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Introduction

the past decade has seen a notable rise in india’s efforts to engage 
with Central Asia. Analysts suggest this is driven by two primary concerns: securing  
and diversifying India’s energy supplies in order to sustain economic growth; and 
keeping a check on the rise of radical Islamist groups that may pose a threat to India’s 
security.1 In addition, India is keen to tap the considerable commercial potential of the 
Central Asian region. Meanwhile, the strategic location of Central Asia means that it 
is a central locus of geopolitical manoeuvring affecting India’s relations with Pakistan, 
China, the US, and other powers in the region. 

In this paper we explore the concerns and interests that motivate India’s recent efforts 
to step up its engagement in Central Asia, policy statements as well as practical  
initiatives, and we consider how India is faring in the geopolitical competition over  
the region. 

Historically, India was closely linked to Central Asia through trading routes as well 
as successive invasions of the subcontinent which swept down from the north-west.2 
Post-independence India’s relations with Central Asia were shaped by Delhi’s closeness 
to the Kremlin, especially after the Sino-Indian border conflict of 1962. Constrained 
by its ties to the Soviet Union, as well as by a general inward-looking focus during 
the Cold War period, India’s presence in the region was mostly limited to cultural 
exchanges.3 The collapse of the Soviet Union prompted a shift in India’s foreign policy 
in the 1990s away from ideological alliances and towards a more pragmatic approach. 
Central Asia was now referred to as ‘our near abroad’ and India began to develop  
bilateral relations with the five new republics.

India’s primary concern and focus of engagement in the wider region is Afghanistan, 
which reflects both historical links (much of Afghanistan was once part of the Mughal 
Empire) and the intertwining of Afghanistan’s fate with India’s nemesis, Pakistan. Over 
the past decade India has pursued a multi-faceted approach in Afghanistan, combining  
development assistance – India is the largest donor to Afghanistan in the region, and 
fifth largest bilateral donor overall – with the promotion of security interests, while 
also providing commercial opportunities for Indian companies.4 In contrast, as the  
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account below demonstrates, India’s approach to the five Central Asian states is  
generally considered to have been less joined-up and less consistent. 

In June 2012, New Delhi launched a new ‘Connect Central Asia’ policy. This signalled 
that India would seek to build stronger political relations and strengthen strategic and 
security cooperation with Central Asian states. It proposed to step up India’s engage-
ment in the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) and the establishment of a 
new Comprehensive Economic Cooperation Agreement to integrate its markets with 
those of Central Asia. In practical terms it promised a cross-regional energy infra-
structure, new flight connections with Central Asian states, and the development of IT, 
banking, and pharmaceutical industries in order to strengthen economic links.5
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	 2
Interests 

securing an assured and uninterrupted supply of energy is critical 
for keeping India’s economic wheels in motion. India currently sources almost three-
quarters of its oil consumption from abroad,6 much of it from the volatile Middle East 
region. Thus energy security has become a central component of Indian national  
security and foreign policy. With India projected to become ever more reliant on 
imported energy,7 reducing dependence on the Middle East and cultivating alternative 
sources of energy has become a vital concern. 

Central Asia contains vast hydrocarbon fields both on-shore and off-shore in the  
Caspian Sea. These are home to an estimated 4 per cent of the world’s natural gas 
reserves,8 and approximately 3 per cent of oil reserves.9 Most of these resources are 
found in Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan, although Tajikistan and  
Kyrgyzstan also have potential for generating hydro-electric power. In addition, 
Central Asia has reserves of uranium ore plus the potential for its enrichment; so the 
region could be tapped as a source of uranium for India’s civilian nuclear programme, 
which would in the long term help diversify its energy base.10

Central Asia is thus of prime importance in India’s energy security policy. Over the 
past decade, India’s state-owned Oil and Natural Gas Corporation (ONGC) has 
sought to invest in Kazakhstan, which has three of the world’s richest oilfields. ONGC 
acquired sizeable stakes in the Alibekmola and Kurmangazy oilfields in Kazakh-
owned areas of the Caspian Sea.11 More recently ONGC attempted to buy a share of 
US company ConocoPhillip’s holding in the Kashagan oilfield. However, although the 
Indian Government has begun investing in oil fields in Central Asia, its policy on how 
to transport this oil to the Indian market or work out oil swap deals is still evolving.

The Indian government has been engaged in protracted negotiations regarding the 
1680 km-long Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India (TAPI) pipeline, estimated 
to cost US$7.6 billion to construct. The TAPI project is intended to transport 30 billion 
cubic meters (bcm) of gas from natural gas fields in Turkmenistan via Afghanistan 
and Pakistan to India.12 However, construction of the pipeline has stalled for various 
reasons, including prior commitment of Turkmen gas reserves to Russia, difficulties of 
engaging with the regime in Ashgabat, and the security risks associated with a pipeline 

Energy security
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that will run through southern Afghanistan. As a result, despite the hype around the 
TAPI project, there are doubts as to whether international companies will be willing to 
finance it.13 Therefore practical implementation of the project is still at an early stage.14 
Furthermore, following Chinese Premier Xi Jinping’s visit to Turkmenistan in  
September 2013, there is speculation that the TAPI project may be derailed altogether.15

Central Asia is of vital importance to India not just in terms of energy security but 
also for reasons of national security. New Delhi sees the region as a source of religious 
extremism and is concerned to check the rise of radical Islamist groups which may 
present a terrorist threat.16 Since the demise of the Soviet Union, Central Asia has been 
a fertile recruiting ground for such groups,17 and there are reportedly scores of jihadist 
groups based in the region.18 Given the transnational nature of these groups, including 
links with the Taliban and other militant groups in neighbouring countries, this  
generates a high degree of unease in New Delhi. The fear is that if the emergence of 
jihadist groups is not checked, they will eventually pose a serious threat to India’s  
security, especially in the contested state of Kashmir.19

This concern is exacerbated by the situation in Afghanistan. There is a prospect of 
increasing insecurity in Afghanistan following the NATO withdrawal in 2014, which 
may spill over and destabilise fragile Central Asian states. Furthermore, New Delhi 
fears that a resurgent Taliban integrated into Afghan power structures post-withdrawal  
will be counter to India’s interests.20 These security concerns are compounded by the 
proliferation of drug-trafficking in Central Asia. Weak border management and high 
levels of corruption, coupled with the failure to stem opium production in Afghanistan,  
have made drug-trafficking an extremely lucrative industry. Much of the money  
generated provides a vital source of funding for jihadist groups.

For these reasons India is keen to play a bigger role in Central Asia’s security matrix 
and to prevent real and perceived threats to its national security. Over the past decade, 
New Delhi has sought to enhance its security assets in the region, notably through the 
acquisition of a first foreign military outpost in Tajikistan. Tajikistan is of particular 
concern for India since only a narrow 20 km stretch of Afghan territory separates it 
from Pakistan-administered Kashmir. India began to refurbish the airbase at Ayni in 
2004, reportedly spending $70 million as part of its aid to Tajikistan. Although New 
Delhi never publicly announced its intentions, there was speculation in the media that 
a squadron of MiG 29 bombers would be stationed at the airbase.21 The Ayni airbase 
was seen by some as emblematic of India’s growing strategic aspirations and an attempt 
to project Indian military power in Central Asia.22 Not only would it enable India to 
respond to situations in the region that threatened its security, it also increased India’s 
options in the event of heightened tensions with Pakistan, since it would enable India 
to strike at Pakistan from the rear.23

National security
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However, Russia – still regarded as the dominant security actor in Central Asia – 
appears to have been unwilling to sanction India’s attempt to establish a military 
foothold in Tajikistan.24 Perhaps fearful that this would open the door to US and 
NATO influence,25 it reportedly used its leverage over the Tajik Government to ensure 
that India did not deploy fighter aircraft at the base.26 After a decade of negotiations 
between New Delhi and Dushanbe, in 2011 the Tajik Foreign Minister launched  
negotiations with Russia to discuss possible deployment of the Russian military at Ayni,  
while also ruling out the deployment of Indian or American forces at the airbase.27 

Despite this setback, India continues efforts to strengthen bilateral cooperation on 
security with Central Asian states. In recent years, it has shown signs of changing 
tack in its military outreach to a more ‘soft power’ approach.28 In July 2011, the Indian 
Defence Minister visited Kyrgyzstan and announced plans to open a joint military 
research centre there, as well as an initiative to train Kyrgyz soldiers to serve in UN 
peacekeeping missions. It was considered that lower-profile initiatives like military 
hospitals and research centres may allow Indian military officers to build relationships 
with their Central Asian counterparts in a manner less threatening to Russia. 

When India’s Vice-President visited Tajikistan in April 2013, both governments 
stressed the importance of cooperation in dealing with anticipated security threats 
from Afghanistan,29 and India has established Joint Working Groups on Terrorism 
with Tajikistan and Kazakhstan. However, despite shared concerns over security, there 
is little effective security cooperation between India and Central Asian states. Whereas 
Russia conducts numerous joint military exercises with these states under the frame-
work of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) and Collective Security 
Treaty Organisation, and China does to some degree through the SCO, there is limited 
direct collaboration with India’s armed forces.30 

India did join the multilateral SCO as an Observer in 2005, and it aspires to become 
a full member. The SCO is one of the most prominent multilateral bodies with regard 
to Central Asia, and the issue of counter-terrorism regularly features on the agenda of 
SCO summits. However, it is doubtful that India will be able to utilise the SCO platform  
to advance its own security interests, given the predominant Chinese influence within 
the organisation and Beijing’s sensitivity towards Pakistan, which is also an Observer 
in the SCO.

Central Asia offers a relatively untapped market for Indian consumer goods, especially 
as consumers in the region have little to choose from between highly priced, imported 
Western products and cheap but lower-quality Chinese manufactured goods that have 
flooded the region. Indian tea and pharmaceutical industries have already acquired 
a foothold in the Central Asian market,31 while potential for Indian investment and 
expertise has been identified in the areas of IT, banking, construction, and food  
processing.32 There is also scope for India to assist Central Asian states in developing 
small and medium-scale enterprises.33

Commercial
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Currently, India provides limited assistance in some of these areas as part of its long-
running ITEC (Indian Technical and Economic Cooperation) Programme. In recent 
years, the Indian Government has also begun to assist Indian entrepreneurs and  
business chambers to organise trade fairs under its CIS programme,34 and a joint  
business council has been set up with Kazakhstan.35 Nevertheless, India’s rather piece- 
meal economic engagement in Central Asia, compounded by its own belated economic  
reforms, means that its commercial clout in the region is limited. This is reflected in 
the bilateral trade figures which show that Central Asia’s share of Indian exports is  
1.07 per cent, while imports stand at an even lower 0.08 per cent.36 

On his April 2013 visit to Tajikistan, India’s Vice President signed deals to expand 
bilateral cooperation in IT, energy, health, education, trade, commerce, mining, and 
agriculture, while there are also plans to collaborate with Tajikistan in establishing an 
IT centre of excellence and a Central Asia e-network.37 However, the current extent 
of India’s actual bilateral cooperation with Tajikistan is very small, especially when 
compared with China’s economic engagement.38 China has invested large sums in 
Tajikistan’s IT and telecommunications industries and in mining uranium and other 
minerals. It has also leased large areas of land rich in minerals from the Tajik  
Government at low cost.39 As described below, China also has far more trade and 
investment with the other Central Asian states than India. 
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Geopolitics

india’s approach to central asia cannot be divorced from either its South 
Asia policy or from its management of a host of triangular relationships, involving 
China, Russia, Pakistan and the United States.40 Iran too is being looked upon as offer-
ing an alternative route for India to access Central Asia via western Afghanistan.41 
Below we sketch out the contours of India’s relations with some of the key players in 
the region.

India’s historical relations with Central Asia influence how the region is perceived 
today, and thus how Indian policies are shaped. According to Robert D. Kaplan,  
India’s history is “the story of invasions from a north-westerly direction”, and this 
explains why Central Asia continues to be seen more as the source of threats than 
of opportunities.42 In particular, India’s approach to Central Asia is conditioned by 
its profound distrust of, and tensions with, Pakistan. India’s ability to access Central 
Asia is vulnerable because Pakistan’s geography – and at times its deliberate policy of 
obstruction – cuts India off from the region.

Given Afghanistan’s close relations with Pakistan and its troubled history, New Delhi’s 
primary concern in the wider Central Asia region is Afghanistan. Afghanistan is 
viewed not just as a spring-board for anti-India militants but also as a rear base for 
Pakistan. At the same time, Afghanistan is regarded by some Indian eyes as “part of the 
Indian subcontinent, linked organically to India on account of the record of empires 
past”.43 This is not to suggest that India has territorial designs on Afghanistan, but it 
does mean that New Delhi is deeply concerned about who rules in Kabul and wishes  
to ensure that whoever does so is well-disposed to India. 

India’s fear in the past and for the future is that if Afghanistan falls under the Taliban’s  
sway, it could give rise to a succession of radicalised Islamic societies throughout 
Central Asia. This would have a destabilising effect not only in Central Asia but also 
in Pakistan.44 Conversely, an Afghanistan at peace and governed along secular lines 
would strengthen India’s position vis-à-vis Pakistan. Thus India supported the  
Najibullah regime during the 1980s against the pro-Pakistani Islamist mujahidin trying  
to topple it. And similarly, India now strongly backs Hamid Karzai’s government as a 
bulwark against Pakistan and its perceived surrogates in Afghanistan.45

India – Pakistan
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Equally significant in geopolitical terms – though very different in terms of history and 
future outlook – is India’s relationship with China. China’s long land border with the 
Central Asian states and its massive economic muscle gives it considerable leverage in 
the region. Since China forged diplomatic relations with the five Central Asian states 
in 1992, its overall trade with the region has increased over a hundred-fold.46 China is 
now the most prominent economic actor and main source of foreign investment in the 
region. This has enabled China to outpace India throughout Central Asia in terms of 
volumes of trade and investment, energy acquisitions, and the building of transport 
and infrastructure networks.

In 2012 India’s overall trade volume with the five central Asian republics was estimated 
at $500 million.47 In contrast, China’s trade with the five states in 2012 amounted to 
nearly $46 billion.48 In the energy sphere, India has regularly been beaten by China 
when it comes to securing energy acquisitions. In June 2013, India lost out when 
Astana blocked its deal to buy a major stake in the giant Kashagan oilfield from a US 
company; the Kazakh Government purchased it instead and then sold it on to China. 
China already receives 40 bcm of natural gas annually from Turkmenistan, a figure 
projected to rise much higher when Chinese pipelines from Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan  
are added. And there are concerns in India that China will resist its attempts to gain 
access to Central Asia’s natural gas through the TAPI pipeline.49 China’s ability to  
compete successfully against India is also visible in its consolidation of transport  
networks with Central Asia that make up its own version of the Silk Road. 

Recently there have been indications of rapprochement and of a more cooperative 
approach between India and China in Central Asia. In August 2013, senior officials 
from India’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs met with their counterparts in Beijing to 
discuss a range of issues relating to Central Asia. These reportedly included “regional 
security and counter-terrorism, SCO, energy security, development partnerships, 
and people-to-people contacts with the countries of the region”.50 They were the first 
ever official bilateral talks on the region held between the two countries, and open the 
possibility of further cooperation between New Delhi and Beijing.51 Subsequently a 
delegation from China headed to New Delhi to discuss issues related to Afghanistan, 
including the consequences of NATO withdrawal in 2014.

India and China clearly have some shared concerns in the region, especially where 
issues of security are concerned, and the August talks identified a number of areas of 
potential complementarity between the two countries. One area reportedly discussed 
is the complementarity of India’s expertise in service sectors, including IT and banking,  
with China’s major investment in Central Asian infrastructure.52 Nevertheless, and 
despite public statements to the contrary,53 most analysts take the view that India’s 
engagement in the region will continue to be characterised by competition with China. 
Indeed, the September 2013 visit to Central Asia by Chinese Premier Xi – when the 
media reported that contracts worth almost $100 billion were signed54 – has reinforced 

India – China
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Indian fears that China will undermine its own contract negotiations for energy  
supplies.55

The other key player with regard to India’s role in Central Asia is the United States. 
Washington has supported an expanded Indian role in Central Asia, evident in the US  
strategy for a New Silk Road which would link India with Central Asia – and ultimately  
with the West. This initiative, launched in 2011, aims to help stabilise Afghanistan 
and the broader Central Asian region by developing cross- and intra-regional trade, 
energy, and transit connections.56 It is also perceived as a means for the US to sustain 
its economic interests in the Central Asia region by bypassing Russia, Iran, and China 
while linking India with Europe via Central Asia – thus providing new investment 
opportunities for US business.57

Meanwhile, US involvement in Afghanistan is seen to expand the political, economic 
and military space available to India in the region. According to Stephen Blank, 
“Washington’s presence allows India to play, or at least aspire to, a greater Central 
Asian role than it could achieve on its own. Washington also counts on New Delhi 
playing an expanded role in Afghanistan and Central Asia as its troops depart  
Afghanistan.”58 Kaplan goes further and avers that “As the United States and China 
become great power rivals, the direction in which India tilts could determine the 
course of geopolitics in Eurasia in the 21st century. India, in other words, looms as the 
ultimate pivot state”.59

However, India is yet to capitalise on this ostensibly pivotal role in Central Asia.  
It continues to lag behind Russia and especially China in the region. China’s obstruc-
tionism towards Indian efforts to engage in Central Asia also suggests that it may view 
India as a ‘stalking horse’ for the United States.60 Meanwhile, China is well advanced 
in the process of building its own ‘Silk Road’, well before US–India plans to revive the 
historical trading route have got beyond the drawing-board.61 

India – United States
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	 4
Conclusions

it is clear from the foregoing analysis that India’s strategic approach lies 
in the “development of strong ties with the countries of Central Asia along the energy 
and security vectors”.62 However, India’s experiences in Central Asia over the past  
decade demonstrate the challenges of competing with China on energy issues and  
with Russia on matters of regional security. Thus far, India has managed to secure only 
a tenuous foothold in Central Asia when considered alongside other major players in 
the region. 

Many analysts take the view that India has yet to translate the aspirations of its recent 
Connect Central Asia policy statement into strategic and sustained policy action. 
Despite much talk of India’s growing role in Central Asia, it remains essentially a minor  
player and is unable to compete with China or Russia. Analysts Marlene Laruelle, Jean-
Francois Huchet, Sebastien Peyrouse, and Bayram Balci conclude that despite signs of 
Sino-Indian rivalry in some areas such as energy acquisition, India’s business presence 
in the region is minimal.63

It is also not yet apparent that India is willing and able to invest the considerable 
amounts of economic, military, and diplomatic capital required to turn the Connect 
Central Asia policy into practice. While Indian officials may proclaim Central Asia a 
priority of Indian foreign and security policy, India is not at present among the major 
influential powers in the region. Laruelle and Peyrouse conclude that talk of the  
priority New Delhi gives to Central Asia and efforts to cut a major figure there are 
more aspirational than actual and “its discursive activity by far exceeds the reality of 
bilateral relationships.”64

As we approach 2014, recent experience suggests that as the US presence in Afghanistan  
diminishes, the more established regional players – notably China and Russia – will 
continue to constrain India’s ability to project meaningful economic or military power 
in Central Asia.65 Notwithstanding the recent bilateral talks between Indian and Chinese 
officials regarding cooperation in Central Asia, the risk is that India will continue to 
be thwarted by China on issues of energy security and by Russia on issues of military 
security. 
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