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Abstract 
The present article tries to examine India’s initiatives in the region in the context of the emerging 
regional geo-strategic landscape. With an aim to enhance political, economic and strategic ties, India’s 
policy towards the region has moved from ‘Look North’ to ‘Connect North’. Notably, the full 
membership of SCO offers India greater synergies to play a more active role in the region. India is, 
thus, all set to build more meaningful partnerships with the region in the context of new geo-political 
changes shaping Central Asia. More importantly, the region is seeking India to play a more active role. 
It is argued that the beginning of a new era of cooperation initiated by PM Modi can only be sustained 
if New Delhi continues to implement its various agreements and commitments. While building 
stronger bilateral ties with the region is important, working closely in the regional groupings will also 
help address regional economic and security challenges 
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                  Título en Castellano: Colocando a la India en la dinámica regional emergente de 
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   Resumen 

El artículo examina las iniciativas de la India en esta zona regional en el contexto del emergente 
panorama geoestratégico. Con el objetivo de mejorar los lazos políticos, económicos y estratégicos, la 
política de la India hacia la región ha pasado de "mirar al norte" a "conectar el norte". En particular, la 
plena adhesión de la OCS ofrece a la India mayores sinergias en el desempeño de un papel más activo 
en la región. Más importante aún, la región está buscando que la India desempeñe un papel más activo. 
.El artículo señala que el comienzo de una nueva era de cooperación iniciada por el PM Modi sólo 
puede mantenerse si Nueva Delhi sigue manteniendo sus diversos acuerdos y compromisos. Si bien es 
importante la construcción de lazos bilaterales más fuertes con la región, trabajar estrechamente en las 
agrupaciones regionales también contribuirá a abordar los desafíos económicos y de seguridad 
regionales. 
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1. Introduction 

India’s foreign policy, under Prime Minister Modi, has witnessed a new dynamism and 
energy hitherto unseen in the last two decades. Its broad contours involve New Delhi stepping 
up its engagement, both qualitatively and quantitatively, with the regional and extra-regional 
powers. The genesis of this reimagining of the foreign policy discourse can be seen in the aim 
of transforming India into a leading power on the global stage.2 In this light, India has sought 
to translate its engagement with the world to promote its internal development, and in turn pin 
this growth to strengthen its position in the international system. Prime Minister Modi has 
articulated the view that India’s ‘actions and aspirations, capacities and human capital, 
democracy and demography, and strength and success will continue to be an anchor for all 
round regional and global progress…. It’s economic and political rise is a force for peace, a 
factor for stability and an engine for regional and global prosperity’.3 India’s Foreign 
Secretary has emphasised on India’s willingness to ‘shoulder greater global responsibility’, 
and view the world through the prism of ‘more possibilities than risks’.4 As such, rebuilding 
connectivity, restoring bridges, strengthening cooperation and broadening contacts are the key 
pillars of India’s new outlook.5  
 

Notably, the adjustments to India’s foreign policy are also being shaped by the global 
geo-political churnings. These involve the threat to globalisation, which has acquired a 
pejorative connotation, and transnational risks. The four mainstays of civilizational ethos 
shaping India’s strategic intent6 - realism, co-existence, cooperation and partnership – 
highlight a more nuanced Indian approach. The emphasis on realism indicates the nuanced 
shift in ideology from non-alignment of the past, while retaining its core values. Similarly, co-
existence and cooperation with neighbours highlight the compelling logic of geography to 
build a stable neighbourhood for creating an environment of building stronger trade and 
economic linkages. This implies achieving peace and sustainable development in the region 
inflicted with instability and security challenges through building economic inter-dependence.       
In this vein, the key focus of India’s foreign policy has been on its neighbourhood. PM Modi 
has stated that India’s ‘path of international engagement focusses on re-joining with 
immediate and extended geographies’.7 This is reflected in the three concentric layers around 
its periphery – the immediate neighbourhood, Indian Ocean littoral and the extended 
neighbourhood comprising Central Asia, West Asia and Southeast Asia.8 Notably, India’s 
First Secretary General of External Affairs, Shri G.S. Bajpai had outlined the contours of 
India’s neighbourhood.9 On the land frontier, it extends from the Hindu Kush in the west to 
Irrawaddy in the east while in the oceans, it stretches from Suez in the west to Shanghai in the 
east. This has manifested in the active Indian pursuit of regionalism and regional integration.    
                                                           
2 Speech by Foreign Secretary Dr. S. Jaishankar at IISS, July 20, 2015 at http://mea.gov.in/Speeches-
Statements.htm?dtl/25493/IISS_Fullerton_Lecture_by_Dr_S_Jaishankar_Foreign_Secretary_in_Singapore   
3 Inaugural Address by Prime Minister Narendra Modi at the 2nd Raisina Dialogue, New Delhi, January 17, 2017 
at http://mea.gov.in/Speeches-
Statements.htm?dtl/27948/Inaugural_Address_by_Prime_Minister_at_Second_Raisina_Dialogue_New_Delhi_J
anuary_17_2017 
4 Ibid  
5 Ibid  
6 Ibid 
7 Inaugural Address by Prime Minister Narendra Modi at the 2nd Raisina Dialogue, New Delhi, January 17, 2017 
at http://mea.gov.in/Speeches-
Statements.htm?dtl/27948/Inaugural_Address_by_Prime_Minister_at_Second_Raisina_Dialogue_New_Delhi_J
anuary_17_2017 
8 Speech by Ambassador Jayant Prasad on “India and its Neighbours”, during P.C. Lal Memorial Lecture, New 
Delhi, March 16, 2016 
9 Ibid   
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Against this backdrop, India has sought to re-energise its linkages with Central Asia, a region 
of not merely civilizational but also geopolitical and economic importance for New Delhi. PM 
Modi’s simultaneous visit to the five Central Asian Republics (CARs) in 2015 - the first by an 
Indian Prime Minister in half a century – has set the tone for a new equation with the CARs. 
A recurring theme during the visit was on improving connectivity with the region. Notably, 
PM Modi has emphasised on the ‘logic of regional connectivity for peace, progress and 
prosperity’.10 

 
However, there exists several geo-strategic challenges that India will need to navigate 

in Eurasia. Its broad contours involve competition and cooperation between major actors, with 
the old order undergoing significant transformation. While the global actors have not 
withdrawn, yet new alignments are being formed. China has emerged as the dominant actor 
with far reaching consequences for the region. The nature and power play between major and 
regional powers is also undergoing a change. Inter-state and intra-state relations are being 
reshaped. The emergence of new leadership in Uzbekistan with its new foreign policy concept 
is also likely to create a new accommodative environment of cooperation among Central 
Asian states.  
 

The present paper, therefore, is an attempt to examine India’s initiatives in the region 
in the context of the emerging geo-strategic landscape. It argues that the new geo-strategic 
changes in the region offer both opportunities and challenges. The beginning of the new era of 
cooperation initiated by PM Modi can only be sustained if New Delhi continues to implement 
various agreements and commitments given by the present government. While building 
stronger bilateral ties with the region is important, working closely in the regional groupings 
will also help address regional economic and security challenges. The paper is divided into 
five sections. Section I examines the new regional dynamics, Section II highlights the 
evolution of India’s Eurasia policy, Section III analyses the present Modi government’s 
policy approach, Section IV addresses the key challenges which India is confronted with in 
the region, and the final section provides a roadmap of India’s future engagement with 
Eurasia.  

 
2. Emerging Regional Dynamics  

Central Asia’s geo-strategic importance is underpinned by its geographical location as a land 
bridge between Asia and Europe, and its abundant natural resources. Since the independence 
of the five Central Asian Republics (CARs) in 1991, the region has undergone a massive 
nation building transformation. This has resulted in it being integrated, on an unprecedented 
scale, with the global economic and political mainstream. Today, this Eurasian heartland is an 
important player in the global energy landscape. Its proven reserves of hydrocarbon, uranium, 
hydropower, coal, and rare earth minerals add a new depth to the region’s strategic relevance.  
More notably, Central Asia has also emerged as a vital geopolitical space. Its strategic 
position, at the crossroads of South, Central and West Asia, and Europe, has often resulted in 
the spill over of events beyond the region’s immediate periphery. This is particularly 
noticeable on core security issues concerning terrorism, extremism, and smuggling of drugs 
and weapons emanating from Afghanistan. In Central Asia, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and 
Turkmenistan share a 2,500 kilometre long porous and at many places poorly demarcated 
                                                           
10 Inaugural Address by Prime Minister Narendra Modi at the 2nd Raisina Dialogue, New Delhi, January 17, 
2017, at  
http://mea.gov.in/Speeches-
Statements.htm?dtl/27948/Inaugural_Address_by_Prime_Minister_at_Second_Raisina_Dialogue_New_Delhi_J
anuary_17_2017 
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border with Afghanistan.11 Given the cross border terror linkages, the CARs remain 
particularly vulnerable to the unfolding situation in Kabul. This, therefore, demands a greater 
focus on regional security.   
 

Given this web of strategic linkages crisscrossing Eurasia, several regional and major 
powers have sought to increase their presence and influence in the region. Although their 
level of engagement has varied over the years yet their power rivalry and competition assume 
even greater significance due to Russia’s ongoing confrontation with the ‘West’.  
In this context, the shifting strategic landscape of Central Asia is being shaped primarily 
against the backdrop of the worst post-Cold War standoff between Russia and the ‘West’. 
Moscow has sought to push-back the ‘Western’ attempts to isolate it by reasserting its 
influence in what has traditionally been the Kremlin’s sphere of influence or the ‘near 
abroad’. Apart from being the predominant security provider of the region, it retains 
civilizational, cultural and ethnic linkages with CARs. Nevertheless, Russia has been forced 
to accommodate China in Central Asia in order to overcome the Western geo-political 
pressure. Its broad contours involve enhanced Chinese military exchanges with the regional 
countries. However, the undercurrents of the historical Russia-China competition in Central 
Asia still remain at play. The Kremlin has sought to revive the Russia led Eurasian Economic 
Union (EEU) that offers preferential duties, a single currency and free movement of labour to 
the CARs.  
 

Meanwhile, Beijing has emerged as Eurasia’s dominant trade and investment partner. 
China has sought to leverage this position by making Central Asia the fulcrum of its Silk 
Road Economic Belt (SREB). This route, expected to connect Beijing with Europe via CARs, 
can fundamentally realign Eurasian geo-politics. However, despite its economic success, there 
remains an element of suspicion among CARs towards China’s overall strategic motives. This 
gets reflected in the multi-vectored foreign policy pursued by each Central Asian Republic.  
Interestingly, the inter-play of Russia-China cooperation and competition in Central Asia is 
evolving against the backdrop of their over-riding common mistrust of the American policies 
in the region. This was reflected in the recent statement given by the Chairman of U.S. sub-
committee hearing on budget proposal for Europe and Eurasia, Mr. Rohrabacher who stated 
that one of the key objectives of the U.S. administration is to counter Russian pressure on its 
neighbourhood in Eurasia.12 This convergence of interest has brought Moscow and Beijing to 
strengthen the process of Eurasian economic cooperation by initiating collaboration between 
EEU and SREB. This is even more relevant due to Russia and China insulating the CARs 
from an Arab-Spring like situation, given the evolving politico-economic equation in Central 
Asia. Arguably, Eurasian strategic dynamics highlight a shift towards greater regional 
approach. A key instrument favoured by the regional countries appears to be the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organisation (SCO). The inclusion of India and Pakistan as its full members 
expands the scope of regional cooperation between Eurasia and South Asia.  
 

In the meantime, the U.S. too seems to be recalibrating its Eurasian strategy. It 
launched the C5+1 diplomatic platform in 2015. This enabled the U.S. to establish a 
framework of high level engagement with Central Asian countries, thus providing a channel 

                                                           
11 Roy, Meena and Roy, Rajorshi (2016): “Managing Threats and Challenges of Terrorism in the Eurasian 
Region”, in Asian Strategic Review 2016 – Terrorism: Emerging Trends, New Delhi, Pentagon Press, pp. 160-
188    
12 Examining the President’s FY 2018 Budget Proposal for Europe and Eurasia, Foreign Affairs Committee, 
July 25, 2017 at https://foreignaffairs.house.gov/hearing/subcommittee-hearing-examining-presidents-fy-2018-
budget-proposal-europe-eurasia/  
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for Washington to advance a regional agenda which it lacked previously. As per the 2017 
testimony of Daniel Rosenblum, Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for South and Central 
Asian Affairs, the objective of the U.S. Central Asia policy is to improve the “ability of the 
Central Asian states to resist economic and political pressures from the powerful countries 
that border the region”.13 The engagement also seeks to “promote greater cooperation and 
connectivity in a region that has one of the lowest levels of intra-regional trade in the 
world”.14 The other priorities include “improving security and stability through economic 
resilience and greater regional connectivity, securing borders effectively and countering 
transnational crime, addressing conditions that lead to radicalization, violence, and potential 
terrorist recruitment, and promoting responsive and accountable governance”.15 However, it is 
interesting to note that there has been a reduction in the U.S. aid to the Central Asian region. 
The request for assistance to Central Asia for the year 2018 is US$ 76.1 million, a reduction 
of 36 per cent from the previous year (US$ 118.6 million).16  

 
At a regional level, new developments in Af-Pak, Iran and Turkey are also creating a 

situation of strategic alignments and realignments. In this emerging situation, the regional 
actors like India, Iran, Turkey and Pakistan are re-engaging CARs by developing ties, both at 
bilateral and regional levels. In this Eurasian geo-political chessboard, the Central Asian 
countries have sought to strike a balance in maximising their political and economic gains 
from each actor while trying to preserve their strategic autonomy. Notably, the political 
dynamics among the CARs now appear to favour intra-regional cooperation. This is reflected 
in the policies of the new Uzbek President Shavkat Mirziyoyev who has adopted a positive 
outlook on contentious regional issues, including those on delimitation of border and sharing 
river waters.           

 
3.  Evolution of India’s Central Asia Policy  

The importance of Central Asia to India is not merely civilizational but also geopolitical and 
economic. However, India’s engagement with the region, post 1991, has been modest and 
episodic when compared to Russia, China, and the U.S. Arguably, India is an important but 
not a major player in the region. As such, the evolution of India’s Eurasian policy can broadly 
be classified into five phases – the historical linkages, the independence of CARs in 1991 to 
2001, 9/11 terror attacks and its aftermath, period of ‘Connect Central Asia’ policy in 2012, 
and a new phase of renewed focus under Prime Minister Modi since 2014.  
 
3.1 Historical and Civilizational Linkages  

India’s ties with Central Asia date back to 2,500 years. Indian historical texts refer to 
‘Uttarkuru’ as the land north of the Himalayas. The ancient Silk Route, that linked India with 
Europe and China, traversed through some of the key seats of Central Asian civilization, 
including Bukhara, Samarkand and the Ferghana Valley. It facilitated not only trade but also 
exchange of people, ideas, culture, religion and art. The political developments in the region 
also reflected these exchanges, with Central Asia being a staging ground for several 
incursions into India. Babur, the founder of Mughal Empire in India, came from Uzbekistan.  
                                                           
13 “Testimony of Daniel Rosenblum Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for South and Central Asian Affairs 
Before the House Foreign Affairs Committee Hearing on “Examining the President’s FY 2018 Budget Proposal 
Europe and Eurasia”, Foreign Affairs Committee, July 25, 2017 at 
https://foreignaffairs.house.gov/hearing/subcommittee-hearing-examining-presidents-fy-2018-budget-proposal-
europe-eurasia/  
14 Ibid  
15 Ibid  
16 Ibid  
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The Saka, Macedonian and Kushan kingdoms, at different stages of history, comprised 
territories of both Central Asia and India. These developments left a deep imprint on both the 
Indian and the Eurasian psyche. The exchanges continued uninterrupted till the 19th century 
Great Game between Britain and Russia.  
 

Nevertheless, the cultural affinity between India and Central Asia continues till date. 
Both countries share enormous mutual goodwill. Notably, there appears to be a growing trend 
in CARs to celebrate their peoples contribution in enriching the Mughal heritage in India.17 It 
includes Turkmen General Bairam Khan, scholar Mirza Haider Dughlati of Kazakhstan, Sufi 
saint Qutbuddin Bakhtiar Kaki of Kyrgyzstan, and poet Abdul Qader Bedil of Tajikistan.18 
These strong cultural linkages continue to form a strong basis of contemporary relations as 
well. 
 
3.2 Initial Years of Engagement: Reaching out to Central Asia  

At the time of the break-up of the Soviet Union, India was poised to leverage its historically 
positive image in Eurasia to establish a close partnership with the newly independent CARs. 
Given the regional turmoil, the CARs looked favourably upon India to ease their post-Soviet 
transition and establish a modicum of regional stability. This resulted in a period when New 
Delhi was reaching out to the region for building close political ties, with India hosting, in 
quick succession, the Heads of the five Republics between August 1991 and February 1993. 
India also outlined a ‘Look North’ initiative that prioritised a renewed engagement with its 
extended neighbourhood. This was reflected in Prime Minister P.V. Narasimha Rao’s visit to 
the region wherein he declared India’s intention to establish an ‘honest and open friendship, 
and promote stability and cooperation without causing harm to any third country’.19  
 

This robust political engagement, however, did not translate into a more meaningful 
strategic and economic partnership. Apart from being physically disconnected from the 
region, as part of Pakistan’s policy of strategic denial to New Delhi, India’s economic reforms 
had still not taken off that would facilitate a greater strategic equity in Central Asia. Bilateral 
trade in 1993 stood at a paltry US$ 13.33 million20 which marginally increased to US$ 31.85 
million in 1996-9721. The share of CARs trade with India was 0.04 per cent of India’s overall 
trade basket.22 This was also a period of flux wherein both India and the CARs were 
reconstituting their relations with their immediate neighbours and great powers.23 As such, the 
India-Central Asia partnership during this period primarily focussed on strengthening political 
linkages.  
 

Indian initiatives were largely limited to small scale capacity building, human resource 
development, and forming partnerships in information technology, pharmaceuticals and health 

                                                           
17 Mukerji,Asoke:  “India, Central Asia and the new Silk Road”, IISS, 10 July, 2012 at 
http://www.iiss.org/en/events/events/archive/2012-4a49/july-70c4/india-central-asia-and-the-new-silk-road-e4d1   
18 Ibid  
19 Muni, S.D. (2003), ‘India and Central Asia: Towards a Cooperative Future’, in Central Asia—The Great 

Game Replayed: An Indian Perspective, New Delhi: New Century Publications, pp: 125  
20 WITS – World Integrated Trade Solution, “India’s trade in 1993”, at 
http://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/IND/Year/1993/TradeFlow/EXPIMP/Partner/by-country  
21 Government of India, Department of Commerce, “India’s trade with Central Asian Republics”, at 
http://commerce.nic.in/eidb/default.asp   
22 Ibid  
23 Mohan, Raja “A message to Inner Asia”, Indian Express, 6 July 2015 at 
http://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/a-passage-to-inner-asia/     
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care. Some key projects financed by India included a US$ 2.78 million line of credit to 
Kyrgyzstan in 1995 for setting up toothbrush, polythene, toothpaste and pharmaceutical 
plants24. India also provided relief materials worth Rs 50 lakh to Tajikistan in 1999 to 
overcome large scale flooding caused by torrential rains.25  
 
3.3  9/11 and India’s Growing Footprints: Building Security Ties  

The 9/11 terror attacks in the U.S., which resulted in a renewed international focus on 
terrorism and drug trafficking emanating from Afghanistan, marked the expansion of India’s 
strategic and security engagement with the CARs. The American ‘war on terror’ targeted not 
just the Taliban but also militant Central Asian groups, like the Islamic Movement of 
Uzbekistan (IMU), which had cross-border linkages with Afghanistan. This carried the risk of 
violence spilling over throughout the region. India’s security calculus stemmed from the fact 
that it was unlikely to insulate itself from developments to its north and north-west i.e. its 
extended neighbourhood. 
 

The broad contours of India’s security engagement with the region involved setting up 
Joint Working Groups on counter-terrorism with Tajikistan, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, and 
seeking improved defence cooperation in areas like military training, joint exercises and 
research, and deeper consultations on Afghanistan. Notably, Tajikistan, given its vital location 
as a border state with Afghanistan, emerged as a key pillar of India’s strategic outreach. This 
saw India upgrading the Ayni airbase at a cost of US$ 70 million and building a civil-military 
hospital at Farkhor.26 New Delhi had earlier collaborated with Dushanbe, Moscow and Tehran 
in supporting the Northern Alliance against the Taliban.     
 

Notably, this period witnessed India joining the SCO as an Observer State in 2005. It 
stemmed from the emergence of this organisation as a key player in the regional security 
architecture. SCO’s emphasis on promoting regional stability and tackling the three evils of 
terrorism, extremism and separatism appeared relevant in a region facing significant geo-
political churnings. The Andijan events of 2005, U.S. withdrawal from Manas and Kyrgyz 
military bases, the latent Russian suspicion of long term American military presence in its 
immediate neighbourhood, and rising Chinese economic influence in Eurasia highlighted the 
high stakes Central Asian power politics. Being part of SCO gave India a toehold to watch 
these developments unfold from close quarters, and calibrate its strategy accordingly. The 
SCO’s deliberations on forming an Energy Club27, in order to bring together the regional 
producers and consumers, also appeared pertinent for energy deficit India. New Delhi 
reaffirmed its support to the organisation when Prime Minister Manmohan Singh attended the 
9th SCO Heads of State summit in Yekaterinburg in 2009. 
 

In this light, building energy equities with the resource rich Central Asian region also 
factored in India’s strategic outreach to Eurasia. CARs offered a potential alternative to 
India’s overriding dependence on the volatile West Asian region. A major breakthrough was 
the 2011 agreement between India’s ONGC and Kazakhstan’s KMG on buying a 25 per cent 
stake in Satpayev oil field in the Caspian Sea, and the 2011 India-Kazakhstan nuclear 

                                                           
24 “Briefs on India’s Foreign Relations: Kyrgyzstan”, Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, at 
http://www.mea.gov.in/Portal/ForeignRelation/Bilateral_brief_-_Open-30.11.2016_new.pdf   
25 “Briefs on India’s Foreign Relations: Tajikistan”, Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, at 
http://www.mea.gov.in/Portal/ForeignRelation/Tajikistan_August_2017.pdf   
26 Ibid  
27 “SCO Energy Club: What it Should be”, Shanghai Cooperation Organization, 13 March 2012, at 
http://infoshos.ru/en/?idn=9616  
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agreement that envisaged India buying up-to 2,000 tons of uranium for its civilian nuclear 
power reactors.28       
 

Meanwhile, mutual trade remained the most unsatisfactory part of the India-Central 
Asia engagement. However, there emerged a greater consciousness of overcoming India’s 
geographical barrier with the region. In this light, India, Russia and Iran signed an agreement 
in 2000 to develop a ‘north-south’ trade corridor that would connect India with Russia via 
Iran, and beyond to CARs and Europe.  
 

Nevertheless, India’s footprints in CARs grew sizeably in the form of development 
partnership projects. Its broad contours involved setting up centres of information and 
technology (IT), and technical skill development. IT centres in Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and 
Tajikistan, and vocational institutions in Turkmenistan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan assisted in 
capacity building of these Republics.29 Other notable Indian assisted projects involved a US$ 
0.6 million fruit processing plant in Tajikistan, and a mountain bio-medical research centre at 
Too Ashu Pass in Kyrgyzstan.30 Indian companies constructed an Asian Development Bank 
(ADB) funded 116 km long power transmission line in Tajikistan, supplied a 7 MW generator 
to the Tajik company ‘Pamir Energy’ and modernised the Varzob-1 hydro power station.31 
India also provided humanitarian assistance worth US$ 7.5 million to Tajikistan to overcome 
the effect of natural disasters.32    
 

A recurring theme in the India-Central Asia engagement during this period was the 
continuation of their robust political exchanges. This was reflected in the Kazakh President 
Nursultan Nazarbayev’s visit to Delhi (wherein he was the Chief Guest during the Republic 
Day celebrations), President Pratibha Patil’s visit to Tajikistan in 2009, Prime Minister 
Manmohan Singh’s visit to Kazakhstan in 2011 and Uzbek President Islam Karimov’s visit to 
India in May 2011.  
 
3.4 Building New Partnerships with the Region under ‘Connect Central Asia’ Policy      

In 2012, India outlined a new vision, in the form of Connect Central Asia Policy (CCAP), to 
strengthen its strategic engagement with the CARs. Its broad contours involved building a 
long term bilateral and collective cooperative partnership.33 CCAP laid emphasis on a 
proactive political, economic and people-to-people relationship by prioritizing the four C’s – 
‘commerce, connectivity, consular and community’.34  
 

Given the existing geographical barriers, India sought to deploy its soft power through 
IT, capacity building, culture, and networking. IT centres of excellence were 
operationalised/modernised in Tashkent, Ashgabat, Dushanbe and Bishkek. India also gifted a 

                                                           
28 “Bilateral agreements concluded during PM’s visit to Kazakhstan”, Ministry of External Affairs, Government 

of India,  16 April, 2011 at http://www.mea.gov.in/bilateral-
documents.htm?dtl/4845/bilateral+agreements+concluded+during+pms+visit+to+kazakhstan   
29 Ibid  
30 Ibid  
31 Ibid  
32 Ibid  
33 Keynote Address by E. Ahamed at First India-Central Asia Dialogue, Ministry of External Affairs, 

Government of India, 12 June, 2012 at http://www.mea.gov.in/Speeches-
statements.htm?dtl/19791/Keynote+address+by+MOS+Shri+E+Ahamed+at+First+IndiaCentral+Asia+Dialogue  
34 Ibid  
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fruit processing plant in Dushanbe and a potato processing plant in Talas in Kyrgyzstan.35 
Some other significant projects involved computerisation of post office in Uzbekistan, and 
setting up an Entrepreneurship Development Centre in Tashkent and Tool Room in 
Dushanbe.36  
 

An Indian official, while explaining the CCAP, had stated “our relationship with 
Central Asia is based on a unique model of political, economic and development partnership, 
not driven by an exclusive objective of access to resources”.37 India also expressed its desire 
to play a more meaningful role in the SCO, including its case for full membership in the 
organization. In this light, the broad facets of CCAP are highlighted in Table – 1. This period 
of India’s engagement with Central Asia could be termed as period of creating a structural 
mechanism of multidimensional relationship to build cooperation with the regional countries 
based on India’s strength and potential to contribute towards enhancing capacity building in 
these countries.    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
35 “Briefs on India’s Foreign Relations: Tajikistan”, Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India,  
http://www.mea.gov.in/Portal/ForeignRelation/Tajikistan_August_2017.pdf   
36 “Briefs on India’s Foreign Relations: Uzbekistan”, Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, at 
http://www.mea.gov.in/Portal/ForeignRelation/Uzbekistan_Jan_2017.pdf   
37 Bisaria, Ajay (2013): “Connect Central Asia Policy”, in Perspectives on Bilateral and Regional Cooperation 

South and Central Asia, Chandigarh, Centre for Rural and Industrial Development(CRRID), Chandigharh, pp. 
184.  
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     Table 1: Elements of India’s ‘Connect Central Asia’ Policy

 
 

 

Political

• Build strong 
political ties 
through high 
level exchanges 
at bilateral and 
multilateral 
levels.

Economic

•Develop long term 
partnership in 
energy and natural 
resources.

•Help set up 
medium size 
industries.

• Increase Trade 
and Invetsment.

•Participate in 
construction 
sector and 
production of 
profitable crops 
with value 
addition. 

Strategic

• Strengthen
strategic and
security
cooperation
with focus on
military
training.

• Counterterroris
m coordination.

• Consultations
on Afghanistan.

Connectivity

• Operationalis
e the 
International 
North South 
Transport 
Corridor 
(INSTC). 

Information 
Technology

Set up a central 
Asia e-network 
linking all five 
CARs, with its hub 
in India, to provide 
tele-education and 
tele-medicine 
connectivity

Education

Set up a Central 
Asian University 
in Bishkek to 
provide world 
class education in 
areas like IT, 
Management, 
Philosophy and 
Languages

People to People 
Interaction

•Ensure greater 
interaction between 
scholars, academics, 
civil society, youth and 
future leaders of India 
and Central Asia.

•Organise annual Track 
II India-Central Asia 
Dialogue among 
academics, scholars, 
government officials 
and business 
representatives with 
the aim of providing 
inputs to governments 
on both sides.

Health and 
Medicine

• Set up civil 
hospitals/clinics 
in Central Asia.

• Set up joint 
pharma 
ventures.  

Regional 
Groupings

• Boost multilateral 
cooperation through 
regional institutions 
like the SCO, 
Eurasian Economic 
Union (EEU) and 
CICA.

Electoral Training

• Provide theoretical and 
practical exposure to election 
processes in Kyrgyzstan and 
Tajikistan 
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4. Modi ‘Doctrine’: Re-energising India’s Engagement with Central Asia   

In 2014, the new Indian government headed by Prime Minister Narendra Modi prioritised re-
energising India’s engagement with the CARs. This was reflected in the PM’s visit to the five 
Republics in 2015. A key outcome of this tour was the re-emergence of India in the national 
consciousness of Eurasian countries. The recurring themes during the visit were the emphasis 
on building connectivity, regional integration, economic cooperation, defence, anti-terrorism 
and cyber security.  
 

India’s growing desire and interest to play active role in the region was articulated by 
Indian Prime Minister Modi in July 2015, when he stated, “my current visit to all five Central 
Asian countries is a testimony to the importance that India attaches to the region. … As we 
look forward, we would lend our support to improving transportation and communication 
networks in the region. We can create a vast network of physical and digital connectivity that 
extends from Eurasia's northern corner to Asia's southern shores. The International North 
South Transportation Corridor is a step in that direction”.38   
In this light, India’s renewed engagement with Eurasia can be viewed through the prism of the 
fluid regional geo-political situation. Arguably, the strategic equation in Central Asia is now 
more favourably inclined towards regional cooperation. This comes against the backdrop of a 
disengaging U.S., and the convergence of interests between Russia and China in stabilising 
the region and insulating the ruling regimes from failing. The regional churnings, therefore, 
appear to be shaped primarily by Russia and China.  
 

Given their latent fear of Russia and mistrust towards China, the CARs have sought to 
strike a balance in maintaining their strategic autonomy and maximising their political and 
economic gains from each actor. Broadening their regional relationships also provides them a 
platform to allay their inherent fears.   
 

In this context, India which enjoys a benign image in the region is seen by CARs as a 
key part of this strategic calculus. New Delhi’s achievements in nation building, positive 
economic outlook in an era of slowing global growth and calibrating a new regional 
cooperation approach is looked upon favourably by the ruling regimes. India also remains in a 
position to leverage the contradictions in Eurasian great power rivalry.39 Russia, with which 
India shares a ‘time-tested’ friendly relationship, might not be averse to a greater Indian 
presence in Central Asia. At a time when Moscow has been forced to give space to China in 
its near abroad, a deeper Indian engagement with CARs can help balance the ongoing 
churnings.  Notably, Russia retains civilizational, political, cultural, security and ethnic 
linkages with CARs that can help India set up an enduring relationship with the region.  
These developments provide an opportunity for India to reconnect with Eurasia and outline a 
more sustainable strategic engagement. In this light, a framework of their strategic 
congruence is already in place.  
 

 
 
 

                                                           
38 Remarks by Prime Minister at Plenary of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation 
10 July, 2015, at http://mea.gov.in/Speeches-
Statements.htm?dtl/25454/Remarks_by_Prime_Minister_at_Plenary_of_the_Shanghai_Cooperation_Organisation 
39 Mohan, Raja “A message to Inner Asia”, Indian Express, 6 July, 2015 at 
http://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/a-passage-to-inner-asia/   
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5.Addressing Security Challenges and Building Economic and Energy 
Partnerships  
 
5.1 Address the Afghanistan Quagmire 

A key convergence of interest between India and CARs is the growing regional instability 
emanating from terrorism and religious extremism. The drawdown of Western forces from 
Afghanistan and the rise of Islamic State (IS) has added a new dimension to the region’s 
security landscape. In many ways, security and stability of CARs is linked to peace in 
Afghanistan. In this context, the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) has shown signs of 
revival while the Taliban and IS have expanded their presence in northern parts of the country 
bordering CARs.40 This raises the prospect of spill-over of violence into the Eurasian 
heartland, given the regional terror groups linkages. Central Asia also remains vulnerable due 
to the many drug trafficking routes that traverse through the region. This assumes even greater 
significance given the linkages between drug trafficking, terrorism and organised crime.     
Notably, the largely secular CARs have witnessed a growing shift towards Political Islam.41 
Several fault lines, ranging from weakened socio-economic state structures to inter-ethnic 
discords, have led to increased radicalisation, particularly among the regional youth. This is 
has seen more than 2,000 Central Asians joining the IS.42 The Ferghana Valley remains a 
hotbed of religious extremism. Similarly, the potential base of Khorasan in the Af-Pak area 
can be the pivot to spread IS influence in Kashmir. IS has already threatened to attack India, 
kidnapped Indians in the Middle East and indoctrinated a few. As such, the prospect of IMU, 
IS and the Taliban coordinating their militant activities in Eurasia raises the spectre of an arc 
of regional instability.  
 
5.2 Defence and Security  

In this light, India and CARs share a common objective of preventing Afghanistan from 
becoming the hub of terrorism and extremism, and ensuring its emergence as a commercial 
bridge between South and Central Asia. During PM Modi’s visit to CARs, India sought to 
strengthen the Joint Working Group mechanism on counter-terrorism with Tajikistan, 
Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan.43 The joint statements highlighted the common Indian and 
Central Asian objective of ‘establishing peace in Afghanistan to ensure security and stability 
in the entire region’.44 It also expressed support for a ‘genuine Afghan-owned and Afghan-led 
process for peaceful reconstruction and revival of the country’.45 Notably, India has 
contributed more than US$ 2 billion in Afghanistan’s reconstruction.  
In this light, India has sought to strengthen the security and defence engagement with CARs. 
It has signed defence and security cooperation agreements with Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, 
Kyrgyzstan and Turkmenistan, provides military training to Kazakh, Kyrgyz, Tajik and 
                                                           
40 Roy, Meena and Roy, Rajorshi (2016): “Managing Threats and Challenges of Terrorism in the Eurasian 
Region”, in Asian Strategic Review 2016 – Terrorism: Emerging Trends, New Delhi, Pentagon Press, pp. 160-
188     
41 Ibid  
42 Ibid  
43 “Briefs on India’s Bilateral Relations: Tajikistan”, Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 

http://www.mea.gov.in/Portal/ForeignRelation/Tajikistan_August_2017.pdf   
44 “Media Statement by Prime Minister during his visit to Tajikistan”, Ministry of External Affairs, Government 

of India, 13 July, 2015 at http://www.mea.gov.in/Speeches-
Statements.htm?dtl/25465/Media_Statement_by_Prime_Minister_during_his_visit_to_Tajikistan__July_13_2015  
45 “Joint Statement between Uzbekistan and India during the Prime Minister's visit to Uzbekistan”, Ministry of 

External Affairs, Government of India, 6 July, 2015 at http://www.mea.gov.in/bilateral-
documents.htm?dtl/25429/Joint_Statement_between_Uzbekistan_and_India_during_the_Prime_Ministers_visit_
to_Uzbekistan  
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Uzbek cadets, and has been conducting joint military exercises with Tajikistan and 
Kyrgyzstan (Khanjar series) to boost their military capabilities. There is an ongoing 
cooperation in space with Kazakhstan (as reflected in Table 2). India has also signed a joint 
working group agreement to counter terrorism and extremism in the region with Kazakhstan, 
Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. India has increased the number of Defence Attaches in Central 
Asia to boost military and security cooperation.  
 

The broad contours of Defence and Security engagement, therefore, can be classified 
under the following headings:  

• Military assistance and joint development of defence equipment.  

• Defence, strategic and anti-terrorism agreements. 

• Joint military exercises. 

• Exchange of military officials. 
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Table-2: Ongoing Defence Cooperation between India and CARs 
 

 
 
 
 
5.3 Regional Groupings and India: SCO  

Arguably, the political dynamics within Central Asia appear to favour regional cooperation. 
This is also reflected in the policies of the new Uzbek President Shavkat Mirziyoyev who has 
adopted a positive outlook on contentious regional issues, including those on delimitation of 
border and sharing river waters. In this context, a major instrument that highlights this 
regional cooperative trend is the dynamics of SCO. Its expanded engagement beyond Central 

Military Assistance

• India has upgraded 
the Ayni airport near 
Dushanbe.

• India has built a 
military-civilian 
hospital at Farkhor 
in Tajikistan. 

• India has utilised 
the facilities  of 
ULAN torpedo 
range in  
Kyrgyzstan. 

Defence 
Cooperation 
Agreement 

• India has signed 
formal defence 
cooperation 
agreements with 
Kazakhstan, 
Tajikistan, 
Kyrgyzstan and 
Turkmenistan. 

Military Training

• India provides
military training to
Kazakh, Kyrgyz,
Tajik and Uzbek
cadets.

Joint Military 
Exercises

• There is an ongoing 
cooperation with 
Tajikistan and 
Kyrgyzstan 
(Khanjar series). 

Exchange of Visits 
of Senior Military 
Officials

There are regular high 
level visits that take 
place between Indian 
and Central Asian 
military officials.

Strategic 
Partnership 

India has strategic 
partnerships with 
Uzbekistan, Tajikistan 
and Kazakhstan 

Counter-terror 
Joint Working 
Group (JWG) 

India has counter 
terror JWGs with 
Kazakhstan, 
Uzbekistan and 
Tajikistan. 

Space Cooperation 

• Boost multilateral cooperation
through regional institutions like the
SCO, Eurasian Economic Union
(EEU) and CICA.
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Asia, by including India and Pakistan as full members, and Iran, Afghanistan and Turkey as 
Observers, adds a new dimension to regional cooperation. Notably, the organisation has 
moved from being a mechanism to settle border issues to address security problems, and 
improve economic cooperation and connectivity between member states.  
 

In this light, India’s interests align with that of SCO. The organisation’s charter dwells 
on the common goals to combat the threats of terrorism, separatism and extremism. Its 
success in dealing with drug trafficking has been widely acknowledged while its Regional 
Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) is an important body at work since 2005. Over 900 anti-
terrorist personnel have been trained till date.46 The RATS aims to establish a collaborative 
mechanism with other institutions, namely the CIS, UN, OSCE, CAREC and the CSTO. The 
first joint exercise on countering the use of Internet for terrorism, separatism and extremism 
related activities were held in China in October2015. According to the RATS press release: 
“The main purpose of the ‘Xiamen-2015’ joint command post exercise is to improve the 
cooperation mechanisms of SCO Member States competent authorities with regard to 
identifying and preventing the use of the Internet to carry out terrorism, separatism and 
extremism activities, to exchange views on the legal procedures, organisational and technical 
capacity.”47 
 

The SCO has also frequently expressed concern over the evolving security situation in 
Afghanistan. The majority of its members have argued for some kind of involvement to 
stabilise the country.48 SCO can, thus, facilitate greater security cooperation between member 
countries through intelligence sharing and interaction between law enforcement agencies. 
These core security policies of stabilising the region mesh with India’s concerns in its 
extended neighbourhood.49  
 

The SCO, thus, provides India a platform to strengthen its outreach to Eurasia. As a 
victim of terror, India has developed specific skills to combat the threat of terrorism.50 These 
include building up expertise on policy aspects, counter-terror operations, intelligence 
gathering, training, disaster management, and border protection. In fact, intelligence gathering 
mechanisms depend mainly on satellite and information technology tools. India has strong 
expertise in both these areas. It also cooperates with other countries at the regional and 
international levels. Therefore, India can share its experience and even offer customised 
solutions, if required.51 With SCO’s actions being formulated on the basis of consensus, India 
can negotiate outcomes that have a direct bearing on its core security interests.  

 
However, the SCO needs to overcome a number of challenges. It has been argued that 

the organisation is quite passive and ineffective at a time when Central Asian countries need 
an active involvement in the region.52 There also exist serious differences between member 
countries. In this light, China had for a long time refused to acknowledge the threat of Al-

                                                           
46 Information provided by Jenisbek Jumanbekov, Director, RATS SCO Executive Committee during VII SCO 
Forum meeting in Almaty, 24 April, 2012 
47 “Summit Focuses on Central Asia’s Islamic State Anxieties”, Eurasia Net, 15 September, 2015, at 
http://www.eurasianet.org/node/75091   
48 Meena Singh Roy and Rajorshi Roy, “Managing Threats and Challenges of Terrorism in the Eurasian 
Region”, Asian Strategic Review, 2016 http://www.idsa.in/system/files/book/book_ASR2016.pdf  
49 Ibid  
50 Ibid  
51 Ibid  
52 Soliev, Nodirbek, “Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan”, Counter Terrorist 
Trends and Analysis, vol.7, nº1, (1 February 2015) pp. 50-57. 
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Qaeda. Some Kazakh experts are of the opinion that the RATS is mainly an analytical 
centre.53 China, which is the driving force within the organisation, has relied more on bilateral 
rather than multilateral cooperation. In addition, the rivalry between Kazakhstan and 
Uzbekistan has further complicated the situation. Moreover, unlike the CSTO, there are no 
mutual security obligations among SCO member states. While SCO has conducted a number 
of military drills yet this does not indicate a radical shift towards military cooperation.54 One 
also needs to adopt a wait and watch position on Pakistan’s role in controlling terrorism.  

 
However, despite its limitations, the SCO remains an organisation with the potential to 

deal with the security challenges faced by the regional countries. More importantly, regional 
groupings have acquired a greater salience in an era when globalisation is being threatened by 
President Trump’s new policy approach, and developments of events like Brexit in Europe. It 
is in this context that the future role of SCO and its member states to address regional 
economic and security challenges become even more significant.     
 

Meanwhile, the SCO can also help India reset relations with China, with their common 
interest being in stabilising the region. The organisation’s emphasis on promoting economic 
cooperation and connectivity can, perhaps, unblock India’s access to Eurasia, and provide a 
fillip to projects like TAPI and CASAREM. This will likely give India a stake in the Eurasian 
integration process.    
 

A similar strategic convergence of regional stability exists with Russia. Moreover, 
Moscow remains concerned about giving too much space to Beijing in its near abroad, and an 
improved Indian economic and strategic engagement with Eurasia can balance the growing 
Chinese regional influence. As such, Russia has been supportive of Indian initiatives in the 
region. A calibrated India-Russia coordination in Central Asia can also help overcome the 
latent dissonance that has lately crept in their regional approach.  
 

Nevertheless, there exist several challenges that India is likely to encounter in the 
SCO. This includes playing second fiddle to China and Russia.55 Moreover, given China’s 
domination of the SCO, India’s ability to assert itself may be limited. India will have to 
contend with China’s use of the SCO for enhancing its own role not only in the Eurasian 
region but also in Southern Asia.56 India will also have to deal not only with the China-
Pakistan nexus in SCO, but also the new equation of growing complementarity of interests 
between China, Pakistan and Russia in Eurasia despite India’s close relations with Russia. In 
addition, Islamabad’s design to use this forum in its favour on the Kashmir issue needs 
consideration. Within Pakistan, its membership in the SCO is viewed by many as providing 
Islamabad an opportunity to expand its defence and security relations with Russia and the 
CARs, as well as expanding the operational area of Pakistan’s security and economic 
considerations. These perceptions on the SCO and its utility for Pakistan should be seen in the 
light of Islamabad’s anti-India rhetoric and its effort to balance India in Afghanistan and 
Central Asia. From the Eurasian perspective, while the CARs have welcomed India and 

                                                           
53 Bayram Balci, “Jihadism in Central Asia: A Credible Threat After the Western Withdrawal from 
Afghanistan?”, Carnegie Moscow Center, 13 August 2014, at http:// 
carnegieendowment.org/2014/08/13/jihadism-in-central-asia-credible-threat-after-westernwithdrawal-from-
afghanistan 
54 Ibid  
55 Roy, Meena, “The Shanghai Cooperation Organisation: India Seeking New Role in the Eurasian Regional 
Mechanism”, IDSA, February 2014 at http://www.idsa.in/system/files/monograph34.pdf   
56 Ibid  
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Pakistan as full members, yet they remain apprehensive of the Indo-Pak rivalry being played 
out in the SCO forum.57 
 

However, overall, India’s presence in SCO will provide a better triangular relations 
between India, Russia and China to meaningfully address new security challenges, enhance 
infrastructural development projects, and create a network of regional oil and gas pipelines for 
the larger benefit of Central and South Asian region. This also helps PM Modi’s agenda of 
sustainable development in the region. 
   
5.4 Building Energy Partnerships 

The abundant natural resources of Central Asia are of particular relevance for an energy 
deficit India. New Delhi imports close to 80 percent of its hydrocarbon requirements, the 
majority of it from the volatile West Asian region.58 Securing and diversifying energy 
supplies, thus, become a vital part of India’s national security calculus. A recent PWC report 
projects India’s growth to be in the range of 5.5 to 6.5 percent between 2017 and 2050.59 This 
has the potential to catapult India to be the second largest economy in the world by 2050 in 
PPP terms. In doing so, the country’s energy requirements are bound to increase in the future.  
In this context, the Caspian region can be a vital source of meeting India’s energy demand. 
According to the International Energy Agency, the estimated gas exports from the region are 
likely account for 11 per cent of global gas exports by 2035. The region’s proven natural gas 
reserves are estimated at 450 trillion cubic feet (tcf) while its oil reserves are in the range of 
48 billion barrels.60 Kazakhstan alone possesses 30 billion barrels of oil and 34 tcf of gas, 
which is about 2 and 0.5 per cent of global reserves respectively.61 Similarly, Turkmenistan’s 
gas reserves are estimated to be 617 tcf or about 9.4 per cent of world reserves.62    
 

Over the years, India has sought to build an energy partnership with the CARs. The 
two big Indian initiatives have been the acquisition of a 25 per cent stake in the Satpayev field 
in Kazakhstan and forming a consortium to build the Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-
India (TAPI) gas pipeline.  
 

The major stumbling block in building more energy equities, however, is the problem 
of accessing and routing the hydrocarbons. The absence of a direct land route tends to 
prohibitively inflate costs. The future of also TAPI remains in doubt due to the prevailing 
security and geo-political equations in the region. A viable alternative, therefore, can be the 
acquisition of more stakes in Central Asian energy projects, and a swap involving 
Turkmenistan, Iran and India. Under the swap proposal, Turkmenistan can supply Iran’s 
energy deficient northern regions from the Caspian while Iran supplies hydrocarbons to India 
from the south.   

                                                           
57 Ibid  
58 India’s petroleum import bill rose 9 per cent last fiscal, import dependency of crude rises to 82 percent”, 
Energy World of Economic Times, 26 April, 2017 at http://energy.economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/oil-and-
gas/-indias-petroleum-import-bill-rose-9-per-cent-last-fiscal-import-dependency-of-crude-rises-to-82-
percent/58380805   
59 “The World in 2050 Will the shift in global economic power continue?”, PWC, February 2015, 
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/issues/the-economy/assets/world-in-2050-february-2015.pdf   
60 “BP Statistical Review of World Energy”, June 2017, BP, at 
https://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/en/corporate/pdf/energy-economics/statistical-review-2017/bp-statistical-
review-of-world-energy-2017-full-report.pdf   
61 Ibid  
62 Ibid  
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Meanwhile, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan retain enormous hydropower potential. Dushanbe’s 
standalone potential is in excess of 527 billion kWh per year or 4 per cent of world hydro 
power potential.63 In this light, the Central Asia-South Asia Regional Electricity Market 
(CASAREM) holds the prospect of connecting the resource rich Central Asia with energy 
deficit South Asia.  
 

Similarly, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan’s abundant uranium deposits hold tremendous 
potential for meeting a large chunk of India’s civilian nuclear power plants requirements. 
Kazakhstan holds 12 per cent of global uranium resources64 while Uzbekistan is the world’s 
seventh largest uranium supplier.65 During PM Modi’s visit to the region, India signed key 
agreements with Astana and Tashkent for the supply of uranium.  
 

So far, India’s presence in the Central Asian energy sector has been marginal, as 
compared to China. Since there are many challenges to get oil and gas through pipelines from 
Eurasia to India, it is desirable that India continues to stay engaged in the larger energy 
market of CARs through other means. It can adopt the Gulf model, whereby Indians (both 
skilled and semi-skilled) can be employed in the Central Asian energy sector.  

 
5.5 Enhancing Economic Ties  

Another key area of strategic convergence is the need to enhance India’s economic ties with 
the region. Bilateral trade, as such, remains well below its potential. It stood at US$ 952 
million in 2016-17 or less than 1 per cent of India’s overall trade (as noted in Table 3 and 
Graph 1). Among the CARs, trade volume is heavily skewed in favour of Kazakhstan (as 
noted in Table 4 and Graph 2). Notably, the rate of increase in India-Central Asia bilateral 
trade over the last 25 years is a shadow of the improvement in CARs trade with Russia and 
China (as noted in Table 5).   
 
 
Table 3 Comparison of India’s Trade with CARs 

Year Total Trade India’s 
Exports to 
CARs (US$ 
million)  

Share in 
India’s 
Overall 
Export  
Basket (%) 

India’s 
Imports from 
CARs (US$ 
million)  

Share in 
India’s 
Overall 
Import 
Basket (%)  

1993 13.33 - - - - 
1996-97 31.85 15.61  0.04 16.24 0.04 

2001-02 97.28 68.78 0.15  28.50 0.05 

2012-13 746.31 551.20  0.18  195.11 0.03 

2016-17 952.15  339.69 0.12  612.45 0.15  

Source: Department of Commerce, Government of India: http://commerce.nic.in/eidb/default.asp  

                                                           
63 “The energy sector of the Republic of Tajikistan”, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Tajikistan, 

http://mfa.tj/en/?l=en&cat=28&art=201   
64 “Uranium and Nuclear Power in Kazakhstan”, World Nuclear Association, August 2017 at http://www.world-

nuclear.org/information-library/country-profiles/countries-g-n/kazakhstan.aspx  
65 “Uranium in Uzbekistan”, World Nuclear Association, May 2017 at http://world-nuclear.org/information-
library/country-profiles/countries-t-z/uzbekistan.aspx   
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Graph 1 Representation of India-Central Asia Trade (1993-2016)  

 
 
 
 
 
Table 4. Share of Individual Central Asian Republics in Trade with India 
 (Figures in US$ million)  

 
Year Total 

Trade 
India’s 
Trade with 
Kazakhstan 

India’s 
Trade with 
Kyrgyzstan 

India’s 
Trade with 
Tajikistan 

India’s Trade 
with 
Turkmenistan  

India’s 
Trade with 
Uzbekistan  

1996-97 31.85 16.96 0.98 1.53 1.65 10.74 

2001-02 97.28 53.09 11.53 2.56 6.3 23.8 

2012-13 746.31 426.22 37.08 48.02 78.25 156.75 

2016-17 952.15  642.42 32.57 42.33 79.07 155.66 

Source: Department of Commerce, Government of India: http://commerce.nic.in/eidb/default.asp  
 
 
 
 
 
Graph 2: Representation of Share of Individual Central Asian Republics in Trade with India 
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Table 5: Comparison of Central Asia’s Trade with Russia, China and India  

Year China Russia India  

2001 US$ 1.5 billion  US$ 6 billion US$ 97.28 million  

2013  US$ 50 billion  US$ 31.5 billion  US$ 746.31 million  

2015 US$ 32.6 billion U$ 21.5 billion  US$ 819 million  
Sources: China Statistical Year Book http://www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/ndsj/2016/html/1106EN.jpg  
Ministry of Commerce, Government of India at http://commerce.nic.in/eidb/default.asp  
Federal Customs Service, Customs Statistics of Foreign Trade (Russia) at 
http://stat.customs.ru/apex/f?p=201:7:4147733597856671::NO 

 
6. India’s Initiatives in Building Connectivity with the Region: INSTC and Chabahar  

Lack of direct connectivity with the region remains a major obstacle in improving bilateral 
economic ties. At present, goods to Central Asia are routed through China or Europe. In order 
to overcome this, India has sought to fast-track the operationalisation of International North 
South Transport Corridor (INSTC).  INSTC is a multi-modal transportation route, linking 
India Ocean and Persian Gulf to the Caspian Sea via Iran, and St. Petersburg and North 
Europe via the Russian Federation (Map 1). This route can reduce time and cost of container 
delivery by 30-40 percent.66 A dry run was conducted in April 2017 and the bottlenecks are 
being removed.67 The lifting of sanctions on Iran is also likely to provide a further boost to the 
project. At a recent meeting of Expert Groups and the Coordination Council, it was decided to 
focus on introducing soft infrastructure involving discount on tariffs, and improving banking 
and insurance facilities.68 Moreover, the economic potential of this corridor will grow 
manifold, if linked with South East Asia. This will likely boost trade between Europe and 
South East Asia.  
 

During an official visit to Iran in August 2017, India’s Transport and Highways 
Minister Mr. Nitin Gadkari pointed out that New Delhi has cleared a US$ 150 million Export-
Import Bank financing proposal to develop the Iranian Chabahar port which is a vital cog in 
not only the INSTC project but also in linking the region with Afghanistan.69 Chabahar, 
located in the Sistan-Baluchistan province in Iran’s south-eastern cost will connect the eastern 
city of Zahedan bordering Afghanistan (Map 3), and is expected to cost US$ 500 million. 
India will equip and operate two berths in Chabahar Port Phase-I with capital investment of 
$85.2 million and annual revenue expenditure of $22.95 million on a 10-year lease.70 Port 
operations are likely to begin in 2018.71 Mr. Gadkari emphasised that India will remain 
committed to the project even if the US imposes fresh sanctions on Iran.72 The Iranian 
Transport Minister had, meanwhile, announced that Iran will provide a 50-percent discount on 
Indian goods in order to increase the competitive advantage of Iranian transit corridors.73  

                                                           
66 Roy, Meena, “International North-South Transport Corridor: Re-energising India’s Gateway to Eurasia”, 
IDSA, 18 August 2015 at http://idsa.in/issuebrief/InternationalNorthSouthTransportCorridor_msroy_180815    
67 “Dry run for Russia-Iran-India transport project likely tomorrow”, Live Mint, 12 April, 2017 at 
http://www.livemint.com/Politics/dio3cLF9lcJp8srblf1ccO/Dry-run-for-RussiaIranIndia-transport-project-likely-
tomor.html   
68 Minutes of the 7th meeting of the Expert Groups I and II and 6th INSTC Coordination Council  Meeting held 
at New Delhi on 19-21 March 2015. 
69 Roy, Meena: “Iran: India's Gateway to Central Asia”, Strategic Analysis, vol 16, nº 6 (2012) pp: 957-975; 
“Once operational, Chabahar port will be gateway to golden opportunities: Gadkari”, The Times of India, 6 
August 2017 at http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/business/india-business/once-operational-chabahar-port-will-
be-gateway-to-golden-opportunities-gadkari/articleshow/59940737.cms   
70 Ibid  
71 Ibid  
72 Ibid  
73 Ibid  
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During this visit, India and Iran also discussed financing the Chabahar-Zahedan 500 kms rail 
link.74 India has already built a 218 km road connecting Delaram with Zaranj in Afghanistan 
that borders Iran, and the rail link will offer direct connectivity with Kabul.   
 

India has also sought to broaden the regional scope of INSTC. PM Modi, during his 
visit to Uzbekistan in 2015, invited Tashkent to become its member. India has sought to be 
part of the Ashgabat Agreement, which is a 2011 transit pact signed by Uzbekistan, Iran, 
Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan and Oman.75 This will enable India to avail the existing Eurasian 
transport corridors, and likely synchronise them with the INSTC. Notably, India has set up a 
JWG on connectivity with Kazakhstan in 2015.76   

 
 
Map 1.  INSTC Route vis-à-vis other Regional Corridors  

 
 
Another transit route which has been widely discussed can be an agreement with China for the 
use of its road to Kyrgyzstan though the Xinjiang province. India can use this road by 
constructing a link road in Ladakh joining the Tibet-Xinjiang road (Map 2). Ladakh is already 
linked by road with rest of India via Himachal Pradesh.  

 
 
 
                                                           
74 Ibid  
75 “India to accede to the Ashgabat Agreement”, Press Information Bureau, Government of India, 23 March, 
2016 at http://pib.nic.in/newsite/PrintRelease.aspx?relid=138309   
76 “India-Kazakhstan Relations”, Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, July 2016 at 
https://www.mea.gov.in/Portal/ForeignRelation/Kazakhstan1__July_2016.pdf    
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Map 2. A Potential Alternative Route to Central Asia  

 
Meanwhile, in addition to building hard connectivity, negotiations have taken place between 
India and EEU on signing the Comprehensive Economic Cooperation Agreement (CECA) to 
integrate India’s market with the unifying Eurasian space.77  

 
Map 3. Chabahar Route 

 

                                                           
77 Bisaria, Ajay (2013): “Connect Central Asia Policy”, in Perspectives on Bilateral and Regional Cooperation 

South and Central Asia, Chandigarh, Centre for Rural and Industrial Development(CRRID), Chandigharh, pp. 
184..  
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7. Challenges for India in Central Asia 

Despite India’s ongoing and past initiatives to strengthen relations with CARs, it has been 
unable to emerge as the region’s major economic and strategic partner. Arguably, India’s 
regional engagement has been largely episodic. In this context, the key challenges which limit 
New Delhi’s role in increasing its outreach to Eurasia are: 
 
7.1 Geographical and geo-strategic constraints in reviving old routes and building new 
corridors: 
The lack of direct connectivity with Eurasia remains a key obstacle in strengthening India’s 
engagement with the region. The geo-strategic rivalry with Pakistan and China have ensured 
that the most logical and convenient routes, through Pakistan and Afghanistan, and China, 
remain inaccessible. Meanwhile, the INSTC remains a work in progress. It will require 
greater coordination among all stakeholders, including on tariffs, finance and infrastructure, to 
generate economies of scale.       
 
7.2 Regional geo-political rivalries  

A number of Indian initiatives, particularly in the energy sector, have been caught in the 
middle of regional geo-political rivalries. This is reflected in projects like buying stakes in 
Petro Kazakhstan Company and Kashagan oil field in Kazakhstan, and Dauletabad gas field 
in Turkmenistan, wherein despite assurances from the highest levels, India lost out to Chinese 
companies. Some regional scholars have argued that China’s greater credibility in delivering 
projects vis-à-vis India, despite the CARs inherent mistrust of Beijing’s strategic motives, has 
gone against New Delhi.   
 
7.3 Security concerns in Afghanistan and Central Asia  

Indian businesses remain concerned about the worsening security situation in Afghanistan and 
the risk of spillover of violence into Central Asia. The growing influence of Taliban and IS 
near Afghanistan’s northern boundary with the three Central Asian Republics has worsened 
the investment sentiment, which is anyway plagued by fears of political and economic 
upheaval due to the prevailing socio-political and economic conditions in CARs. These 
include the devaluation of rouble, slowing economic growth, lack of clear line of political 
succession and growing religious extremism. The social contract, of political stability and 
economic growth, has shown signs of fraying. This has led several commentators to argue that 
conditions are ripe for the emergence of an ‘Arab Spring’ like situation in the future.      
Meanwhile, there also exists political differences among the CARs. These involve the inter-
ethnic, water and boundary disputes which have tended to muddy the investment climate and 
scare away investors.   
 
7.4 Unfamiliar market of Central Asia 

The Indian business community remains apprehensive about an unfamiliar Central Asian 
market. The lack of clarity on legal and taxation regime of CARs, corruption and insufficient 
financial institutions have dampened the enthusiasm of major Indian business houses. There 
have been instances in the past wherein Indian exporters did not receive payment for the 
goods they had exported. The Punjab National Bank in Almaty is the only Indian bank in 
operation in Central Asia.   
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7.5 Information gap and language barrier 

Despite their shared historical and civilizational links, there exists an information gap in both 
India and Central Asia about each other’s capabilities, facilities and progress in the 21st 
century. The robust Indo-Soviet cultural interaction that made Indians acutely aware of 
developments in Eurasia has not been sustained beyond the independence of CARs. Similarly, 
academic exchanges have dwindled over the years. Arguably, the understanding and expertise 
of Central Asia in India, particularly against the backdrop of the regional churnings, is 
inadequate. The tendency of academics to often view regional developments through the 
Western prism also acts as an obstacle in evolving a coherent understanding of the region. 
Moreover, the lack of proficiency in each other’s languages is a factor in accentuating the 
information gap. In this light, none of the Indian universities teach Central Asian languages.  
 
7.6 Visa problems 

A complex visa regime is an important barrier in building people to people and business ties. 
Several Republics have clubbed Indian citizens in the same category as visitors from Pakistan 
and Afghanistan. This often results in unnecessary delays that weaken the enthusiasm of 
tourists. A more liberalised visa process is, thus, the need of the hour.     
 
7.7 Insufficient air connectivity 

Air connectivity between India and CARs remains insufficient and under utilised. At present, 
no Indian carrier flies on the India-Central Asia route which is between 2-4 hours from New 
Delhi. The Central Asian airlines, barring Air Astana (daily flights), that do fly on this sector 
have limited weekly flights.   
  
8 Roadmap for India’s future engagement with Central Asia 

Under the current Modi government, connectivity and sustainable development are central to 
India’s foreign policy outlook. One of the primary goal of building international partnerships 
is to complement India’s internal economic growth. PM Modi’s approach “of sabka saath, 

sabka vikas” (collective action, inclusive growth) is as much a belief in international relations 
as it is in domestic development”.78 In this context, India is pursuing a policy of developing 
strong international partnerships with its immediate and extended neighbourhood, which will 
benefit regional partners in meeting their development goals in areas of education, health care, 
disaster management and communication. Under its flagship initiative - Indian Technical and 
Economic Cooperation (ITEC) – India has offered training and skill development to countries 
in Africa, South and Central Asia, Eastern Europe, Caribbean, Latin America and Pacific 
Island states. India has been more focused on assistance and help but without attaching any 
strings to it.   
 

Under the larger framework of India’s current foreign policy approach, Central Asia 
has acquired a new focus, as reflected in PM Modi’s visit to the region in 2015. In many 
ways, this was viewed as India’s keen desire to play a more active role in Eurasia. It was 
further strengthened by India getting a full membership of the SCO. However, given the 
current security situation in South, Central and West Asian region, which exposes countries of 
the region to completely new set of challenges, India needs to sustain the momentum initiated 

                                                           
78 Speech by Foreign Secretary at the Research and Information System for Developing Countries,  
25 August, 2017, at http://www.mea.gov.in/Speeches-
Statements.htm?dtl/28888/Speech_by_Foreign_Secretary_at_the_Research_and_Information_System_for_Devel
oping_Countries   
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by PM Modi in 2015. It has been rightly pointed out that these new developments make a case 
for India to evolve a calibrated and co-ordinated response in its engagement with the regional 
countries to further secure India’s core national interests. Despite the challenges, the region 
offers new opportunities for India as well, both at bilateral and regional levels. The need is to 
come out of old syndromes and articulate a new pragmatic approach, keeping in view the 
strengths and limitation of India. The key elements of India’s strategy for future engagement 
with the region can, therefore, include the following79: 
 
8.1 Build long term economic inter-dependence  

The comparative economic advantages of the two regions are vast. Central Asia is a big 
consumer market, with substantial demand for a range of goods and services, in which India 
has niche capabilities. These include the ‘soft’ sectors of IT, technical education, capacity 
building, pharma and health, and is reflected in the recent Indian initiatives on tele-medicine 
and tele-education in CARs. Similarly, CARs resources can fuel India’s ‘Make in India’ 
campaign. In this light, future endeavours for an enduring economic partnership can also 
focus on the following: 

• Joint ventures in the health sector - A significant number of Central Asian citizens 
avail state of the art medical arrangements in India. Similar facilities can be set up in 
Eurasia.  

• Tourism– India and CARs can leverage their historical linkages and positive image to 
facilitate tourism. The legendary stories of Ancient Silk Route and Islamic heritage are 
vividly sketched in the Indian mind. Similarly, traditional medicine, yoga, and Indian 
tea and spices remain popular in Eurasia. Boosting tourism will require improved air 
connectivity and a simplified visa regime. Notably, the majority of CARs capitals are 
within 2-4 hours from New Delhi. Also, the hospitality sector holds big promise. An 
Indian company CHL Ltd. runs a five-star hotel in Tajikistan. PM Modi had 
inaugurated a Yoga and Traditional Medicine Centre in Ashgabat, the first of its kind 
in Central Asia, during his visit in 2015.  

• Agriculture cooperation - Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan have 
large untapped arable lands. Indian companies can explore the nuances of cultivating 
these areas. An agricultural workshop was held in Dushanbe during PM Modi’s visit 
in 2015. In the past, Chinese and Japanese companies have sought to lease cultivable 
Central Asian lands.            

• Construction Sector - The recent attempts by Kazakhstan (Nur Zhol policy) and 
Uzbekistan (Special Economic Zones under Navoi, Angren and Jizzakh) to diversify 
their economies dependence from the hydrocarbon sector presents opportunities for 
Indian companies to explore. Both these countries have sought foreign investment in 
creating industrial zones with special and simplified rules for doing business.80 
Companies like Punj Lloyd and KEC already have significant footprints in the 
regional energy construction and engineering fields. Indian skilled labour was 
employed in large numbers, reaching a peak of 2,500 in Turkmenistan. Around 2,000 
Indian construction workers are at present working at the Abu Dhabi plaza in 

                                                           
79 Roy, Meena: “India’s ‘Connect Central Asia’ Policy: Building Cooperative Partnership”, Indian Foreign 

Affairs Journal, vol. 8, nº 3 (July–September 2013) pp. 301-316.  
80 “India to expand its economic footprints in Central Asia”, The Economic Times, 1 May 2017 at 
http://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/india-to-expand-its-economic-footprints-in-
central-
asia/articleshow/58455678.cms?utm_source=contentofinterest&utm_medium=text&utm_campaign=cppst   
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Astana.81 India has also upgraded Tajikistan’s Varzob-I hydro-power station, a 
country wherein nearly 80 percent of generation and transmission assets need to be 
modernised.82      

Indian companies can also explore building refineries, an area where they have built niche 
domestic capability, in CARs in order to add value to the region’s hydrocarbon exports. 
Similarly, given the abundant gas reserves of the region, India which utilises 1/3rd of its gas 
imports in making fertilizers, can look to build joint fertilizer plants in Eurasia. This will 
negate the need to import gas on the existing scale. Notably, the import of fertilizers into India 
will not require a pipeline.  
 

In order to build economic interdependence, the involvement of the Indian private 
sector in Central Asian market, which has so far not been viewed by big Indian business 
houses as a very attractive market, should be facilitated. A twofold strategy, therefore, will be 
required to address this issue. Firstly, the Indian government can facilitate greater interaction 
between private sectors of India and Central Asia. Secondly, Central Asian states can help in 
creating a more attractive investment environment for the Indian private sector. 
 
8.2 Greater Emphasis on regional groupings  

While strengthening bilateral partnerships with CARs continue to be a pillar of India’s 
engagement with the region, greater emphasis also needs to be given on building synergies 
with regional groupings. As India is already a member of CICA and SCO, this offers 
opportunities to focus on cooperation in energy and transportation sectors under the SCO 
framework. 
 

India can also explore pragmatic cooperation with key regional players—China, Iran 
and Pakistan. In addition, it can seek to enhance partnership with Russia in Central Asia. 
Russia still retains historical, cultural, security and economic linkages with the region. 
 
8.3 Explore synergies of cooperation with extra-regional powers  

India can explore possibilities of cooperation with countries like Japan, South Korea and 
Mongolia, who are viewed as welcome partners by the Central Asians. Japan conducts its 
engagement with the region under the Central Asia plus Japan dialogue, while South Korea 
has established a Korea-Central Asia dialogue. The common goal for all three countries 
(India, Japan and South Korea) is to build economic, communication, IT, energy and 
transportation linkages, and promote industrial diversification with the CARs. India and 
Mongolia also share a strong bilateral partnership, and have a similar approach towards the 
region. Both are members of SCO. This provides a favourable opportunity for greater 
cooperation among these countries in Central Asia. India and Japan have already proposed to 
work jointly towards developing the Chabahar port to enhance connectivity with Eurasia.     
 
8.4 Factor in intra-regional equations  

While formulating a policy towards CARs, it is important to take into consideration Central 
Asia’s own security and economic concerns. To develop effective partnership with the 
regional countries, India will need to factor Central Asian security as a high –priority for its 
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82 “Sector Assessment (Summary): Energy”, Asian Development Bank, 2016, at 
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future cooperation with the region. To address the new security challenges in the region, an 
annual security dialogue with all Central Asian countries can be initiated.  
 
 
8.5 Promote regional connectivity  
To enhance connectivity with and within the region, which is a mantra of the Modi 
government, India can help the CARs by building selective rail and road projects within 
Central Asia that will assist in completing the missing regional links. This is something 
similar to India having constructed the Zaranj-Delaram highway in Afghanistan.    

 
Moreover, in order to make the air-connectivity economically viable, India and CARs 

can work to make India as hub for air connectivity, not just for traffic between India and 
CARs but for reaching out to South and South East Asia. 
 
8.6 Strengthen cooperation in areas of niche capabilities  
India can seek to deepen its engagement in niche areas like health, human resource 
development, IT, pharma, banking and capital markets, small and medium enterprises and 
micro finance, and food security and agriculture.  
 
 
9. Conclusion  
The aforesaid analysis of India’s long-standing ties with the region highlights the strategic 
significance of Eurasia to India. With an aim to enhance political, economic and strategic ties, 
India’s policy towards the region has moved from ‘Look North’ to ‘Connect North’. This is 
very clearly reflected in New Delhi’s pronouncement of ‘Connect Central Asia’ policy 
followed by PM Modi’s visit to the region in 2015 with the focus on rebuilding connectivity, 
restoring bridges, strengthening security cooperation and broadening people to people 
contacts. Notably, the full membership of SCO offers India greater synergies to play a more 
active role to address the growing common threat of extremism and terrorism for all SCO 
member states, create energy and transport networks, cooperate in disaster management and 
strengthen people to people ties. India is, thus, all set to build more meaningful partnerships 
with the region in the context of new geo-political changes shaping Central Asia. More 
importantly, the region is seeking India to play a more active role.  
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