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ANALYSIS

e Right Distance: Russia–Central Asia Relations in the Aftermath of the 
Invasion of Ukraine
By Luca Anceschi, e University of Glasgow

DOI: 10.3929/ethz-b-000583559

Abstract
e Central Asian states adopted an ambiguous positioning when addressing the sharp polarisation that Rus-
sia’s invasion of Ukraine instigated within the geopolitics of Eurasia. is short paper analyses Russia–Cen-
tral Asia relations within this newly polarised geopolitical settings, contextualising recent developments in 
the partnership within the processes of authoritarian consolidation currently at play in the region.

Producing a comprehensive assessment of the impact
that the ongoing invasion of Ukraine continues

to exert on the intensity of Russia’s relationship with
Central Asia represents a challenging analytical endea-
vour. Consider, for instance, the seven-minute mono-
logue with which long-term Tajik president Emomali
Rahmon addressed Vladimir Putin at the Russia–Cen-
tral Asia summit held in Astana on 14 October 2022.
Due to its tone and content, the speech, which predict-
ably went viral across Central Asia’s digital space, has
often been regarded as an indicator that Putin’s stand-
ing in the region has been irreparably damaged by his
decision to invade Ukraine. A few elements of the speech,
which was incidentally delivered in Russian, do how-
ever reveal a series of more intriguing nuances. To begin
with, Rahmon complained about Russia’s attitude vis-à-
vis Central Asia, yet publicly demanded an increase in
Russian investment in the region. Moreover, the Tajik
president noted that Russia’s regional policies disregard
the importance of the partnerships between Moscow
and the Central Asian capitals, but then proceeded to
recognise, implicitly but not insignicantly, the strate-
gic nature of these very partnerships.

To my mind, the Tajik president, through his typ-
ically boastful demeanour, was not calling for a com-
prehensive downgrading of the overall relationship;
rather, he was seeking a profound recalibration of Rus-
sia–Central Asia ties. Its rhetorical fervour was certainly
unprecedented, yet Rahmon’s speech was also some-
what consistent with some of the strategic priorities con-
tained within the neo-Eurasianist agenda pursued by
former Kazakhstani president Nursultan Nazarbayev, as
well as echoed portions of the foreign policy discourse
crafted in post-Karimov Uzbekistan. is interpreta-
tion, which underpins the argument brought forward
in this short paper, calls for a thorough re-examination
of recent developments in Russia–Central Asia relations
and, most importantly, their simultaneous contextual-
isation as occurring within the processes of authoritar-
ian strengthening currently at play in the region.

Domestic Obstacles to a Wider Geopolitical
Realignment
A very public debate on Central Asia’s colonial past
arose in the aftermath of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.
is debate—which stimulated scholars and intellec-
tuals, particularly in Kazakhstan, to reect publicly on
the Soviet experience and its many neo-imperial leg-
acies—was instigated by the eruption of the war and
sustained by many unfortunate declarations issued by
Russia’s increasingly nationalistic, and internationally
isolated, élites. In addressing this debate, the Central
Asian leaders resorted to making regular reference to
matters of sovereignty and independence in their foreign
policy rhetoric. In policy terms, this rhetoric translated
into the adoption of a series of postures that rearmed
the international autonomy of Central Asia vis-à-visRus-
sia’s ongoing attempts to obliterate Ukraine as a state
and as a nation. Noteworthy examples include Kassym-
Zhomart Tokayev arguing for the primacy of territorial
integrity over self-determination when accounting for
his refusal to recognise the statehood of the Donetsk
and Luhansk people’s republics, while the government in
Tashkent promptly announced sanctions on those Uzbek
citizens who joined the Russian army as part of the con-
scription drive launched in September 2022. Similar pos-
tures did not, however, evolve into open condemnations
of the invasion: in pursuit of a delicate balance, Central
Asia’s leaders did not support the onset of military oper-
ations in Ukraine, conformed—with some minor excep-
tion—to the sanctions regimen imposed on Russia, but
never proceeded to express overt, unreserved criticism
of the invasion itself. eir fragmented voting record at
the UN General Assembly encapsulates the paradoxi-
cal paradigm sitting at the core of Central Asia’s foreign
policymaking in late 2022. In frantically pursuing equi-
distance from the belligerent parties, Kazakhstan even
suspended its arm exports entirely, in order to avoid any
of its arms reaching Ukraine. Uzbekistan went one step
further, swiftly replacing a high-ranking ocial, namely
foreign minister Abdulaziz Komilov, after he had pub-
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licly called, during a parliamentary debate, for the imme-
diate cessation of violence in Ukraine.

e invasion of Ukraine instigated a rapid, sharp
polarisation in the geopolitics of Eurasia. e Central
Asian states responded to this polarisation by attempting
to maintain what they saw as the right distance from the
Russian Federation, that is balancing the intensity of their
relations with Russia in a context of the competing pres-
sures exerted by the Kremlin and the international com-
munity on the one hand, and those arising from domes-
tic political developments on the other. In pursuing this
often-elusive equilibrium, the Central Asian leaders pur-
sued an established foreign policy stance—the primacy
of their domestic authoritarian stability—in a rapidly
changing regional and international settings.roughout
2022, at least three of the ve Central Asian regimes have
embarked upon, and in some cases completed, processes
of authoritarian regeneration: Turkmenistan, in March
2022, successfully orchestrated the region’s rst dynastic
transition; Uzbekistan, after an attempt executed with
limited success in June–July 2022, continues to grap-
ple with the identication of a viable solution to remove
constitutional term limits on the presidency of Shavkat
Mirziyoyev; and, in Kazakhstan, the re-personalisation
of the political landscape around the gure of Tokayev
turned out to be the key to seal the era of instability book-
ended by Nazarbayev’s relinquishment of the presidency
in March 2019 and the events of January 2022. Such proc-
esses normally place intra-élite relations under signicant
stress: it is therefore unrealistic to consider their comple-
tion to be entirely disconnected from the preservation of
the Kremlin-centric network of authoritarian solidarity
that, throughout the last decade, has so often contrib-
uted to stabilising the Central Asian regimes.

Maintaining the right distance from Russia is sig-
nicant to the Central Asian regimes in navigating
their domestic consolidation drives without alienating
an important source of authoritarian support or, alterna-
tively, encountering the potentially destabilising criticism
of Western states. It has become, in this sense, a key fac-
tor behind their decisions to engage in ultimately ambig-
uous positioning vis-à-vis the invasion of Ukraine. is
is, however, not to say that the invasion itself has not sig-
nicantly altered other aspects of the wider Russia-Cen-
tral Asia relationship: multilateral integration and people-
to-people ties, as the next two sections will demonstrate,
have undergone a profound transformation after Russian
troops entered Ukrainian territory on 24 February 2022.

e End of Eurasian Regionalism?
Russia-led Eurasian multilateralism constitutes one spe-
cic cooperation area that has likely been irrevocably
damaged by the Kremlin’s decision to invade Ukraine.
e Central Asian leaderships have always struggled to

come to terms with the neo-imperial connotation intrin-
sic to the three Russian-led multilateral organisations,
namely the Commonwealth of Independent States [CIS],
the Collective Security Treaty Organisation [CSTO] and,
more recently, the Eurasian Economic Union [EaEU].

e invasion, to begin with, obliterated any prospect
of the EaEU’s membership expanding in Central Asia. As
Russian tanks rolled into Ukrainian territory, the Uzbek
debate on whether to join the EaEU—a rare instance in
which the foreign policy of a Central Asian state came
to represent the object of genuine public discussion—
lost any momentum. e neo-imperial rhetoric emanat-
ing from the Kremlin throughout 2022 conrmed the
reservations of the anti-EaEU segments of the Uzbek
élite, who opposed membership by pointing to the many
downsides of increased dependence on the Russian Fed-
eration. As the sanctions regimen persists, and the Rus-
sian economy remains in a state of perhaps irreversible
crisis, Central Asia’s EaEU members, and Kazakhstan in
particular, are likely to oppose further integration with
Russia in the economic realm, so as to prevent Russia’s
declining economic performance becoming an even more
destabilising inuence upon local economic processes.

e geoeconomics of war have, incidentally, been
equally detrimental for already existing economic linkages:
the regular interruptions that the Caspian Pipeline Con-
sortium—the main export route for Kazakhstan’s crude
oil—has experienced throughout 2022, served to conrm
that large-scale economic cooperation between Russia and
Central Asia has entered an era of enhanced precariousness.
However precarious, longstanding linkages with Russia
are unlikely to evaporate overnight: the economic impact
of the war is expected to constrain Central Asia’s economic
recovery from the pandemic, increasing the importance
that established linkages have for future growth.

So far as the CSTO is concerned, recent events in Cen-
tral Asia had presented this organisation with a series of
opportunities to regain currency after many years of opera-
tional stasis. On the one hand, the intervention in Kazakh-
stan (January 2022) sealed the CSTO’s role as a nodal point
of the region’s authoritarian solidarity networks pivoting
on the Putinite regime: the mission conducted in Almaty—
almost entirely comprising of Russian military personnel—
helped Tokayev and his associates to regain control over
a rapidly deteriorating situation, after a split in the ruling
élite had led to the eruption of violence and lawlessness
in the streets of Kazakhstan’s former capital city and had
threatened to overthrow the regime as a whole. e same
reactive response, on the other hand, was not deployed as
violence escalated at the border between two other Cen-
tral Asian CSTO members—Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan.
e Kyrgyz government, in retaliation for what it perceived
as the lack of protection provided by the organisation dur-
ing these border clashes, subsequently cancelled large-scale
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CSTO military exercises it was due to host. Considering
also the impasse that this organisation is experiencing in
the context of the ongoing conict between its member
state Armenia and its neighbour Azerbaijan, more than
one legitimate question surrounds the CSTO’s future, both
within and outwith Central Asia.

New Facts on the Ground: Russia’s
relokanty in Central Asia
After the launch of a mobilisation drive across the Rus-
sian Federation, many Russian citizens left the country
to escape conscription. e outux of Russian citizens
reached Central Asia, with the Kazakhstani government
reporting 200,000 arrivals from Russia between 21 Sep-
tember and 5 October 2022; approximately 50,000 Rus-
sians are thought to have arrived in Uzbekistan across the
same period. Not all relokanty intend to permanently settle
in Central Asia, however, and many have already left the
region in search of long-term settlement elsewhere.ose
who have stayed have so far contributed to an unprece-
dented rise in the local cost of living, as Central Asia’s
unregulated rental market reacted to a sudden rise in
demand by signicantly raising prices for medium-term
and short-term accommodation. is is the second wave
of Russian immigration to Central Asia since the war has
started: in March–April, Russian professionals moved to
the region with a view to escape the asphyxiating political
climate developing at that time across the Russian territory.

e precise impact of a sustained increase in Rus-
sians residing in Central Asia is dicult to anticipate;
there is nevertheless mounting evidence pointing to the
mixed responses to the short-term inclusion of relokanty
into the social fabric of the region’s principal urban cen-
tres. While a generally warm welcome, based on Cen-
tral Asia’s tradition of hospitality, has been extended to
Russian citizens who moved to the region in the autumn
of 2022, local media reports noted that some disgrun-
tled citizens have underlined the poor treatment tradi-
tionally received by Central Asian migrants in Russia,
while also highlighting that the region’s most nation-

alistic fringe communities have begun to express some
concern about the impact that Russian outmigration
may have upon Central Asia’s ethnic balance.

Always in pursuit of their ambiguous positioning vis-
à-vis the war and its multifaceted impacts, the Central
Asian regimes have to date opted to tolerate the inux
of Russian citizens escaping conscription, excluding any
consideration of extradition and allowing them to stay
within the limits imposed by existing national legisla-
tive frameworks. At least for the moment, the politics of
Russia’s relokanty to Central Asia would seem set to stay
conned within the people-to-people dimension of the
overall relationship between Russia and Central Asia.

Concluding Remarks
e invasion of Ukraine changed the parameters of the
broader Russia–Central Asia relationship, altering some
of the trends that had dened this partnership across the
last decade. e neo-imperial reverberations of the inva-
sion itself seem to have convinced the region’s leaders to
set a series of redlines that they are no longer willing to
cross while dealing with the Putin regime. Recalibrating
the relationship by diluting its colonial dimension may
be one of these red lines; limiting Central Asia’s further
integration into Russia-led multilateralism is certainly
another one. e regional appeal of the EaEU and the
CSTO has in this sense entered an era of irreversible
decline, suggesting that, in Central Asia at least, the
post-Soviet regional order has all but ended.

It is however too early to argue that Russia’s clout
within the region has vanished. Beyond their dierences
on the neo-imperial connotation of Russia’s foreign policy,
the Putin regime and its Central Asian counterparts do
ultimately share an equally non-democratic outlook, and
are part of the same networks of authoritarian solidarity
stretching across Eurasia. However low the international
reputation of the Putin regime may fall, these networks are
unlikely to dissipate overnight, preserving, for a few more
years at least, Russia’s centrality vis-à-vis the power pre-
servation agendas pursued by the Central Asian regimes.

About the Author
Luca Anceschi is Professor of Eurasian Studies at the University of Glasgow, where he is also the editor of Europe-Asia
Studies. He can be followed on Twitter @anceschistan.
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is article was rst published in Caucasus Analytical Digest 130 ‘Impact of the Russia–Ukraine War on Black Sea
Geopolitics’ (special editor Bidzina Lebanidze).

Abstract
is article reviews the impact of the Russian aggression against Ukraine and the changing regional security
situation on Armenia with a reference to Armenia’s own security predicament, which has been persistent since
the disastrous 44-day war in 2020. In that context, this article explores the perceptions of Armenia’s political
elite and experts on the regional situation based on public statements and published articles and interviews.

Introduction
For landlocked Armenia, access to the Black Sea via
Georgian ports has been vital, as they provide ferry con-
nections to Bulgarian and Romanian ports and, before
the large-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine in February,
ports in Ukraine. Furthermore, a ferry link from Poti to
Russia’s Port Kavkaz has been in use periodically, sup-
plementing and sometimes substituting overland auto-
mobile cargo trac between Armenia and Russia. As
the recent rounds of Armenian–Turkish consultations
do not seem to be leading to a border opening in the
short term, access to Georgian ports will remain highly
important in the foreseeable future. Additionally, the
Iran nuclear talks in Vienna have raised some hopes
regarding the theoretical possibility of a new North–
South transportation corridor linking Iran with Geor-
gian Black Sea ports via Armenia, as well as new oil
and gas pipelines in the same direction. However, Iran’s
ongoing uranium enrichment seems to have indenitely
delayed any agreement on the partial lifting of interna-
tional sanctions; this may even result in the failure to
reach such an agreement (French Ministry for Europe
and Foreign Aairs, 2022).

Impact of the Russian–Ukrainian War on
Armenia and Perceived Security Challenges
Some of Armenia’s policy priorities during the early stage
of the Russian large-scale aggression could be summa-
rised as follows: avoiding recognition of the so-called
Donetsk People’s Republic and Luhansk People’s Repub-
lic; avoiding military support for Russia and, conse-
quently, international isolation and sanctions; evading

any direct involvement in the sanctions imposed on Rus-
sia; and securing a continuous supply of grain and other
staple foods from Russia. Such eorts to maintain a neu-
tral stance have included abstaining from voting at the
UN Human Rights Council when the Ukrainian del-
egation requested an urgent debate on the human rights
violations during Russian aggression and from voting
when the UN General Assembly adopted a resolution
demanding that Russia immediately end its military
operations in Ukraine, as well as engaging in absentee-
ism during the vote at the Parliamentary Assembly of
the Council of Europe (PACE) to adopt a document on
the consequences of Russia’s aggression against Ukraine
(Grigoryan, 2022a). In contrast, before February 2022,
the Armenian delegations at various international fora
almost invariably voted in Russia’s favour on issues
regarding its occupation of parts of Ukrainian territory.1

In addition, ocially, Yerevan has been sensitive
to allegations of Armenia’s support of this Russian
aggression, especially those originating from Azerbai-
jan, including the alleged possibility of the redeployment
of some Russian troops from its 102nd military base in
Gyumri to Ukraine (Kucera, 2022) or that Armenia sup-
plied four Su-30SM ghter aircraft (acquired in 2020)
to Russia for deployment against Ukraine. In the latter
case, the authorities invited defence attachés from the
embassies of EU and NATO member states to the air-
base to disprove these allegations (Armenia Ministry of
Defence, 2022).

At the same time, avoiding antagonising Russia has
been a long-term principal feature of foreign policy.
Obligations deriving from Armenia’s membership in

ANALYSIS
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the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU) or the Russia-
led Collective Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO)
have hardly ever been questioned. Even though the
CSTO declined Armenia’s request to intervene because
of an Azerbaijani incursion into Armenia’s territory in
May 2021, Armenia sent approximately 100 troops to
Kazakhstan in January 2022 as part of a CSTO mis-
sion, and the secretary of Armenia’s Security Council,
Armen Grigoryan (no relation with the author), told
public television that “e public has raised concern
about why Armenia appealed for help and didn’t receive
it and is now providing it. First of all, it’s a matter of
responsibility, if Armenia has an interest in the CSTO
mechanisms’ functioning, and the answer is a clear yes”
(Mejlumyan, 2022). When Azerbaijan moved further
into the Armenian territory during an intensive ght
on 13–14 September 2022, the Armenian government
formally invoked the CSTO’s collective defence provi-
sion, seeking military aid to restore the territorial integ-
rity of the country in accordance with article 4 of the
CSTO charter; however, no such aid followed (Mejlu-
myan, 2022). Consequently, the secretary of the Secu-
rity Council noted in an interview with the RFE/RL
Armenian Service that Armenia lacked any hope that the
CSTO defence mechanisms would be activated (Asla-
nyan, 2022). Furthermore, Russia, which is the domi-
nant CSTO member, failed to full similar obligations
that are stipulated by the 1997 bilateral treaty on friend-
ship, cooperation and mutual assistance.

Notably, several foreign observers have consid-
ered the recent events in terms of Russia’s diminishing
power (Walker, 2022; Cenusa, 2022). Some Armenian
experts have also viewed Azerbaijan’s recent incursion
into Armenia in terms of Russia’s weakness—resulting
from its unsuccessful military engagement in Ukraine.
Particularly, the director of the Regional Studies Cen-
tre, Richard Giragosian, has noted this and other impor-
tant factors including the recent agreement with the EU,
whereby Azerbaijan would supply natural gas to Europe
as an alternative to Russian energy, and Azerbaijan’s
rather accurate estimation of the international commu-
nity’s likely reaction, which involved the usual accusa-
tions of “false equivalency” and “inappropriate parity”
as well as statements calling on “both sides” to de-esca-
late. At the same time, Giragosian notes, some more
principled reactions, from France and the Netherlands
in particular, could be rather unexpected towards Baku
(Giragosian, 2022). However, Giragosian also notes that
‘ere is neither a future nor relationship between Arme-
nia and the CSTO. … And, I think Prime Minister
Pashinyan’s call for invoking security and guarantees
only exposes the weakness and emptiness of that rela-
tionship. … However, at the same time, the bigger chal-
lenge, well beyond the CSTO, is that Russia is now

completely exposed as a danger. It’s a challenge of being
an unreliable partner for Armenia. at’s quite a dier-
ent challenge than a predictable enemy. An unreliable
friend is a new challenge’ (Civilnet, 2022).

ere have also been even more critical opinions in
Armenia of Russia and its role in the region. e former
chargé d’aaires in Russia, Director of the Analytical
Centre on Globalisation and Regional Cooperation, Ste-
pan Grigoryan, has noted how Russia abstained from
the fullment of its duties as an ally even before launch-
ing its current aggression against Ukraine, particularly
referring to Azerbaijan’s military incursion into Arme-
nia in May 2021 as well as other occasions. Accord-
ing to Grigoryan’s sources in the government, Russia
also sides with Azerbaijan, exerting pressure on Arme-
nia to open an extraterritorial transportation corridor
through its territory that is controlled by Russian border
guards, which would eectively isolate Armenia from
Iran (Tumakova, 2022).

According to some reports, Russian border guards
deployed in Armenia have already installed ve mod-
ular checkpoints in the vicinity of villages in the south-
ern part of the country, close to its border with Iran,
and they started checking travellers’ documents some
time ago. e National Security Service of Armenia
did not respond to journalists’ enquiries regarding this
issue, while Russian representatives have stated that their
actions are aimed at the prevention of illegal migration
and smuggling (Khulyan, 2022). Considering the border
control regime is already in place, the Russian explana-
tion has not eliminated the existing concerns.

According to information publicised on 16 Sep-
tember 2022 by a watchdog nongovernmental organ-
isation, the Union of Informed Citizens, some of the
modular checkpoints are not being used at the moment,
although the Russian border guards had previously
attempted to build fences and eectively mark the cor-
ridor along the road connecting Azerbaijan with Nak-
hichevan; thus far, such attempts have been unsuccess-
ful (Factor TV, 2022). In turn, former member of the
National Assembly (2019–2021) and political scientist
Mikayel Zolyan notes that Armenia has suggested open-
ing all regional communication routes, but Azerbai-
jan apparently supports the corridor approach, which
would give it a direct connection to Nakhichevan and
Turkey while otherwise keeping Armenia isolated; thus,
the latest military escalation was an attempt to exert
pressure on Yerevan, whereby Russia remained passive
because the corridor approach suits its interests as well
(Dubnov, 2022).

However, Chairman of the Centre for Political
and Economic Strategic Studies, Benyamin Pogho-
syan, while also considering that “[t]he ongoing war in
Ukraine created additional complications for Russian
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and CSTO military involvement”, at the same time,
argued that “Russia is likely to perceive any decision by
Armenia to withdraw or freeze its membership in the
CSTO as a hostile action … [a] decision to withdraw
or freeze Armenia’s membership in the CSTO would
negatively impact Armenia–Russia relations. It would
further deteriorate Armenia’s external security environ-
ment” (Poghosyan, 2022).

Brief discussions with other Armenian experts, as
well as observations in the media and on social networks,
also show that scepticism towards CSTO membership
and Russia’s security guarantees has grown consider-
ably. Russia’s apparent interest in providing a trans-
portation corridor under its control to Azerbaijan is
also interpreted in terms of the possibility of having
an additional overland connection between Russia and
Turkey—a signicant factor, given Turkey’s ongoing
active collaboration with Russia regarding the circum-
vention of international sanctions. Furthermore, mili-
tary escalations continue to serve as inspiration for the
pro-Russian opposition to apply domestic pressure on
the Armenian government, even advocating the possi-
bility of joining the Russia–Belarus union state, which
is likely Russia’s next policy goal vis-à-vis Armenia (Gri-
goryan, 2022a; 2022b).

Prime Minister Pashinyan’s statements have been
sceptical yet cautious. Most recently, he mentioned his
conversation with a CSTO ocial among many issues
covered in a lengthy interview with Public Television
of Armenia: “it was even said that the CSTO was con-
cerned that it might lose Armenia. To which I replied
that there is the opposite concern in Armenia — that
Armenia will lose the CSTO. Or when they say that
Armenia will leave the CSTO, in Armenia there is the
opposite concern — that the CSTO will leave Arme-

nia. And this is not a play on words. We expect a clear
political assessment of the situation” (Dovich, 2022).

Conclusion
In summary, the security vacuum and lack of options
for a peaceful settlement with Azerbaijan on favourable
terms, largely because of Russia’s continuing dominance
of the negotiations while remaining an unreliable part-
ner, amidst a lack of U.S. and EU regional engagement,
are perceived as security challenges for Armenia. is
situation is further exacerbated by Armenia’s economic
and infrastructural dependence on Russia.

Regardless of the eventual outcome of the Russian
aggression against Ukraine and any postwar settlement,
the entire European security architecture can hardly
return to the status quo ante. While some of Armenia’s
policy-makers’ recent decisions have clearly resulted from
short-term considerations, longer-term planning, includ-
ing a reassessment of some of the priorities and avail-
able opportunities, has become especially important.

It still remains to be seen whether EU’s diplomacy
will keep expanding its activities, including mediation,
also after the side event of the rst European Politi-
cal Community summit, which may help to avoid fur-
ther border incidents (European Council, 2022). While
not a substitute for security guarantees that Armenia
has recently been lacking, such activities increase the
possibility of a peaceful settlement, which would even-
tually improve economic and social perspectives. While
abrupt moves perceived hostile by Russia would cre-
ate additional security risks, maintaining the long-term
dependence on Russian security guarantees, as well as
economic dependence, may multiply the risks in the
longer term.

About the Author
Armen Grigoryan is co-founder and vice president of the Yerevan-based Centre for Policy Studies.
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