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INDIA’S INTEREST IN CENTRAL ASIA: NEW TRENDS  

In recent years, India’s relations with the Cen-
tral Asian states that date back to antiquity have 
acquired strategic significance. At present, 
Delhi considers Central Asia as an “extended 
neighborhood” and promotes its interests in the 
region based on deep cultural and promising 
commercial linkages. Relying upon the Soviet-
time strategic arrangement, India managed to 
frame strategic partnerships through relevant 
agreements with Kazakhstan in 2009, Uzbeki-
stan in 2011, and Tajikistan in 2012, whereas 
Kyrgyzstan and Turkmenistan also play a sig-
nificant role in India’s interaction with the re-
gion. Additionally, India developed a number 
of programs to enhance cooperation by launch-
ing policy frameworks, such as the “Look 
North Policy” (1995) and “Connect Central 
Asia” (2012). Those policies were aimed at re-
connecting with the region to strengthen polit-
ical, security, economic, and cultural ties. 
In order to deepen Delhi’s “Connect Central 
Asia” policy, Indian Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi opened “a new era of relations” by visit-
ing all five Central Asian countries during a 
single trip in July 2015. Since then, Modi par-
ticipated in the Shanghai Cooperation Organi-
zation’s (SCO) summits in Tashkent in 2016 
and Astana in 2017. In his first visit to the re-
gion after assuming office, Indian President 
Ram Nath Kovind paid a state visit to Tajiki-
stan. Indian government officials, including the 
External Affairs and Defense Ministers, are 
frequent visitors to the Central Asian capitals. 
Reciprocally, Tajik President Emomali Rah-
mon and Kyrgyz President Almazbek Atamba-
yev visited India in December 2016, while Uz-
bek President Shavkat Mirziyoyev paid a state 
visit to India in September-October 2018. 
Thus, the current tendency of increasing high-
level exchanges is an evidence of the growing 
interest from both sides: it demonstrates not 
only that India has gradually come up with its 
own Central Asian agenda, but also that the re-
gional leaders are equally interested in building 
strong ties with Delhi. 
As a result of increased bilateral exchanges, the 
parties undertake more active efforts to boost 
political, economic, military-technical, and so-
cio-cultural relations. Institutionally, India’s 
partnerships with all five Central Asian states 
are implemented through the bilateral consul-
tation mechanisms, such as the joint working 
groups on counterterrorism and on defense co-
operation, as well as intergovernmental com-
missions on trade, economic, scientific and 
technological cooperation. Additionally, the 
Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce 
and Industry and chambers of commerce and 
industry of the Central Asian states established 
joint business councils, which serve to enlarge 
bilateral commercial and investment relations. 
Multilateral organizations provide another av-
enue of cooperation, and India’s full member-
ship in the SCO has given Delhi an opportunity 
to be closely engaged in regional affairs and 
use the SCO mechanisms and activities to in-
tensify interaction with Central Asia. 
Major items of India’s exports to Central Asia 
include pharmaceuticals, other medical prod-
ucts, coffee, tea, spices, apparel, raw tobacco, 
electrical and mechanical equipment. India’s 

imports mainly include petroleum and mineral 
oils, chemicals, iron and steel, copper goods, 
precious and semi-precious stones, plastic 
goods, wool, rawhide, etc. Yet, on a general 
scale, Delhi’s economic engagement with the 
region remains insignificant as trade with the 
Central Asian states only accounted for 0.11% 
of India’s overall trade in 2017, which is about 
$1.5 billion, including $1 billion with Kazakh-
stan, $234 million with Uzbekistan, $80 mil-
lion with Turkmenistan, $74 million with Ta-
jikistan, and $59 million with Kyrgyzstan. 
Nonetheless, bilateral trade with the regional 
countries has been on a rise in recent years. For 
example, compared to 2015-2016, the trade 
turnover with Kazakhstan ($461 million in 
2015) and Kyrgyzstan ($25 million in 2016) 
has more than doubled in 2017. In this regard, 
India’s negotiations with the Eurasian Eco-
nomic Union (EAEU) on the establishment of 
a free trade zone could contribute, if success-
ful, to unlocking an unused potential of mutual 
trade and economic cooperation. 
With the increased involvement of China in the 
region, especially through its Belt and Road In-
itiative (BRI) projects, India also has a keen in-
terest in improving connectivity with Central 
Asia. Particularly, India is exploring the poten-
tial of connecting its ports to the Kazakhstan-
Turkmenistan-Iran railway via Iran’s Bandar 
Abbas port. In addition, India is strongly com-
mitted to the projected TAPI gas pipeline that 
is supposed to transport gas from Turkmeni-
stan to Afghanistan, Pakistan and India, as well 
as to the International North-South Transport 
Corridor, which could become a major connec-
tivity initiative for Central Asia. Even though 
India’s investments in regional infrastructure 
and transportation projects are not comparable 
with China’s, there is an enormous strategic 
potential for Delhi to forge closer economic 
ties with the regional states. Moreover, India’s 
February 2018 accession to the April 2011 
Ashgabat agreement on the establishment of an 
international multimodal transport and transit 
corridor between Iran, Oman, Turkmenistan 
and Uzbekistan gave another impetus for con-
nectivity with the region. Meanwhile, the trilat-
eral transit agreement on the Chabahar port 
lays a foundation for a transit route between In-
dia, Iran and Afghanistan bypassing Pakistan, 
which will also enhance India’s connectivity 
with the Central Asian states. 
Central Asia’s energy sector is a similarly im-
portant sphere of interaction for India, which is 
greatly interested in securing its energy supply. 
However, ONGC Videsh Ltd, the overseas in-
vestment arm of India’s state-owned Oil and 
Natural Gas Corporation, was not successful in 
entering Kazakhstan’s oil sector. In 2005 and 
2013, it failed to become a shareholder in the 
development of the Kumkol and Kashagan oil 
fields, losing both times to the China National 
Petroleum Corporation. The company also 
plans to exit Kazakhstan’s Satpayev block after 
it could not find commercially exploitable oil. 
Nevertheless, ONGC Videsh Ltd may be more 
successful in Turkmenistan, where it opened a 
representative office to enhance cooperation in 
the oil and gas field. It is possible that in ex-
change for India’s participation in the TAPI 

project Turkmenistan will offer the company a 
stake in its hydrocarbon deposits. India will 
also be involved in the CASA-1000 project by 
participating in the construction of infrastruc-
ture necessary to transmit electricity from Kyr-
gyzstan and Tajikistan to Afghanistan and Pa-
kistan. Besides, in 2015, India’s Department of 
Atomic Energy signed a contract with Kazakh-
stan’s Kazatomprom national company for the 
supply of 5,000 tons of uranium over the next 
four years. 
Defense and security is an essential part of co-
operation between India and the Central Asian 
states as they share similar security concerns. 
During the high-level negotiations, the parties 
signed a number of bilateral documents on mil-
itary technical cooperation, military education, 
military medicine, information exchange on 
terrorism and other transnational threats, cyber 
security and other areas. The armed forces of 
India and interested regional countries partici-
pate in joint military exercise aimed at achiev-
ing interoperability, such as the KazInd-2018 
tactical exercise held in southern Kazakhstan. 
Possessing vast experience in the field of 
peacemaking, India hosts the Central Asian 
military personnel at its training centers and 
sends instructors to conduct relevant onsite 
training for servicemen of the regional states. 
Notably, the Kazakh peacekeeping unit joined 
the Indian battalion in the United Nations In-
terim Force in Lebanon in October 2018. 
Cultural and educational links, as well as peo-
ple-to-people contacts, are inalienable part of 
the cooperation agenda. The educational ex-
change goes in both directions, with students 
pursuing degrees in both Central Asian and In-
dian educational institutions. In 2018, there 
were about 900 Indian students studying in Ta-
jikistan, 4,500 in Kyrgyzstan and 2,400 in Ka-
zakhstan. At the same time, Central Asian citi-
zens are among the largest beneficiaries of the 
Indian Technical and Economic Cooperation 
program that provides professional develop-
ment training in India. Similarly, intercultural 
relations have become more intensive, includ-
ing through annual art, music and film festi-
vals. A rising frequency of air flights is another 
sign of growing mutual interest. An electronic 
visa system for Kazakh nationals introduced by 
India and a 72-hour visa-free transit regime for 
Indian citizens granted by Kazakhstan can be 
considered as initial attempts to enhance peo-
ple-to-people ties and promote tourism be-
tween India and Central Asia. 
In conclusion, it should be noted that positive 
trends of extended cooperation and mutual in-
terest are observed in India’s relations with 
Central Asia. Apart from referring to common 
historical and cultural roots, India is gradually 
expanding its presence in the region using both 
bilateral and multilateral mechanisms. While 
admitting that the Central Asian states have rel-
atively small markets and economic opportuni-
ties, India recognizes their role in ensuring re-
gional security, as well as enormous potential 
in providing connectivity and energy supplies. 
At the same time, India’s interest in Central 
Asia is not only focused on increasing political, 
economic and security cooperation, but also 
aims to strengthen mutual cultural and human-
itarian interaction.



 

 

• The U.S. withdrew from the interna-
tional agreement on Iran's nuclear pro-
gram of 2015 reinforcing the sanctions 
on Iran that cover 50 Iranian banks, the 
oil sector, around 200 individuals, the 
Iranian national airline and other eco-
nomic sectors. Sanctions are imposed in 
response to Iran’s cyber-attacks and bal-
listic missile tests, and are intended to 
prevent Tehran from supporting ex-
tremist groups in the Middle East. 

• During the visit of the Foreign Minister 
of Turkey Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu to Turk-
menistan he met with The President 
Gurbangulu Berdimuhamedov and with 
his Turkmen counterpart Raşit 
Meredov. The two Ministers signed the 
Cooperation Program between the Min-
istries of Foreign Affairs of the two 
countries for 2019-2020. 

• During the 11th Korea-Central Asia Co-
operation Forum held in Seoul, about 
200 delegates from five Central Asian 
countries, the participants shared their 
views on the future cooperation be-
tween the Republic of Korea and Cen-
tral Asia emphasizing the areas in which 
bilateral cooperation can be enhanced in 
the future. 

• During the CSTO Collective Security 
Council summit held in Astana, the 
heads of the member-states discuss in-
ternational and regional security as well 
as joint actions for the next one-year pe-
riod. The summit brought together also 
the Foreign Ministers and the Ministers 
of Defense of the participating states. 

• During the 15th Kazakhstan-Russia In-
terregional Cooperation Forum held in 
Petropavlovsk and attended by the Pres-
idents of Kazakhstan and Russia, more 
than two thousand participants dis-
cussed new approaches and trends in the 
development of tourism in Kazakhstan 
and Russia. The side also signed a num-
ber of documents aimed at strengthen-
ing the bilateral cooperation. 

• During the negotiations on resolving the 
situation in Afghanistan held in Mos-
cow, The Taliban terrorist organization, 
banned in Kazakhstan, for the first time 
took part in consultations on peace in 
the country. The Afghan side was repre-
sented by the former President Hamid 
Karzai and representatives of the High 
Peace Council. 

• According to the Akorda press, The 
President of Kazakhstan Nursultan Naz-
arbayev signed the Law on Ratification 
of the Agreement between the Republic 
of Kazakhstan and the Kyrgyz Republic 
on the Demarcation of the Kazakh-Kyr-
gyz State Border. The agreement is in-
tended to secure the 1,257.07 km long 
border between Kazakhstan and Kyr-
gyzstan.  

• The Russian delegation of Ministers 
headed by The Prime Minister Dmitry 
Medvedev paid a visit to China, were 
they were met with The Premier of the 
State Council of the People's Republic 
of China Li Keqiang and several Minis-
ters. The sides signed a number of inter-
governmental documents and discussed 
the opportunities of the implementation 
of the Chinese “Belt and Road” for the 
Eurasian Economic Union and China. 

• According to the Ministry of Energy, 
Kazakhstan plans to join the Baku-Tbi-
lisi-Ceyhan pipeline starting from 2019 
after three years of suspension. Cur-
rently the transportation of oil from Ka-
zakhstan is transported from Aktau to 
Baku in tanker and further to Batumi by 
railroad. 

• According to the Turkish ambassador to 
Azerbaijan Erkan Ozoral, the construc-
tion of the railroad connecting the Turk-
ish city of Kars with Azerbaijan’s Na-
khchivan Autonomous Republic has al-
ready been launched. The construction 
is being carried out within the project of 
Baku-Tbilisi-Kars (BTK). 

• The Ministry of Energy of Turkmeni-
stan and the Ministry of Energy and 
Water Resources of the Islamic Repub-
lic of Afghanistan signed a Memoran-
dum of Understanding on the construc-
tion of the power line Turkmenistan-Af-
ghanistan-Pakistan (TAP). The con-
struction a 750 km transmission line 
will take three years and supply 1000 
megawatts of electricity. 

• President of Uzbekistan Shavkat Mir-
ziyoyev signed a resolution allowing the 
International Arbitration Center (TIAC) 
to be established in Tashkent under the 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry. 
The Center will resolve disputes on con-
tractual and other civil law relations 
arising between commercial organiza-
tions through international arbitration. 

• According to the Belarusian Consulate 
General in Shanghai, during the Bela-
rus-China Business Forum over 15 con-
tracts, memorandums and agreements 
worth several dozen million dollars 
were signed between Belarusian and 
Chinese companies.  

• During the visit of Kazakhstan’s delega-
tion headed by The Deputy Prime Min-
ister and Agriculture Minister Umirzak 
Shukeyev to China, the sides held talks 
with the chairman of China’s General 
Administration of Customs and signed-
signed a roadmap that will allow 20 new 
agricultural products to be exported to 
China. The sides also signed a memo-
randum on the construction of a grain 
processing and noodle production plant 
in Astana. 

• The Office for Compatriots Abroad and 
Related Communities under the Gov-
ernment of Turkey (YTB) has signed 
memorandums of cooperation on dias-
pora issues with the Kazakhstan Civil 
Initiatives Support Fund and the Azer-
baijani State Committee for Work with 
the Diaspora. The document is aimed 
activation of the work of the diaspora in 
the context of social, cultural and eco-
nomic growth as well as combating dis-
crimination, Islamophobia and racism. 

• A draft of the new Latin-based Uzbek 
alphabet was published in Uzbekistan. 
The updated version of the alphabet has 
30 characters based on 28 letters and 
one apostrophe. The new alphabet is ex-
pected to facilitate writing and make it 
more similar to alphabets of other Tur-
kic languages. 

• According to the Ministry of Defense 
and Aerospace Industry, Kazakhstan  
plans to launch two satellites on the Fal-
con 9 launch vehicle from California for 
the first time. The decision to switch to  
Falcon 9 was motivated by lower costs. 

• During the conference on nuclear reme-
diation held London, the European Un-
ion has announced to allocate €10 mil-
lion to help its partners in Central Asia 
in dealing with toxic and radioactive 
waste in the Kyrgyz Republic, Tajiki-
stan and Uzbekistan. The program of 
the EU consists seven priority tasks 
aimed at preventing the pollution in the 
Fergana valley and the banks of the Syr 
Darya river. 

• During the meeting of Kazakh President 
Nursultan Nazarbayev with Estonian 
Prime Minister Juri Ratas, prospects of 
bilateral cooperation in the fields of dig-
italization and innovations were dis-
cussed. The heads of state also stressed 
the necessity of increasing the trade be-
tween the two countries. 

• Within 10 months of 2018, 36.9% of in-
ternet users in Uzbekistan were attacked 
on the internet. Uzbekistan ranks 27th in 
the world by the number of cyber at-
tacks. High number of cyber attacks is 
mainly explained by bad protection 
measures and poor skills of internet us-
ers. 

• During the first meeting of the joint Bel-
arusian-Turkish commission on cooper-
ation in science and technology held in 
Ankara, Scientists of Belarus and Tur-
key discussed prospects for cooperation 
in polar research. The sides signed a 
protocol determining priority areas in 
bilateral scientific and technical cooper-
ation for 2019-2021. 
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