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Abstract 
Almost everything written about the Caspian Sea region has referred to the so-called 
Great Game, when the world powers vied for political control of the region, as well as 
for its rich mineral resources. Following the break-up of the Soviet Union, the Caspian 
Sea region was quickly internationalized, emerging as a distinct geopolitical unit and 
the object of a policy battle on a regional and even global scale. It has recently been an 
arena for competition among actors both within and outside the region, not only for 
profits from the development and transportation of Caspian mineral resources but also 
for influence in the Caucasus and Central Asia.1 The region’s vast hydrocarbon 
resources make it one of the most promising energy sources for a number of key 
players: China, the European Union, India, Turkey, and the United States. Nevertheless, 
despite the potential for long-term economic prosperity, the Caspian region remains 
one of the world’s most complicated geopolitical areas, and one that is very vulnerable 
to emerging security threats. The Caspian Sea region faces tremendous challenges, 
including terrorism, unresolved regional conflicts, drug trafficking, proliferation of 
weapons of mass destruction, environmental degradation, and a lack of regional 
cooperation. This policy brief examines the key threats that could undermine the 
region’s fragile stability in the immediate future. Its author argues that enhanced 
regional cooperation and integration among the littoral states are the only means to a 
possible long-term solution for security in the Caspian Sea region.2  
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Policy Challenges  
Terrorism, Drug Trafficking, and Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) Proliferation  

All of the Caspian states see terrorism as a key foreign and domestic threat. It is an especially 

acute problem for Russia both in terms of the ongoing conflict in Chechnya and because 

terrorism can spread instability throughout the North Caucasus region, including to the 

Republic of Dagestan, which is on the Caspian Sea.3 Terrorism can have a dramatic effect on 

the security situation in the region due to the possible spread of insurgencies and due to 

possible attacks on the oil and gas pipelines that are vital to the region’s economic 

development.  

 

A second destabilizing factor in the region is the substantial increase of drug trafficking from 

Afghanistan. The 2006 International Narcotics Control Strategy Report released by the US 

State Department highlights that all Caspian states continue to serve as major transit 

countries for drugs originating from Afghanistan.4  

 

A third factor threatening stability around the Caspian is the proliferation of weapons of mass 

destruction (WMD). The challenge of preventing WMD proliferation in the region is inevitably 

interlinked with increasing tensions over Iran’s nuclear program, the outcome of which could 

result in drastic changes for the region’s stability. Although the international community is 

trying to deal with this problem via diplomatic means, a possible US military strike on Iran 

cannot be ruled out, especially considering that the Bush administration has said that all 

options are still on the table.5

 

Ensuring Energy Security in the Caspian

It is no secret that the region’s oil and gas resources were largely overestimated following the 

oil boom of the early 1990s. Current oil and gas reserves in the region have been confirmed 

to be 3-4 percent of the world’s known reserves.  

 

There have been both successes and failures in terms of oil and gas exploration in the region, 

including with respect to the construction of pipelines. This is a competitive environment that 

is driven by both commercial and political factors. Securing an unbroken energy supply to 

world markets and diversifying transportation routes have been named priorities by the littoral 

states, major companies operating in the area, and major external players (China, the 

European Union, India, Turkey, and the United States).6 The issue of supply will become 

even more urgent this year if the prediction that world demand will increase to 1.5 million 

barrels per day (bpd) from 1.2 million bpd in 2005 comes true. The growth in demand is 

expected to continue into 2007, when it could reach around 1.8 million bpd.7  

 

As a result of a number of large projects, it is predicted that oil production in the region will 

increase to 400,000 bpd in 2007.8 It has not been easy, however, to develop the pipeline 
 

All copyrights are reserved by the author. 
3 

 



Ms. Katya Shadrina                                                 GCSP Policy Brief No. 9: Security in the Caspian Sea Region:  
                                                                                                  Challenges and Opportunities in a Globalized World 

infrastructure in the region for a number of reasons: the fact that the region is land-locked; the 

unresolved legal status of the Caspian; the continuing geopolitical rivalry over potential 

pipeline routes; and the further aggravation of the situation as a result of bureaucracy, 

corruption, political instability, and regional conflicts. All these factors serve as the main 

impediments to large-scale investment in the region and to construction of diversified 

transportation routes that would be highly beneficial for all actors involved.9

 

Environmental Security

There are currently a number of serious threats to environmental security in the region. One 

of these is so-called bio-terrorism: in this case, the catastrophic depletion of fish stocks as a 

result of both legal and illegal fishing.10 Although the oil and gas resources of the region have 

been widely discussed, the real “black gold” of the Caspian has historically been caviar 

production, which relies on now endangered sturgeon stocks (more than 85 percent of the 

world’s sturgeon stocks live in the Caspian basin). Experts estimate that the sturgeon 

population has dropped by 90 percent in the last 30 years (Table 1). Enormous economic 

losses have resulted from this depletion and the temporary ban on caviar exports imposed by 

the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (the 

legal caviar trade is estimated at $100 million annually, and much more is thought to be 

traded on the black market).11

 

Responses 
Terrorism, Drug Trafficking, and WMD Proliferation 

Since 9/11, all Caspian states have tightened security measures in response to the threat of 

terrorism. The US State Department’s Country Reports on Terrorism for 2004 reflects the 

major successes of the littoral states (excluding Iran, naturally) in countering terrorism, 

including the adoption and ratification of related legal documents, the prosecution of suspects, 

the establishment of counterterrorism centers/initiatives, the conduct of law enforcement 

operations, and an increase in training programs.12 After a series of deadly attacks in 2004, 

including explosions in the Moscow metro, two simultaneous suicide attacks targeting 

commercial airplanes, and the bloody siege of a school in Beslan, Russia tightened security in 

Chechnya and managed to prevent a major terrorist attack in 2005. Moreover, in 2004-2005, 

all Caspian states participated in anti-terrorism exercises within the framework of various 

organizations.13  

 

There has been increased cooperation among the littoral states in intercepting narcotics 

transported across the Caspian Sea by ferry and through border crossings.14 The decision of 

all the Central Asian states, Russia, and Azerbaijan to establish a Central Asia Regional 

Information and Coordination Centre in Almaty, Kazakhstan, which is supported by the United 

Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), is an important step forward in combating drug 

trafficking. The center will compile and analyze intelligence on drug trafficking and coordinate 
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regional law enforcement operations. Iran’s involvement in this initiative could be beneficial 

since it is a key transit country and the main destination country for Afghan drugs.15

The US has been conducting a variety of programs to assist the littoral states (except Iran) in 

combating the threats of terrorism and drug trafficking, including the Second Line of Defense 

program and its Megaports Initiative and the Caspian Sea Maritime Interdiction.16 In addition, 

the US Department of Defense has allocated more than $135 million for the newly established 

Caspian Guard program targeting Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan. This program is aimed at 

assisting these two countries in improving their ability to respond to transnational challenges 

by providing military consultancy and properly equipping the countries’ armed forces. 

Kazakhstan is part of the US Central Command's area of responsibility, while the US 

European Command is responsible for operations in Azerbaijan.17 Russia has also proposed 

the creation of CASFOR (similar to the Black Sea Task Force) as a “real-time interaction 

naval group” to fight terrorism, WMD proliferation, organized crime, and also to protect oil and 

gas infrastructure.18 It is unlikely to be developed in practice, however, due to the conflicting 

threat perceptions and security arrangements of the littoral states. 

US moves to increase its military presence, including the construction of two radar stations in 

Azerbaijan (near Iran’s northern border and near southern Russia) make both Moscow and 

Tehran nervous. The Russian and Iranian reactions to the construction were immediate, 

consistent, and rather predictable, stressing once again their disapproval of the military 

presence of any third country in the Caspian. Rather, Russia and Iran would prefer to rely on 

the littoral states to tackle problems and threats. During the meeting in March of the Caspian 

Working Group in Moscow, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov stressed that the littoral 

states would lose a great deal if they allowed a foreign military presence in the Caspian. 

While inviting foreign military into the region is not a difficult task, experience has shown that it 

is much more difficult to get them to leave.19 Iran elaborated on this point, directly accusing 

the US of creating obstacles to the development of regional cooperation and regional security 

arrangements.20

 

At present, no one is calling for the demilitarization of the Caspian Sea region. As Minister 

Lavrov explained recently: 

“As to demilitarizing the sea, however attractive this term may sound, it 

hardly corresponds to the present day realities. In practice such 

demilitarization would mean disarmament in the Caspian in face of new 

challenges and threats. On the other hand, the littoral states are not 

interested in arms buildup in the Caspian, since not a single one of them 

poses a military threat to each other. Therefore we have suggested that 

the Convention should embody a formula whereby a stable arms balance 

of the sides would be maintained, as also [sic] military building within the 
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framework of reasonable sufficiency. It appears to us that this formula is 

acceptable to all.”21  

 
Although “not a single one of them poses a military threat to each other”, the Caspian states 

do not seem to consider diplomacy as the only means of solving problems.22 While there has 

not yet been a major security incident, states have attempted to protect what they see as their 

interests (for example, rights to the mineral deposits in the seabed in disputed areas) by 

threatening the use of force.23 It is also doubtful that only diplomatic means will be used if 

Western economic interests (with investments in the region worth billions) are threatened. 

The Deputy EUCOM Commander stated that the area around the Caspian Sea should be of 

keen interest to Europeans and that NATO should establish a mission to ensure the safe flow 

of oil from that region.24

 

Terrorist threats in the Caspian Sea region resulted in increased military budget expenditures 

in the Caspian states and a quick build-up of their military presence in the region, including 

the arming of Russia’s Caspian Fleet (Table 2). The militarization of the Caspian Sea is a 

recent, dangerous trend that that makes it clear that the possibility of resorting to military force 

will not be ruled out in case cooperation and diplomacy fail.  

 

Ensuring Energy Security in the Caspian 

There is a possibility that oil and gas production in the region will steadily increase despite a 

variety of obstacles to the large-scale development of resources. In the long term, most 

Caspian projects will be Asia-related (China, in particular). China’s unprecedented demand 

for Caspian energy resources has resulted in the investment of billions of dollars in new 

projects and in the development of regional transport infrastructure. This has made China one 

of the key external players in the region, while the US role also remains vital. Seeing China’s 

success and efficiency in gaining access to regional resources and contracts for the most 

attractive projects, India suggested uniting efforts with China in bidding for global energy 

assets. This includes the Caspian region since it is one of the key areas for both states.25 At 

the moment, China is pursuing various projects with all of the Caspian states and is planning 

to expand its visibility in the region beyond only energy projects. A recently constructed 

pipeline exporting Kazakh oil to China (with an initial annual capacity of 10 million barrels that 

will be doubled by 2011 following the extension of the pipeline) has resulted in a shift in the 

target of oil and gas from the Caspian region.” Until recently, the main customers of Caspian 

energy resources had been in both the European and Mediterranean markets, but now it 

seems that the Caspian states view the growing Asian market as a priority. Russian Industry 

and Energy Minister Viktor Khristenko has made it clear that Russia wants to significantly 

increase oil and gas exports to the Asia-Pacific region, where there is growing demand, 

especially in light of the desire of Western countries to regulate or reduce energy 

consumption.26
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This development poses a serious challenge for Europe, whose dependency on the import of 

fossil fuels continues to rise. The current debate in the EU has stressed the need for a 

cooperative energy security strategy and intensified dialogue with the most important 

countries in terms of production, transit, and consumption, including China and India. As 

German Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier stated, Europe’s goal is “to convince new 

major consumers of the benefits of functioning energy markets, to avoid problems such as 

misallocation and reduce risk premiums.”27

 

To date, the largest international projects to have been completed are the construction of the 

Caspian Pipeline Consortium and the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) pipelines. The latter project 

was the most controversial and the most widely discussed. This pipeline was openly 

supported by the US and equally opposed by Russia. It was presented as a politically driven 

project rather than an economic one. The project was viewed as commercially non-viable, 

costly, and further proof of Russia’s diminishing influence in the region. Despite this 

pessimism, the project remains “one of the great engineering endeavours of the new 

millennium” with the pipeline reaching a length of 1768 km. The pipeline began operating in 

2005.28  

 

A further ambitious suggestion, backed by the US, is to build an underwater pipeline 

unlocking Turkmenistan’s vast gas resources (most of which are exported exclusively through 

Russia). This potential project has been constantly discussed without further advancement 

due to the problem of the legal status of the Caspian. The TransCaspian Pipeline has the 

potential to be the object of another round of the “Game” of power projection in the region. 

Russian Industry and Energy Minister Khristenko has said that any decision to build an 

underwater pipeline will only be possible once the legal status of the Caspian Sea has been 

determined.29 The US State Department has already challenged this notion, indicating that it 

is up to the countries and investors involved to decide whether to proceed.30 The US policy of 

decreasing Russian and Iranian influence in the region will continue to further complicate the 

situation.  

 

No further progress on the issue of the legal status of the Caspian Sea was made at the 

Special Working Group meeting in Moscow in March. The meeting ended with no conclusive 

results. This challenge first emerged immediately after the collapse of the Soviet Union and 

continues to threaten the stability of the region. It also blocks major investments in oil and gas 

exploration in the Caspian, as the main energy companies are reluctant to take risks in 

developing disputed areas. Naturally, these companies would prefer to start negotiations on a 

bilateral basis once ownership rights have been determined.  
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Another key issue regarding energy security is the protection of pipelines and critical 

infrastructure. Recent attempted suicide attacks on Saudi oil-processing facilities and attacks 

on Nigerian oil pipelines by militants show that energy infrastructure is a vulnerable target for 

terrorist attacks. There is also a threat of sabotage and/or terrorist attacks on the oil and gas 

infrastructure in the Caspian region. Azerbaijan’s Interior Minister has confirmed the existence 

of such a threat with regard to the BTC pipeline.31 The situation is even more worrisome 

when one considers that there are 11 non-state armed groups operating within the Caspian 

states and further threatening stability in the region.32  

 

Environmental Security 

All the littoral states are contributing to the repopulation of endangered sturgeon by releasing 

millions of young fish into the Caspian from sturgeon hatcheries. Despite these measures, the 

depletion of the population continues to destroy the balance of the ecosystem. The 

international community has been actively engaged in saving the sturgeon by adopting tough 

measures, including banning caviar imports and prohibiting export to Western countries. 

Sadly, violations of the laws and regulations of the littoral states, unprecedented corruption 

and bureaucracy, and the high levels of poverty and unemployment in the villages on the 

Caspian’s shores make illegal fishing both possible and profitable. In most cases, illegal 

fishing provides the only source of income for surrounding populations. A number of factors 

have contributed to the significant depletion of bio-resources in the Caspian region, including 

the lack of a unified approach to sustainable management of these resources, the lack of 

effective laws and mechanisms to fight poaching, and the failure of the littoral states to take 

responsibility for environmental damage.  

 

The main challenge to the environment in the Caspian region is posed by intense oil and gas 

development and the resulting water pollution through increased oil spills, leaking submerged 

wells, and waste, which are direct consequences of exploration and drilling operations. The 

signing of the Tehran Environmental Convention by all the Caspian states was a major step 

toward protection of the Caspian basin. This agreement recognizes all the acute threats the 

Caspian ecosystem is currently facing: sea pollution from land-based sources; drilling and 

seabed mining operations; sea-going vessels; the threat of invasive aquatic species that 

destroy the ecological balance; and sea-level fluctuations.  

 
Dilemmas 
The Caspian Sea region faces a number of dilemmas, and regional security will depend on 

finding solutions to the following problems: 

• How to develop mineral resources under the seabed and manage bio-resources in 

a sustainable manner while at the same time protecting national interests in the 

absence of an international agreement determining the legal status of the Caspian;  
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• How to minimize perceived threats among regional and external actors, while at the 

same time moving toward increasing confidence building and cooperation; 

• How to avoid possible confrontations and conflicts in the Caspian in light of the 

ongoing militarization of the region.  

 

Implications 
The Caspian states undoubtedly consider cooperation in dealing with serious regional 

challenges to be in their strategic interests. Notwithstanding current geopolitical interests, the 

littoral states and key external powers have pragmatically chosen the path of engagement 

and cooperation as a means of overcoming problems among them and minimizing real or 

perceived threats. Still, the absence of a unified Caspian Sea regional organization, with the 

participation of all littoral states, is a serious impediment to cooperation and regional 

security.33 The creation of such a multilateral forum would be a huge step forward in 

establishing common strategies among the littoral states in responding to new challenges, 

including fighting terrorism, drug trafficking, WMD proliferation, and avian flu. It would also 

strengthen trade, economic, and scientific relations.34 External actors that would benefit from 

enhanced regional cooperation and integration should encourage the creation of such an 

organization. Until that happens, bilateral cooperation will continue to be the only effective 

means of dealing with regional challenges.  

 

As a result of a radical shift in its Caspian policy during Vladimir Putin’s presidency, Russia 

remains a key regional player and has been gradually enhancing its cooperation with all 

Caspian states. It is currently pursuing a pragmatic approach, making the region a priority in 

terms of both its domestic and foreign policies. Russia has declared strategic partnerships 

with all Caspian states on a bilateral basis, which has resulted in an unprecedented increase 

in bilateral trade, highlighting mutually beneficial economic incentives to enhance further 

cooperation.35

 

Further developments in the international arena and political changes in key external 

countries involved will continue to directly affect regional developments. The future direction 

of intra-state relations will be determined by political and economic developments in the 

littoral states, China, the European Union, Turkey, and the United States. Despite certain 

progress, the key risks in the Caspian states continue to be of a political nature. A number of 

incidents have presented challenges for the political stability that is vital for cooperation and 

economic prosperity: a series of arrests in Azerbaijan in connection with a planned so-called 

color revolution by the opposition; the recent strikes of oil workers; the murder of opposition 

leaders in Kazakhstan and the resulting increased pressure from the international community; 

Russia’s cut-off of exports of natural gas to Ukraine and the resulting supply shortages to 

Europe; the new law adopted by Turkmenistan granting the president ultimate power in the 

approval of energy deals and depriving companies of the ability to make independent 
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decisions; and constantly increasing tensions over Iran’s nuclear program and referral to the 

UN Security Council. Unresolved regional conflicts (Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia, South 

Ossetia, Chechnya) and the undefined status of the Caspian will continue to be factors that 

hamper and disrupt relations in the region and that prevent the region and neighboring states 

from enjoying stability and the full benefits of the development of mineral resources.36  

 

Future Trajectories/Scenarios 
The security of the Caspian Sea area as a region of peace, cooperation, and stability remains 

elusive. It will undoubtedly continue to be one of the world’s strategic regions in the immediate 

future. The existing security architecture could be radically changed by regional conflicts; the 

continuation of anti-terrorist military operations conducted by the US-led coalition, with the 

possible deployment of forces in the Caspian (Azerbaijan); and a probable military strike on 

Iran’s nuclear facilities.37 In addition, political and governmental changes in the littoral states 

could bring new approaches to the region that would not necessarily coincide with existing 

policies.  
 
Policy Recommendations 
Considering the complexity of Caspian Sea regional security, the following policy 

recommendations can be applied to ensure stability in the long term: 

• Creation of an organization of the Caspian Sea states that will be based on increased 

information sharing and that will be a key regional mechanism for dealing with all 

security challenges;  

• Creation of a common environmental monitoring system, including rapid-reaction 

units dealing with oil spills (trained personnel and available equipment at ports in the 

littoral states);  

• Strengthening of multidimensional, regional cooperation (energy, transport 

infrastructure, trade, security, scientific, and cultural ties), responding to current and 

futures challenges; 

• Consolidating international efforts in negotiations with Russia, Armenia, Azerbaijan, 

and Georgia to settle regional conflicts; 

• Prioritizing the resolution of the status of the Caspian Sea on both regional and 

international levels;  

• Developing regional energy infrastructure to accommodate increased exports of 

Caspian oil and gas, and diversifying transportation routes offering long-term 

economic prosperity needed for internal developments in the Caspian states;  

• Prioritizing conservation efforts among the littoral states and adopting unified legal 

approaches toward fishing regulations;  

• Engaging the littoral states in various internationally funded initiatives to combat drug 

trafficking, including training programs for law enforcement officials;  
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• Building confidence among the regional and extra-regional states toward mutually 

beneficial cooperation as opposed to a zero-sum approach; and 

• Strengthening regional and international efforts in promoting democracy and good 

governance in the Caspian, thus investing in long-term internal state stability. 
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Table 1: Total catch of sturgeon in the Caspian Sea (in thousands of tons)38
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Table 2:Defence expenditures of the Caspian states (in billions of US 
dollars)39
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Review and Critique 
The Caspian Sea region broadly includes the five states of Central Asia and the three states 

of the South Caucasus and Russia. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Caspian Sea 

region attracted a considerable amount of international attention, due to its sizable energy 

reserves as well as its geostrategic position between Europe and Asia, with neighbors that 

include Iran and Turkey. It has since become an arena of regional, as well as global, 

competition over the development and transportation of mineral resources, as well as 

influence in the Caucasus and Central Asia. As Katya Shadrina notes in her brief, the region’s 

large hydrocarbon resources make it one of the most promising energy sources of the United 

States (US), the European Union (EU), China, Turkey, and India.1   

 

The region’s largely untapped energy reserves would appear to augur well for the its future. 

Yet, the geopolitical weight of the Caspian Sea region is also accompanied by a number of 

threats to stability. The Caspian states are fragile ones that are currently struggling with 

difficult economic and political transitions. They continue to suffer from weak institutions that 

lack the capacity to fulfill basic political, economic, and social functions. There is also a 

perceptible criminalization of the structures of authority, as well as widespread corruption.2 

These factors - add up to an extremely fragile security situation, since destabilizing domestic 

and regional ethnic tensions so often lie just below the surface.  

 

Shadrina observes that the region’s stability is tenuous for a number of reasons. Unresolved 

regional conflicts, including the Nagorno-Karabakh enclave in Azerbaijan, secessionist 

movements in Georgia, the extremely unstable situation in Afghanistan, and Russia’s on-

going conflict in Chechnya continue to cast a shadow over the region. Moreover, the Caspian 

Sea region’s location – at the crossroads between Western Europe, East Asia, and the Middle 

East –  serves as a transit route for trafficking of weapons of mass destruction and drugs, as 

well as terrorists.3 Weak state institutions complicate the challenge of effectively addressing 

these transnational security issues. 

 

The Caspian Sea’s ecosystem is also in danger of being sacrificed at the expense of energy 

wealth. Offshore drilling is believed to have a negative effect on the environment at every 

stage of production. Seismic-testing, entailing underwater explosions, can injure and kill 

marine life. The by-products of drilling, as well as accidental oil spills, cause further damage 

to marine animals and plants, while introducing toxins into the food supply of both animals 

and humans.4 In addition, the “other black gold” – black caviar-bearing sturgeon – are also 

under threat, another point raised by Shadrina. The Caspian’s sturgeon population is in 

decline, due to poaching and catastrophic levels of over-fishing. Moreover, the expansion of 

drilling for petroleum is also likely to place these endangered sturgeon under increased threat.  
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Dilemmas and Our Recommendations 
Thus, while the Caspian Sea region is rich in oil and natural gas reserves, the region’s future 

is held hostage to a number of unresolved conflicts, ethnic tensions, religious extremism, and 

environmental damage and degradation. Weak state institutions also make the task of 

managing such issues even more challenging. Below, we suggest eight dilemmas or 

challenges facing policy makers, as well as eight corresponding recommendations. 

    

1. Democratic systems VS. 
autocratic regimes 

2. Economic trade VS. exploitation and 
environmental degradation 

3. Political autonomy VS. post-Soviet and 
regional pressures 

5. Advantages of transnational pipelines VS. the 
geopolitics of installation 

8. Regional security cooperation    
VS. crime, terrorism, and  

    non-state actors 

6. Confidence-building and multilateralism VS. 
individual sovereignty 

4. Booming caviar industry with large  
    short-term profits VS. long-term problems  
    of over-fishing  

7. Regional conflicts VS. non-regional 
actors 

1. Development of transparent and 
representative governments for long-
term stability 

2. Regulations must be put in place in order to 
quell the exploitation of natural resources so 
that economic security is ensured 

3. Balance national interests and regional interests 

4. Strict enforcement of fish stock quotas and yearly 
assessments of stocks 

5. Develop agreements between states in the region 
outlining economic and political details to ensure 
equality of costs and benefits 

6. Strong multilateral agreements that ensure 
individual state sovereignty but maximize 
cooperation, rights, and trust 

7. Limit the involvement of non-regional 
actors in regional conflicts 

8.  Development of regional 
security coordination to 
eliminate illegal activities 
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS POLICY DILEMMAS 

A major challenge facing policy makers in the region is how to balance the economic gains 

from energy resources against the risk of over-exploitation and environmental degradation. In 

order to safeguard the long-term economic security of the region, as well to ensure greater 

environmental security, regulations should be put in place to protect natural resources. 

Preventing over-fishing of sturgeon is also in the long-term interests of the region. Fish quotas 

should be strictly enforced, and yearly assessments of fish stocks should take place.  
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The extraction and transportation of energy reserves from the Caspian Sea region is a major 

source of geopolitical rivalry. Pipeline routes proposed by companies linked to non-regional 

powers are controversial because they are aimed at limiting the influence of Russia and 

neighboring Iran in the region. Russia and Iran, however, are also eager to have oil and gas 

from the region pass through their territories.5 Policy makers in the region are, therefore, 

confronted with the dilemma of advantages of transnational pipelines and the geopolitics of 

their installation. Agreements between states in the region must outline economic and political 

details to ensure equality of costs and benefits. 

 

Another challenge is linked to the intervention of non-regional actors in regional conflicts. 

Outside concerns about regional conflicts may be driven by commercial or strategic 

motivations. This being the case, external involvement may even serve to exacerbate rather 

than ameliorate political, ethnic, and religious tensions in the region.6  

 

In order to be effective in addressing crime, terrorism, and non-state actors, the Caspian 

states will need to collaborate in the security domain. Regional cooperation is, therefore, 

needed to help cope with a whole host of security challenges, including those linked to the 

environment, regional conflicts, as well as terrorism, drug trafficking and the proliferation of 

weapons of mass destruction. The success of regional security arrangements will depend on 

the role of Russia.  

 

Conclusion 
Thus, whilst the Caspian Sea region is rich in oil and gas reserves, a number of factors make 

it unstable, including ongoing regional conflicts and the geopolitical interests of outside 

powers. The region’s position between Western Europe, East Asia, and the Middle East also 

make it a prime transit area for non-state actors engaged in illicit activities. Unfortunately, the 

Caspian states weak institutional capacities make the task of dealing with an array of 

transnational security challenges extremely complex.  
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