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INDIA-CENTRAL ASIA RELATIONS 

Col. Deepak Kumar, Research Fellow, MP-IDSA 

 

History and Geopolitical Importance 

 India has historical, cultural and religious links with Central Asia dating 

back to more than two millennia. The spread of Buddhism from India, the Silk 

route linkages of Bukhara and Samarkand, the Kushana empire commonality, 

spread of Sufism and Islam, arrival of Babur and many more such linkages are 

indicative of the deep-rooted relationship.1The ancient silk route not only 

connected the region but also connected its people through trade, culture, 

religion and commerce. After the breakup of the Soviet Union in 1991, the 

countries of Central Asia emerged as independent nations. Central Asia as we 

know today comprises of five countries – Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, 

Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. 

 The region was part of India’s ‘Extended Neighbourhood’ foreign policy 

enunciated in 2001, along with South Asia and SE Asia. While our engagements 

with South and SE Asia showed a perceptible rise, our engagements with CAR 

remained hesitant. This could be attributed to following reasons:-  

(a) Lack of geographical land borders with Central Asia. 

(b) Inability to have a land route either through Pakistan-Afghanistan or 
India-China borders. 

(c) Instability in Afghanistan.  

(d) Lack of finances to invest in infrastructure and development projects.   

Importance of the Region to India 

 To India, unhindered access to CAR region is important because of the 

following reasons:- 

                                                             
1Nirmala Joshi. "Reconnecting India and Central Asia." Emerging Security and Economic Dimensions, 
Singapore: Central Asian-Caucasus Institute Silk Road Studies Program (2010). Available at: 
https://www.silkroadstudies.org/resources/pdf/Monographs/2010_03_MONO_Joshi_India-Central-Asia.pdf 
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(a) As an alternate source of fuels for energy. 

(b) As a consumer market for its finished goods. 

(c) Counter the influence of China and Pakistan in the region.  

(d) Faster and cheaper connectivity to Europe and West Asia. 

(e) Prevent proliferation of terrorism and radical Islam. 

(f) Strengthen historical cultural and religious bonds. 

Connectivity Initiatives 

 The widely discussed alternate strategy to access Central Asia from India 

is through the sea to Chabahar port in Iran and from there to Central Asia using 

the road/rail link through either Iran or Afghanistan, skirting Pakistan. The 

prime mover of this strategy is the International North-South Transport Corridor 

(INSTC). It is a 7,200 km long multi-modal network of ship, rail and road based 

linkages for movement of freight and cargo between India, Iran, Afghanistan, 

Armenia, Azerbaijan, Russia, Central Asia and Europe. Conceived well before 

China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), INSTC will not only help cut down on 

costs and time taken for transfer of goods from India to Russia and Europe via 

Iran but also provide an alternative connectivity initiative to countries in the 

Eurasian region. The estimated capacity of the corridor is 20-30 million tonnes 

of goods per year.2Since 2016, India is a member of the Ashgabat agreement 

which is a multi-modal transport agreement between India, Iran, Kazakhstan, 

Oman, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan for creating an international transit 

corridor for transportation of goods between Central Asia and the Persian Gulf. 

Another long-term strategy is the 1,800 km long Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-

Pakistan-India (TAPI)pipeline which when commissioned will be a key 

                                                             
2 Dezan Shira & associates. “India’s Export Opportunities Along the International North South Transport 
Corridor” 21 February 2022. Available at: 
https://www.india-briefing.com/news/indias-export-opportunities-along-the-international-north-south-transport-
corridor-22412.html/ 
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milestone in  connecting energy rich Central Asia with energy starved South 

Asia. 

Energy 

 India imports about 77% of its (fuel) energy needs. Most of the imports 

are from OPEC countries. So, India is trying to diversify its imports in which 

effort, Central Asia can be an important source. Kazakhstan produces 43% of 

world’s Uranium. Uzbekistan has large reserves of gas, uranium and gold. It is 

one of the biggest uranium exporters in the world. India has signed agreements 

with Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan for the supply of uranium to feed its nuclear 

reactors and our nuclear power plants. For the future, both the countries are key 

partners in India’s plan to procure nuclear fuel to create a strategic uranium 

reserve. India and Uzbekistan have signed agreements on joint exploration and 

exploitation of Uzbek gas fields and to assist in the construction of liquid gas 

and oil factories in Uzbekistan. Turkmenistan is home to world’s fourth largest 

gas reserves, a fuel which is less carbon intensive. Much of Turkmenistan’s gas 

reserves remain to be tapped. Turkmenistan is keen to develop TAPI, but has 

been unsuccessful due to instability in Afghanistan and Pakistan’s inflexibility. 

Turkmenistan has however been able to develop a gas pipeline bypassing 

Afghanistan to China through Uzbekistan. India has to think and act with 

pragmatism and astuteness if it has to reach out to Turkmenistan’s gas. In 

Kyrgyzstan 90% of power generation capacity from hydel sources remains 

untapped. India can develop power grids across CAR. Also India with its 

expertise in development of hydro projects can transfer technology to assist 

upper riparian states in hydel power technology. India has provided funding to 

Tajikistan to rehabilitate and modernise the Varzob-1 Hydro Power Plant with 

the help of Bharat Heavy Electricals Limited (BHEL) and National 

Hydroelectric Power Corporation (NHPC). 
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Defence and Security Cooperation  

 Cooperation in the field of Defence and Security is important because 

India and Central Asia share a common interest in the stability of Afghanistan. 

It is also due to the fact that while Russia remains the key security provider in 

the region, China is slowly stepping up its security activities in the region. In 

2016, China set up a military outpost in Tajikistan’s Gorno-Badakshan region to 

keep a check on the infiltration of Uyghur activists through the Wakhan 

corridor.3 Besides providing India a key role in the extended neighbourhood and 

an eye on the Taliban activities in Afghanistan and Chinese activities in Central 

Asia, security cooperation and multilateral security exercises with Central Asian 

countries under the SCO framework provides India an avenue for engagement 

with China and Pakistan. There have been notable high-level engagements with 

Central Asian countries such as the annual Ex DUSTLIK with Uzbekistan, 

Special Forces Exercise between Turkmenistan and Indian Special Forces at 

Nahan in Himachal Pradesh in March 2021. In April 2021, Kazakhstan’s 

Defence Minister Lt Gen Nurlan Yermekbayev visited border areas of Jaisalmer 

and Jodhpur and participated in bilateral discussions with India’s Defence 

Minister Shri Rajnath Singh. The Indian contingent participated in Exercise 

KHANJAR with Kyrgyzstan forces in April 2021. The Kazakh defence minister 

thanked India for deploying Kazakh troops as part of the Indian battalion in the 

United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL).  The Indian Special Forces 

visited Ashgabat in August 2021 and also participated in Turkmenistan’s 30th 

year of independence celebrations on 27 September 2021 a month later. India 

has helped Kyrgyzstan in the construction of a military-medical research 

facility. India has a military medicine agreement with Uzbekistan and a field 

hospital in Tajikistan.  

                                                             
3 “In Central Asia’s forbidding highlands a queit newcomer: Chinese troops”. Washington Post. 21 February 
2019. Available at: https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/in-central-asias-forbidding-highlands-
a-quiet-newcomer-chinese-troops/2019/02/18/78d4a8d0-1e62-11e9-a759-2b8541bbbe20_story.html 
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Trade 

 India is an emerging market economy whereas Central Asian countries 

are modest economies, which rely on international trade for many of their 

needs. As a result, trade between India and Central Asia has great potential.4 

India’s trade with Central Asia is about $2Bn compared to China’s $60 

Bn.5Indian imports are precious stones, chemicals, iron and steel, machinery, 

mineral oil, copper goods, plastic goods, wool, and leather. Indian exports are 

essentially coffee, tea, spices, apparel, pharmaceuticals, and electrical and 

mechanical equipment. If we see the trade, all are low value items. There is 

much scope for high value items. China is sourcing raw material from Central 

Asia, giving them soft loans but in return flooding their markets with Chinese 

goods of questionable quality. So, Central Asian countries are themselves 

looking to diversify from their over dependence on China and Russia. Central 

Asia is looking towards India as a market and a supplier. To reach Central Asia, 

commodities must currently be routed through either China or Europe. The 

potential for trade between India and Central Asia is hampered by long 

distances and thus, is unlikely to increase via these Chinese or European routes. 

However, if the projected trade route through Iran becomes operational, trade 

with Central Asia is likely to expand by two to three times,6 due to the 

significantly reduced distance. Current India-Central Asia trade levels are much 

                                                             
4P. Agrawal and S. Sangita. “Trade Potential between India and CentralAsia”, The Journal ofApplied Economic Research, 
2017;11(4):418-448,Availableat: 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi /abs/10.1177/0973801017722268?journalCode=maraaccessedon25February2022 

5 Saaraansh Mishra. “India on the right track to bolster relations with Central Asia”. Observer Research 
Foundation. 13 december 2021. Available at: 
https://www.orfonline.org/expert-speak/india-on-the-right-track-to-bolster-relations-with-central-asia/ 
 

6 K. Sharma. “Spotlight on trade gateway as India hosts talks with CentralAsia”. Nikkei Asia.18December2021. 
Accessedon6July2021.Availableathttps://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/International-relations/Spotlight-on-trade-gateway-as-India-
hosts-talks-with-Central-Asia 
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lower in comparison to China’s. Indian imports from Central Asia are less than 

1 percent of the region’s total exports. India’s exports to the region are less than 

1.5 percent of their total imports. It is understandable that the economy of 

Central Asia, especially the poorest countries such as Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan 

are being influenced by the opaque Chinese model of neo-imperialism. India 

opens up opportunities in many fields through ‘AtmaNirbhar Bharat’ and ‘Make 

in India’. 

Developmental Assistance 

 Central Asia and India developmental cooperation is focussed on the 

Lines of Credit provided by India to finance developmental and infrastructure 

projects. The Indian Technical and Economic Cooperation (ITEC) programme 

which commenced in the early 1990s is very popular in Central Asia. India has 

launched community development projects in several Central Asian countries 

through tool room training centres imparting skill based training to locals. India 

has plans to establish digital hubs for medical and educational training on E-

network.    

The Current Status 

 Since PM Modi’s visit to Central Asia in 2015, there has been an impetus 

of Central Asia in our foreign policy. One of the important initiatives has been 

the India-Central Asia Dialogues. In the first dialogue in Samarkand in Jan 

2019, India proposed setting up of ‘India-Central Asia Development Group’, air 

corridors with India, and participation of Central Asian countries in the 

Chabahar project.  

India-Central Asia Dialogue(s) 

 In Jan 2019, during the first India-Central Asia dialogue in Samarkand, 

India proposed, setting up of ‘India-Central Asia Development Group’, 

progressing dialogue on air corridors between the region and India and 

participation of CAR countries in the Chabahar project. In the 2nd dialogue in 
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October 2020, India announced a $1 Bn Line of Credit for infrastructure and 

connectivity projects in Central Asia. India also announced financing of high 

impact community development projects and establishment of working groups 

by the India Central Asia Business Council. The third edition of India-Central 

Asia dialogues was held on19December 2021. The key points of the meet was 

on usage of INSTC, development of regional connectivity through Chabahar 

port, developing transit and transport potential and establishing joint working 

groups on free movement of goods and services. An India-Central Asia summit 

meeting was held on 27 January 2022. In the meeting PM Modi offered to 

improve India’s connectivity and trade ties with the area, as well as develop 

people-to- people exchanges. The PM also mentioned about India’s current 

partnerships with Central Asian countries, including energy security with 

Kazakhstan, education and high-altitude research with Kyrgyzstan, security 

with Tajikistan, and regional connectivity with Turkmenistan via the Ashgabat 

Agreement.7During the summit, India and Central Asia decided to have regular 

meetings of Foreign, Trade and Culture Ministers, and Security Council 

Secretaries to lay the groundwork for future summits. The new summit structure 

will be facilitated by the establishment of an India-Central Asia Secretariat in 

New Delhi. India has also resolved to establish Joint Working Groups on 

Afghanistan and the utilisation of Chabahar Port at the senior official level.8 

Way Ahead 

 CAR countries and India have not optimally utilized each other’s 

potential in many sectors. Some recommendations for the future are:- 

(a) Leveraging Iran-China Relationship.    Iran shares cordial relations with 
both India and China. An Iran-India-China trilateral agreement for 
transportation of oil and gas from Iran and CAR will be a win-win strategy for 
all partners. Iran and CAR countries benefit from exports while China benefits 
from transit rights. In the short term this possibility may seem distant due to 
                                                             
7DelhiDeclarationofthe1

st
India-CentralAsiaSummit.Availableat:https://eoi.gov.in/tashkent/?pdf13991?000 

8 Ibid. 
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tensions on the LAC but in the long term India can reposition one or two 
undisputed border regions with China as transit hubs for energy and trade. 

(b) Military Bases. India spent close to $70 Mn between 2002-10 to 
renovate its military bases in Ayni and Fakhror in Tajikstan. Both these bases 
are now closed. With the US withdrawal and takeover of Afghanistan by 
Taliban, there is a distinct possibility of instability in the region. India needs to 
engage more closely with Russia to secure a military base in the region. Such a 
base is necessary to counter the increasing Chinese military footprints in the 
region.  

(c) Engagement with Taliban and Cooperation on Terrorism. Despite 
apprehensions, India may not have an option but to engage with Taliban in the 
long term. An engagement with Taliban is essential for India’s connectivity and 
Central Asian Region markets. India’s hands-off approach to the Taliban has to 
evolve provided the Taliban Haqqani group-anti India stand and ISI affinity can 
be addressed. The intermediaries in our engagement with Taliban could be 
Russia and China through the aegis of SCO.  

(d) Food Security. This is an emerging problem in the Central Asian 
states especially due to the Russia-Ukraine war. India should utilise this 
opportunity not only from a trade perspective but also for enhancing its 
goodwill in the respective countries. Any surplus food grains can be exported to 
Central Asian states at subsidised rates to tide over any food crisis in Central 
Asia.  

(e) Joint Ventures and Infrastructure Partnerships. India has shown itself 
to be an alternative to China’s BRI in South Asia, and, therefore a potential 
partner in Central Asia. Multi-lateral partnerships with Central Asian States in 
the fields of Space, Aeronautics, Satellite technologies, AI, Nano-Technology, 
Data Analytics, Renewable Energy, Water Conservation, Pharma, Defence 
Manufacturing, Military Tech, and Counter Terrorism can be forged.  

(f) Financial Partnerships through a regional common Central Asian market. 
There is a requirement to invest in a common Central Asian market for very 
long. The Eurasian Economic Union (EEU) was started in 2015 to ensure free 
movement of goods, services, capital and workforce within member states. 
There is a need for a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) between India and the 
Eurasian Economic Union (EEU) which has a potential of spurring the trade 
several notches from the present 10 Billion US dollars. 

(g) Air Corridor. The Indian EAM has suggested an air corridor between 
Central Asian countries and India during his address to Central Asian Business 
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Forum in Feb 2020.9 Such a corridor would be invaluable especially for ‘high 
value-low volume’ items of trade between the countries. 

(h) Soft Power Initiatives. Indians hold an esteemed relationship in Central 
Asia. In such a scenario ventures such as ‘friendship hospitals’ in each of the 
central Asian country, exchanging information and cooperating in counter-
terrorism, technical and financial help in the establishment of cooperatives and 
self-help groups, promoting educational exchanges, medical training, and, 
encouragement of Indian Ayurvedic and Unani medicines can go along way in 
deepening the relationship by making the Indian presence inevitable in the 
CAR. 

                                                             
9https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/india-to-study-air-corridors-for-trade-with-central-asian-
countries/article30755281.ece 
 


