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Central Asia: Emerging Threats

Payam Foroughi and Alexander Soiliqoo

The turbulent region of Central Asia has various geographic and political
definitions. For most pu{poses, the area consists of Afghanistan, China's
Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Province, and the five Central Asian states
that emerged from the breakup of the Soviet Union: Kazakhstan,Kyrgyz-
stan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan. Based on this geographic
designation, Central Asia encompasses a massive land area-estimated
at 2.4 million square miles (6.3 million square kilometers)-consisting of
six states and a large province of another state, for a total population of
over 100 million. Given the region's problematic political climate-where
instability and various degrees of dictatorial and authoritarian rule have
been the norm; where potentially extremist Islamist groups, at least one
major secessionist movement, and drug-trafficking networks have got-
ten footholds; where a widening intra- and interstate income gap has
emerged; and where natural resources (of water, petroleum, natural gas,
cotton, gold, silver, and other minerals) are increasingly becoming sources
of interest for rich consuming nations and factors of interstate conten-
tion-threats of violence and terrorism also loom. There are at least four
different general categories that can be identified as emerging and evolv-
ing terrorism and related threats in Central Asia. They are global, regional-
local, nationalist-secessionist, and narco-terrorist.

GTOBAL

The main global terror alert vis-d-vis Central Asia remains the often
phantom-like al-Qaeda Islamist terror group. \A/hile the post-Soviet states
of Central Asia did not experience religious terrorism prior to the early
1990s, modern Afghanistan was home to militant Islamist insurgent
groups as early as the late 1970s. Following the Communist coup in7978
and the subsequent Soviet invasion in1979, thousands of volunteers from
Muslim countries, with financial and technical support from the United
States and Saudi Arabia and logistical assistance from Pakistan, joined the
mujahideen, the Afghan umbrella popular resistance movement that op-
posed the Moscow-backed Communist regime in Kabul, Afghanistan's
capital (Rashid 2003). Then, the little-known Osama bin Laden, himself
among the Arab mujahideen, or "holy warriors," ran a clearinghouse that
recruited, financed, and trained thousands of foreign Muslim fighters for
the jihad, or "holy war," against the "godless" Soviet army in Afghanistan.
Around 1988, bin Laden formed al-Qaeda.
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The withdrawal of Soviet forces from Afghanistan in 1989 was prompted
mainly by the intense resistance that targeted both military personnel and
facilities and also civilian Afghans believed to be collaborating with the So-
viet army. As the Communist regime in Kabul collapsed in April 1992, the
country disintegrated into regional factions and tribal leaders engaging
in an increasingly ethnic struggle for political power and control over the
lucrative drug trade. This struggle led to the rise of the Pakistan-backed
Thliban militia led by Mullah Muhammed Omar, which established con-
trol over most of Afghanistan, including Kabul. In addition to imposing
radical Islamic rule, the Taliban regime also made Afghanistan a haven
for terrorists and their training camps-many of these were the remain-
ing "freedom fighters" who had never left Afghanistan after the Soviet
withdrawal. Aside from the Arabs, an estimated 80,000-100,000 mostly
Pashtun Pakistani militants had also trained and fought for tlle Taliban in
Afghanistan during 1994-2001(Crews andTarzi 2008). Bin Laden,due to
U.S. pressure on Sudan, had returned to Afghanistan in 1996 andwas sub-'
sequently granted safe haven by the ruling Taliban regime.

Following the U.S.-led invasion that toppled the Taliban in 2001, an
interim government led by Hamid Karzai was formed in Afghanistan.
Escaping the invasion, al-Qaeda's leadership is believed to be hiding in
Pakistan's Waziristan region along the Afghan border. Although the U.S.-
led coal5n maintains a strong presence in the country and is building
and training a growing national army and police force, insurgent attacks
against the coalition and the govemment security forces continue, and the
Taliban appears to be regaining influence in much of Afghanistan. Due to
their proximity and resilience, the al-Qaeda network represents a formi-
dable challenge to other Central Asian states as well. Al-Qaeda's transfor-
mation from a hierarchical organization into a transnational ideological
movement and its strong ties with homegrown Islamic extremists con-
tinue to threaten regional and intemational security.

REGIONAL-LOCAL

The independence of the five post-Soviet Central Asian states in 1991
potentially opened them to international Islamist extremists, who were
operating mostly from or through Afghanistan, who inter alia had set a
goal of replacing the governments in these predominantly Muslim coun-
tries with Islamist regimes. The civil war in Tajikistan n 1992*1997, which
pitted the Soviet-era Communist elite against an Islamist-led opposition,
served as an entry point for extremist preachers and recruits. The densely
populated Fergana Valley spanning the borders of Kyrgyzstan, Thjikistan,
and Uzbekistan, with its ethnically diverse communities and strong Is-
lamic tradition, became the focus of radical Islamist groups. Though very
likely not al-Qaeda related, the still-unresolved bombing in Thshkent in
February 1999 (which the govemment blames on the Islamic Movement
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of Uzbekistan [IMU]), followed by the IMU's 1999 and 2000 incursions
into Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan, became post-Soviet Central Asia's first
experiences with terrorism. The IMU remains the main regional-local
terror threat in the Central Asian states of Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and
Kyrgyzstan.

The IMU was formed in summer of 1998 in Afghanistary though its ide-
ological origin dates back to the early 1990s in Namangan, Uzbekistan.
Having been declared a terrorist organization by the United States in 2000,
the IMU, which had most of its then few hundred fighters stationed in
Afghanistan, fought against the U.S.-led coalition on the side of the Thl-
iban after September 11.,2001,. The IMU's leader, jumanboy Khojaev (nom
de guerre: juma Namangani) was killed in northern Afghanistan as a re-
sult of the U.S.{ed invasion in 2001. His deputy, Tahir Yuldasheg who
took over the leadership, was in turn killed in August 2009 by bomb from
an American Predator drone in Pakistan. As of summer 2010, the IMU
is said to be led by Usman Odil (aka Abu Usman), who is thought to be
based with possibly a few thousand fighters in Pakistan's Waziristan re-
gion (Pannier 2010).

Hizb ut-Tahrir (HT; Freedom Party) is another regional-local threat to
Central Asian security. HT is a nonviolent but politically extreme trans-
national movement with substantial support among young Muslims in
Western Europe and Southeast Asia as well as a large organizational base
in London (Intemational Crisis Group [ICG] 2002). HT and its members
have been banned by all the Central Asian states. HT was founded in 1953
by Taqiuddin an-Nabhani, an Islamic scholar and judge in the sharia ap-
peal court in EastJerusalem; its original members were mostly Palestinians
from fordan and Syria. HT's belief system and ideology, which are known
to provide simple answers to difficult questions, are attractive to a po-
tential base of the politically and/ or economically marginalized segment
of the region's population (Chaudet 2006). HT's global and pan-Islamist
utopian visiory in which poverty and corruption are to be "banished by
the application of Islamiclaw" (ICG 2002,6) and the establishment of the
caliphate, is another source of attraction to its adherents, many of whom
are frustrated over economic and social problems facing their communi-
ties. HT's metastate political-religious vision is also a cause for annoy-
ance to the Central Asian nation-states, which in the process of ongoing
nation-building have limited their ideological and political reach to their
borders. HT is thus considered by the region's govemments as anticonsti-
tutional and extremist (Horseman 2005) and thus as posing a potential ex-
istential threat to the ruling regimes. The CentralAsian governments have
been quite hostile toward Islamist activism, and thousands of Islamists,
including HT members and sympathizers (but also others, such as alleged
members of Salafiya and Jamoati Tabligh and even some pacifist Mus-
lims, such as the Nurcus), have been arrested and have received brutal
treatment at the hands of the security services and penitentiaries of the
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region. This often happened with tacit approval of Western democracies
eager to fight terrorism. This could lead to either HT itself or a potential
disillusioned offshoot denouncing their still-nonviolent ways, leading to
"a d)mamic" that can "boomerang and further destabilize" Central Asia
over time (lCG 2002,1).

Central Asian states' reactions to the threat of terrorism (whether reli-
gious or other) have been "proactive, aggressive and highly ideological,"
translating into repressive measures of dealing with real and imaginary
threats and representing individual states' "genuine sense of insecurit5r"
(Horseman 2005, 209), which comes both from threats of terrorism and
also often from legitimate sources of dissent that question the economic
and political status quo. The mere banning of violent or extremist groups
and the long prison terms imposed on their alleged members often give
the "appearance of an effective policy, but probably advance the Islamist
cause" instead (ICG 2009). The roots of extremism and organized non-
state violence in the region are found in a combination of factors, includ-
ing ubiquitous corruption, high unemployment, low wages, increasing
disparity between the rich and the poor/ a significant lowering of the
post-Soviet quality of educatiory insufficient access to social services, de-
teriorating environmental conditions, conflict over natural resources, and
infiltration of fundamentalist ideologies. Ironically, imprisoning Islamist
proselytizers often provides them an opportunity to extend their influence
among imprisoned convicts who may well then become extremists-if

tention itself serving as an opportunity for learning about extremist ide-
ologies. Detention conditions in Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, and Tajikistan
are thought to be far worse than in the semiliberal Kazakhstan and
Kyrgyzstan (ICG 2009). Conditions in China and Afghanistan are no bet-
teq, though given the massive international presence in Afghanistan, the
judiciary and penitentiary systems are beginning to take some steps to
correspond to international standards. The Intemational Committee of the
Red Cross, for example, has access to most detention facilities in Kazakh-
stan, Kyrgyzstan, and Afghanistan and nearly no access to detention fa-
cilities in the other Central Asian states.

NATIONALI ST.S ECES SIONIST

Separatist aspirations, frequently fueled by ineffective or repressive
ethnic policies, are among the factors contributing to terrorist activity in
Central Asia. Although there are several areas in the region where ethnic
groups have sporadically resorted to violence in pursuit of secession, Chi-
na's westemmost Xinjiang province remains the region's major hot spot.
There have been many attempts to create an independent state in Xinjiang
province (during the invasion of the Qing Empire up through the present
day). Emboldened by the independence of five post-Soviet Central Asia
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states in 1991., the Uighurs, a predominantly Muslim community that ac-
counts for about 45 percent of Xinjiang's population, have increasingly
called for greater autonomy of the province or its complete independence
from China and the creation of the independent state of East Turkestan
(Tang and He 2010). Besides purely ideological and political motives, the
Uighurs' separatist aspirations have been prompted by social and eco-
nomic hardships, political repression, and repressive cultural policies.

Although the Uighur pro-independence groups have mostly been non-
violent, several clandestine militant groups have repeatedly used terror to
pursue their political objectives and are believed to have developed ties
to international terrorist networks. The Chinese government has claimed
that1,62 people have been killed and more than 440 injured in numerous
terror attacks by Uighur separatist militants between 1990 and 2001, and
it has designated several pro-independence groups in Xinjiang as terror-
ist organizations (Millward2004).In addition, China has reported that it
has raided al-Qaeda-linked Uighur terrorist training camps on the border
with Afghanistan and Pakistan, foiled numerous suicide attacks and plane
hijacking plots by Uighur militants, and prevented a series of sophisti-
cated attacks to disrupt the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing (Wayne 2008).

NARCO-TERRORIST

Trafficking in illicit drugs in Central Asia is mainly a one-way route for
much of the opiates generated in and trafficked from Afghanistan through
the five post-Soviet Central Asian states. According to the United Nations
Office of Drugs and Crime, a total of 6,900 tons of opium was produced
by and mostly exported from Afghanistan during 2009, with about one-
third passing through Central Asia on its way to lucrative markets in Rus-
sia and Western Europe. Of the drugs that pass through Central Asia, no
more than an estimated 6 percent u." it t"rdi"ted by the regions' security
services. Much of that traffic is via Tajikistan due to its long border with
Afghanistan (850 miles). This highly porous and mountainous border is
difficult to police and has a large presence of ethnic Thjiks, Pamiris, and
Uzbeks, groups that also exist in Afghanistan. Moreovet Tajikistan has a
relatively high poverty rate, which entices drug couriers to work at lower
prices.

Drug trafficking has also been linked to violence and terror in Central
Asia. In 2001., for example, the assassination of Thjikistan's deputy minister
of internal affairs, Habib Sanginov, is thought to have been linked to drug
traffickers upset over increased scrutiny of their activities. Border incur-
sions by traffickers have also become more intense and deadly, whereby
the engagement of the border guards in running gun battles has become
an intermittent occurrence resulting in casualties on both sides. Afghan
drug traffickers have also tumed to the occasional taking of hostages from
Tajikistan, normally as a means to secure overdue payment for past drug
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deliveries. More critical, there has been a marriage of drug trafficking and
Islamist terrorism, with the IMU being quintessential, as the movement
is known to fund its terrorist activities largely through the Afghan drug
trade. In spring 2009, the Thjik government's security forces engaged in
an operation in the eastem Gharm Valley, resulting in the death of 13 sus-
pected extremists and drug traffickers. Among those killed was a former
commander of the United Tajik Opposition, Mirzo Ziyoev, who was killed
under mysterious circumstances; allegations that he was involved in drug
trafficking had surfaced for a number of years. The Tajik govemment, in
turn, suggested that Ziyoev and his associates had been engaged in drug
trafficking and channeled the profits to the IMU, a fact that the then IMU
leader, Yuldashev rejected (Economist Intelligence Unit 2009). More re-
cently, a2010 suicide car bombing at the regional police headquarters for
countering organtzed crime in northem Tajikistan and major skirmishes in
Tajikistan's eastern Rashd Valley, where over 60 government soldiers and
security personnel were killed by unknown gurunen, may well have been
the work of narco-traffickers or the IMU.
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