Security interests and larger foreign
policy concerns in the region appeared at first to complement the efforts
to help these states transform their economic and political systems. For
example, the United States established a large presence very early in Ka-
zakhstan, in order to support the removal of this large state’s many nuclear
weapons, employ its weapons scientists, and improve safety and security
at its nuclear research institutions. This cooperative effort laid a solid
foundation for security cooperation and good working relationships with
its new government. Kazakhstan, along with Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan,
also proved quite receptive to the various military training and exchange
opportunities provided through NATO’s nonthreatening Partnership for
Peace.® All three states also helped build the Central Asian Peacekeeping
Battalion, and participated in associated training. A steady traffic of mili-
tary delegations to and from the United States paralleled a similar move-
ment of administrators, educators, economists, and health officials invited
to the United States for training. Promotion of trade and commerce in the
region also seemed to have a reinforcing effect on our interest in economic
transformation and serious movement toward world trade standards and
free markets.

The Global War on Terrorism drove an American re-engagement in
Central Asia—one that has included a re-energizing of our support for
democracy there. This has brought a re-examination of lessons already
learned about post-socialist transformations, and a search for a more ef-
fective mix of techniques and approaches that can achieve real progress
without alienating the current regimes that ultimately may be affected by
such changes.
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The prospects seem mixed: The United States now has additional
handicaps to overcome in convincing Islamic populations of its good
intentions. Should the main currents of political reform in Central Asia
takes an Islamic form, U.S. democracy promotion must remain appropri-
ate to these cultural settings, while offering realistic and achievable alter-
natives to the region’s entrenched autocracies. The political space is small,
and the tolerance of these governments to outside meddling is likely to be
low. However, even if America and its allies cannot find ways to leverage
their new strategic role into greater local tolerance for democracy promo-
tion efforts, the renewed engagement in support of democracy in Central
Asia will still nurture constituencies for future change.
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