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Since Putin’s accession to leadership in Russia, the country’s foreign policy shifted to give it a stronger “near abroad” orientation. This facilitated Russia’s increased military and economic presence in Central Asia following stationing of American troops in the region in 2001. Russia’s expansion of its presence was made possible due to the earlier steps taken by Russia to remain engaged with the region right since the Tajik Civil War beginning in 1992. The signing of the Collective Security Treaty that year resulted in massive troop deployment along the Tajik-Afghan border, guaranteeing the security of Tajikistan from external aggression. Russia’s role in Central Asian security further expanded to support and help the Northern Alliance during Taliban days in power in Kabul.
This paper seeks to argue that Russia has always remained the geopolitical alternative for Central Asian states, even while they seek to diversify their economic, energy, security and military co-operation with other major powers. For a while, the economic decline of Russia, discovery of huge reserves of oil and gas in Central Asia, superior military power of the United States looked like overwhelming Russia’s presence in Central Asia to an extent that would make it a redundant force in the region. But, for a number of reasons, Russia today is the most significant player in Central Asia.
The economic revival of Russia, riding on the wave of higher energy prices and state intervention to halt the chaotic reform process, enabled it to revive many of the economic complexes linking Russia to Central Asia. As a result, not only has Russian investment grown but so also has the interdependence within a co-operative framework. 
The economic policies and practices of the regional states also created strong indebtedness among energy-poor economies of Central Asia. A revitalized Russia was able to pick up stakes in the region by debt write off. Russian investment has resurrected the Soviet-era abandoned projects in hydro-energy sector and military-industrial complexes of some of the states that do not have the bounty of oil and gas. Russia’s strong economy is also an attraction for thousands of Central Asian as an employment destination. The labour supplying states are immensely benefiting economically from repatriation by migrants and have strived to improve relations with Russia for better access to the Russian labour market. 
Russian-speaking minority also is an important factor in Russia-Central Asia relations. The early exodus of millions of Slavic population created the danger of a skill-vacuum in the Central Asian states. The exodus also had the danger of creating frictions with Russia, with which most Central Asian states have been re-establishing stronger links right since the signing of the Collective Security Treaty (1992) and the formation of the Customs Union in 1996.
 As a result, from time to time, states offered ethnic Russians dual citizenship status(Turkmenistan) or made Russian the “official language” (Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan and Tajikistan). Today the exodus has ceased and many Russians who left have returned. The treatment of Slavs in countries like Kazakhstan and to some extent in Kyrgyzstan has a major bearing on the relationship with Russia. In case of the former, there is a long border with Russia and the bordering regions have a large proportion of ethnic Russians. The “Eurasian” identity of Kazakhstan, of which President Nazarbaev has been focusing so much lately, is a recognition of this demographic and geographic reality. This could be a source of vulnerability as well as strength. So far, Nazarbaev’s policies have succeeded in harnessing his country’s diversity to improve relations with Russia and for economic progress of his country.
The attempt to find alternative to Russia in the region has had mixed results. The early phase following independence was marked by a search for solidarity and co-operation with Islamic neighbours. The competition among Islamic states and their different brands of religious ideology and the rising threat of Taliban-inspired fundamentalist movements had a negative impact on relationship with these neighbours. The level of economic and technological development of these states also could not become a pull factor. Only Turkey as a secular-democratic state has some visible presence in the economic and cultural sphere. Though relations exist with major Islamic powers like Iran, Saudi Arabia and Pakistan, these are not going to be alternatives to Russia or other global powers engaged with the region. 
 The rise of religious fundamentalist groups with external support further reduced the influence of Islamic states. Russia is perceived by the secular Central Asian leadership as reliable ally against all kinds of religious terrorist groups. The US also increased its influence, especially after 2001 anti-Taliban war. Its economic and strategic interest found synergy after the 11 September bombings. American troops were stationed in a region that is on the border of two potential global adversaries – Russia and China. It was also embedded in a region that included Caspian states where its energy interests and investments could be backed up by force if necessary. By becoming the major economic and security player in the region, it could hope to marginalise Russia and other potential competitors in the region. 
The US effort, however, could not harness the common goals it shared with Central Asian states due to its narrow geopolitical objectives that clashed with the interests of other major powers and also with the Central Asian states in many cases. The US has no historical, geographic, cultural or economic legacy of relations with Central Asia. It was completely external to the region till mid-1990’s when estimates of Central Asia’s vast oil and gas resources began to be emerge. Though its effort to diversify oil routes was looked upon as helpful for Central Asian states in terms of lessening their dependence on Russian pipelines, the eagerness to by pass Russia also prompted the US to romance the Taliban for a pipeline from Turkmenistan to Pakistan through Afghanistan.


The US has no regional orgainsation to co-ordinate fight against local terrorist outfits in Central Asia, like the IMU ect. The emphasis has always been Afghanistan and Al Qaida. As a result the regional states are left to deal with this problem in association with neighbours like Russia and China who suffer from similar threats and groups. The CSTO anti-terrorist centre in Bishkek, the CIS Rapid Deployment Force, and the SCO strongly bind Central Asian countries to Russia and China in fight against terrorism, extremism and separatism. Andizhan events last year, in the perception of the regional states, established that the US wants to fight international terrorism on its own terms, disregarding the perils it poses to Central Asian states. The American criticism of similar strong actions taken by Uzbekistan to counter terrorist attacks did not go down well with the Central Asian states. While the US gained bases and physical presence in Central Asia in the name of fighting international terrorism, the states in the region felt restricted in their freedom to act against terrorists and in the process feel less secure either from terrorism or hegemonism. The price for this kind of policy was the loss of American base in Uzbekistan and pushing the latter back to the fold of Russia. The joining of Uzbekistan in all the regional organisations led by Russia has added to the influence of Russia in the region.
The other issue that has created consternation in Central Asia is the role of US and US-backed NGOs in the change of regime in Kyrgyzstan. Here also, the narrow geopolitical interest of the US prevented it from pushing the democracy agenda sincerely. The regimes in countries like Azerbaijan and Uzbekistan were supported by the US while less authoritarian regimes were under pressure for not being entirely US proxies in the region. Kyrgyz experience also heightened the threat-perception of the ruling leadership that too much closeness to the US could make them vulnerable, especially domestically. The social fallout of US-prescribed reforms were used by US-funded and supported NGOs to shore up mass protests against the regime in Kyrgyzstan. This could happen in other countries as well. Even the new Kyrgyz leadership was keen to enlist the support of Russia against any future destabilization attempt from similar “democracy driven” elements. The new Kyrgyz leadership also renegotiated the use of American air base and the rent hike. Simultaneously, Russia’s presence in that country goes on increasing in military, security and economic terms. Russia has played the mediating role in stabilizing post-Akaev Kyrgyzstan. The declining American security influence in the region was articulated in the joint declaration of all the SCO member states seeking a time table for troop and base withdrawal from Central Asia. 
Russia’ increasing influence since the end of 1990s makes it a strong factor in Central Asia. Though the Chinese have been economically active, Russia can balance China’s influence through the SCO and by inducting other allies like India into that organisation. Russia remaining the permanent factor to balance any major geopolitical shifts in the region has implications for others. It would be difficult for any major power to replace Russia and take its position, whatever may be their level of economic and political engagement in Central Asia. The countries of Central Asia can diversify their external relations without the fear of being subjugated or hegemonised, since the Russian alternative provides them that comfort. 

India can expect to benefit from this context. Any other reconfiguration in the region’s geopolitics could adversely affect India’s interests. Russia would not be alarmed or averse to India’s growing influence in the region. Russia and India share similar concerns regarding threats to their national security from international terrorism. They also share the vision of a world where India would make a positive contribution to global stability as a strong power. India and Russia share a history of collaboration in this region. They both were instrumental in sustaining the Northern Alliance when Taliban was poised to overtake the whole of Afghanistan. Most of the leadership in Kabul today were from the Alliance and have considerable goodwill for India and Russia. The presence of India in Tajikistan is not contested by Russia, indicating that Russia does not view India’s involvement in the region as a threat to its own interests. Russia also has been helpful in pulling India to the SCO, though as an observer at the moment. Russia also has been developing co-operation with India in the energy sector. This co-operation could be extended to energy sector in Central Asia, including hydro-power sector. Indo-Russian cooperation could add to the stability in Central Asia and as an emerging global economic power India could also open up the choices of Central Asian states in different spheres. 
� The Collective Security Treaty  has been upgraded to the level of a Security Organisation called CSTO and includes all the Central Asian states except Turkmenistan. Similarly, the Custom Union has been upgraded and is called the Eurasian Economic Community (EURASEC) and includes the above four Central Asian states as well. 


�. During the Cold War days the US had been supporting and funding the religious jehadi groups in Pakistan and Afghanistan. After the Soviet collapse, the United States sought to harness these groups to serve US geopolitical interests in energy-rich Central Asia. In fact, between 1994-96, the CIA-ISI nexus and its arms pipeline marginalized more traditional tribal-based parties and moderated leadership in Afghanistan and catapulted the radical islamicists into the forefront of Afghan civil war. Ahmed Rashid, Taliban Islam, Oil and the New Great Game in Central Asia, London, 2000
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