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ove rv i ew

The In s ti tute for the stu dy of Di p l om acy hosted
the spring    m eeti n gs of the Sch l e s i n ger
Working Group on the topic of Russian forei gn
policy tow a rds its nei gh bors in Cen tral Asia and
the Ca u c a su s . The po ten tial for furt h er con f l i ct
a l ong Ru s s i a’s peri ph ery is re a l . Russia (ex peri-
encing an econ omic upswing and more assertive
po l i tical leadership) is mired in a series of border
probl ems as well as unre s o lved internal sec u ri ty
ch a ll en ges in Ch ech nya and con ti nues to be a
cen tral actor in the en ti re Ca u c a sus regi on . Th e
c ivil war in Afghanistan con ti nues to ex port
Islamic ex tremism to Ru s s i a’s important Cen tra l
Asian nei gh bors . If a dra m a tic sec u ri ty down tu rn
took shape in any of these borderl a n d s , it wo u l d
test the com peten ce , po l i tical wi ll , and stra tegi c
com m on sense of Putin and his te a m . Ru s s i a’s
govern m ent has alre ady dem on s tra ted its wi ll-
i n gness to ch a r ge headl ong into an internal con-
fli ct , and Puti n’s initial pop u l a ri ty has soa red as a
re su l t . To provi de a starting point for the discus-
s i on , the working group ex a m i n ed the fo ll owi n g
i s su e s :

• Ex ternal po l i tical and sec u ri ty ch a ll en ges fac-
ing Russia in the near to medium term.

• Ru s s i a’s interests and wi ll i n gness to rem a i n
en ga ged in devel opm ents along its fron ti er.

• Pro s pects for stra tegic su rprises and unanti c-
ipated events along Russia’s southern border.

• Im p l i c a ti ons of Ru s s i a’s beh avi or and regi on-
al devel opm ents on US interests and capabi l i ti e s .

s um m a ry
The Gro u p’s discussions — over 7 hours of m eet-
i n gs in April and May    — ex a m i n ed the cur-
rent state of a f f a i rs along Ru s s i a’s border regi on s ,
as well as the implicati ons Ru s s i a’s beh avi or
could have for US intere s t s . Mem bers of t h e

S ch l e s i n ger Working Group iden ti fied four major
s cen a rios that could devel op along Ru s s i a’s fron-
ti er in the near to med ium term :

• Russian Intervention — Russia may be hard
pre s s ed to resist intervening in a nei gh bori n g
s t a te , su ch as Geor gi a , i f con f ron ted with in-
c re a s ed instabi l i ty and po ten tial spill - over of
the cri s i s , in spite of its recent ex peri en ce in
Ch ech nya . Rega rdless of the re su l t s , su ch an
i n terven ti on could have sign i ficant implicati on s
for the region and for US interests.

• S t a te Fa i lu re — Several states are ex h i bi ti n g
clear signs of s tru ctu ral we a k n e s s :s ys tem - wi de
c ri m i n a l i ty and corru pti on , the inabi l i ty to pro-
vi de basic servi ce s ,s ec u re their borders or devel op
sound econ om i e s . Fu rt h er deteri ora ti on co u l d
l e ad to state co ll a p s e , wh i ch might cre a te a “bl ack
h o l e” in the regi on .

• E n h a n ced US-Russian Coopera ti on —
Ru s s i a , l acking capac i ty to con trol events on its
own ,m ay dec i de to expand coopera ti on with the
US on a nu m ber of s h a red con cern s , i n clu d i n g
i ll egal narco ti c s , radical Is l a m , and limiting the
i n flu en ce of o t h er out s i de players in the regi on .
For this to happen , h owever, a nu m ber of con-
ten tious issues invo lving Ira n , G eor gia and the
Baku-Ceyhan pipeline must be resolved.

• The An ti - Am erican Con dom i n ium — As a
re acti on to US power and perceived inten ti on s ,
Russia and Ch i n a ,a l ong with other key players ,
could attem pt to form a de facto regi onal all i a n ce
with the goal of denying US access to the regi on ,
and limiting its econ omic influ en ce in the are a .

the situation along russia’s borders
Mo s cow — It was evi den t , for most mem bers of
the Sch l e s i n ger Working Gro u p, that Russia is
d i s p l aying a newfound assertiveness along its
f ron ti er. Pre s i dent Putin has foc u s ed mu ch of h i s

The Institute for the Study of 

Diplomacy of Georg e t own Unive r s i t y

launched the Schlesinger Wo r k i n g

G roup in 1999. This pro g ram re c o g-

n i zes the distinguished public care e r

of Dr. James R. Schlesinger and his

remarkable contributions to national

security policymaking and stra t e g i c

thought. This project is based on a

m u l t i - year Working Group initiative

with a mandate to review and assess 

a range of possible scenarios that con-

tain significant potential for stra t e g i c

surprise and for unanticipated out-

comes. The Schlesinger Wo r k i n g

G roup relies on a permanent “c o re

m e m b e r s h i p” of generalists from 

the policy-making and re s e a rch com-

munities and academia (please see

page 2), who are sometimes joined 

by respected authorities on specific

regional or functional topics under

c o n s i d e ration. The meetings are

c h a i red by Schlesinger Professor 

of St rategic Studies Dr. Chester A.

C rocker and ISD Director Pro f e s s o r

Casimir A. Yost. 

ISD expresses it thanks to Harley

B a l ze r, Michael Gfoeller, Ta t i a n a

G f o e l l e r, Mark Medish, St e p h e n

S e s t a n ovich and Fred Starr for 

sharing their expertise on the re g i o n .

The Institute is indebted to Mart h a

Olcott and Thomas Graham whose

p resentations set the stage for the

discussions that followe d .

Aleksandar D. Jovovic is the Pro g ra m

Officer at the Institute for the Study of

D i p l o m a c y. He holds a Masters degre e

in International Relations from SAIS —

Johns Hopkins Unive r s i t y.

Schlesinger Working Group 

on Strategic Surprises



a t ten ti on on ree s t a blishing Ru s s i a’s “pre s ti ge” a n d
i n f lu en ce in a nu m ber of regi on s . These po l i c i e s
m a rk a ch a n ge from form er Pre s i dent Yel t s i n’s
i nw a rd - l ooking and we s t w a rd-leaning ori en t a-
ti on . Pa rticipants noted that this “re s tora ti on” d i d
not signify a Russian attem pt to re su rrect the now
def u n ct Sovi et Un i on , but did mean that Mo s cow
was intent on reviving its po l i tical and econ om i c
a ut h ori ty within its stra tegic nei gh borh ood .
However, Russia has gen era lly avoi ded micro -
m a n a ging devel opm en t s , a ppe a ring con tent to
a ll ow dom e s tic el i tes in nei gh boring form er
Sovi et rep u blics to gra pple with difficult dom e s-
tic social and po l i tical ten s i on s . These difficulti e s ,
co u p l ed with probl em a tic su cce s s i on issues and
tense rel a ti ons bet ween a nu m ber of Ca u c a su s
and Cen tral Asian rep u bl i c s , provi de the gre a te s t
ch a ll en ge for the regi on .

A nu m ber of form er Sovi et rep u blics are fac-
ing the ch a ll en ge of radical Islamic fundamen t a l-
i s m . In some instance s , these govern m ents have
re s pon ded to Islamic ch a ll en ge s , both arm ed and
pe acef u l , with con certed and indiscri m i n a te
repre s s i on , p a rti c u l a rly in Uz be k i s t a n . In other
c a s e s , l ocal govern m ents have attem pted to co -
opt Islamic trad i ti ons and custom s , in order to
rei n force popular legi ti m ac y, while isolati n g
Islamic radicals and oppo s i ti on force s . Pa rti c i-
pants noted that some areas of the regi on ,p a rti c-
u l a rly urb a n i zed com mu n i ti e s , were more pron e
to radical Islamic ideo l ogy (parti c u l a rly the Fer-
ghana Va ll ey are a ) , while other regi on s , wi t h
m ore nom adic trad i ti on s , would be less influ-
en ced by po l i ti c i zed Is l a m .

Pa rticipants also ob s erved that Russia pre s en t-
ly has a differen ti a ted policy (one parti c i p a n t
de s c ri bed it as a “tri a ge” ef fort) in rega rds to the
i m port a n ce of i n d ivi dual co u n tries and devel op-
m ents along its border. This is in tune with Ru s-
s i a’s real capabi l i ti e s , wh i ch are curren t ly ra t h er
l i m i ted . In Cen tral As i a , p a rticipants noted ,
Kazakhstan is the prime focus of Russian intere s t .
Even in this case, Mo s cow ’s atten ti on is mainly
foc u s ed on en er gy and re s o u rce s , and the nort h-
ern half of the co u n try. The four other Cen tra l
Asian rep u bl i c s , a l t h o u gh firm ly within wh a t
s ome have call ed Ru s s i a’s “near abroad ,” elicit less
i n terest from their giant nei gh bor. In the eyes of
Mo s cow, and indeed of o t h er out s i de players
su ch as the US, re s o u rce - poor Kyr gy z s t a n , in par-
ti c u l a r, m ay be rel ega ted to the sidel i n e s , too
rem o te or weak to re a lly matter. The three form er
Sovi et rep u blics in the Ca u c a sus are more cru c i a l
and Russia sees the area as its bu f fer zon e . How-
ever, at pre s en t , it appe a rs that Russia is taking

adva n t a ge of the en demic weakness of t h e s e
s t a te s , ra t h er than actively re - e s t a blishing a firm
grip on the regi on . In both the Ca u c a sus and
Cen tral As i a , Mo s cow ’s policies have been
foc u s ed on undermining weak govern m en t s ,
su ch as that of Pre s i dent Sheva rd n ad ze (thro u gh
proxies among Geor gi a’s ethnic minori ti e s ) , or in
Tu rk m en i s t a n’s case by limiting its access to ga s
m a rket s . In other cases, Mo s cow has propped up
f l a gging regi m e s , or provi ded troops to pro tect
porous borders .

Some of Ru s s i a’s policies can also be ascri bed
to differen ces in understanding and interpreti n g
po s t - Cold War re a l i ti e s . While the Un i ted State s
and Eu rope have gen era lly em braced the rad i c a l
s ocial and po l i tical ch a n ges of the past dec ade ,
s ome Russian po l i c y - m a kers remain wed ded to
old geo - s tra tegic con cept s . The idea of a zero -
sum ga m e , wh ere one state’s loss is another ’s
vi ctory, retains strong roots in Mo s cow. In the
en d , Russia seems most com fort a ble su rro u n ded
by weak state s , and appe a rs to be intent on sec u r-
ing a “ri ght of f i rst ref u s a l ” on any import a n t
ch a n ge — or what one participant de s c ri bed as
“pred a tory ri gh t s .” S ti ll , just as Russia has tri ed to
i n flu en ce events in the regi on ,l ocal govern m en t s
( of ten ben efiting from Sovi et - era ex peri en ce) are
of ten su ccessful in manipulating Mo s cow ’s
beh avi or.

Pa rticipants also probed the issue of Ru s s i a’s
real interests and capac i ty for power proj ecti on .A
point could be made that Ru s s i a’s influ en ce in the
f a r- flung regi ons of Cen tral Asia and the Ca u c a-
sus is a factor of s t a bi l i ty. Th erefore , Wa s h i n g ton
should en co u ra ge Russia to maintain its sway
a l ong its borders . At the same ti m e , it was noted
that Mo s cow ’s lack of real power proj ecti on co u l d
l e ad to an over- ex ten s i on of Ru s s i a’s tenuous gri p
on events in the are a . Mo s cow ’s past de a l i n gs
with the regi on have uncovered what one parti c i-
pant term ed an “ethnic blind spo t ,” a ten dency to
overe s ti m a te the threat Islam po s e s , and an
i n a bi l i ty to differen ti a te bet ween apo l i ti c a l
groups and radical Islamic force s . Yet , h owever
loud the rh etoric is at pre s en t , it is important to
d i s tinguish Ru s s i a’s diplom a tic and po l i ti c a l
blu s ter from true inten ti ons and capabi l i ti e s . Po l-
icy inco h eren ce em a n a ting from Mo s cow causes
f u rt h er con f u s i on . Pa rticipants noted that wh i l e
Puti n’s Pre s i den tial staff has maintained a rel a-
tively co h erent policy vi ew, o t h er influ en ti a l
Russian players have of ten en ga ged in con trad i c-
tory beh avi or.

Vi ews on the import a n ce of the regi on were
m i xed , with some participants arguing that the
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regi on has little import a n ce , while others noted
i m portant US interests in Geor gi a , Azerb a ija n ,
Uz bekistan and Ka z a k h s t a n . With this in mind, i t
is evi dent that out s i de powers have many shared
as well as diver gent intere s t s . Ru s s i a’s newfo u n d
ties with Iran may be a sign of n ewly em er gi n g
regi onal coa l i ti on s . In deed , the situ a ti on alon g
Ru s s i a’s borders could even improve US-Ru s s i a n
coopera ti on . Af ter all , Wa s h i n g ton is just as
con cern ed abo ut the spre ad of radical Is l a m , ter-
rori s m , and criminal net works (parti c u l a rly nar-
co tics) as is Mo s cow (although parti c i p a n t s
poi n ted out that Russians are heavi ly invo lved in
the drug trade as well ) . Moreover, the policies of
the radical Sunni Taliban movem en t , wh i ch ru l e s
Afgh a n i s t a n ,a re a thorn in the sides of Mo s cow,
Wa s h i n g ton and Teh era n , a ra t h er unlikely
grouping of s t a te s .

O t h er Players — Regi onal powers as Ira n ,
Tu rkey, Pa k i s t a n , In d i a , and China may play an
i n c re a s i n gly cri tical role in devel opm ents in the
regi on . Even Afgh a n i s t a n ,m i red in civil war and
poverty, wi ll be an important factor — its mere
ex i s ten ce as a ref u ge for intern a ti onal terrori s t
and criminal net work s , as well as an ex porter of
ref u gees and dru gs , has tra n s form ed the co u n try
i n to a “bl ack hole.” Pa rticipants warn ed that the
en ti re area could incre a s i n gly become a play-
ground for great power riva l ry, tu rning the
regi on’s local non - s t a te actors and weak state s
s tru ctu res into proxies figh ting for elu s ive goa l s .
Ul ti m a tely, the regi on’s real import a n ce may be
deriva tive , depending less on local po l i tical and
econ omic devel opm en t s , than on the vi ews of
o ut s i de powers and their re acti ons to even t s . But
perhaps as a re sult of this mu l ti tu de of i n ter-
e s ted parti e s , it appe a rs that no single out s i de
power has the trump card , while several may
h ave veto ri ghts on a nu m ber of i m port a n t
regi onal devel opm en t s .

A su b s t a n tial part of Ru s s i a’s levera ge over its
f ron ti er regi ons is maintained by non - s t a te
actors : the med i a , the Ort h odox Chu rch , a n d
Russian en terprises (parti a lly beyond the Krem-
l i n’s formal con tro l ) , as well as an array of c ri m i-
nal net work s .P i pelines and en er gy com p a n i e s ,i n
p a rti c u l a r, p l ay a cen tral role in the po l i tical and
econ omic envi ron m ent of su ch oil and gas pro-
ducing and transit co u n tries as Ka z a k h s t a n ,Azer-
b a ija n , Tu rk m enistan and Geor gi a . While it is
a pp a rent that the devel opm ent of n ew oil pro-
ducing sites wi ll con ti nu e , the regi on’s loc a ti on
and vo l a tile natu re wi ll assu re that the costs and
risks of tra n s port a ti on remain as crucial as the
actual re s o u rce ava i l a bi l i ty. Th ere was no agree-

m ent in the working group on the vi a bi l i ty of t h e
Ba k u - Ceyhan pipel i n e , a proj ect stron gly backed
by the Un i ted State s , but slow to gen era te priva te
s ector en t hu s i a s m . Ba k u - Ceyh a n’s goal is to
del iver Caspian oil to the devel oped world wh i l e
bypassing Ru s s i a , prone to over-taxing and
m a n i p u l a ting the transit of hyd roc a rbon s , a n d
s i delining Ira n , Wa s h i n g ton’s stra tegic advers a ry
in the regi on . Fu rt h erm ore , it was ob s erved that
i n su f f i c i ent atten ti on is being paid to the real new
m a rket for en er gy — re s o u rce - s t a rved East As i a .
China and its nei gh bors fart h er east are intent on
devel oping eastward bound gas and oil pipel i n e s
ori gi n a ting from Cen tral As i a , as well as cooper-
a ting on en er gy produ cti on — a strong incen tive
for Beij i n g, and even To kyo, to increase thei r
activi ties in the regi on .

us role in the region
Wh en examining the US role in the regi on , it is
i m portant to first note that its influ en ce in the
regi on is limited , due to the po l i tical com p l ex i ty
and geogra phic loc a ti on of the regi on , and to the
dom e s tic policy deb a te over its import a n ce .
In deed , it appe a rs that the priva te sector has been
m ore vocal in pursuing its interests than the US
govern m en t , wh i ch was cri ti c i zed by parti c i p a n t s
as largely passive in rega rds to devel opm ents in
the regi on . Ma ny participants de s c ri bed en er gy
as the pri m a ry re a s on for US invo lvem ent in the
regi on . As one participant su m m ed up the dis-
c u s s i on s , what matters most to the US is access to
the regi on’s en er gy, i f it can be ga i n ed wi t h o ut a
re s pon s i bi l i ty for regi onal sec u ri ty. In this rega rd ,
We s tern nati ons are less intere s ted in intern a l
devel opm ents in these state s , than in the re ac-
ti ons of Russia and other powers to those devel-
opm en t s . S ti ll , for all the fear of being den i ed
access to Cen tral Asian and Caspian oi l , the US
must keep in mind that oi l ’s va lue (for both pro-
du cers and transit states) lies in the va lue of i t s
s a l e , not in the intrinsic qu a l i ties of s i m p ly po s-
sessing it. Th erefore , while the US wi ll con ti nu e
to seek access to re s o u rce s , it should also rem i n d
regi onal players of the econ omic con s equ en ces of
re s tri cting trade . Fu rt h er points of i n terest for the
US inclu de co u n tering the ill egal narco tics trade
(as a working group mem ber noted iron i c a lly -
the on ly real sign of gl ob a l i z a ti on in the regi on ) ,
and limiting regi onal su pport for radical Is l a m i c
su bvers i on and terrori s m .

One of the re a s ons Wa s h i n g ton’s role is cir-
c u m s c ri bed is that it lacks cl o ut with most
regi onal notabl e s . US rel a ti ons with Russia and
China are at a low - poi n t , while rel a ti ons wi t h
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Iran remain de adl ocked after some margi n a l
i m provem en t s . As for Ira n’s su rro u n d i n gs ,
Tu rkey and Pakistan are mired in econ om i c
probl em s , and Wa s h i n g ton’s influ en ce with the
l a t ter has waned in recent ye a rs as Islamic force s
in Is l a m a b ad ’s po l i tical back rooms have ga i n ed
i n f lu en ce . Afgh a n i s t a n , for its part , has spira l ed
o ut of con tro l , forcing a com p l ete US disen ga ge-
m en t . Am ong the form er Sovi et rep u bl i c s
t h em s elve s , Wa s h i n g ton has va rying levels of
l evera ge . In gen era l , Wa s h i n g ton’s su gge s ti ons are
best received in the Ca u c a su s , trad i ti on a lly most
adverse to Mo s cow ’s influ en ce and most ri l ed by
Russian power. However, Azerb a ija n’s recen t
w a rming to Mo s cow, as well as its con s tru ctive
role in pe ace talks over Na gorn o - Ka rabakh may
s i gnal Ru s s i a’s retu rn to a cen tral ro l e . Th e
regi on’s other US stalw a rt , G eor gi a , was open ly
i den ti f i ed by working group participants as a
s t a te on the brink of f a i lu re , b a t tered by eco-
n omic probl em s , s everal low - i n ten s i ty civi l
con f l i ct s , and intru s ive Russian med dl i n g.
Ul ti m a tely, mu ch wi ll depend on how Wa s h-
i n g ton vi ews Ru s s i a : as fri end and ally in the
battle against illicit dru gs and Islamic rad i c a l i s m ,
or as foe , an ally of Iran and of an incre a s i n gly
a n ti - Am erican Beij i n g.

Po s s i ble Trend Revers a l s — Pa rti c i p a n t s
n o ted a nu m ber of po ten tial devel opm ents that
could alter the current US po s i ti on . In con trast to
the pre s ent cl i m a te of su s p i c i on , working gro u p
m em bers envi s i on ed a po s s i ble déten te bet ween
Wa s h i n g ton and Mo s cow on policies in the
Ca u c a sus and Cen tral As i a . At the same ti m e ,t h e
Un i ted States could be more su ccessful in en-
co u ra ging Tu rkey to play a more active role in the
regi on or it might gain new allies in the med iu m
term , i n cluding even Ira n . Wa s h i n g ton and
Teh eran could move forw a rd on a nu m ber of
f ron t s , i n cluding narco ti c s , en er gy, trade , a n d
com b a ting Taliban influ en ce . Yet the po ten tial for
su ch a scen a rio seems rem o te , and en m i ty
bet ween official Wa s h i n g ton and Teh eran is so
great that on ly a grand and sweeping improve-
m ent in rel a ti ons (or an unlikely radical ch a n ge
in Ira n’s con s erva tive leaders h i p ) , of the “ Ni xon
in Ch i n a” m a gn i tu de , could make a real impact .
Wa s h i n g ton’s key ally in the Ca u c a su s , G eor gi a ,
could also take a tu rn for the bet ter. A su cce s s f u l
l e adership tra n s i ti on in Geor gi a , fo ll owed by a
gradual improvem ent of the overa ll situ a ti on
would bode well for US influ en ce in the regi on .
On a more nega tive note for the US, i f the Ba k u -
Ceyhan pipeline is deem ed unvi a bl e , it co u l d
s i gn i fic a n t ly re s tri ct US opti ons in the regi on . In

an ef fort to furt h er illu s tra te futu re tren d s , work-
ing group mem bers iden ti f i ed four po ten ti a l
s cen a ri o s .

scenario 1: russian interve n t i o n
A nu m ber of p a rticipants noted that it would be
h a rd for Russia to remain disen ga ged in case of a
s erious regi onal cri s i s . In spite of l e s s ons learn ed
in Ch ech nya , Mo s cow might feel obl i ga ted as a
great power to intervene in situ a ti ons su ch as
s t a te failu re . Recent govern m ent statem ents and
rh etoric point to an incre a s ed Russian focus on
the CIS. And while some great power atti tu de s
tow a rd the regi on are cra f ted as part of l a r ger
s tra tegi e s ,l ocal po l i tical and sec u ri ty issues (su ch
as the status of Ru s s i a’s diaspora) also matter and
a f fect Russian intere s t s . A prime candidate for
su ch an event is Geor gi a , wh i ch faces a com p l ex
po l i tical su cce s s i on in the near to med ium term .
Russia is alre ady deep ly invo lved in Geor gi a n
i n ternal po l i tics and has allies among some loc a l
l e aders , most notably in Ab k h a z i a . Wh i l e
Mo s cow has pled ged to close two of its four mili-
t a ry bases in the co u n try, it has balked at cl o s i n g
the rem a i n der, and is ex pected to maintain thou-
sands of troops in the co u n try in the med iu m
term . Fu rt h erm ore , Russia has long vi ewed Geor-
gia as the staunchest US ally in the regi on and
would wel come a leadership ch a n ge in its favor.

Im p l i c a ti on s — A failed Russian interven ti on ,
perhaps the re sult of u n re a l i s tic planning and
s trong We s tern oppo s i ti on (what parti c i p a n t s
term ed as Ru s s i a’s “over- ex ten s i on” ) , would be a
s erious bl ow to Mo s cow, with important intern a l
po l i tical reperc u s s i ons for the Kremlin leader-
s h i p. Su ch an even t , according to working gro u p
m em bers , could have gre a ter reperc u s s i ons than
even the Ch ech nya deb acl e ,s i n ce interven ti on in
G eor gia would have lasting ef fects on Ru s s i a’s
i n tern a ti onal image and pre s ti ge . If this were to
tra n s p i re , the US could face a gravely we a ken ed
Ru s s i a . Mo s cow ’s su b s equ ent retren ch m ent or
retreat from the regi on (wh i ch could re sult in
f u rt h er shifts in local po l i tical power and the cre-
a ti on of a power vacuum) could have lon g - l a s t-
ing reperc u s s i ons for US sec u ri ty and en er gy
i n tere s t s .

A su ccessful Russian interven ti on , most likely
re su l ting in the install a ti on of a fri en dly regime in
T bi l i s i , could en h a n ce Ru s s i a’s pre s ti ge in the
regi on , and re a s s ert its flagging influ en ce in the
Ca u c a sus and beyon d . However, p a rti c i p a n t s
n o ted that the outcome of a ny interven ti on wo u l d
be as mu ch the re sult of the intern a ti onal re s pon s e ,
as of Russian move s . A su ccessful Russian opera-
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ti on in Geor gia could seri o u s ly en d a n ger the
Ba k u - Ceyhan pipeline proj ect , wh i ch has stron g
US govern m ent back i n g. Any po l i tical instabi l i ty
in the area could scare aw ay We s tern priva te sector
b ackers , a l re ady a scarce breed . In su m , ei t h er
re sult is su re to upset the regi onal balance of
power, and re s h a pe US influ en ce on the regi on .

scenario 2: state fa i lure scenario
The fo ll owing scen a rio shares some el em en t s
with its predece s s or. However, it is important to
n o te a nu m ber of key differen ce s . This po ten ti a l
s cen a rio does not nece s s a ri ly envi s i on a Ru s s i a n
i n terven ti on . It is essen ti a lly, as one work i n g
group mem ber noted , a “dem a n d - s i de” ph en om-
en on . In other word s , a po ten tial “s t a te failu re”
c risis would re sult from internal instabi l i ty in a
Cen tral Asian or Ca u c a sus state . The reperc u s-
s i ons of the crisis would inclu de : po l i tical and
s ec u ri ty probl em s ,d i s ru pti on of trade and com-
mu n i c a ti on s ,f u rt h er cri m i n a l i z a ti on and other
devel opm en t s . If com p l ete state failu re were to
occ u r, p a rticipants underl i n ed that Russian inter-
ven ti on was not a given . Fu rt h erm ore ,t h ey envi-
s i on ed a po s s i ble Russian wi t h d rawal from the
co u n try or regi on ,i f f aced with an insu rm o u n t-
a ble po l i tical and sec u ri ty ch a ll en ge . In fact , su ch
a crisis could actu a lly be the re sult of Ru s s i a n
weakness — its inabi l i ty to absorb people and
goods from its nei gh bors , perhaps even ex porti n g
i n s t a bi l i ty, and set ting of f a chain of events lead-
ing to state failu re along its sout h ern fron ti er.
Su ch re a s oning fits into the argument of s om e
m em bers of the working group that Ru s s i a’s
i n f lu en ce is limited , poi n ting to a lack of l oc a l
a ll i e s , financial and military limitati ons and
dom e s tic Russian disinterest in events abroad .

Working group mem bers iden ti f i ed severa l
po ten tial drivers for state weakness or failu re .E co-
n omic probl em s , p a rti c u l a rly in su ch states as
G eor gia and Kyr gy z s t a n , pre s ent a serious ch a l-
l en ge for their re s pective govern m en t s . Th e
i n a bi l i ty of these govern m ents to provi de the
most basic servi ces (heati n g, el ectri c i ty, pen s i on s ,
basic healthcare) has seri o u s ly en d a n gered the
s t a te s’ l egi ti m acy (parti c u l a rly in vi ew of the pre-
vailing com mu n i s t - era public noti on of the state
as “provi der ” ) . Wh en econ omic probl ems stem-
ming from a lack of s tru ctu ral reforms are co u-
p l ed with en demic and increasing corru pti on and
c ri m i n a l i z a ti on (with a special em phasis on ill e-
gal narco tics trade in Kyr gy z s t a n ) , the re su l t
could be com p l ete state co llapse or the slow
process of “s t a te wi t h eri n g” — the ste ady dec re a s e
of s t a te pre s en ce and import a n ce in sectors of

s oc i ety or parts of a co u n try.
An o t h er tri gger for state co llapse could be

m o u n ting po l i tical ten s i ons gen era ted by poor
govern a n ce com bi n ed with narrowly - b a s ed and
s el f - s erving el i tes — s everal participants used the
term “dy n a s ti e s” — wh i ch alien a te large segm en t s
of t h eir own soc i eti e s . Th ro u gh bl a n ket repre s-
s i on and closing of f econ omic opportu n i ties as
well as med dling beyond their borders , the Uz be k
regime risks going down this path, and perh a p s ,
p aying the ulti m a te pri ce . With the failu re of
po l i tical tra n s i ti on , ch a ll en ges to anoi n ted su c-
ce s s ors could cre a te major regi onal instabi l i ty.

As has been noted , Islam and arm ed gro u p s
f i gh ting for the establ i s h m ent of Islamic state s ,
wh i ch have been em er ging ac ross Cen tral As i a ,
also pose a serious ch a ll en ge . The ties bet ween
s ome of these groups and narco tics tra f f i ck i n g
( rem i n i s cent of ties bet ween left and ri gh t - wi n g
groups in Co l om bia and the dru gs trade ,
de s c ri bed in our report Col o m bia at the Cro s s-
roa d s) tro u bl ed many working group mem bers .
However, it was noted that the ties bet ween
Islamic groups and dru gs should not be overem-
ph a s i zed . The ill egal narco tics trade , as our previ-
ous report stre s s ed , is dem a n d - d riven largely by
We s tern nati on s , and has been abu s ed by the Ta l-
iban and other arm ed gro u p s .

Im p l i c a ti on s — The state weakness or co l-
lapse scen a rio could have several import a n t
i m p l i c a ti ons for out s i de players . The wi t h d raw a l
of Russian influ en ce , co u p l ed with ra t h er we a k
US pre s en ce in the regi on could open up the
p l aying field for other out s i de actors . As alre ady
n o ted , s t a tes su ch as Ira n , Tu rkey, Afgh a n i s t a n ,
China and others have shown incre a s ed intere s t
in events in the regi on . Some of these co u n tri e s
m ay be motiva ted by rel i gious qu e s ti on s , o t h ers
by re a l - po l i tik issu e s , su ch as po l i tical influ en ce
( or in Ch i n a’s case the wish to en su re its lon g
f ron ti er ) . Even if one assumes that US interests in
the regi on are limited , Wa s h i n g ton could hardly
sit on the sidelines of a po l i tical and sec u ri ty free -
for- a ll . In the en d , the co llapse of one or more
s t a tes in Cen tral Asia could lead to, as one parti c i-
pant noted , its “Ta l i b a n i z a ti on .” It is also evi den t
that state failu re could seri o u s ly derail US
p i peline proj ects or cri pple the del ivery of en er gy
re s o u rce s .

scenario 3: enhanced us-russian
c o o pe rat i o n
This scen a rio takes a more po s i tive out l ook and
de s c ri bes a po ten tial nearing of US and Ru s s i a n
vi ews on Cen tral Asia and the Ca u c a su s . In deed ,
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the two co u n tries have a nu m ber of com m on
i n terests inclu d i n g : the interd i cti on of i ll egal nar-
co ti c s , com b a ting radical Islamic forces (inclu d-
ing isolating Afgh a n i s t a n’s Ta l i b a n ) , i n c re a s i n g
regi onal stabi l i ty, and deterring other powers
su ch as China and Iran from playing a larger ro l e
in the regi on . One could argue that it is in Wa s h-
i n g ton’s interest to work with Russia in the
regi on , utilizing ra t h er than opposing Ru s s i a’s
a bi l i ty to proj ect influ en ce and power amon g
these co u n tries and their el i te s . The US might see
this as a way to distance Mo s cow from furt h er
coopera ti on with Teh era n , while both Wa s h i n g-
ton and Mo s cow see China as a stra tegic com-
peti tor (de s p i te Ru s s i a’s pre s ent need for hard
c u rrency from arms sales). From Ru s s i a’s vi ew-
poi n t , working with the US could bo l s ter its sag-
ging influ en ce in the regi on , while improving ti e s
with Wa s h i n g ton , a key econ omic and po l i ti c a l
p a rtn er. An o t h er po ten tial “po s i tive” ( a l bei t
u n l i kely) tu rn of events envi s i ons a stabi l i z a ti on
of events in Afghanistan and Pa k i s t a n , provi d i n g
a new econ omic and com mu n i c a ti ons out l et for
Cen tral As i a’s land-locked states (parti c u l a rly
tow a rds the large markets of So uth As i a ) , a n d
l e s s ening the import a n ce of Ru s s i a . This could in
tu rn move Mo s cow tow a rds en h a n ced coopera-
ti on with the US.

Im p l i c a ti on s — Th ere are a nu m ber of
i m portant prerequ i s i tes for su ch scen a rios to
come abo ut . The US would have to come to term s
with the Iranian issue — t h ro u gh ei t h er a
ren ewed com m i tm ent to sancti ons and isolati on
of the Teh eran regi m e , a ra t h er unlikely tu rn of
even t s , or a tacit accept a n ce of Iran and its ti e s
with Mo s cow and other local players .O f co u rs e ,
this does not mean that Wa s h i n g ton would sim-
p ly go along with Iranian aims, but would likely
try to tem per and modera te Teh era n’s beh avi or
t h ro u gh en ga gem ent on one side , and thro u gh
s tron ger US ties with po ten tial Iranian partn ers
on the other. At the same ti m e , Wa s h i n g ton may
h ave to re s o lve the pipeline issu e . It is likely that
Mo s cow would call on the US to abandon its
f avored Ba k u - Ceyhan pipel i n e , oppo s ed by the
Russians who aim to maintain their pre s ent gri p
on en er gy tra n s port a ti on . US su pport for the
em b a t t l ed Sheva rd n ad ze regi m e , and for any su c-
ce s s or deem ed unfri en dly tow a rds Russia wo u l d
also be qu e s ti on ed . On the other hand, one co u l d
argue that Russia might be forced into coopera-
ti on with the US by sheer we a k n e s s , and that
t h erefore Wa s h i n g ton would not have to make
a ny of these important policy dec i s i on s . In that
c a s e , h owever, Mo s cow ’s weakness (and lack of

i n f lu en ce and power proj ecti on) would make it
less sign i ficant as a partn er, bri n ging the US back
to the starting point — l acking overa rching inter-
ests and influ en tial regi onal partn ers .

scenario 4: the anti-american 
c o n d o m i n i um
Our final scen a rio envi s i ons a partn ers h i p
bet ween Ru s s i a , China and perhaps Iran to deny
the US influ en ce in the regi on . Su ch a stra tegi c
a ll i a n ce could be motiva ted by non - regi on a l
i s su e s , most notably a gen eral re s i s t a n ce to US
“h egem ony ” and “u n i po l a r ” de s i gn s . From Ru s-
s i a’s pers pective , su ch a tu rn of events would be
econ om i c a lly ben ef i c i a l , s i n ce Mo s cow prof i t s
h a n d s om ely from arms sales to both Iran and
China (wh i ch , as one participant put it, s ee Ru s-
sia as som ething of a “Arm s - Are - Us” d i s co u n t
de a l ers h i p ) . As for Ch i n a , i n c re a s i n gly hosti l e
tow a rds the US most notably on the Ta iwan issu e ,
a partn ership with Russia could also be ben ef i-
c i a l . In deed , one participant noted that Ch i n a
a ppe a red re ady to cede regi onal prepon dera n ce
in Cen tral Asia to Mo s cow, as long as its su s t a i n ed
pre s en ce en su red po l i tical stabi l i ty (espec i a lly in
s en s i tive regi ons bordering China) and incre a s ed
en er gy flows . Beijing has long fe a red rad i c a l
Islamic forces in Cen tral Asia due to their su p-
port for dissident ethnic com mu n i ties in Ch i n a’s
we s tern provi n ce s . China and co u n tries furt h er
e a s t , ex p l a i n ed several working group mem bers ,
a re the real new markets for en er gy, p a rti c u l a rly
f rom Ka z a k h s t a n’s new site s . Ira n , for its part ,
would be intere s ted in Russian su pport for a
p i peline thro u gh Ira n , or for Russian oppo s i ti on
to the Ba k u - Ceyhan pipel i n e , p l a n n ed with the
s pecific goal of bypassing Ira n . Ul ti m a tely, a ll
t h ree co u n tries share con cerns over the growi n g
i n f lu en ce of the Taliban within Afghanistan and
beyond its borders . The pri m a ry aim of this con-
dom i n ium would be to deny or limit US access to
the regi on , and we a ken , de s t a bi l i ze or tu rn gov-
ern m ents fri en dly to the US, pri m a ri ly in Geor-
gi a , but also in Arm enia and Azerb a ijan —
co u n tries Russia has recen t ly shown incre a s i n g
i n terest in. In ad d i ti on , a ll three co u n tries wi ll
remain depen dent on a com m on arms market
i n to the med ium term .

Im p l i c a ti on s — The key implicati on of su ch a
s cen a rio would be gen eral US weakness in the
regi on . Wa s h i n g ton would be unable to play an
i n f lu en tial role in en er gy policy — a bl ow to US
oil and gas firm s . From a po l i tical and sec u ri ty
s t a n d poi n t , the US would find itsel f u n a ble to
s a feg u a rd Geor gi a’s soverei gn ty. In deed , t h e s e
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t wo important issues would signal the end of t h e
Ba k u - Ceyhan pipeline proj ect (if it was not com-
p l eted before this po ten tial scen a rio took place ) .
To co u n ter this po ten tial tu rn of even t s , the US
would have to pursue a coord i n a ted policy of
en forcing gen eral out s i de power re s traint in the
regi on , while taking direct measu res to make
s t a tes in the regi on more po l i ti c a lly vi a ble and
econ om i c a lly sel f - su f f i c i en t . In deed , a case co u l d
be made for Wa s h i n g ton to initi a te a preem ptive
policy in favor of a rec i procal great power
re s traint unders t a n d i n g.

c o n c lu s i o n
At pre s en t , Russian capabi l i ties remain limited
( a l t h o u gh its re a s oning may sti ll be influ en ced by
i m perial ref l exe s ) , and Mo s cow has assu m ed a
rel a tively con s tra i n ed role in the Ca u c a sus and
Cen tral As i a . Its pri m a ry con cerns inclu de acce s s
to oil and ga s ,h a l ting con f l i cts that could spill -
over into Ru s s i a , maintaining fri en dly govern-
m ents along its border, and containing the spre ad
of radical Is l a m . It shares these and other con-
cerns with a nu m ber of regi onal powers and out-
s i de players . US interests as well as influ en ce in
the regi on remain circ u m s c ri bed . As i de from
com m ercial intere s t s , almost exclu s ively in the
en er gy sector, Wa s h i n g ton has yet to iden tify a
f u ll list of its regi onal intere s t s , and to show to
what lengths it is prep a red to go to pursue them .

In an ef fort to illu s tra te po ten tial devel op-

m ents in the regi on , the Sch l e s i n ger Work i n g
Group has iden ti fied four scen a ri o s . The Ru s s i a n
In terven tion s cen a rio explains that Russia may
be hard pre s s ed to resist intervening in a nei gh-
boring state , su ch as Geor gi a , i f con f ron ted wi t h
i n c re a s ed instabi l i ty and po ten tial spill - over of
the cri s i s , in spite of its recent ex peri en ce in
Ch ech nya . Rega rdless of the re su l t s , su ch an
i n terven ti on could have sign i ficant implicati on s
for the regi on and US intere s t s . Several states are
ex h i bi ting clear signs of St a te Fa i l u re : s ys tem -
wi de cri m i n a l i ty and corru pti on , the inabi l i ty to
provi de basic servi ce s , s ec u re their borders and
devel op sound econ om i e s . Fu rt h er deteri ora ti on
could lead to state co ll a p s e , wh i ch might cre a te a
“bl ack hole” in the regi on . En h a n ced US-Ru s s i a n
Coopera tion could take place if Ru s s i a ,l acking the
c a p ac i ty to influ en ce events on its own , dec i des to
expand coopera ti on with the US on a nu m ber of
s h a red con cern s , i n cluding ill egal narcotics, rad-
ical Is l a m , and limiting the influ en ce of o t h er
p l ayers in the regi on . However, for this to hap-
pen , a nu m ber of con ten tious issues invo lvi n g
Ira n , G eor gia and the Ba k u - Ceyhan pipel i n e
must be re s o lved . An An ti - Am erican Co n d o-
minium could be form ed as a re acti on to US
power and perceived inten ti on s . Russia and
Ch i n a , a l ong with other key players , co u l d
a t tem pt to form a de facto regi onal all i a n ce wi t h
the goal of denying US access to the regi on , a n d
l i m i ting its econ omic interests in the are a . ■
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