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TURKMENISTAN-NATO: COOPERATION UNHINDERED BY 

NEUTRALITY  
Ashgabat’s interaction with the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) started in March 
1992, shortly after the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, when Turkmenistan, along with other 
post-Soviet states, joined the North Atlantic 
Cooperation Council, which was later re-
named the Euro-Atlantic Partnership Council 
(EAPC). In July 1992, at the Helsinki Summit 
of the Conference on Security and Coopera-
tion in Europe, first Turkmen President 
Saparmurat Niyazov declared that Turkmeni-
stan would adhere to the principle of positive 
neutrality as the basis of its foreign policy, but 
this did not prevent Turkmenistan from be-
coming the first Central Asian country to join 
the alliance’s Partnership for Peace (PfP) 
program in May 1994. Boris Shikhmuradov, 
then Turkmen Deputy Prime Minister, who 
signed the PfP framework document in Brus-
sels, stated that “Turkmenistan is not seeking 
NATO’s help, but is striving to develop 
partnership with the alliance on a mutually 
advantageous basis”. 
With positive neutrality evolving into perma-
nent neutrality, the status officially recognized 
by the United Nations General Assembly in 
December 1995, Turkmenistan, nevertheless, 
continued to engage with NATO having 
agreed its first individual partnership program 
under the PfP the same year. The alliance’s 
growing interest in the country was illustrated 
by NATO Secretary General George Robert-
son’s visit to Turkmenistan in January 2001 
and the participation of NATO observers in a 
major antiterrorism military exercise named 
“Asuda Watan” involving 2,500 Turkmen 
servicemen, which was held near the city of 
Turkmenbashi on the Caspian coast in August 
2003. However, unlike its Central Asian 
neighbors, Turkmenistan has never participat-
ed in military exercises organized under the 
aegis of NATO, only occasionally sending 
observers. This was in line with its neutrality 
status and isolationist foreign policy pursued 
by President Niyazov who consistently re-
fused to join any regional economic, political 
or security cooperation arrangements. 
Compared to other Central Asian states, 
practical bilateral cooperation between Turk-
menistan and the alliance remained more 
limited focusing on the training of military 
personnel, for example, through the U.S. 
International Military Education and Training 
(IMET) program. The IMET program for 
Turkmenistan included the English language 
training, policy planning, civil-military rela-
tions, and professional development for junior 
officers from all branches of service. Other 
priorities of NATO-Turkmenistan cooperation 
included humanitarian issues, such as disaster 
prevention and response, environmental 
protection, and scientific collaboration. For 
instance, in September 2002, Ashgabat hosted 
a regional training seminar on civil emergency 
planning and civil-military cooperation orga-

nized by NATO. Among other things, the 
seminar participants were introduced to the 
alliance’s security policy, structure and mis-
sions, as well as relevant practices and proce-
dures applied during crisis management 
operations, such as the protection of civilian 
populations against the consequences of the 
use of chemical, biological and radiological 
agents. Individual NATO member states 
cooperated with Turkmenistan by providing 
vehicles, drug test kits, and other equipment 
for anti-smuggling and counter-narcotics 
purposes, as well as radiation detectors and 
container scanners for border crossings. 
Turkmenistan rendered low-profile support to 
the U.S.-led combat mission and the NATO-
led International Security Assistance Force 
(ISAF) in Afghanistan by selling aviation fuel 
to the coalition as well as permitting the use 
of the Turkmen airspace and the overland 
supply of operational rations, bottled water 
and construction materials through its territo-
ry. It is worth mentioning that prior to Sep-
tember 11, 2001, Ashgabat maintained politi-
cal and economic ties with the Taliban, de-
spite the U.N.-imposed sanctions against the 
movement. By doing so, Turkmenistan was 
not only earning money by trading with the 
Taliban, but was also trying to ensure the 
security of its 800-km long border with Af-
ghanistan. At the later stages of the war in 
Afghanistan, Turkmenistan became one of the 
major transport hubs for non-lethal supplies to 
U.S. and NATO forces fighting in Afghani-
stan, while a small contingent of U.S. Air 
Force personnel was deployed at the Ashgabat 
international airport to assist the landing and 
refueling of U.S. transport planes.  
After the sudden death of President Niyazov 
in December 2006, his successor Gurbanguly 
Berdymuhammedov took steps to reinvigorate 
Turkmenistan’s relations with the outside 
world, including NATO. In November 2007, 
he visited the NATO headquarters in Brussels 
and met with NATO Secretary General Jaap 
de Hoop Scheffer. During the negotiations, 
they discussed the regional security situation 
in Central Asia and agreed to enhance practi-
cal cooperation between Turkmenistan and 
NATO under the PfP program and as part of 
the alliance’s ISAF mission in Afghanistan. In 
April 2008, President Berdymuhammedov 
attended the NATO Summit meeting in 
Bucharest, which was seen as an effort to 
improve Ashgabat’s international image, 
reduce its isolation and widen Turkmenistan’s 
foreign-policy options. 
Currently, Turkmenistan continues to interact 
with the alliance on issues of common inter-
est. Turkmen officials participate in a range of 
courses provided by NATO and its member 
states on such topics as arms control, dis-
armament and nonproliferation, the law of 
armed conflicts, counterterrorism, border 
security, illegal trafficking, transnational 

crime, defense planning and budgeting, and 
other areas. Civil emergency planning and 
disaster-relief coordination remain key areas 
of cooperation as Turkmenistan develops its 
civil response capacity for natural and man-
made emergency situations. In November 
2014, the NATO delegation visited Ashgabat 
to meet with government officials and discuss 
ways to enhance bilateral cooperation within 
the PfP framework and regional security 
developments, including in Afghanistan and 
Ukraine. In March 2015, Turkmenistan hosted 
a NATO-sponsored high-level regional con-
ference titled “Peace and Stability in Central 
Asia and Afghanistan: a View from Neutral 
Turkmenistan”, involving experts from the 
United States, five Central Asian countries, 
Afghanistan and a number of international 
organizations. 
Turkmenistan has been actively engaged with 
NATO within the framework of the alliance’s 
Science for Peace and Security (SPS) pro-
gram. Since 2002, Turkmenistan’s academic 
institutions and universities have benefited 
from internet connectivity, distance learning, 
networking equipment and information tech-
nology provided through the SPS Virtual Silk 
Highway initiative and other projects. The 
resulting improvements gave a major boost to 
the internet communication infrastructure in 
Turkmenistan and provided Turkmen acade-
micians and young scientists with a possibility 
to develop research partnerships with the 
international scientific community. Mutual 
cooperation under the SPS program also 
contributed to capacity-building among 
Turkmen engineers in charge of systems 
management at energy enterprises and public 
utilities. Turkmen and French scientists also 
collaborated on a study for safe management 
of radioactive sites in Turkmenistan to address 
the problem of handling the radioactive waste 
accumulated at sites in Khazar and Balkanabat 
as a consequence of mining iodine and bro-
mine in the vicinity of the Caspian Sea. 
Turkmenistan’s official status as a neutral 
country has not impeded its cooperation with 
NATO, but it is highly unlikely that in the 
near future Ashgabat will reconsider its policy 
of limited engagement and intensify its ties 
with the alliance. It is clear that permanent 
neutrality helps Turkmenistan to maintain a 
balance in its relations with Russia, China and 
the West and avoid membership in any re-
gional blocks. However, the country’s recent 
efforts to integrate into the global economy 
and open itself up to greater cooperation and 
dialogue with the neighboring countries and 
international organizations, as well as Presi-
dent Berdymuhammedov’s desire to complete 
military reform and modernization, may 
present opportunities for enhanced coopera-
tion with NATO. 



 

 

Politics, Foreign Affairs, and Security 

 

 
 During his state visit to Ankara, Presi-

dent of Kazakhstan Nursultan Naz-
arbayev met with his Turkish counter-
part Recep Tayyip Erdogan to discuss 
further steps to improve bilateral coop-
eration in the wide range of spheres, 
including economy, trade and defense. 
The two leaders also chaired the 3rd 
meeting of the High-Level Strategic 
Cooperation Council. 

 During the plenary session of the 4th 
Eastern Economic Forum (EEF) held 
in the Russian city of Vladivostok, 
President of Russia Vladimir Putin, 
President of China Xi Jinping, Presi-
dent of Mongolia Khaltmaagiin Battul-
ga, Prime Minister of Japan Shinzo 
Abe, and Prime Minister of South Ko-
rea Lee Nak-yon discussed the key di-
rections for the development of the Far 
East such as logistics, energy, and in-
vestments. As a result of the forum, 
175 agreements worth around 2.9 tril-
lion rubles ($42 billion) were signed. 

 According to the Defense Ministry of 
Russia, the week-long military drills 
dubbed “Vostok-2018” (East-2018) 
took place in eastern Siberia with the 
participation of the Russian, Chinese 
and Mongolian armed forces. 300,000 
soldiers, 36,000 military vehicles, 
1,000 planes and 80 warships 
participated in the drills, which became 
the largest military exercise in Russia’s 
post-Soviet history. 

 The Parliament of Kazakhstan ap-
proved the ratification of the agree-
ments between Kazakhstan and Kyr-
gyzstan on the demarcation of the state 
border and between Kazakhstan, 
Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan on the 
point of junction of the state borders of 
the three states. 

 During his visit to Tashkent, President 
of Belarus Alexander Lukashenko met 
with President of Uzbekistan Shavkat 
Mirziyoyev to discuss further steps 
aimed at improving bilateral ties. As a 
result of the visit, 16 intergovernmental 
agreements on social and economic 
cooperation for 2019-2023 were 
signed. 

 During his visit to Ashgabat, President 
of Iran’s Chief of Staff Mahmoud 
Vaezi held talks with senior officials of 
Turkmenistan on a wide range of is-
sues, including ways to boost Turk-
men-Iranian ties in various areas. Dur-
ing the visit, the two sides signed a 
number of agreements to enhance bi-
lateral cooperation in economy, trade 
and security. 

 During his visit to Baku, President of 
Turkey Recep Tayyip Erdogan met 
with President of Azerbaijan Ilham 

Aliyev to discuss prospects for further 
strengthening mutually beneficial co-
operation. The parties also exchanged 
views on the Karabakh conflict. 

 

Economy, Finance, and Energy 
 

 During the Kazakh-Turkish Investment 
Forum held in Ankara, the Kazakh del-
egation led by Deputy Prime Minister 
Askar Mamin signed 24 commercial 
agreements totaling $1.7 billion with 
the Turkish partners. The agreements 
concern, among other things, the con-
struction of a soda ash production plant 
in the Zhambyl region, as well as a 
large greenhouse project in the Turke-
stan region. 

 During the visit of the Chinese delega-
tion led by Secretary General of the 
Shanghai Political and Juridical Com-
mission Chen Inn to Tashkent, the par-
ties discussed prospects of cooperation 
in the agricultural sector of Uzbekistan. 
In particular, the Chinese side an-
nounced its plans to implement several 
projects covering fishery and the pro-
duction of nuts and dried fruits. The 
parties also expressed their intention to 
increase bilateral trade turnover to $20 
billion. 

 The Russian Central Bank raised the 
key interest rate for the first time since 
late 2014, from 7.25% to 7.50%, and 
promised not to purchase foreign cur-
rency on the market until the end of 
2018. It was announced that the deci-
sion to raise the rate was designed to 
limit risks of higher inflation driven by 
the ruble volatility and the planned in-
crease of the value-added tax in 2019. 

 The Afghan Ministry of Industry and 
Commerce announced that in January-
August 2018 the country’s exports in-
creased by 32% compared to the same 
period of 2017.  

 During the Kyrgyz-Russian Business 
Forum held at the Ala-Archa state resi-
dence, the participants discussed ways 
to expand cooperation within the Eura-
sian Economic Union. As a result of 
the forum, the parties signed a number 
of agreements, including the contract 
on concessional lending for the supply 
of Russian equipment between the 
Kyrgyz-Russian Development Fund 
and the Russian Export-Import Bank. 

 According to the National Statistics 
Committee of Kyrgyzstan, in January-
August 2018, the country’s GDP ex-
ceeded 310.2 billion soms ($4.4 bil-
lion), which is a 0.3% decline com-
pared to the same period of 2017. 

 

Society and Culture 
 

 The transport companies of Uzbekistan 
and Russia opened a regular direct bus 
service between the cities of Tashkent 
and Nizhny Novgorod. Bus passengers 

will enjoy a preferential border-
crossing treatment at designated 
checkpoints on the Uzbek-Kazakh and 
Kazakh-Russian borders. 

 The State Committee on Science and 
Technology of Belarus and the Minis-
try of Innovative Development of Uz-
bekistan signed an agreement on coop-
eration in science and technology. The 
document allows the parties to develop 
and strengthen long-term scientific and 
technical cooperation in the fields of 
energy, medicine, biotechnology, in-
formation and communication, robot-
ics, and agro-industry. 

 The State Statistics Committee of 
Azerbaijan announced that since the 
beginning of 2018 the population of the 
country grew by 45,141 persons 
(0.5%), reaching 9,943,226, as of Au-
gust 1, 2018. Some 52.9% of Azerbai-
jan’s population live in cities, while the 
remaining 47.1% live in the country-
side. 

 The Russian Orthodox Church has 
effectively cut diplomatic relations 
with the Patriarchate of Constantinople 
in response to the Constantinople Pa-
triarch Bartholomew’s recognition of 
the Ukrainian Church as independent 
from the Moscow Patriarchy. 

 Uzbekistan ranked 105th out of 189 
countries and territories in the UN 
Human Development Index for 2018. 
The value of 0.710 index points al-
lowed Uzbekistan to enter the group of 
countries with a high level of human 
development. Kazakhstan shared the 
58th position with Barbados and closed 
the list of countries with a very high 
human development level. 

 President of Tajikistan Emomali Rah-
mon inaugurated the first private re-
gional university in Tajikistan. The of-
ficial opening of the University of Cen-
tral Asia’s (UCA) Khorog campus fol-
lows the inauguration of the universi-
ty’s first Naryn campus in Kyrgyzstan 
in 2016. The UCA was founded in 
2000 as a private, not-for-profit, secu-
lar university based on the treaty 
signed by the presidents of Tajikistan, 
Kyrgyzstan, and Kazakhstan, and His 
Highness Prince Karim Aga Khan. 

 The International Foundation for Elec-
toral Systems with the support of the 
United States Agency for International 
Development organized the first Elec-
tion Schools in Kyrgyzstan. During 
August 2018, a total of 140 young 
Kyrgyz citizens aged between 18 and 
28 participated in a series of activities 
designed to increase their civic respon-
sibility and community involvement. 
The Election Schools were held in eve-
ry region of the country. 
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