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The region of Central Asia largely remained stable in 2021. Peace was disrupted in the 
region in April 2021. There was a short but severe border conflict between Kyrgyzstan and 
Tajikistan. Nevertheless, this period was short and tension subsided quickly.  
 
 
Introduction 
The region of Central Asia consisting of five republics of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, largely remained stable in 2021. Peace was 
disrupted in the region in April 2021. There was a short but severe border conflict 
between Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. Nevertheless, this period was short and tension 
subsided quickly. The larger trend in the region is of increasing regional cooperation 
and it continued in 2021. The regional countries meet annually to take the cooperation 
agenda forward and the third meeting of the regional leaders under the consultative 
format was held in Ashgabat, Turkmenistan, in August 2021.  
 
The move towards regional cooperation, which has witnessed increased pace since last 
few years, is likely to continue and gain further momentum in the future. The process of 
regional cooperation is being driven by Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan under the new 
leadership in these countries but certainly supported by other three republics. 
Kazakhstan is the largest economy while Uzbekistan is the region’s most populous 
country. Uzbekistan is strategically placed in the region and it is the only country which 
shares borders with all other regional countries as well as with Afghanistan. The region 
made steady economic growth in 2021. 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has slowed down the pace of economic and regional 
cooperation in Central Asia. Secondly, the recent developments in Afghanistan have 
been unexpected for the regional countries in Central Asia, three of them - Tajikistan, 
Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan share borders with Afghanistan. Instability in 
Afghanistan can be considered as the biggest external concern for the region. In the near 
future, the terrorism and drug trafficking threats are likely to continue in the discourse 
in the region. The regional republics are cooperating and coordinating with other 
countries, including India, to help contributing to stability in the region. All Central 
Asian republics participated in the recent regional security dialogue held by India. 
 
Major developments in Central Asia in 2021 

• Central Asian countries became independent in 1991 from the erstwhile USSR 
and they are commemorating the 30th anniversary of their independence in 



Athar Zafar  
 

2 
 

2021. The republics plan to celebrate the occasion, including by created 
dedicated parks and the cultural programmes.  

• In 2021, parliamentary elections were held in Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and 
Kyrgyz Republic. Earlier, Kyrgyzstan had held the presidential elections in 
January 2021 and Sadyr Japarov became President by securing a landslide 
victory with about 80 per cent of votes. 

• Central Asia also hosted some major regional summits, including the Collective 
Security Treaty Organisation and the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation in 
Tajikistan while Uzbekistan organized a significant international conference on 
Central and South Asia connectivity in July 2021. Turkmenistan, which pursues 
the policy of neutrality, hosted the third Consultative meeting of the heads of 
state of Central Asia in Turkmenbashi on 6 August 2021. Kazakhstan hosted the 
Eurasian Economic Union meeting in virtual mode. 

• Two major challenges for the region in 2021 were the flare up of the tension on 
the borders between Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, which subsided subsequently. 
The second challenge was from outside in the form of the sudden takeover of 
Kabul by the Taliban in August 2021.  

• Besides, Central Asian countries continued the efforts to deal with the challenges 
of the corona virus pandemic. Though Turkmenistan has not officially declared 
the presence of COVID-19 infections in the country, all five republics have taken 
measures to counter the disease.  

• In a major related developmentfrom the region, Kazakhstan successfully 
developed the vaccine against the COVID-19 virus - QazVac. In the 
Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), only Kazakhstan and Russia have 
their own corona virus vaccine production. Kazakhstan plans to export the 
QazVac to other countries, including Afghanistan.  

• The region sends large number of migrant workers, primarily to Russia and 
receives remittances. Movement of workforce from the region has been affected 
due to the pandemic-led travel restrictions.  

 
Some major developments can be identified at the country level in 2021, which could be 
important from the perspective of national and regional developments. 
 
Kazakhstan 
The primary focus of the region’s largest country in 2021 was to deal with the pandemic 
and its impact on the economy. The country held its parliamentary elections in January 
2021. The ruling Nur Otan party, which till recently was headed by the former President 
Nursultan Nazarbayev, secured about 70 per cent of votes. In October 2021, the country 
hosted the Supreme Eurasian Economic Council meeting in virtual format. The 
developments in the country have been along the expected line in 2021 and the 
trajectory is likely similar in 2022. 
 
Kyrgyz Republic 
For Kazakhstan’s neighbour the Kyrgyz Republic, year 2021 was eventful. It began with 
the border tension with Tajikistan and ended with protests over the November 2021 
parliamentary election results. In April 2021, there was a conflict between the residents 
of Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan borders, where security forces got involved after dispute 
over water and installation of surveillance cameras. It led to the death of more than 50 
and injury of over 300 people and displacement of many. Though in the past there had 
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been instances of clashes, the April conflict was most severe in many years. Most of 
casualties were from the Kyrgyz side. There were reported suggestions of land swaps 
and transfer of Tajik exclave Vorukh to Kyrgyzstan. In April 2021 Kyrgyzstan held a 
referendum, which significantly increased the power of President. The borders are 
reportedly reopened and negotiations for demarcation have restarted between the two 
countries.  
Kyrgyzstan held the parliamentary elections in November 2021. Pro-government 
parties secured majority of seats in the parliament but no opposition parties could 
secure 5 per cent threshold mark to enter into the parliament. Opposition parties were 
protesting against the results of the elections.  
 
Tajikistan  
Tajikistan was one of parties to the border conflict with Kyrgyzstan. However, it seems 
to have handled the situation with lesser casualties. Tajik President visited Vorukh in 
early April and denied talks on transfer of the exclave to Kyrgyzstan. Tajik-Kyrgyz have 
about 1,000 kilometre long border and almost half of the border have been demarcated 
during negotiations between the two countries so far. 
 
The most serious concern for Tajikistan is the takeover of Kabul by the Taliban. The 
government of Tajikistan has taken a firm stance against the Taliban, insisting on an 
inclusive government in Afghanistan.  
 
In terms of regional diplomacy, year 2021 was important for Tajikistan, it hosted two 
important summits of the regional groupings: CSTO and the SCO in September 2021. A 
joint summit of the two organizations was also held, focusing on the situation in 
Afghanistan. Prime Minister Narendra Modi attended the SCO summit and the joint 
summit. 
 
Turkmenistan 
Turkmenistan has been facing economic challenges, including due to low international 
hydrocarbon energy prices. Turkmenistan is yet to acknowledge the presence of 
coronavirus in the country. Nevertheless, it was among the first in the region to close 
borders in view of the pandemic outbreak. 
 
In January 2021 Afghanistan and Turkmenistan had inaugurated three projects of 
power transmission, fibre optic line and a railway link to boost bilateral and regional 
engagement.  The country has been engaging with the Taliban and in February 2021 it 
hosted a Taliban delegation, which assured ‘full support for the implementation and 
security of TAPI and other developmental projects’ in the country.   
 
Uzbekistan 
Uzbekistan has been witnessing wide ranging reforms launched by President Shavkat 
Mirziyoyev, the process continued in 2021. The parliamentary elections were held in 
Uzbekistan in October 2021 in which the party associated with the president got 
majority of seats in the parliament. People of Uzbekistan largely support the reform 
measures taken by the president. 
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Central Asia-Afghanistan  
The regional republics have historical connections with Afghanistan. They share 
overlapping ethnic and cultural linkages with people in Afghanistan, including with 
number of Tajiks, Turkmen and Uzbeks living across the borders in their south. Their 
condition and concerns are shared by many people living in the region. Rapid 
developments in Afghanistan, especially the fall of the Ghani administration in August 
2021 surprised the Central Asian countries. There are primarily three concerns of the 
regional countries over the persisting security situation in Afghanistan, which are 
related to security, refugee and connectivity.  
 
The takeover of Kabul by the Taliban has brought new challenges to the security in 
Central Asia. A recent UN report says fighters from many countries continue to operate 
in Afghanistan, though it has been denied by the Taliban. The report estimates that the 
number of foreign terrorist fighters is between 8,000 and 10,000, who are mainly from 
Central Asia, Russia’s north Caucasus region, Pakistan and Xinjiang. Further, the report 
says that though the majority of them are affiliated with the Taliban, many also support 
the al-Qaida.  
 
Da'ish in Khorasan or ISIL-K has emerged as another security threat in Central Asia. The 
Central Asian countries are not sure how the Taliban will keep their promise of not 
hosting in Afghanistan terrorists aiming to harm other countries and control such 
elements from carrying out destructive activities in the region.  
 
The countries of Central Asia are concerned about refugee flow to the region. As the 
Taliban launched military offensive to take over Afghanistan, many in Afghan security 
forces crossed over to the neighbouring Central Asian countries. About 5,000 Afghan 
troops had crossed to Tajikistan, they were later sent back to Afghanistan. Over 580 
Afghan soldiers fled to Uzbekistan with 22 military planes and 24 helicopters while 
many crossed the border on foot. 
 
The Central Asian countries neither have the capacity nor willingness to host large 
number of refugees from Afghanistan. The regional economies are already strained due 
to the global economic slowdown, relatively lower hydrocarbon energy prices and the 
COVID-19 impact. Further, hosting a large number of Afghan refugees can complicate 
the region's relations with the Taliban in Kabul.  
 
In the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks in the US two decades back, the Central Asian 
countries fully cooperated with the international coalition’s campaign against the 
Taliban and in combating terrorism. Some Central Asian countries had not only allowed 
military bases and use of their air space but also provided land access to reach 
Afghanistan through its north (Northern Distribution Network-NDN) for supplies.  
Their responses towards the developments in Afghanistan this time, however, have 
been different and also varied from regional perspective. The perceptions of some 
Central Asian countries towards Afghan problem and the Taliban have changed over the 
last two decades. Some commonalities among the countries in terms of their responses 
to the developments in Afghanistan are mentioned below: 
 
1. It can be mentioned that as the campaign in Afghanistan dragged on for years, its 
achievements came under question. Uzbekistan closed the US base in 2005, Kyrgyzstan 
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shut down the American military facility in the country in 2014. In 2005 the SCO, where 
four republics of Central Asia are full members, called to set a deadline for the stay of 
foreign forces in the region. 
2. There is a sense among many people in the region that methods applied from outside, 
including the military method, and installation of a democratically elected government 
in Kabul could not bring peace in the country.  
 
3. Central Asian countries seem alarmed by the meltdown of Afghanistan’s security and 
political order. They were concerned over the disintegration of the administration in the 
country and takeover by the Taliban. 
 
4. All republics in the region are concerned about the fragility of situation in Afghanistan 
and its impact on the region, including the concerns about terrorism, extremism and 
drug trafficking.  
 
5. Republics of the region are maintaining their supplies, including of electricity, fuel 
and food items to Afghanistan.  
 
6. Central Asia is yet to formulate a comprehensive regional response to the situation in 
Afghanistan, though the issue has been discussed by the regional leaders in their annual 
consultation summits.  
 
Though the Central Asian countries seemed apprehensive, probably they are prepared 
to engage with the Taliban in Afghanistan this time. Afghanistan is critical for the 
landlocked Central Asia in overcoming its connectivity challenges, which is hampering 
the region’s international trade and economic development. From the region, 
Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan have been developing connectivity and energy 
linkages with Afghanistan to access wider South Asian markets. Economy is probably a 
key driver for the countries of the region to continue their relations with Afghanistan.  
 
Trends and issues in 2021 

• The difference in stances of Central Asian countries on the Taliban and their 
approach to engage them is a new trend in the region. It is likely to continue in 
the year to come. Among the bordering countries Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan 
are talking to the Taliban while Tajikistan is critical of the Taliban and is not 
engaging with them publicly. 

• In view of the coronavirus pandemic, major economic trend was to gradual 
easing up and continue cooperation with regional and extra regional countries. 
The regional countries will remain watchful over the pandemic situation. 

• The region faces no serious internal security threat. They have been able to 
control and keep the local extremist organisations in check.  

• Drug trafficking and consumption is a security, economic and health threat to the 
people in Central Asia. The region falls on major international drug trafficking 
route from Afghanistan to Europe. 

• The impact of climate change on the region has been emerging as an important 
issue for the people in the region. The Aral Lake is drying up and availability of 
water is an issue in the region. 
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Brief forecast for 2022  
• Keeping in view the sustained economic progress made in the region despite the 

pandemic, especially by Uzbekistan, the efforts towards greater regional 
cooperation will continue in future. The regional cooperation has got political as 
well as popular support. 

• Kazakhstan is likely to remain politically stable. The transfer of authority from 
former President Nursultan Nazarbayev to President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev 
will continue.  

• Despite the protests in Kyrgyzstan over the results of the parliamentary 
elections, the situation is likely to stabilize in coming days.  

• In Tajikistan, there seems no threat to political stability. The biggest concern for 
Tajikistan will continue to the situation in Afghanistan.  

• Turkmenistan will continue to push for diversification of its energy export. It is 
engaging with the Taliban to secure transit of Turkmen exports to South Asia, 
including the revival of the TAPI natural gas pipeline.  

• Uzbekistan in 2022 is expected to maintain its substantial economic growth rate. 
The all round reform measures in the recount are likely to continue.  

• The overall forecast for the region is positive from within the region. The 
republics are visualising the benefits of regional cooperation in terms of increase 
in trade and easy movement of people from country to another. Before the 
pandemic, some regional republics were preparing to start a regional ‘Silk Road’ 
visa to boost pan-region tourism.  

 


