
The roles of America and other actors in Central and South Asia

(First Critical Response to Oybek Makhmudov’s “Non-traditional Threats in Central 
and South Asia”)

First of all I would like to note that the problems discussed in the article are topical today. 
Therefore it is a timely article. I am not going to give much attention to the article’s positive 
aspects—deep and relevant insights of the author, which are rare in similar articles, but 
rather more to the things that could be added and changed.

First, the role of America could be more emphasized and developed in relation to different 
issues mentioned in the article. For example, the article’s author is probably right when he 
writes that “militants, operating in Afghanistan, have nexuses with European, Albanian, 
Turkish and Kurdish drug mafias” and that “foreign military troops have been freely making a 
huge business for themselves through drug traffic, by delivering heroin in military cargo 
planes that are rarely checked at the military bases”. At the same time he truly notes: “During 
the start of the financial crisis of 2008, the drugs acted as “liquid goods” that enhanced the 
turnover of Western banks. These banks subsequently required additional financial 
investments that helped them avoid bankruptcy. It is thus evident that banks do have 
interests in laundering “drug money”.”

In this context I would argue that America has been the main initiator of the conflict in 
Afghanistan, while its troops never truly fought the “drug lords” there. Also America was a 
big supporter of Kosovo independence (despite or even because of the Albanian drug mafia 
factor) and exactly its banks can and often do take an active role in drug money laundering 
from all around the world. From that point of view America’s role in broader Asia seems to 
be very controversial and should be analyzed in more detail. 

Besides, Saudi Arabia is one of the most active terrorism supporters in the world and at the 
same time it has been a very close American ally for a long time. In fact, it is not clear how 
much the United States truly fight terrorism, and how much they take part in its 
development (like in the case of the Syrian conflict). 

Second, there is a contradiction in the article. Firstly the author writes that “big actors are 
not genuinely interested to see a strong Central and South Asia. Strong and powerful nations 
in the regions are not in consonance with their geopolitical strategies, concepts and 
ambitions”. But then later in the article he notes: “The primary American interest is in 
security across the region, which entails its continuing presence in Central Asia, particularly 
after the turbulence of the Arab Spring”. 

Therefore it is not clear what exactly is the interest of America. The arguments above show 
that it could be more negative (disruptive) than positive (constructive) in the region, seeking 
just to stay in it while effectively doing nothing. Then it is hard to expect that America will 
help Russia in creating a “North-South” corridor.

At the same time it is difficult to agree with the notion that Moscow is interested in this 
North-South corridor. Now it seeks to create the Eurasian Union and wants to effectively 
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encapsulate the Central Asian (CA) states in a new Soviet Union. Therefore, Russia does not 
need new trade ways, which could give CA countries more alternatives (especially keeping in 
mind the fact that China as a Russian competitor in the region is already taking their 
resources).

One more questionable issue is the role of the SCO as described by the author. He writes: “A 
solid regional security system in both the regions through the SCO framework may 
contribute  ….  to create an “anti drug belt” around Afghanistan in which joint counter 
operations with EU, UN and neighbors of Afghanistan and Central Asian countries would 
play a prominent role in throttling the financial flow to militant activities. However, a CSTO 
dominated by Russia would not approve an active role by the SCO”.

Several things should be noted in this context. First, for the moment the SCO is still a 
meeting forum without real military background—differently from the CSTO. Of course the 
CSTO must do a lot to strengthen its potential, but in perspective it really pretends to 
become the main security guarantor in Central Asia. At the same time China seems to accept 
this development, because it is better for Beijing to leave Russia the role of leader in that 
region than take it on itself. Therefore, there is no real competition between CSTO and SCO. 

Finally, one could hardly expect from the West (let alone Pakistan) to create an “anti-drug 
belt” around Afghanistan, given the role of America mentioned above (which helps to 
explain the mistrust between CSTO and NATO mentioned by the author). 

Finally, the author rightly mentions the Chu Valley as a center of the drug trade, posing a big 
threat to the political stability of CA countries, especially to Kyrgyzstan, where the central 
government is very weak. At the same time government representatives in Tajikistan, 
Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan are reported to take active roles in the drug trade themselves, a 
situation that must be combatted and resolved before any real progress can be made.

Despite all my critical remarks, it should be said once more that in general the article is very 
perceptive and openly discusses the problems other authors often avoid. The material just 
could be presented in a better way with some additional insights, deeper analysis and 
structural improvement. Hopefully the author would do so in a modified and expanded 
article in the foreseeable future.

- Dr. Vadim Volovoj (PhD political science) is a Senior Expert at the Center for Geopolitical 
Studies in Lithuania; see further www.geopolitika.lt
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