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Introduction

The TAPI (Turkmenistan, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and India) gas pipeline signed in December 
2010 will have tremendous effects on Turkmenistan’s  politics, economics and society —and 
particularly on Turkmenistan’s doctrine of neutrality. This paper will observe the 
implications of the TAPI pipeline, keeping in mind different levels of analysis—i.e. 
international, State and domestic levels. 

This paper is comprised of three sections. The first section deals with the historical 
background of Turkmenistan in order to give the reader a better understanding of the 
country. In the second section the positive impact of the TAPI gas pipeline for Turkmenistan 
will be discussed and how its positive outcomes will strengthen Turkmenistan’s neutrality 
doctrine.  The third section will offer some concluding remarks. In short, I will argue that the 
TAPI gas pipeline will be a cementing factor for the Turkmen neutrality policy.

Historical background

Turkmenistan is a predominantly desert country with large hydrocarbon reserves, 
considered the second or fourth most gas rich country in the world, depending on the 
estimate one uses. Turkmenistan is an important player in the energy politics of Central Asia 
and also one of the littoral states of the Caspian Sea. Turkmenistan was among the fifteen 
former Soviet Republics, which became independent after the disintegration of the Union of 
Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) in 1991. 
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Turkmenistan was one of the least priority republics under Soviet rule for many historical 
reasons, including the attack of the Takay tribe on the Tsar’s Russian army in 1883. In 1948, 
after a disastrous earthquake, the current capital Ashkhabad witnessed huge devastation. On 
the eve of Soviet disintegration in 1991, Turkmenistan had very few universities, colleges and 
other formal education institutions. There was a huge need for a skilled workforce in the 
country, since former skilled people were mainly Slavic peoples of Russia who had returned 
to Russia during the dissolution of the Soviet Union.

Inadequate resources, economic deficiencies and political constraints were just a few of the 
challenges which Turkmenistan had to face in the aftermath of independence. The economy 
was mainly based on the exports of cotton and gas to Russia. Turkmenistan had the 
challenges of diversification of its economy and gas supplies, employment creation, 
expanding tax net for government revenues, foreign currency generation, economic 
expansion, infrastructure development, improvement in the education and public health 
sectors, poverty alleviation, combatting malnutrition and drug trafficking, etcetera. The land-
locked nature of its geography compounded and helped to maintain its economic fragility. 
The border dispute between Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan and the dispute on the water 
resources of Amu Darya intensified the critical situation.

Turkmenistan’s first President and former Communist Party leader Saparmurad Niyazov 
inherited these problems and started ruling the country in a way that can be safely and easily 
classified as pure authoritarianism. He used a cult of personality to rule the country and also 
named different months after his mother and his own names. There was no room for 
political opposition and the personality of the President was assumed as omnipotent and 
omnipresent. President Niyazov wrote a book titled “Ruhnama” in order to inculcate a sense 
of primacy in the Turkmen people; it was an attempt to overcome the prevailing identity 
crisis among Turkmens.

The President followed the principle of neutrality in order to strengthen the country’s 
sovereignty. Turkmenistan requested the United Nations (UN) to pass a resolution in 1995 in 
which it was accepted that Turkmenistan was a neutral country. It was under the principle of 
neutrality that Turkmenistan did not join multiple international and regional organizations, 
like the SCO (Shanghai Cooperation Organization), CIS (Commonwealth of Independent 
States), and CSTO (Collective Security Treaty Organization). Moreover, Turkmenistan also 
did not join the Central Asian Union. Turkmenistan was insistent on its neutrality, because of 
factors such as the potential dangers of disintegration, civil war, economic and political 
collapse, and the US-Russian rivalry in the Central Asia.

Turkmenistan has been selling its gas to Russia since its independence at very cheap rates 
because Turkmenistan did not diversify its gas supplies until 1997, when Russian Prime 
Minister Viktor Chernomyrdin stopped the inflow of Turkmen gas destined to Europe.1 The 
Turkmen GDP dropped overnight and the situation forced the Turkmen President to visit 
Russia to solve the problem; but on arrival he was told that Europe did not want Turkmen 
gas. President Niyazov immediately proceeded to Europe, where he learned that the flow of 
Turkmen gas was cut by Russia, not by European customers.2 The same day President 
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Niyazov held a press conference and criticized the role of Russian Prime Minister 
Chernomyrdin—who eventually lost his position after this incidence.3 It was at this time 
that Turkmenistan seriously started planning to diversify its gas supplies. The Turkmenistan–
China gas pipeline agreement signed in April 2006 was the biggest mile stone in this regard.4   
Another remarkable mile stone which Turkmenistan has achieved is the TAPI pipeline, on 
which we will focus in the next section.

Detailed Analysis on the impact of TAPI

The economic history of Turkmenistan is turbulent, as we have described in the previous 
section. Turkmenistan followed a gradual approach of transition from a command economy 
to a fully functioning market economy. The former President Niyazov did not take any far-
reaching steps towards economic or political transition.5 Turkmenistan has been exporting 
cotton and gas to Russia at very low prices for a long time due to passive market 
diversification. 

Next to the Turkmenistan-China gas pipeline signed on 3th of April 2006, the TAPI 
(Turkmenistan, Afghanistan, Pakistan and India) agreement, signed on 11th of December 
2010, is another remarkable milestone towards the diversification of gas supplies. The 
proposed TAPI gas pipeline will be 1700 km long, which will take gas from Turkmenistan and 
pass through Afghanistan, Pakistan and will end up in India. This pipeline will supply about 
33 bcm of gas annually which will bring huge amounts of foreign exchange revenues to the 
country.

Turkmenistan has the second-largest proven gas reserves in the world6 and used to sell most 
of its gas to Russia. However, Moscow, due to the global financial crisis, significantly reduced 
its purchases in 2009 following a pipeline explosion and a subsequent price row with 
Turkmenistan.7 As a result, Turkmenistan's total gas exports dropped to one-quarter of 2008 
levels, according to the US Energy Information Administration. It was the problematic 
behavior of Russia that made Turkmenistan decide to redirect a major shipment of gas from 
the Dauletabad field, which used to go to Russia, toward the south, explains John Roberts, oil 
and gas expert from Platts, a company that analyzes the energy market.8

Currently, Turkmenistan is thus the only country in Central Asia that is looking in all 
directions for the export of its gas, which shows and strenghtens Turkmen neutrality in the 
region.

Economic Impact

The economic impact of the TAPI gas pipeline will leave indelible marks on the economy of 
Turkmenistan. The TAPI project is a clear indication that Turkmenistan does not want to put 
all its eggs in one basket (i.e. Russia), as it used to do before the agreement on the Turkmen-
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China gas pipeline was decided on in 2006. Turkmenistan very wisely decreased its 
dependence on Russia and started supplying gas to China. The country concurrently 
initiated the TAPI project to ensure that it does not become overly dependent on the 
Turkmen-China pipeline either. 

Moreover, TAPI is supported by the United States of America (USA), as an alternative to the 
IPI (Iran, Pakistan and India) gas pipeline. This support is a clear indication of 
Turkmenistan’s success in keeping its neutrality in state affairs—in this instance by keeping 
equal distance to both Russia and the USA, i.e. maintaining normal relations with both.

Turkmenistan’s current administration is working hard to transform the outlook of the 
country. Turkmen President Gurbanguli Berdymukhamedov is investing huge sums of 
money in the education sector. He has built a new national university, a new national 
medical university, an institute of engineering, an institute of energy and several schools 
throughout the country. The government is withdrawing Niyazov’s book “Ruhnama” from the 
syllabus, and is introducing new books and literature in schools and colleges. 

Therefore, the current government is making significant investments in the education sector, 
which will have long-lasting effects on the overall fabric of the society. It will give rise to a 
civil society which definitely will demand the rule of law. Turkmenistan is sending almost 
10,000 students abroad for education; on their arrival back to Turkmenistan they should be 
able to run the country effectively in spite of the new challenges.

Moreover, the new government has rebuilt the capital Ashkhabad and many other cities as 
well. The new government is also emphasizing the diversification of the economy, by 
establishing spinning mills to process cotton inside the country. Now there is no need to 
send this cotton to Russia for processing. The agriculture sector was in a very bad condition, 
yet the current administration has been able to revive this important sector, by introducing  
reforms and establishing a new agriculture university in Dashuz.

The economy of Turkmenistan had been the victim of widespread poverty, a poor education 
system, and the misuse of governmental revenues. In order to improve social and living 
standards in rural areas, the current administration approved the National Rural 
Development Program (2008-2020) in December 2007 by committing to invest part of the 
country’s considerable natural resource wealth in rural infrastructure projects. The program 
has been geared heavily towards the massive improvement of the rural infrastructure such as 
communal services (water, electricity, and gas), rural health facilities, schools, kindergartens 
and rural access roads.9 Thus the overall outlook is favorable given that Turkmenistan’s gas 
export prices are still catching up with European market prices, with new onshore and 
offshore hydrocarbon discoveries.10

All of the above-mentioned reforms initiated by the central government require huge sums 
of money, which can be funded with revenues from the TAPI gas pipeline. The gas income is 
collected in a Stabilization Fund established in 2008; this fund will receive revenues from 
TAPI gas sales and eventually will be used to strengthen the country and maintain its 
neutrality doctrine.
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Political Impact

The TAPI gas pipeline also has implications for the political future of Turkmenistan. Since its 
first day Turkmenistan has been trying to portray a neutral picture of Turkmenistan in the 
region and across the world because of many reasons.

The former President Niyazov followed the principle of neutrality in order to strengthen 
sovereignty of the country. Turkmenistan requested the UN to pass a resolution in 1995 in 
which it was asked to be accepted that Turkmenistan is a neutral country.11 As mentioned in 
the first section, it was this principle of neutrality that explains why Turkmenistan did not 
join the SCO, CIS, CSTO and the Central Asian Union as well.

The TAPI gas pipeline project will have an impact on the fragile security situation in 
Afghanistan and Pakistan, because this pipeline needs the goodwill of all TAPI’s four 
involved countries. “Along with commercial and economic benefits, this project will also 
yield a stabilizing influence on the region and beyond,” Turkmen President 
Berdymukhamedov said after the leaders signed a document supporting the project.12 After 
all, the land-locked central Asian countries need transportation routes to export their 
potential resources and products to the outer world, wherever their resources and products 
are needed. The TAPI project provides an opening for Turkmenistan gas to the Indian Ocean 
as well.

The TAPI project is significant, because it is the first systematic, sustained effort in linking 
the energy-rich Central Asia with the energy-deficient South Asia. Moreover, the project 
would provide an outlet to the landlocked Central Asian Republics (CARs) through the 
shortest possible route for the rest of the world. At a regional level, the project would support 
the regional integration of South and Central Asia. The regional resources would be 
consumed by regional countries. It is worth mentioning that as compared to the former 
routes of oil and gas from the CARs to rest of the world through Russia, Pakistan provides the 
shortest access to the regional countries for export and transportation of their natural 
resources, via Arabian Sea as well as the overland route.13

The project is a remarkable achievement, if only because Pakistan and India are still very 
hostile to each other, both with nuclear capabilities. Both countries are playing opposite 
roles inside Afghanistan against each other, and are thus involved in a zero-sum, win-lose 
game there.14  The TAPI project will bind these countries in a mutually beneficial project 
which demands cooperation and collaboration—also with and inside Afghanistan.

Pakistan actually welcomes Indian participation in this gas pipeline project. The terrorist-
ridden country expects and hopes that all those who promote, abet and finance terrorism 
and sub-nationalism in Pakistan would now desist from this nefarious act for the greater 
cause of economic prosperity in South Asia. So TAPI could well become the symbol of peace, 
stability, and economic prosperity in South and Central Asia.15
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Indeed, “An important positive development, which is accentuated by the project 
participants, is the project’s significance in terms of strengthening the long-term stability 
and security. Obviously, the joint construction of the gas pipeline, which will connect the 
four states with common interests and objectives, will promote mutual understanding and 
trust between them and serve the improvement of the situation and political climate in Asia 
on the whole”.16

Last but not least, this project will decrease the Russian influence on the political affairs of 
the country. This project might bring Turkmenistan to device a more friendly foreign policy 
towards Azerbaijan, because irrespective of TAPI, Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan are working 
together to construct a 60 km portion of the pipeline, which will attach Turkmenistan with 
that gas distribution system which is supplying gas to Europe via Georgia and Turkey. 

If both countries successfully construct the 60 km section on the Turkmenistan side, and 
Turkmenistan joins this gas distribution system then it will have obvious benefits both for 
Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan. Azerbaijan which is only supplying its gas to the Western side, 
after joining the 60 km of the Turkmen side, will be able to supply its gas in the opposite 
direction. Conversely, Turkmenistan will be able to supply its gas to Western customers 
without the help of Russia. This clearly shows that Turkmenistan’s principle of neutrality will 
be upheld in this way as well. But in order to enjoy the full benefits, Turkmenistan needs to 
devise a friendly foreign policy towards Azerbaijan, which is considered—perhaps surprising 
to some—as a role model for Turkmen political and economic development.

More generally, The TAPI gas pipeline will play a role in the revival of the historical silk road, 
connecting four key regional countries. If as a result of new developments in the region, the 
longstanding Kashmir dispute is resolved between India and Pakistan as well, the whole 
region will become prosperous in a relatively short time.

In the political sphere, Turkmenistan will become a very important hub in the region after 
the completion of the TAPI gas pipeline. As a result its principle and policy of neutrality will 
be strengthened—as such an energy-distribution hub should be very neutral and impartial 
towards all parties involved.

Strategic Impact

Strategically, the TAPI gas pipeline will enhance the importance of Turkmenistan in the 
region. To reiterate, Turkmenistan is trying to diversify its gas supplies in all directions. As 
mentioned before, Turkmenistan has already a supply line with Russia, one supply line to 
China, is building the 60 km part to join Azerbaijan gas distribution system, and now TAPI 
should extend it towards South Asia. All these pipelines make Turkmenistan a very 
important strategic location, where the energy interests and securities of various countries 
coincide. This factor demands complete neutrality of Turkmenistan, which will increase the 
confidence of the clients and also the stability in the political and economic fields of 
Turkmenistan.
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China has emerged as the biggest consumer of oil and gas in the world, surpassing the USA 
in recent years. On 2 January 2011, the China-Russian oil pipeline started operation, and 
Russia will pump 15 m tons of oil every year—which means 300,000 barrels a day. At the 
same time China is importing gas from Kazakhstan, Iran, and Turkmenistan for its energy 
needs. In this energy puzzle Turkmenistan enjoys strategic importance as a reliable gas 
supplier. 

Turkmenistan’s decision to join TAPI and the Azerbaijani gas distribution system will 
increase the strategic importance of Turkmenistan in energy politics. In the light of current 
developments, no energy-related strategy can be finalized without the consent of 
Turkmenistan—which underlines the strategic importance of this country. The successful 
decisions on the diversification of gas supplies have cemented the neutrality doctrine of 
Turkmenistan, because now its government can take decisions while remaining neutral 
according to the national interest of the country.

Social Impacts

The cohesive nature of Turkmen society is also one of the blessings of this country, which 
helped President Niyazov to rule in an authoritarian way. Since all the people belong to the 
same ethnicity (five major tribes), they accepted the rule of the former President and hardly 
ever protested against him. The strict secular leadership succeeded in avoiding religious and 
any interethnic violence such as experienced by neighboring Tajikistan during the 1990s.

Benjamin Muller in his article “State to Nation balance”, states that the higher the degree of 
social and ethnic homogeneity, the more there will be a stable and peaceful state. This 
argument is very valid in the context of Turkmenistan. But in spite of the cohesive nature of 
Turkmen society, the people naturally demand prosperity, security, health, and education, 
which can only be provided if the country had ample revenues to fulfill the demands of the 
population. 

The TAPI gas pipeline will be a remarkable source of revenues for the Turkmen government. 
In the presence of abundant resources, there should be hardly any social strife and social 
disturbance, and in the absence of social disturbance the country can easily pursue 
neutrality in the region because among the population there will be no preference for any 
specific outside country.

Drugs emanating from Afghanistan are making their way via Kyrgyzstan and Turkmenistan 
to Europe and Russia, representing a major regional issue. The international community 
remained very concerned about this issue, because if we look into the facts and figures the 
average age of a drug addict is not more than 8 years old. Therefore it is a ruining factor for 
any society in the world. But the TAPI pipeline passes through Afghanistan as well, and the 
Afghan government is and will be getting handsome amounts of money as a transit fee. 
These revenues should enable the Afghan government to uplift the living standard inside the 
country, which eventually will bring the poor people to stop poppy cultivation inside the 
country. 
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The TAPI pipeline can thus be seen as a crucial asset in a war against drugs in the region. The 
Turkmen society will also benefit from this, because TAPI will also bring benefits for local 
society and Turkmen people will thus be less inclined to get and remain involved in drug-
related businesses.

TAPI will also offer a shield against transnational terrorism. Arguably, a major cause i.e. 
breeding ground of terrorism is poverty and a low living standard in multiple countries, like 
Afghanistan. As we have discussed, once TAPI becomes fully operational, Afghanistan and 
Turkmenistan will get huge amounts of money; and this money can be easily utilized for the 
alleviation of poverty, education and health infrastructure, etcetera. In the presence of good 
conditions of life hardly any individual would be attracted towards terrorism.

Turkmenistan has had a bad history of relationships with Azerbaijan and once closed its 
embassy there; but after TAPI and the ongoing process of completion of the 60 km portion 
on the Turkmen side to attach it to the Azerbaijani gas distribution system, Turkmenistan 
eventually will be able to have friendly relations with Azerbaijan. Actually, Turkmen society 
always has looked at Azerbaijan’s greater social openness and prosperity as a role model. 

TAPI will also bring Turkmen society near to Azerbaijani society because of many factors. 
Azerbaijan is a clear example of a relatively secular, open, Western-oriented and progressing 
society which the neighboring Turkmenistan admires. TAPI revenues will support all 
activities towards a progressive direction of society, therefore Turkmenistan will come closer 
to Azerbaijan in the greater interest of the country.

Thus one can easily figure out the positive impacts of the TAPI gas pipeline for 
Turkmenistan. This pipeline will have a multidimensional impact on the political, economic, 
strategic and social aspects of the country. Turkmenistan, which is very touchy about its 
doctrine of neutrality, will get strength from TAPI to maintain this doctrine.

Conclusion

Turkmenistan is a vital player in the energy politics of Central Asia. Turkmenistan did not 
follow the so-called shock therapy of rapid transition from the Soviet political and economic 
system to liberal democracy and market economy. Turkmenistan remained very conscious 
regarding its relations with the outside world. The first Turkmen President Niyazov followed 
the doctrine of neutrality keeping in mind the then prevailing scenarios. This country was so 
worried about its neutrality, that it requested the UN General Assembly to pass a resolution 
accepting the neutrality of Turkmenistan.

During the post-independence years, Turkmenistan remained dependent on Russia for its 
gas and cotton exports; Russia kept exploiting this situation in its own national interest and 
to get maximum benefit out of it. After realizing this fact, Turkmenistan’s former President 
decided to diversify the country’s exports in order to decrease its dependence on any one 
country. As a result of this decision, Turkmenistan successfully started supplying gas to 
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China which rightly has been considered a great setback to Russia’s primary natural gas 
company, Gazprom.

On 11 December 2010, Turkmenistan signed a gas supply agreement with Afghanistan, 
Pakistan and India. As a result of this agreement, Turkmenistan will supply 33 bcm (billion 
cubic meters) of gas to these countries. This deal will bring huge benefits for Turkmenistan 
in the political, economic, strategic and social fields; eventually these will assure the strength 
of the country’s neutrality doctrine.

In the coming years both Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan will emerge as vital players of energy 
security in the world. Yet, Turkmenistan still has a long way to go, since it is still facing lower 
domestic living standards, and higher income poverty levels than most other countries in the 
region. Continued inflationary pressure and real appreciation of currency are also longer 
term risks to the development of the private sector. Paradoxically, the very isolation from the 
international financial system and banking system has saved Turkmenistan from getting hit 
by the international financial crisis since 2008. In 2009 the real growth rate was 6.1%, GDP 
per capita was $ 6700, budget revenues $ 1.459 billion, and reserves of foreign exchange and 
gold were $ 9.551 billion.17 

All these economic indicators clearly show that the country is moving in the right direction. 
This gradual engagement with the Western world is producing encouraging results for the 
country, but at the same time demands more reforms in the political and economic fields at 
the domestic and national levels. One cannot regard the situation as ideal; still, the 
government is trying to move in the right direction. The Turkmen–China gas supply deal was 
the first step towards the diversification of exports and the maintenance of Turkmen 
neutrality. The more recent TAPI gas agreement will cement the neutrality doctrine and 
increase the independence and cohesion of Turkmenistan as one country even further.

Therefore, the TAPI gas pipeline will be a crucial catalyst of national prosperity and 
development, and of regional stability and cooperation. TAPI will prove to be the 
cornerstone behind the maintenace of Turkmenistan’s principle and doctrine of neutrality.

Dr. Chaudhry Naman Zafar is Director of the Asia Peace & Security Foundation, and of the 
Azerbaijan-Pakistan Foundation, Lahore, Pakistan   cqnpk@yahoo.com 
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