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Key Judgments: 

This paper focuses on the following questions regarding the security environment in the 

Central Asian republic of Tajikistan and U.S. foreign policy goals in that region. 

(1) What are the external and internal factors that have shaped the security environment in 

Tajikistan since the end of the Cold war, and how are they related? 

(2) How does this security environment affect U.S. interests and what is the appropriate 

policy response?  

 

Introduction 

Central Asia has always been considered strategically important to more powerful 

countries: it was a part of the ancient trading route known as the Silk Road and controlling it was 

considered to be central to the Great Game rivalry between Russia and Great Britain. The 

territory that is today occupied by the Republic of Tajikistan has been under the control of 

various empires through the centuries including Persians, Turks and Mongols.
2
  The Republic of 

Tajikistan came under the Russian sphere of influence beginning in the late 19
th

 century and 

became a Soviet republic in 1924. Tajikistan remained under Russian control until declaring its 

independence in 1991 after the break-up of the Soviet Union. Geographically Tajikistan is the 

smallest of the Central Asian republics —slightly smaller than Kyrgyzstan to its north. A 
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landlocked country, Tajikistan shares a border with China to the east, Uzbekistan to the west, 

Kyrgyzstan to the north and a long, unsecure border with Afghanistan to the south.  

Tajikistan would eventually gain its independence from Russia but the transition to self-

rule has been tumultuous. Shortly after independence was declared, tensions between the old 

guard communist elites, democratic reformers and Islamic groups erupted into violence. From 

1992-1997, Tajikistan fought a bloody civil war, which led to the death of as many as one 

hundred thousand and displaced many more. Moreover, the Tajik economy, which was the 

weakest of the Soviet Republics, was decimated by the war. Although a peace agreement was 

eventually signed political reforms did not follow. The current President of Tajikistan, Emomalii 

Rahmon assumed power in 1994 during the civil war and continues to be the country’s head of 

state. Ostensibly, Tajikistan is described as a democratic republic, but elections have not met 

international standards and its human rights record is poor.  

The prominence of non-state actors is a central feature of the new security environment in 

Tajikistan. Tajikistan serves as a main transit route for Afghan opium and much of its economic 

activity is related to the drug trade—and the 800 mile border with Afghanistan allows drugs and 

weapons to flow in and out of the country. The drug trade has been controlled by a combination 

of transnational terrorist groups that seek the overthrow of the Tajik government and 

transnational criminal organizations (TCOs) that have weakened state institutions.  A TCO can 

be defined as an organization of two or more individuals that operate across national borders for 

the purpose of generating profits by smuggling goods or people. Although President Emomalii 

Rahmon has kept a firm grip on power for nearly twenty years, Tajikistan’s stability is in a 

precarious state. And with one hundred thousand troops across the border in Afghanistan the 

U.S. has a keen interest in Tajikistan’s security. 
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As this paper will explain, the main U.S. priorities with respect to Tajikistan are security 

and stability. The security interest, from a U.S. perspective is primarily related to Tajikistan’s  

 

connection to the violence in Afghanistan.  The insurgency in Afghanistan is funded in part by 

the opium trade, and much of the Afghan opium is trafficked through Tajikistan. As the opium 

trade is a vital source of funding for the insurgency in Afghanistan, the existence of a narco-state 

across the border could prolong the conflict.
3
 Tajikistan’s ties to extremist groups, such as the 

Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) operating in Afghanistan are problematic as well.  

Stability refers to Tajikistan’s ability to provide security and respond to the needs of its 

citizens. There are growing concerns that Tajikistan is approaching the status of a failed state. A 

failed state could take a number of forms in Tajikistan, but the most likely scenario is what is 

often called a narco-state: where the state exists to protect and further the interests of criminals. 

This is already the case in Afghanistan.  Institutions are already compromised in Tajikistan, and 

the state’s ability to provide security outside of the capitol city of Dushanbe is tenuous. A failed 

state could then give depth to the insurgency. There is the real possibility that extremist groups, 

which cooperate with criminal organizations in the drug trade, could establish bases in the 

mountainous regions that are difficult to patrol. This would allow the insurgency the means to 

plan attacks across the border in Afghanistan. If insurgent groups establish a stronghold in 

Tajikistan it could become a staging ground for future attacks and a safe haven for groups that 

target U.S. interests, similar to the situation in Afghanistan in the 1990s. Thus, the U.S. has both 

a short-term and long-term interest in the security of Tajikistan. 
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 For these reasons the U.S. must now reprioritize its relationship with Tajikistan. But, 

since the U.S. is in the process of deescalating the Afghan War, the long-term military presence 

in the region is uncertain, and partnerships with other regional powers will be needed to maintain 

security in the future.  The security of Tajikistan is also a priority for other regional powers. For 

example, Russia and China have battled Islamic extremists that are involved in the Afghan 

insurgency and the drug trade. As a result, these threats are where the interests of the U.S., 

Russia and China converge, and provide the basis for some cooperation.   

The purpose of this paper is twofold: (1) to describe and analyze Tajikistan’s new 

security environment which has been evolving since the end of the Cold War; (2) to recommend 

a policy approach that takes into account U.S. security interests. The new security environment 

refers to the security threat presented by non-state actors in post-Cold War Tajikistan. This 

security environment is shaped primarily by TCOs and Islamic fundamentalists. Both groups are 

involved in the drug trade and have a complex relationship to each other. In addition to these 

external threats, Tajikistan’s security environment is also influenced by internal factors, such as 

rampant corruption and poverty. Therefore, a U.S. policy response must also be prepared to deal 

with these factors as well.  

The Geopolitics of Opium and its Expansion into Central Asia 
 

The prevalence of opium in the Central Asian political economy suggests that 

comprehension of the security environment in Tajikistan requires an understanding of the drug 

trade.  Approximately 90% of the world’s heroin is derived from Afghan opium. In the past 

thirty years, the poppy has transformed the economic and political landscape of Central Asia by 

empowering terrorists and criminals. This is not very surprising, considering that opium has been 

used as a tool of political violence going back to the Opium Wars of the 19
th

 century between the 
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British and the Chinese.  During the early Cold War period opium cultivation was centered in the 

Golden Triangle region (Burma, Laos, Thailand); and then during the 1980s shifted to the 

Golden Crescent region (Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran). Several factors are believed to have led to 

this shift and precipitated a drastic increase in opium production in Afghanistan: droughts in 

Southeast Asia, the Iranian revolution, Pakistani prohibition and the Afghan-Soviet War.
4
   

The opium trade first converged with U.S. foreign policy during the Cold War in 

Southeast Asia. After the Communists gained control of the Chinese mainland, the U.S. lent 

support to the Nationalist Chinese Kuomintang (KMT). The KMT set up a base of operations in 

Burma, and took control of the opium trade which it used to fund its insurgency campaigns along 

the Chinese border.
5
  The KMT was eventually driven out of Burma, but continued to be 

involved in the drug trade. Subsequently, Burma became the world’s largest source of opium. 

According to Southeast Asian history professor Alfred McCoy, the opium trade also became a 

major source of funding for anti-communists forces in Laos and Vietnam.
6
 

 The politics of the Cold War then migrated into South Asia, following the Soviet 

Union’s invasion of Afghanistan in 1979. The U.S. covertly backed the Afghan mujahidin but 

the funding was allocated by Pakistani intelligence (ISI). Much of this aid went to the head of the 

Hezbi-i-Islami faction, the notorious Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, who was deeply involved in the 

drug trade and is currently a key figure involved in the Afghan insurgency.
7
 In a sense, the covert 

nature of this conflict created the infrastructure for the black market opium economy that 

involved a complex network of intelligence operatives, criminals and drug traffickers.
8
 This 

infrastructure formed the basis for the opium economy in Central Asia.  
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The production of opium in Afghanistan had been increasing during the 1980s, but it did 

not really take off until the early 1990s after Soviet troops had withdrawn. The proceeds from the 

lucrative opium trade helped to fund the various factions that were battling for control of 

Afghanistan. The Taliban, with support from Pakistan ultimately prevailed by forging alliances 

with local opium warlords. This allowed the opium market to expand after the Taliban captured 

Kabul.
9
  The U.S. has encountered issues in Afghanistan similar to those in Southeast Asia, and 

at times the U.S. has lent its support to agents that are involved in the drug trade. Prior to the 

2001 invasion the CIA backed Ahmad Massoud,
10

 the leader of the Northern Alliance that was 

battling the Taliban with funds that were in part derived from the opium trade.
11

 After the 

Taliban was removed from power in 2001 warlords such as Kandahar governor Gul Agha 

Sherzai, with the backing of the U.S., became a more prominent player in the drug trade.
12

 The 

affects of the poppy have today reached the highest levels of influence in Afghanistan. President 

Karzai’s half-brother Ahmed Wali Karzai, (before he was assassinated) was deeply involved in 

the opium trade while on the payroll of the CIA.
13

   

The drug trade fuels the insurgency in Afghanistan, and at the same time this conflict has 

allowed the opium trade to expand.  Much of the opium is trafficked through Central Asia and 

has had a destabilizing effect on political institutions across the border. This has created an 

environment whereby armed groups and criminal organizations converge to facilitate the drug 

trade. Due in part to an unsecure, 800 mile border with Afghanistan it has been estimated that the 

majority of the Afghan opium crosses the Tajikistan border, where it follows the so-called 

northern route into Russian, European and Chinese markets.  

 In Central Asia between 1996-2006, Tajikistan accounted for the majority of all drug 

seizures with 48% of all opium seizures and 73% of all refined heroin seizures.
14

 The United 
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Nations Office of Drugs and Crime (UNODC) estimates that due to the large amount of opium 

that is harvested in Afghanistan ―the scope of opium trafficked is both significantly higher than 

the amount seized and increasing annually.
15

 In terms of its economic impact, it has been 

estimated that drug trafficking is equivalent to 30% and maybe as high as 50% of Tajikistan’s 

GDP.
16

 Furthermore, the combination of terrorists and organized crime in the drug trade has 

infiltrated and weakened state power, which threatens stability and security in the region. 

According to a recent report by the International Crisis Group, in Tajikistan ―the drug trade is 

where organized crime, high-level corruption and national security intersect.‖
17

  Opium was very 

rare in Tajikistan while it was a part of the Soviet Union. But as a consequence of the Afghan 

civil war and then the Tajik civil war, the opium economy increased dramatically throughout 

Central Asia. Similar to the role played by the warlords in the Afghan drug trade, during the 

Tajik civil war radical groups like the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) turned to the drug 

trade for financing. 

State Shells, the IMU and the Rise of Radical Islam in Tajikistan 

The dissolution of the Soviet Union provided new opportunities for the former Soviet 

republics such as Tajikistan, but it also sparked ethnic violence and a burgeoning black market.  

Globalization’s goal of unfettered markets has increased economic activity, but at the same time 

the state’s ability to regulate has been weakened. The Central Asian countries that had previously 

relied on the Soviet Union for security were not prepared to absorb the shock of globalization. 

As a result, in the early days of independence non-state actors assumed a greater role in political 

and economic activity.  
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The newly formed Central Asian republics considered themselves to be secular regimes 

and were fearful of radical Islam. Pakistan, which had other designs exported security in the 

form of weapons and training to Central Asia as Soviet troops retreated from the region. As 

Loretta Napoleoni explains, ―when the republics of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, 

Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan reluctantly gained their independence from Moscow in 1991, the 

ISI (Pakistani Inter-Service Intelligence) played a pivotal role in supporting Islamist armed 

insurgencies which destabilized them.‖ 
18

  One such organization was the IMU that formed in 

Uzbekistan but joined the armed struggle during Tajikistan’s civil war. 

In Tajikistan, much of the illicit economic activity generated revenue to support the war 

effort. Loretta Napoleoni refers to this historical phenomenon as the ―new terror economy‖ and 

refers to armed resistance groups that develop in weak states as ―state-shells‖ since they often 

perform state-like services. As Napoleoni explains,  

The IMU network encompasses the political borders of newly formed countries; it stretches across the 

borders of three republics and is rooted deep into their impenetrable valleys and gorges. Guerrillas purchase 

supplies from local villages, they pay well and provide protection to the inhabitants. After years of civil war, 

the IMU has brought stability and economic growth to several villages. The local populations have welcomed 

this change. This outcome is the direct consequence of the ISI’s strategy of promoting Islamist terror as a tool 

to pursue Pakistan’s scheme of expansion.
19

  

 

Napoleoni argues that state-shells like the IMU display some features of a modern state: ―a 

monopoly on the means of violence; territoriality; taxation; and public bureaucracy.‖
20

 However, 

state-shells are lacking in some important characteristics such as legitimacy, constitutionality and 

sovereignty.   

Initially, most armed groups rely on the sponsorship of a sovereign state, and some are 

more dependent than others. For example, the Afghan mujahedeen received support from the 

U.S. and Saudi Arabia to fight the Soviets, but have since evolved and found other funding 

sources. The IMU on the other hand, started with a percentage of foreign funds but also raised 
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funds from private donors.
21

And while state sponsorship allows an organization to focus its 

energy on fighting, it lacks the independence to control its own destiny. Eventually, most groups 

turn to the black market as a means to becoming self-sufficient, but this requires that more 

energy and resources are needed to search for new revenue sources at the expense of achieving 

political goals. As a consequence, politically motivated organizations such as the IMU begin to 

exhibit criminal behavior.  

The IMU’s connection to Tajikistan is slightly confusing, since it formed in Uzbekistan. 

In the Uzbek city of Namangan in 1990, members of the Islamic Renaissance Party (IRP) led by 

Tohir Yuldeshev and Juma Namangani
22

, built a mosque and began a campaign to overthrow 

Uzbek President Islam Karimov with the goal of implementing an Islamic state.  Yuldeshev and 

Namangani eventually split from the IRP and formed the Adolat Party, which was subsequently 

banned, forcing the leadership to flee to Tajikistan where they fought on the side of the Islamist 

United Tajik Opposition (UTO) against forces loyal to Tajik President Emomali Rahmonovin 

(who has since shortened his last name to Rahmon) during the Tajik Civil War from 1992-

1997.
23

 During the course of the war, Yuldeshev and Namangani, as well as UTO warlords, 

made contact across the border in Afghanistan with members of the Taliban and the Northern 

Alliance.
24

  

      In 1998 Yuldeshev and Namangani migrated to Afghanistan and formally announced the 

formation of the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), which resulted in a much closer 

relationship with Osama bin Laden and Mullah Omar.
25

 The two IMU leaders played very 

different roles in the organization. Cornell notes that Namangani, a former Soviet paratrooper, 

was the group’s military leader, while Yuldeshev was known more as the ideologue and 

fundraiser.
26

 The IMU’s presence expanded throughout the Ferghana valley region that spans 



13 

 

across parts of Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. Napoleoni explains that, ―as IMU 

guerrillas gained control of the territory and declared villages and regions liberated, they 

provided sustenance to the local population, integrating them into their economy.‖
27

 Thus, 

through recruitment of the local population the local economy became more connected to the 

illicit opium economy.   

During 1999-2000 the IMU carried out numerous attacks across the Ferghana and 

Tavildara Valley regions in Tajikistan. In 1999, occupying territory in the Ferghana valley 

bordering Kyrgyzstan, the IMU launched an attack into the Kyrgyz region of Batken.
28

  The 

IMU was forced to retreat initially, but regrouped and launched a more coordinated series of 

attacks, including an attack in the Uzbek capital of Tashkent that almost killed President 

Karimov. In 2000, the IMU launched a more ambitious series of attacks from the Tavildara 

region of Tajikistan. Though it received considerable attention, overall the attacks did not appear 

to offer the IMU any tactical advantage, and the leadership was once again forced to flee into 

northern Afghanistan. The IMU incursions were however successful in carving out additional 

smuggling routes. As Cornell notes, although militarily the attacks were not successful the IMU 

―established routes for crossing the border with the help of the major drug barons of the Osh 

region of Kyrgyzstan‖
29

 Cornell goes on to argue that,‖ in addition to being launched roughly a 

month after the summer opium harvest the launching of simultaneous, but small-scale incursions 

by comparatively small groups of fighters into Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan makes the most sense 

if seen as a diversionary measure intended to create instability, confuse law enforcement and 

military structures.‖
30

 This suggests that considerations related to the drug trade may have played 

some role in influencing and guided the IMU’s military strategy. The question regarding the 

extent of the IMU’s ―criminality‖ will be considered more in depth below.  
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In 2000 the U.S. added the IMU to its list of Foreign Terrorist Organizations.
31

  This had 

the unintended effect of raising its stature, and it also gave Uzbek President Karimov the impetus 

to crack down, not only on the IMU, but on all opposition groups that could be labeled as radical 

Islam.
32

  Karimov was also able to use this rhetoric to secure funding from the United States. 

According to Ahmed Rashid, ―the CIA and Pentagon had  been closely collaborating with the 

Uzbek army and secret service since 1997, providing training, equipment and mentoring…to 

snatch Osama bin laden from Afghanistan.‖
33

  At the same time, by 2000 the IMU was 

responsible for moving most of the heroin through Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, which led to 

Interpol labeling the IMU ―as a hybrid organization in which criminal interests take priority over 

political goals.‖
34

  

A Current Threat Assessment of Terrorism in Tajikistan 

The IMU was forced to scatter and retreated to Waziristan along the Afghan-Pakistan 

border as a result of the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan in 2001. In retrospect it appears that this 

may have had the effect of pushing the IMU closer to Al Qaeda and the Taliban.  According to 

Rashid, ―after 9-11, Mullah Omar appointed Namangani head of all Taliban forces in the 

north.‖
35

 The IMU continues to fight alongside Al Qaeda and the Taliban against NATO forces. 

But it has also been reported that the IMU has been increasing its recruitment and moving closer 

to the Afghan-Tajik border in northern Afghanistan. Some believe that Pakistani intelligence had 

a role in moving the IMU from its former base in Waziristan to northern Afghanistan
 36

 The 

build-up of IMU fighters in this region is widely accepted but the reason for the movement 

remains unclear at this point.  The movement could be simply a strategic shift to reinforce the 

insurgency in northern Afghanistan. On the other hand, given the IMU’s history, this shift could 

also be partially linked to the opium trade. 
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In the last few years, the violence in Afghanistan has been spilling over across the border 

into Tajikistan. Tajikistan experienced its first suicide bombing in September 2010, as a car 

packed with explosives slammed into a police station in the city of Khujand. The attack was 

blamed on the IMU, but this was never confirmed. Another incident in Takhar province, 

involved members of the IMU and the Taliban that attacked the governor’s office killing the 

Afghan National Police Commander, General Mohammad Daud.
37

 Although the majority of the 

IMU and the Taliban’s targets are still inside Afghanistan, there is some concern that having an 

IMU base so close to the Afghan-Tajik border could be used in the future to launch attacks into 

Tajikistan. 

 In addition to the security threats along the border with Afghanistan, another area of 

concern is the Rasht valley region. Some of the more radical members of the UTO, such as 

former commander Mullo Abdullo who never accepted the terms of the 1997 peace agreement 

have recently clashed with Tajik security forces in the Rasht Valley region in the north.  Abdullo 

is one of many former UTO warlords to return from Afghanistan in the last few years. And 

though it is not yet clear if any of this is being coordinated by the IMU or Al Qaeda, Rahmon is 

treating it as such. During a raid in Rasht in 2009, called ―Operation Poppy‖ government forces 

arrested 49 suspected insurgents, 25 of which were broken from prison a few weeks later.
38

 In 

September 2010 insurgents ambushed government troops in Rasht, killing 28; and a month later 

a helicopter carrying government security officers was shot down. The Rahmon government’s 

failure to bring this area under control (or anywhere outside the capital of Dushanbe) raises 

questions about its ability to handle more serious threats. Whether or not the IMU currently has 

designs on Tajikistan is not certain. But if the IMU and former UTO warlords perceive 

Rahmon’s regime as weak, they may continue to escalate their activities inside Tajikistan. 
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Tajikistan has a large Islamic population and is the only Central Asian nation to allow the 

participation of an Islamic political party in elections, the Islamic Renaissance Party (IRP). The 

IRP has been active in Tajikistan since its independence. In addition to electoral politics, the IRP 

operates a number of mosques and provides a variety of social services. But to date, they have 

not been directly linked to the violence. Hizb ut-tahrir (HUT) is another Islamic organization that 

has been active in Tajikistan, but it does not involve itself in politics. HUT has rejected violence 

but adheres to a more radical interpretation of Islam, and for this reason, it has been officially 

banned by Rahmon. In the last ten years the Tajik population as a whole has become more 

religious, which Rahmon perceives as a threat to his rule. Rahmon’s tendency to use religious 

affiliation to justify heavy-handed tactics could however have the effect of radicalizing segments 

of a very young population (median age is 22). For example, a law was recently passed that 

makes it illegal for citizens under the age of 18 to enter a mosque, which has enraged Islamic 

groups. The International Crisis Group has reported that there has been increased chatter on 

jihadist websites and that these groups are paying close attention to events in Tajikistan.
39

  

Transnational Criminal Organizations  

Besides radical Islam, post-Cold War Central Asia also witnessed the rise of the TCO. 

The former Soviet Republics soon realized that security is a costly and difficult enterprise. In 

addition to the internal threats of civil war there were new threats emerging in Central Asia that 

would prove to be especially challenging.  Some countries, like Russia and the former 

Yugoslavia turned to criminal organizations to help keep the peace, which led to cops and 

military officers turning to organized crime for employment opportunities. During Russia’s 

experiment with rapid privatization under Boris Yeltsin it was impossible to distinguish between 
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criminals and the law. The so-called new Russian Mafia grew in power and stature during the 

1990s, alongside the influential oligarchs, as it pillaged state assets.  

As the effects of globalization spread the illicit economy became a global phenomenon. 

Not only have borders and regulations become more suitable to the needs of the multi-national 

corporation, but globalization has allowed criminal networks to extend their reach as well. 

Writing in the early nineties, journalist Claire Sterling observed that ―the world has never seen a 

planet wide criminal consortium like the one that came into being with the end of the communist 

era.‖
40

 Sterling has argued that criminal organizations had put an end to turf wars and agreed to 

divide the globe into what she called a pax mafiosa, and it has been observed that since the early 

nineties global criminal networks have only become larger and more integrated.   

In her book Thieves’ World Sterling describes how many of the TCOs began to cooperate, 

rather than compete for turf and agreed to a kind of non-aggression pact.
41

  According to 

Sterling, the first indication of such cooperation occurred on the island of Aruba in 1987, where 

the Sicilian Mafia and the Colombian Medellin cartel agreed to a swap of sorts. By exploiting 

price differences in the U.S. and Europe, the Sicilians would allow the Colombians to traffic 

European heroin into the U.S., and in return the Colombians would have access to European 

markets for their cocaine.
42

 The Cali cartel in Colombia was also in search of new business 

opportunities. In early 1992 perestroika compelled the Cali cartel to join forces with the Russian 

mafia to move their cocaine and launder profits inside Russia.
43

   

TCO Threat Assessment in Tajikistan 

During the nineties most countries were still adapting to the post-Cold War conditions of 

market liberalism and did not yet recognize organized crime as a threat to national security. 

International security expert Robert Mandel has argued that transnational crime has evolved a 
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great deal since 2001 but has become much less predictable, which is challenging from a national 

security perspective. Mandel explains that prior to 9-11 it was much easier for states to manage 

transnational criminal activities, 

In contrast, after 9-11, transnational criminal activities caused economic, political, and social system 

disruption, overwhelming and blurring military and police force capacities, reconfiguring global information 

distribution, significantly undermining democratic governance, limiting the social contract between the rulers 

and the ruled, challenging international authorities, and making monitoring and management more 

convoluted.
44

 

 

Transnational criminal activity would be particularly difficult in Central Asia. A country like Tajikistan 

simply did not have the resources to manage such a threat, which makes it a likely target for TCOs.  

 Criminal activity is widespread and multi-layered in Central Asia. Organized crime 

developed in Central Asia from small criminal gangs, which over the years have grown much 

larger. Three main criminal groups that have been identified as being involved in the drug trade 

in Central Asia: drug mafias, transnational criminal organizations and terrorist groups.
45

 The 

drug mafias are local criminal groups, whose role is to act as the intermediary between the 

international traffickers and the producers.  These drug mafias are often organized around the 

tribal or clan structure. After the break-up of the Soviet Union the clan or tribe became a more 

important bond in Central Asia, as local political, as well as criminal relationships were 

structured by it.  

At one time the TCOs were often of the same nationality, but today that is not necessarily 

the case: ―Afghans, Kyrgyz and Russians move drug shipments along the Northern Route, 

Afghans, Turkmen and Turks traffic across Turkmenistan and Turkey; Afghani-Pakistani and 

Afghani-Iranian groups and independent Tajik and Uzbek groups.‖
46

 A UN report of criminal 

organizations operating just in Tajikistan found evidence of their involvement in a wide range of 

criminal activities, including drug trafficking, prostitution, bank fraud, money laundering and 
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contract killing.
47

 The report also found a close connection between the criminal groups and 

elected officials. Compared to other Central Asian countries the report concludes that criminal 

groups in Tajikistan tend to be larger, which is ―partly the result of the conflict in that country, 

which led to the mobilization of large armed groups.‖
48

 Thus, not only did the civil war 

embolden terrorist activity, it also provided opportunities for transnational criminals. 

The security threat from TCOs is somewhat different from terrorist organizations, but it 

can be even more insidious since it tends to infiltrate and corrupt government institutions. 

Mandel describes the difference this way, ―the terrorist threat is rather like smallpox—when it 

erupts it is immediate and devastating in its impact; transnational organized crime, in contrast, is 

rather more like AIDS—it breaks down the defenses of the body politic.‖
49

 In other words, the 

threat from organized crime often remains hidden, while terrorism is overt. Although criminal 

organizations in the past have used both corruption and violence to impose their will on the state, 

corruption seems to be the preferred method because it draws less attention to the criminal 

enterprise. More specifically, in Tajikistan, the security threat posed by TCOs is linked to 

criminal involvement in the drug trade and the corruption of public officials and state 

institutions. Though the influence of TCOs can be observed on every continent, they tend to 

thrive in countries like Tajikistan that are plagued by poor governance and weak institutions. 

A 2002 report prepared by the Federal Research Division of the Library of Congress, 

implicated not only the Russian and Chechen mafia in the Central Asian drug trade, but also 

Russian soldiers and law enforcement. Russian and Tajik military were involved in moving 

drugs across the border from Tajikistan to Russia.
50

  A Russian journalist explained that officers 

of the Tajik military ―provide Russian weapons to Afghan warlords in exchange for narcotics, 

then sell the narcotics to the Russian military, which then move the drugs from the Afghanistan-
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Tajikistan border directly to Russia.‖
51

 This may help to explain the large increase in addiction 

rates in Russia. In 2009 Russia was declared the top heroin consumer in the world, with roughly 

2.5 million users; and seizures of Afghan-based heroin increased by 70% (an increase of roughly 

880lbs) compared to the same period in the previous year.
52

 Most of the heroin being smuggled 

into Russia is processed from Afghan opium and trafficked through Tajikistan. The United 

Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) estimates that 95% of Afghan opium is processed 

into heroin and trafficked through Central Asia—much of it through Tajikistan.
53

  

 In contrast with cocaine smuggling the UNODC report also found that heroin is often 

trafficked in smaller quantities of 10kg or less and transported in small, private vehicles.
54

 This 

has led some to conjecture that perhaps smaller criminal groups are dominant in the Central 

Asian heroin trade. The more likely interpretation however is that the smaller groups are working 

with the larger TCOs, forming a network and that the drugs change hands multiple times prior to 

reaching their destination.  The UNODC report suggests that large organizations have to be 

involved to coordinate the delivery of the estimated 70 tons of heroin into the Russian 

Federation.
55

  According to the head of the Tajik Drug Control Agency (DCA), there are 

approximately 20 large networks that control the drug trade in Tajikistan ―with many smaller 

groups in the border areas.‖
56

 The interaction between national criminal organizations and TCOs 

is murky in Central Asia, but based on arrests it appears that heroin trafficking in Central Asia is 

dominated by Russians, Tajiks and Afghans, and likely involves arms for drugs swaps which is 

partially driven by the Afghan insurgency.
57

  

  Large quantities of opium enter the country where security is inadequate, but it has also 

been reported that a significant amount passes through official channels. Regarding criminal 

involvement in the drug trade in Tajikistan, the International Crisis Group report concluded that 
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Tajikistan has become a veritable narco-state…where a preponderant part of its drug trade is conducted not 

by common criminals or terrorist groups, but by gangs headed or protected by high-ranking government 

officials. In no other country in the world, except perhaps contemporary Afghanistan, can such a 

superimposition between drug traffickers and government officials be found.
58

  

 

The evidence indicates that the drug trade in Tajikistan is protected at the very highest political 

levels. A dispatch from the U.S. embassy in Dushnabe, dated October 2007 describes how 

Rahmon uses his Anti-Corruption Commission to protect organized crime members involved in 

the drug trade. Specifically, the cable reports that President Rahmon fired a senior narcotics 

officer who had been pressing for the prosecution of high-level officials in Tajikistan’s State 

Security (including one of Rahmon’s relatives) for regularly transporting drugs with government 

vehicles.
59

 In the past, Rahmon has allowed the prosecution of low-level traffickers, but as the 

embassy cable makes clear he will personally intervene to protect higher level figures.  

Trafficking of Nuclear Materials 

 Criminal activity and smuggling in Tajikistan is not necessarily limited to narcotics. 

Oftentimes, TCOs will use the same routes as traffickers to smuggle other forms of contraband 

such as weapons and humans. There is also a growing concern that TCOs are using Central Asia, 

and Tajikistan in particular, to smuggle nuclear weapons components. According to Mandel, 

―transnational criminal are involved in the smuggling of nuclear technology, but it is not the 

primary or secondary source of business today for them.‖
60

 This may be true for now, but 

increased demand for the product could push up the price and entice increased criminal 

involvement. Also, as terrorist organizations turn to criminal enterprises they may traffic the 

materials without the assistance of TCOs. 
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 It could be argued that a weak or failed state is a necessary, but not a sufficient condition 

for the smuggling of nuclear materials. However, besides weak institutions and ungoverned 

spaces there are at least two other reasons why Tajikistan may be at a higher risk than some 

others. There are established trafficking routes that are used for smuggling other illicit goods and 

geographically Tajikistan is close to both the supply of nuclear materials and the end users. Since 

the end of the Cold War, Russia and some of the former Soviet Republics have had trouble 

securing their nuclear materials. Chechen militants, for example have been implicated in the 

trafficking of nuclear materials.
61

 It is also now well known the role played by the Pakistani 

military and intelligence agency (ISI) in facilitating A.Q. Khan’s covert network of acquiring 

and selling nuclear technology. And though A.Q. Khan eventually took the fall and was put on 

house arrest, it is believed that the network is still operational.
62

  

Tajikistan’s ability to detect nuclear material is particularly troubling. In March 2004 the 

Tajik Drug Control Agency (DCA) seized a capsule containing plutonium from a drug smuggler 

that had been arrested in Dushanbe. DCA officials reported that the capsule was made in Russia 

and the suspect was attempting to sell the material to an Afghani and Pakistani in Dushanbe.
63

 

Tajikistan does participate in the International Atomic Energy Agency’s (IAEA) Illicit 

Trafficking Database (ITDB), which is used to record and track stolen nuclear materials. 

However, of the sixty countries that are considered to be failed, or at risk of failing, between 

1991 and 2008 Tajikistan recorded twenty-nine nuclear trafficking incidents, which was the 

fourth highest number of incidents behind Georgia, Lebanon and Belarus.
64

   

The trade in illicit nuclear materials is even murkier than the drug trade. It is not clear, for 

example how involved TCOs are in trafficking nuclear materials. Even though there is the 

potential for huge profits in the trafficking of nuclear technology, the risk of exposure for TCOs 
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would seem to prohibit such business ventures. However, there have been reports of the Russian 

and Italian Mafia being involved in the trafficking of raw uranium and plutonium.
65

 The bigger 

threat though is having a terrorist organization, such as Al Qaeda, acquire nuclear capabilities. 

Since they have cooperated in the drug trade there is a real possibility that TCOs and terrorist 

organizations could cooperate in the trafficking of nuclear technology.  This leads to the more 

pressing issue of the existence of a crime-terror nexus, which is feared by some to be the next big 

threat. 

The Question of a Crime-Terror Nexus in Tajikistan 

There is a growing concern that criminal and terrorist organizations will ―join forces‖ to 

topple vulnerable governments. It had long been assumed that criminal and terrorist 

organizations would not have much use for one another due to their divergent motives: criminal 

organizations have avoided association with terrorist groups for fear of drawing attention to their 

illicit activities, while many terrorist groups have avoided criminal activity such as the drug trade 

on moral grounds. But on the other hand there are reasons why both groups would consider an 

alliance.  A decline in state sponsorship of terror has led to an increase in criminal activity by 

terrorist organizations and criminal organizations are always looking for new business 

opportunities.  

 The lucrative drug trade has often been a mechanism by which crime and terror 

converge, and if TCOs and terrorist organizations are both involved in the drug trade, it seems 

reasonable to assume that they cooperate on some level. In South America members of Hamas 

and Hezbollah have reportedly cooperated with Taiwanese traffickers and Chinese Triads in 

weapons and drug smuggling; and cocaine traffickers in South America have been linked to 
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affiliates of Al Qaeda. 
66

 As Mandel notes, ―supplier linkages between criminals and terrorists 

are common when dealing with drugs and weapons.‖
67

 The Revolutionary Armed Forces of 

Colombia (FARC) for example, has a long history of collaborating with criminal organizations in 

the Colombian drug trade.
68

Although the FARC started out as a revolutionary Marxist 

organization in the 1960s, it soon turned to the coca trade to finance its activities. Initially the 

FARC was taxing coca farmers and traffickers, but it gradually became dependent on the drug 

money and started using its own soldiers to protect the drug trade.   

The existence of a crime-terror nexus is most evident in Afghanistan. Over the last 

twenty years, the Taliban have been transforming criminally along the lines of FARC, due to its 

interaction with criminal groups in facilitating the drug trade. It can be argued that the Taliban 

started out as a protection racket that extorted funds from opium farmers and the traffickers. But 

similar to FARC, the Taliban have slowly become more involved in the business themselves, 

using their own soldiers to protect drug shipments, and even launching diversionary strikes 

against NATO forces to draw them away from drug routes.
69

 Today there is growing evidence 

that drug trafficking patterns in Afghanistan and throughout the entire region are “beginning to 

move toward greater vertical integration, with increased involvement by organized crime.”
70

  

U.S. intelligence believes that a Balochi tribesman named Haji Juma Khan (HJK) has 

become Afghanistan’s biggest heroin kingpin, as well as a funding source for the Taliban and Al 

Qaeda.
71

 Intelligence agents have observed Khan’s ships leaving Karachi loaded with heroin and 

then returning with arms that end up in the hands of the Taliban.
72

 It is not clear if HJK has 

ideological motives, but at one time U.S. intelligence believed that “there were central linkages 

between Khan, Mullah Omar and bin Laden.” 
73

 So far the relationship between terror and crime 
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in Afghanistan appears to be limited to the drug and weapons trade, but the relationship in 

Tajikistan is less clear. 

The problem in Afghanistan is slightly different than in Tajikistan. The crime-terror 

convergence in Afghanistan is partly due to the fact that terrorist groups have been drawn there 

to fight, and it is the source of the opium (and the existence of NATO forces) whereas Tajikistan 

is used as a transit route.
74

  Cooperation between crime and terror in the drug trade in Tajikistan 

can be traced back to the civil war, and the effects of this can still be detected. After the peace 

accords in 1997, some of the UTO warlords gained representation into the new government. For 

example, in March 2004 an ex-warlord was appointed to head the Tajik Drug Control Agency.
75

 

There have also been several cases of Tajikistan’s Border Control Committee colluding ―with 

drug trafficking gangs backed by UTO field commanders.‖
76

 And in 2005, the chief of 

Tajikistan’s Drug Control Agency, Ghaffar Mirzoyev, was charged with ―murder, corruption and 

involvement in drug trafficking.‖
77

   

The civil war and high levels of poverty attracted traffickers and terrorists to Tajikistan, 

and many of the prominent crime figures in the country today were former military leaders. 

According to regional expert Saltanat Berdikeeva, ―Akhmad Safarov and Yeribek Ibrahimov two 

former UTO commanders were arrested on drug charges and possessed weapons linked to the 

IMU.
78

 This provides evidence that the drug trade is shifting political and ideological groups 

towards criminality, while at the same time corrupting Tajik political institutions. As Berdikeeva 

explains, ―a combination of corruption and factionalism allowed groups such as the IMU to gain 

influence in the country by building contacts in Tajikistan’s highest echelons of power, who are 

bribed to protect the drug trade.‖
79

 Thus, while it can be concluded that a crime-terror network 
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may not always lead to a long-term alliance, in the short-term it can transform public institutions 

in ways that do not benefit the citizenry.   

Compared with Afghanistan, there has been less evidence of direct cooperation between 

crime and terror in Tajikistan. But, as a result of the shared networks between Afghanistan and 

Tajikistan a crime-terror nexus could develop in the future. Due to the covert nature of these 

organizations the extent of this cooperation is still not understood, and this topic has only 

recently caught the interest of academia. Two models that are most relevant to Tajikistan, study 

the evolution of individual terrorist and criminal organizations, and another views the interaction 

between these two groups as a network.  

 Research fellow at the University of Saint Andrew Center for the Study of Terrorism and 

Political Violence, Tamara Makarenko, has developed a crime-terror continuum “to trace how 

organizational dynamics and the operational nature of both [terrorists and criminal organizations] 

change over time.”
80

  According to Makarenko, the relationship first begins as a short-term 

strategic partnership between a terrorist and criminal group, such as a drugs for arms 

arrangement. From there, rather than merging with the other organization, most likely due to 

distrust the individual group is motivated to acquire “in-house capabilities to ensure 

organizational security.”
81

 Consequently, many groups will develop into hybrids, with the 

capacity to engage in both kinds of activities.  

Makarenko argues that there is a point of convergence where an organization 

simultaneously displays both criminal and terrorist characteristics.  A terrorist organization, like 

the IMU that is undergoing convergence becomes so involved in the drug trade that it ―merely 

maintains political rhetoric as a façade for perpetuating criminal activities on a wider scale.‖
82

  

The ultimate threat of this convergence is what Makarenko refers to as the ―Black Hole 
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syndrome.‖  This involves a situation where a failed state creates the perfect environment for 

convergent groups to take hold. Under this scenario, all of a state’s resources are high jacked by 

a convergent group that uses violence as a means of perpetuating criminal activity. 
83

  As 

terrorist and criminal groups become indistinguishable from each other, the more difficult it will 

be to separate them from the fabric of society. It could be argued that Afghanistan is already a 

“Black Hole” and Tajikistan may be on the verge of it. 

            Another model for studying clandestine organizations uses social network analysis 

(SNA). Researcher Georgios Kolliarakis explains that the parameters of SNA for clandestine 

groups include, ―the centrality of the nodes, that is the degree of their connectivity, the frequency 

and durability of contacts, and of course, the kinds of contact, which range from cooperative to 

conflictive.‖
84

 In the past the analysis of criminal organizations was based on a hierarchical, or 

top-down model. But since most criminal organizations are now so intertwined with economic 

and political structures, the hierarchical model is somewhat limited in its explanatory power. 

This fact has led one researcher to conclude that most criminal networks are ―loose temporary 

networks and that lasting established hierarchical structures are rather in the minority.‖
85

  

Observation seems to match theory in this respect. The transnational nature of crime and 

terror has increased the complexity, which requires new ways of thinking about these groups. 

Above it was explained how TCOs cooperate with other criminal organizations and politicians, 

to form a network of sorts. Moreover, post 9-11 it was discovered that Al Qaeda was organized 

as a loose, decentralized network of cells. Success for law enforcement in the future will require 

a better understanding of both the evolution of individual organizations as well as unraveling the 

network connections. Thus, although a crime-terror nexus cannot be sufficiently defined in 

Tajikistan, more sophisticated intelligence methods could be tried to monitor this. 
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Economic Conditions and State Security 

  Besides the external threats from crime and terror, Tajikistan must address internal 

threats such as the lack of economic opportunities. Tajikistan’s economy had been growing 

steadily after several years of negative GDP following the civil war in the mid-nineties. Between 

2000-2008, real GDP growth in Tajikistan was averaging 8.6%.
86

 Poverty levels have also fallen 

and the World Bank reports that between 1999-2009, poverty in Tajikistan has decreased from 

83% to 47%. And though Tajikistan was hit especially hard by the global economic crisis, GDP 

growth is projected to be over 5% in 2011.  However, from a national security perspective there 

are a number of economic indicators that if not addressed could be destabilizing in the near 

future.  

  Although poverty levels have fallen, extreme poverty, which the World Bank defines as 

those who cannot afford to purchase a food basket that meets daily dietary needs, did not change 

between 2007 and 2009 and remains around 17%.
87

 There is also a gap between rural and urban 

poverty. Poverty in urban areas is near 40% but closer to 50% in rural areas, but extreme poverty 

has risen in rural areas in the last few years.
88

 The high level of poverty brings to light the issue 

of food security, which refers to a country’s ability to meet daily nutritional requirements. As a 

percentage of GDP, agriculture makes up roughly 25% of Tajikistan’s economic output.
89

 This 

implies that the problem could be related to the efficiency of Tajikistan’s agricultural practices. 

One obstacle to the further development of the agricultural sector is that the state still owns a 

large percentage of the land in Tajikistan—a vestige of the former Soviet collectivized farming 

system.  
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The downturn in the global economy has depressed commodity prices leading to higher 

levels of unemployment. Though unemployment statistics in Tajikistan are unreliable, a large 

percentage of the population has been forced to look for work abroad and remittances from 

migrant workers are a significant source of revenue.
90

 But due to the global recession remittance 

payments are down as there are fewer opportunities abroad, which makes the drug trade a more 

attractive option. There is also the concern that the disparate conditions in rural Tajikistan will 

benefit the recruitment efforts of extremist groups. 

Tajikistan is also vulnerable to external shocks as it is overly dependent on its main 

exports, cotton and aluminum. Commodity prices are now rebounding, which helps Tajik exports 

but inflation for food and energy prices could undermine the possibility of any economic 

recovery. Recently, prices for wheat, meat and dairy items have increased by 30%.
91

 Upward 

pressure on fuel prices has also made it more expensive for the country’s farmers. The 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) is predicting inflation to increase to 13.9% in Tajikistan for 

2011, which could ―aggravate poverty.‖
92

 Fearing social unrest, the Tajik government has 

responded by implementing price controls and subsidies for food and fuel, which has further 

drained the country’s dwindling currency reserves. Thus far, Tajikistan has not witnessed the 

same kinds of protests that have swept through the Middle East, but clearly Rahmon is worried 

and remembers the riots in neighboring Kyrgyzstan (where Kyrgyz citizens protested corruption 

and high food prices) in April 2010 that led to the downfall of former Kyrgyz President Bakiyev.  

One of the biggest obstacles to economic development and one of the primary grievances 

of Tajik citizens has been the country’s persistent energy shortages, as blackouts and brownouts 

are a common occurrence. Insufficient capacity and infrastructure are the main reasons for power 

rationing throughout the country.  Unlike some other Central Asian countries Tajikistan does not 
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have an abundance of oil and natural gas reserves. But it does control roughly 40% of Central 

Asia’s fresh water, which is a major source of power. Since much of Tajikistan’s electricity is 

generated from hydropower, when reservoirs are at low levels as the result of dry weather, water 

flow is weak and people only have access to electricity a few hours a day.  

In order to increase capacity Tajikistan is planning to build additional hydropower plants, 

including the Rogun Dam project, which (when completed) would be one of the tallest in the 

world.  Complicating the problem with electricity shortages however is the ongoing dispute with 

Uzbekistan over water usage. Uzbekistan has complained that the dams give one country too 

much control over a vital natural resource and it has responded by imposing rail blockades on 

landlocked Tajikistan. President Rahmon has accused Uzbek President Karimov of trying to 

jeopardize the Rogun project by preventing the delivery of building materials. Although the 

Rogun project could help make Tajikistan a net exporter of electricity, it could also lead to civil 

unrest, since it would require the displacement of thousands of its citizens.  

To further stimulate economic development there has been talk of using Tajikistan as a 

transit route for pipelines to deliver oil and gas from Central Asian, through Afghanistan and into 

Pakistan and India. Even as Tajikistan has been unable to meet its own electricity needs, there 

are plans being discussed to make Tajikistan a net exporter of electricity, selling it primarily to 

neighboring Afghanistan. The completion of the Rogun hydroelectric dam will boost capacity, 

which is needed in Afghanistan. But the security situation in Afghanistan will make any such 

project extremely risky. As the U.S. has learned over the course of the decade-long occupation, 

even basic infrastructure projects can be expensive because they are so frequently targeted by 

insurgent groups. But without sufficient infrastructure, Tajikistan has been having a difficult time 

attracting foreign capital. 
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Foreign direct investment (FDI) in Tajikistan has been much lower than the three oil 

producing Central Asian republics: Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan. It is not very 

surprising that in the past the two largest oil producers (Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan) were also the 

largest recipients of FDI from Europe, Russia and the U.S.
93

 The lack of FDI prevents faster 

economic development in a country that desperately needs it, and the lack of economic 

opportunity leaves government officials, law enforcement and the military vulnerable to bribery 

by criminal elements.   

The Rahmon government can be described as either an autocracy or a kleptocracy. A 

cable from the U.S. embassy in Dushnabe, dated February 2012 asserts that, ―From the President 

down to the policeman on the street, government is characterized by cronyism and corruption. 

Rahmon and his family control the country’s largest bank, and they play hardball to protect their 

business interests, no matter the cost to the economy writ large.‖
94

  Corruption and cronyism 

discourage FDI, since foreigners do not believe that they will be able to compete on a level 

playing field. Therefore, a more transparent political system in Tajikistan is an important first 

step to quickening the pace of economic development. 

 

Governance and State Security 

In addition to economic reforms, electoral reforms are needed, and are perhaps a 

prerequisite for economic development. In an attempt to achieve closer ties to the west, after the 

2001 terrorist attacks, Rahmon announced what he called an “open door policy” to attract foreign 

investment to Tajikistan. At that time Rahmon positioned himself as a willing partner in the 

“War on Terror”, and had pledged to take modest steps toward political reform. Although the 

Tajik constitution defines three branches of government, the executive branch is the most 
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powerful and checks and balances are largely absent. Regional expert Lena Jonson explains that 

in practice, the president is “head of state, head of government, guarantor of the constitution, 

supreme commander, and head of the Security Council…he controls the judiciary by virtue of 

his right to propose the judges of the Constitutional Court, the Supreme Economic Court and the 

Supreme Court, the prosecutor-general and the military procurator.”
95

  

Jonson describes the period from 2003 – 2005 as the “tightening of the rope.” Fearing a 

Georgian “velvet revolution” in Tajikistan Rahmon took steps during this period to consolidate 

presidential power. The first indication that Rahmon was averse to democratic reforms was the 

passage of a constitutional amendment in 1997 that increased the presidential term to seven 

years. Parliament went along with the amendment initially since it only allowed a single 

presidential term. However, reluctant to relinquish power Rahmon proposed amending the 

constitution again to allow for a second seven year term.  The move angered many of Rahmon’s 

opponents who were publicly becoming more critical of him. Rahmon responded by dismissing 

several high-profile figures, including the head of the Democratic Party of Tajikistan (DPT), who 

had been a former UTO commander.
96

  As the 2004 presidential election approached, Rahmon 

responded by attacking potential rivals and cracking down on press freedoms.  

Ostensibly, Tajikistan is a multiparty system with five parties that participate in elections. 

In the 2010 parliamentary elections, Rahmon’s ruling party the People’s Democratic Party of 

Tajikistan (PDPT) received roughly 70% of the vote. But a statement from the Organization for 

Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) which had monitored the elections concluded that 

“the election took place peacefully, but despite certain small positive steps the 28 February 

parliamentary elections in Tajikistan failed to meet many OSCE commitments...and other 

international standards for democratic elections.” 
97

 The OSCE report complained that Tajikistan 
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had failed to implement reforms that were recommended after the 2005 elections. Some of the 

problems which persist include a lack of media access and barriers for registration for opposition 

parties. Regarding Tajikistan’s Central Commission for Elections and Referenda (CCER), the 

OSCE also noted a lack of “transparency and accountability in carrying out its tasks.”
98

 President 

Rahmon has recently remarked that the “Arab Spring” phenomena would never occur in 

Tajikistan under his watch. However, as the world has witnessed with autocratic regimes in 

Egypt, Tunisia, Libya, Yemen, Syria, the combination of insufficient economic opportunities and 

corruption can lead quickly to a loss of legitimacy and revolt. 

 

U.S. Interests in Tajikistan and Central Asia 

In the last twenty years, U.S. involvement in Tajikistan—and Central Asia in general—

has been defined by two events: the collapse of the Soviet Union and 9-11. In the early 1990s, 

the U.S. saw the vast energy reserves in the Caspian Sea basin as a potential alternative to those 

of the Persian Gulf, which previously had been controlled by the Soviet Union. And as the Soviet 

Union broke apart in the early 1990s, a new security environment was developing in Central 

Asia. The former Soviet Republics, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and 

Tajikistan now had the opportunity to govern themselves, independently of Moscow. But without 

the Soviet Union to provide security, countries like Tajikistan were now looking to partner with 

the west, the U.S. in particular. The U.S. recognized Tajikistan’s independence on December 

25
th

, 1991 and opened an embassy in March of 1992.  

On September 15, 1997 five hundred paratroopers from the Army’s 82
nd

 Airborne 

Division participated in a joint military exercise with forces from Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and 
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Uzbekistan known as CENTRAZBAT 97. According to national security expert Micheal Klare, 

the exercise ―represented the first deployment of American combat troops in what had been the 

Central Asian republics of the Soviet Union.‖
99

 Then following the 1998 U.S. embassy bombings 

in Kenya and Tanzania, President Clinton ordered strikes against targets inside Afghanistan and 

took some initial steps to increase border security in the region.
100

  The U.S. gradually began to 

increase economic and military aid to the Central Asian republics, and by fiscal year 2000 this 

amounted to $1.06 billion.
101

  

It could be argued that diversifying energy sources by investing in Central Asia still 

represents a vital U.S. interest. But in the last decade Russia, China and Iran, have invested far 

more heavily in developing the Central Asian energy sector. It appears that Russian policy in the 

region seeks to diminish U.S. influence, and as a result, Russia controls the majority of oil 

exporting routes out of Central Asia. 
102

 Production levels in Central Asia are projected to 

approach 4 million barrels per day (bbl/d) by 2015, which is modest compared to the 45 million 

bbl/d produced in the OPEC countries.
103

 Nevertheless, Central Asia and the U.S. could both 

benefit from an increase in the exploration of the region’s energy resources. 

 Russia also profits from its investment in Central Asian natural gas production. The 

state-owned Gazprom purchases the gas at below-market rates and then resells it for a profit.
104

 

In an attempt to break the perceived Russian monopoly in the regions, there has been some talk 

of running pipelines from Central Asia through Afghanistan into Pakistan, but clearly right now 

that would be a poor investment.  

The development of a new ―Great Game‖ in Central Asia looks to be exaggerated as the 

potential gains to the U.S. in competing with Russia and China may also be outweighed by other 
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concerns, such as security. A report by the Heritage Foundation argues that ―even if the U.S. had 

the capacity to limit the presence of other larger powers in the region to do so would be 

unwise.‖
105

 Instead, the U.S. should focus on building regional partnerships with broader goals, 

such as security and stability. For example, the U.S. has been working with Russia on non-

proliferation issues. India has also been increasing its presence in Central Asia. The Heritage 

paper suggests that ―as India is a U.S. strategic partner, a stable democracy, and a growing 

economic power, a greater Indian presence in the region may be beneficial for U.S. interests.‖
106

 

One indication of its desire to increase influence in the region is India’s refurbishing of the Anyi 

air base in Tajikistan.
107

 This can be viewed as an attempt by India to counter Pakistani influence 

in Afghanistan and Tajikistan. At the same time, this is an opportunity for the U.S. to build a 

strategic partnership with a country with democratic values to mitigate the influence of extremist 

organizations.  

Following the 9-11 attacks and the subsequent invasion of Afghanistan, the U.S. began to 

view Central Asia as a key front in the so-called ―War on Terror.‖ The U.S. was able to build 

bases in Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan but in Tajikistan NATO forces had to settle for the use of 

the Dushanbe airport. Tajikistan expressed interest in joining the anti-terror campaign in 

Afghanistan, and there were negotiations about the use of a military base. But due to objections 

from Moscow
108

 regarding the use of NATO military operations within the Collective Security 

Treaty (CST) zone, military operations inside Tajikistan would be limited to over-flights, transit 

of non-military supplies and intelligence gathering, but would not include the launching of any 

attacks.
109

 The CST is a security alliance between Russia and the Central Asian republics that 

was formed to counter the influence of NATO in Central Asia. But Tajikistan has also at times 

shown an interest in cooperating with NATO, as it attempts to extract the maximum benefit from 
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its relationship with both countries.  The U.S. does however need assistance from Russia and 

must find a way to strike a balance between these competing interests. 

When the U.S. launched the war in Iraq in 2003, Tajikistan along with Afghanistan became 

less of a focus.  In light of the precarious security situation in Tajikistan, the U.S. must now 

reprioritize this relationship. In the short-term, the U.S. needs to prevent state collapse and 

reduce drug trafficking while NATO forces are attempting to stabilize Afghanistan. In the long-

term, the U.S. wants to prevent Tajikistan from becoming a safe haven for terrorists. But in order 

to accomplish this, political reforms and an economic development strategy will be necessary. 

 

Policy Recommendation 

A comprehensive U.S. policy response towards Tajikistan’s new security environment 

must consider the following: (1) national security and law enforcement; (2) political reform; (3) 

economic development, and will address the issues that were discussed above. National security 

and law enforcement measures are necessary to counter the external threats from transnational 

crime and terror; and political reforms and economic development assistance are crucial in 

addressing the internal threats related to corruption, lack of transparency, human rights and 

poverty. In some cases, the U.S. has expertise that can be shared with Tajikistan on a bilateral 

basis. But in order to establish long-term security goals the U.S. will have to also engage 

multilaterally with regional partners such as Russia and China.  

Part of the recommendation is that such an aid package should not be unconditional, and 

should be tied to Tajikistan’s meeting benchmarks for governance and human rights. Attaching 
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human rights conditions to a U.S. foreign policy initiative is not unprecedented: 15% of MI 

funding for Mexico and the other Merida nations is tied to human rights conditions.
110

 It could be 

argued though that Tajikistan has little incentive to partner with the U.S. and accept the latter’s 

conditions for governance reforms. In other words, Tajikistan may just look to China and Russia 

for assistance, since they would likely provide aid without strings attached. There are reasons 

however, that Tajikistan would feel compelled to accept such a deal.  

The U.S. is still an influential actor in the region, and has more experience than Russia or 

China dealing with these types of threats.  Tajikistan also realizes that if it wants to attract more 

foreign investment and do more business with countries that place a high priority on democratic 

institutions (like those of the euro zone) it must take concrete steps towards reform. Rahmon 

understands this, which is why he announced his ―open door‖ policy a decade ago; and now it is 

up to the international community to hold him accountable. The U.S. can also lean on India, 

Russia and China—all of whom are very engaged in Central Asia—to apply pressure on 

Tajikistan. Arguably, the U.S. has more influence with India. But Russia and China also both 

have an interest in defending their own borders against Islamic terrorism and the drug trade. 

Also, in the last decade both countries have been investing heavily in Central Asia, and 

understand the need for increased security in countries like Tajikistan.  

The recommendation is based on the following assumptions: (1) At this stage in its 

development Tajikistan is incapable of providing its own security and it needs the assistance of 

larger countries; (2) collapse of the Tajik government would be detrimental to U.S. interests and 

regional stability; (3) U.S. short-term interests in Tajikistan must be balanced with long-term 

interests; (4) multilateral policies by the U.S. vis-à-vis Russian and China in Tajikistan are 

preferable to a unilateral policy approach; (5) a policy approach that includes military support 
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must be balanced with aid for economic development and democratic reforms; (6) the U.S. 

should focus its efforts on programs where it has a comparative advantage and should avoid 

duplication.  

The analysis above has shown that while criminal and terror groups do operate separately 

they also overlap. From a policy perspective the challenge is to determine if the two should be 

pursued as separate threats, or whether an integrative approach should be adopted. In some cases 

it may be possible to determine which threat is more dangerous and prioritize accordingly, but in 

the case of Tajikistan and in light of the situation in Afghanistan, the two seem so intertwined 

that a more integrative policy is recommended.  The drug trade has been tied closely to U.S. 

national security interests, which implies that counternarcotics must play a prominent role in the 

Tajik policy approach. It is also likely that since Afghan opium is at the center of much of the 

criminal activity in the region, a broader counternarcotics strategy would include both the source 

country and the transit country, i.e., Afghanistan and Tajikistan. In Afghanistan, a policy that 

emphasizes strict eradication however is bound to fail unless there are incentives for farmers to 

grow alternative crops.
111

 Furthermore, harsh interdiction methods in Afghanistan and Tajikistan 

will likely push the population closer to the criminals and insurgents.  

The U.S. has some experience in dealing with a drug source country (Colombia) and a 

major drug transit country (Mexico); and has learned some lessons that should be considered in 

formulating a security approach in Central Asia. Unfortunately, some of the lessons that the U.S. 

has learned in the nearly three decade battle against Colombian and Mexican drug traffickers is 

what not to do: (1) A strict eradication program will have unintended consequences. Aerial 

spraying in Colombian coca fields was harmful and created resentment among the population. 

Likewise, in Afghanistan a slash and burn poppy eradication program would push farmers closer 
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to the insurgency; (2) In Colombia the U.S. militarily supported right wing paramilitary groups 

that were battling FARC. As a result, these right wing groups merely used this support to battle 

the FARC for control of the drug trade, which exacerbated the violence. Moreover, it has been 

reported that the majority of the weapons that are responsible for the gang violence in Mexico 

and Colombia come from the U.S. Similarly, in Afghanistan, the U.S. has lent support to 

individuals that are connected to the opium trade, such as President Hamid Karzai’s half-brother 

Ahmed Wali Karzai;
112

 (3) The U.S. has yet to take the demand side of the equation seriously. 

The so-called ―war on drugs‖ that began during the Nixon Administration has yet to produce any 

positive results. Though consumption and addiction levels in the U.S. have fluctuated over the 

years, they have not decreased significantly. These negative lessons need to be considered when 

developing a counternarcotics strategy in Central Asia.  

The comparison of Colombia and Mexico to Afghanistan and Tajikistan is imperfect but 

the security environment in Latin America does share some similarities with Central Asia. For 

example, the drug trade in Central America is largely controlled by TCOs and terrorist 

organizations such as the FARC. Central America has also had to deal with challenges related to 

political corruption and economic development. In response to the increased violence along the 

Mexican border related to the drug and arms trade, the U.S. developed the MI  partnership 

mentioned previously. MI’s goals are based on four pillars: (1) disrupting organized crime; (2) 

institutionalizing the rule of law; (3) border security; (4) building communities.
113

 Although 

there are obvious differences between the two regions, with the assistance of the U.S. and other 

regional powers MI can be used as the blueprint for a policy framework in Central Asia.  

 Compared with Plan Colombia, which was a U.S. counternarcotics policy that relied 

heavily on military hardware and eradication, MI makes several significant improvements that 
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should be considered as a part of a comprehensive strategy in Tajikistan: (1) MI takes a regional 

approach and stresses cooperation between the member governments and border security; (2) MI 

links the drug trade to TCOs and terror organizations such as the FARC; (3) MI stresses 

interagency coordination and intelligence sharing between the judicial system, law enforcement 

and state security, while also taking steps to address issues of corruption; (4) MI funding 

balances military hardware with political and economic reform; (5) in addition to the supply-side 

MI acknowledges the demand-side of the drug issue; (6) using various indicators, Congress is 

involved in monitoring and evaluating MI’s performance; (7) MI addresses the role of money 

laundering .
114

  MI can provide some guidance, but since the security environment in Tajikistan 

is unique a comprehensive strategy will have to be tailored to meet its needs.  It will be 

recommended that the U.S. policy response be designed as an interagency program with a 

common goal. The details for such a strategy will be described below.   

The evidence presented in the analysis above points to the possibility of a crime-terror 

nexus developing and being involved in the drug trade in Central Asia. The fact that these 

organizations operate across borders suggests the need for a strong counterintelligence 

component—especially the use of human intelligence (HUMINT). At times, collaboration 

between crime and terror groups can bolster both organizations. But these alliances ―can also 

sow the seeds of distrust, competition, and opportunity for vulnerabilities to be exploited.‖
115

  

This is when it is crucial for law enforcement and intelligence agencies to work closely together. 

The more frequently different organizations network with others, opportunities are created for 

law enforcement to use these vulnerabilities to their advantage and disrupt illegal operations, and 

the U.S. does have some experience with this. Moreover, since these threats are transnational in 
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nature, there must also be a system in place for sharing intelligence across borders in Central 

Asia. 

The U.S. has not always considered transnational crime to be a national security threat, 

but as a result of Congressional pressure in1995 the Central Intelligence Agency ―agreed to 

include the investigation of and infiltration of global criminal gangs as part of its mission.‖
116

 In 

addition to the CIA, the Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) also tracks TCOs. For example, the 

DEA was credited with helping to capture Russian arms dealer, Victor Bout in 2010. Bout was 

known as the ―African Merchant of Death‖ for his dealings with rebel groups in Angola and 

Somalia, but it was his activities in Afghanistan and his dealings with the Taliban that put him at 

odds with the U.S. DEA agents were able to get to Bout, by posing as members of FARC in a 

sting arms deal.
117

  By extension, to uncover the links between crime and terror in Tajikistan the 

U.S. should utilize HUMINT to infiltrate local criminal gangs. Similar to Afghanistan, the clan 

plays an influential role in Tajik society and informants need to be recruited with the utmost 

care. Counterintelligence operations can be risky, especially when there is involvement by 

foreign agents. Thus, to avoid negative political consequences
118

 the U.S. role in intelligence 

gathering should be limited to training and technical assistance, and coordinated with Tajik state 

security.  

Securing the 800 mile Afghan-Tajik border has been no simple task. Russia had provided 

soldiers to help protect this border until 2005, when the Tajik government claimed that they no 

longer needed help. There is an understandable tension between security and sovereignty with a 

smaller country like Tajikistan. On the one hand it does not have sufficient resources to provide 

its own security, but on the other hand it feels threatened with a build-up of foreign troops on its 

soil. The Tajik-Afghan border is notoriously porous and it is crucial for Tajikistan to implement 
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a border security strategy that is capable of properly inspecting, detecting and monitoring illicit 

cargo. This would involve a system by which all trucks and drivers are licensed and registered. It 

is also crucial that there be an effective enforcement protocol, whereby border security forces 

coordinate with local law enforcement. The U.S. should share technology with Tajikistan that 

would enable the detection of narcotics and nuclear materials, and since increased border 

security may encourage traffickers to simply change routes and tactics a regional anti-trafficking 

program should be implemented. Similar to the Euro zone, technology, policies and procedures 

should be standardized across all of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), the regional 

organization that Tajikistan belongs to.
119

  

A template for such a border security strategy that has had some success is the Export 

Control and Border Security Program (EXBS). EXBS is an interagency program managed by the 

State Department’s Bureau of International Security and Nonproliferation that assists foreign 

nations in preventing the flow of illicit materials across their borders.
120

 EXBS originated in the 

1990s to aid the newly independent Soviet Republics in preventing the trafficking of WMDs.
121

 

EXBS has since expanded its mission and has helped countries in Eastern Europe, South and 

East Asia and Latin America to improve their export control practices by emphasizing legal and 

regulatory reforms, licensing, inspection, detection, enforcement and interagency coordination. 

122
  

EXBS has trained border security guards in Tajikistan, but the program is still limited in 

scope and funding has been relatively modest for a country that is strategically significant to the 

U.S. A report by the Arms Control Association concluded that despite assistance from EXBS, 

border guards in the more mountainous regions of Tajikistan were often poorly equipped and 

lacked morale. The report recommends increasing equipment, such as helicopters and night 
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vision goggles, and also increasing the pay for border guards.
123

 The U.S. should thus expand its 

EXBS program in Tajikistan to focus more on the detection of narcotics and nuclear materials. 

Additionally, by emphasizing interagency coordination with the Tajik Drug Control Agency 

(DCA) border security could also play a central role in uncovering the relations between crime 

and terror.  

The Patriot Act created changes in U.S. banking regulations in an attempt to track 

terrorist financing. Since 9-11, the U.S. has become more proficient at tracking terror financing 

and should lend technical support to Tajikistan to help modernize its banking system.  A 2008 

study by the World Bank found that Tajikistan’s financial system was lacking in even the most 

basic tools necessary to detect or prevent money laundering and terror financing.
124

  

It is widely known that money laundering is a key source of funding for terrorism in that 

region and with no system in place to track terror financing, law enforcement has fewer leads to 

follow. The U.S. has helped foreign governments implement a variety of anti-money laundering 

programs that seek to detect and prosecute terrorist and criminal activity. Although this does act 

as a deterrent to the potential money launderer, criminals and terrorists often resort to the 

smuggling of bulk cash. MI for instance, has incorporated anti-money laundering practices into 

its framework and has had some success in seizing bulk cash smuggling. One program, referred 

to as ―Operation Firewall‖ has led to 679 arrests and the seizure of over $300 billion since 

2005.
125

 

  The terrorist threat in Tajikistan from Islamic groups is another unique feature of its 

security environment. The U.S. has conducted counter-terrorism training exercises with security 

forces in Tajikistan under the guise of U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM). And though 
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Tajikistan is not a full member of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), in 2002 it did 

sign on to NATO’s Partnership for Peace (PFP) program. The PFP status allows Tajikistan to 

participate on a limited basis in counter terrorism training with NATO and leaves the door open 

for future membership. The decision to push for full NATO membership for Tajikistan however 

must be balanced against the need for regional cooperation from Russia and China. In other 

words, an expanded NATO presence in Tajikistan may not be in the United States’ best interest. 

It may also not be Tajikistan’s best interest as it could increase the chances of terrorist reprisals.  

Nevertheless, due to the Tajik government’s vulnerability to a terrorist attack the U.S. should 

increase military aid for targeted programs. For example, Tajikistan is in need of helicopters to 

patrol its troubled areas, such as the Afghan border and the Rasht Valley region. 

Tajikistan is a member of the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), which 

was formed by Russia to counteract NATO’s influence in Central Asia. Further complicating the 

security environment is Tajikistan’s membership in the Shanghai Cooperation Organization 

(SCO), which includes Russia, China and the other Central Asian republics. Participation in all 

three security organizations is not unique to Tajikistan since most of the Central Asian republics 

are aligned this way.  This underscores the strategic importance of Central Asia, and it also 

suggests that there is space for cooperation with the U.S. on security matters. Russia, China and 

the U.S. all have an interest in a stable Central Asia and a stable Tajikistan. In the last decade 

Russia and China have invested heavily in Central Asia’s energy sector and after the U.S. leaves 

Afghanistan it is likely that they will be forced to play a greater role in maintaining security in 

the region. Since both countries have their own security issues with extremist groups it would be 

in Russia and China’s best interest to cooperate with NATO forces in combating terrorism.
126
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The U.S. has had limited joint counternarcotics training exercises with the CSTO, but 

overall it has been reluctant to engage multilaterally. According to an embassy cable, the State 

Department argued that U.S. engagement with CSTO ―would legitimize a waning organization 

that has proven ineffective in most areas of activity.‖
127

   It should be acknowledged that neither 

the CSTO nor the SCO has the military experience or the capacity that NATO does. Thus far the 

CSTO and SCO’s military experience in Central Asia has been limited to training exercises. 

However, after the so-called ―reset‖ the U.S. and Russia signed a bilateral treaty agreeing to 

further reductions in nuclear weapons stockpiles.  This should be viewed by both sides as an 

opportunity to strengthen relations and find other areas of mutual interest, such as security in 

Central Asia. 

As the U.S. prepares for a draw-down in Afghanistan, it must recognize that it needs 

Russia’s cooperation in providing security along the Afghan-Tajik border and in the rural UTO 

strongholds. The U.S. and NATO should expand cooperation with Russia and China, especially 

with respect to joint counternarcotics and counterterrorist operations. On the other hand, it 

should also be mentioned that more cooperation in Central Asian security with regional partners, 

such as Russia and China may limit some options for the U.S. For example, U.S. security policy 

in Pakistan, Yemen and Somalia has favored counter-terrorism and counter-intelligence 

operations. China and Russia would likely view this approach as threatening in Tajikistan. Thus, 

a multilateral approach would require the U.S to rethink its ―War on Terror.‖ 

In addition to addressing Tajikistan’s external threats, it will also be necessary for the 

U.S. to provide assistance for internal threats. Military and technical assistance to Tajikistan 

must not be unconditional and should be tied to comprehensive political and economic reforms.  

The U.S. must demand that in return the Tajik government take concrete steps to make the 
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political process more inclusive and transparent. The promise of future aid from the U.S. would 

be contingent on meeting certain benchmarks, such as improving governance practices, fair 

elections and human rights. Arguably, the most significant issue in Tajikistan is that members of 

the government and the public are benefiting from crime and the more entrenched crime 

becomes in the economic and political system, the more difficult it will be to change the 

incentives. At this stage in the country’s development, there simply are not sufficient resources 

to provide law enforcement with a proper salary. As a result, law enforcement and border guards 

are susceptible to bribery, and prosecution is often used as a form of retaliation against one’s 

rivals instead of as a system of justice.  

The United States Agency for International Development (USAID) has often been tasked 

with providing resources to foreign governments to cultivate good governance practices. For 

example, in neighboring Kyrgyzstan USAID has provided funding and technical assistance to 

make the electoral process more transparent. A media and information support initiative has 

helped Kyrgyzstan create high-quality broadcasting to increase its access to a broader range of 

information sources.
128

 Based on recommendations from the Central Election Commission 

(CEC), USAID helped Kyrgyzstan develop a website that provides voters with relevant 

information about voting requirements, candidates, the issues, etc.
129

  Like Tajikistan, in the past 

Kyrgyzstan has had similar issues with an autocratic leader and corruption. But after the riots in 

2010, which led to the ouster of Kurmanbek Bakiyev, Kyrgystan implemented constitutional 

reforms that resulted in a shift away from a centralized presidential system to a more inclusive 

parliamentary system.  In fact the OSCE found that the 2010 parliamentary elections in 

Kyrgyzstan, while imperfect, exhibited significant progress towards a more inclusive electoral 

system.
130
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There is evidence that USAID’s funding for democratic reforms is having a qualitative 

effect. An independent study released in 2008 examined democratic practices in 165 countries 

from 1990-2004 found that ―USAID’s investments in democracy promotion produced significant 

increases in the national level of democracy as measured by Freedom House and Polity IV 

indicators.‖
131

 The study considered a variety of variables including elections and political 

processes, human rights, rule of law and media freedom, and found that on average $10 million 

in USAID funding would produce a ―five-fold increase in the amount of democratic change.‖
132

  

The study also considered under what conditions democracy assistance works best and 

reached some interesting conclusions that are relevant to this paper’s recommendation: (1) 

democracy assistance from USAID had a similar effect across geographical regions; (2) the 

marginal effect has a greater impact where need is the greatest; (3) democracy assistance is less 

effective in countries that also receive a higher percentage of military assistance; (4) assistance is 

less effective if funding is unstable.
133

 Currently, Freedom House ranks Tajikistan as ―not free‖ 

(along with the other Central Asian republics), which suggests that democracy assistance would 

have a greater marginal effect.
134

 Therefore, democratic reforms should be part of a 

comprehensive program in Tajikistan to help balance the effects of military assistance. 

Reforming law enforcement and the judicial system are long overdue in Tajikistan, and 

an MI-type framework offers some guidance for a path forward as both Mexico and Tajikistan 

have had similar problems in this area. For example, working with the U.S. the Mexican 

government has taken steps to reform law enforcement at the local, state and federal levels. 

President Calderon has increased training programs for police officers and created a database to 

improve the ability of law enforcement to share intelligence.
135

 The U.S. has also provided 

technical assistance to the Calderon government to develop programs that support internal 
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investigative units and reward officers that meet performance standards in order to discourage 

corruption. Law enforcement reform has also been linked to reform of the judicial system. 

President Calderon has expressed his goal to make the judicial system more independent and 

efficient and has taken steps in this direction as well.
136

 The recommendation is that similar steps 

be taken to reinforce the weak institutional structure within Tajikistan.  

Human rights are another area of concern in Tajikistan. Even though the Tajik 

government claims that it is a secular nation, over 90% of its citizens are Muslim. President 

Rahmon has banned several Islamic organizations, such as Hizb ut-Tahrir under the guise of 

national security, even though the group has not been linked to any violent activity inside 

Tajikistan. Although the population at large does not seem sympathetic to a radical Islamic 

agenda, by targeting religious groups the Tajik government runs the risk of pushing disaffected 

citizens closer to the extremists. For example, the government must refrain from its prosecution 

of Islamic organizations, such as banning of children from mosques and focus on bringing more 

citizens into the political process. Tajikistan has an Islamist political party and bringing more 

citizens into the political process is the best way to help address their grievances. The U.S. 

Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF) added Tajikistan to its watch list 

based on the government’s prosecution of religious groups, especially Muslims.
137

 The U.S. 

needs to continue to press Tajikistan on its human rights record, and make this a benchmark for 

future aid. 

Economic development was also identified as being crucial to improving the security 

environment in Tajikistan. Tajikistan receives food aid from the U.S. and several other countries 

to help meet short-term needs. But the U.S. could have an impact on Tajikistan’s long term 

economic development by helping to improve agricultural methods and upgrading infrastructure, 
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especially with respect to the generation and transmission of electricity. It is also recommended 

that rural areas be targeted, since the majority of the population lives outside of urban areas and 

experiences higher poverty levels. 

Agriculture makes up a large percentage of Tajikistan’s economy, but due to the 

mountainous terrain the amount of arable land is limited. Providing for human security needs to 

be part of a comprehensive national security policy as the high poverty levels in Tajikistan 

means that many of its citizens do not have access to proper nutrition. Tajikistan does receive 

foreign aid to subsidize these needs but people are still going hungry. The U.S. should provide 

financial and technical assistance that helps Tajikistan modernize its agricultural practices and 

make better use of available land.  The state still plays a predominant role in the Tajik economy, 

especially in the agricultural sector, and helping Tajikistan transition to a system that is based on 

private ownership of land should be a key objective.  

One program administered by USAID that has been fairly successful is called Farmer-to- 

Farmer (FTF). FTF is primarily a volunteer program that provides donor countries with the 

technology and expertise to reduce poverty and increase exports in the agricultural sector.  

USAID also sponsors farmers and small business owners to attend trade fairs, which allows them 

to network and increase their investment opportunities.
138

 For example, with the assistance of 

USAID and FTF, farms in Belarus and Georgia have been able to increase yields and reduce 

costs.
139

  A program in Tajikistan should try to target rural populations, since that is where the 

highest levels of poverty are found.   

In terms of infrastructure, Tajikistan needs to improve its electrical capacity. Tajikistan 

has been over reliant on hydropower for its energy needs and is in the process of constructing a 
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number of large-scale projects, even though blackouts are commonplace throughout the country. 

In addition to hydropower, it would be wise to further diversify the country’s energy portfolio. A 

report by the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) found that Tajikistan also has the 

potential to develop solar, wind, and thermal power for the purposes of generating electricity.
140

 

The report also found that there are over 1 million Tajiks that have no access to electricity. This 

suggests that not only is renewable energy an economic development tool but can also reduce 

poverty. The UNDP found though that there are a number of challenges that are preventing the 

development of renewable energy in Tajikistan including, an insufficient ―legislative, 

institutional and regulatory framework, no well-established supply chains, lack of technical 

expertise and capacity.‖
141

 And these are areas where the U.S. could also provide assistance. 

The U.S. recognizes the link between energy and development. USAID and the 

Department of Energy’s Sandia Laboratory have collaborated on renewable programs in the past 

that target rural areas. The assumption is that renewable energy promotes energy independence, 

which in turn leads to less dependence on external factors and greater security for the country as 

a whole. Renewable pilot programs initiated by the U.S. have already helped to increase 

renewable energy projects in rural communities throughout Latin America and South Asia.
142

  In 

addition to improving security, another goal of investing in renewable energy is to help the 

recipient country create a new industry. Furthermore, by initiating renewable pilot projects in 

rural areas the U.S. could provide Tajikistan with the technical expertise to build capacity and be 

more competitive in global markets. Greater electrical capacity also creates a more stable 

business environment, which would help attract more FDI to the country. 

There are of course a variety of reforms that Tajikistan could make to contribute to a 

more business-friendly environment: simplifying the permit process, less stringent regulation, 
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etc. And the U.S. can offer various forms of assistance and share best practices on how the 

government can support small businesses. But the most important reform that Tajikistan can 

make to improve the economy is to commit to the rule of law. Foreign investment will not flow 

to countries that do not offer a level playing field. The Tajik government must take steps to 

investigate and prosecute corruption and the U.S. needs to hold it accountable. No outside party 

can force this on another government. But the U.S. can offer incentives and reward Tajikistan for 

making progress in the right direction. For instance, Tajikistan currently has observer status in 

the World Trade Organization (WTO) and the U.S. could advocate for full membership if it 

makes progress towards implementing political and economic reforms.   

In terms of cost, this program would require an increase in the amount of aid that the U.S. 

currently allocates to Tajikistan, which is roughly $41.5 million a year.
143

 It was mentioned 

above that the recommendation for Tajikistan was similar to the MI framework. In 2008, the 

U.S. appropriated $465 million for the first phase of MI: $400 million of the funds went to 

Mexico, while the remainder was allocated to other Central American countries. This first 

tranche of funding for MI in 2008, included five Bell helicopters, surveillance aircraft, inspection 

equipment and ion scanners. The funding in subsequent years however, focused less on military 

hardware.
144

 The total cost of MI over a three period 2007-10 is estimated to be $1.6 billion.
145

  

In the case of MI, it is designed so that over time support will be shifted away from 

military equipment to lower-cost items, such as ―institutional development, training and 

technical assistance.‖
146

 Likewise, the recommendation for Tajikistan does not rely heavily on 

the transfer of military equipment, which would keep the cost down. Also, in terms of population 

and geographic area Tajikistan is much smaller than Mexico. It is estimated that the initiative to 

assist Tajikistan could be implemented for $800 million over a three year period.
147
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Conclusion 

 

The argument has been advanced that a comprehensive strategy to improve the security 

environment in Tajikistan is in the best interest of the U.S.  Progress of such a program should be 

built in to ensure that it is achieving its stated goals. For example, the analysis above concluded 

that criminal and terror organizations are able to adapt and change tactics in ways that threaten 

state security. The U.S. must therefore continue to monitor and study these non-state actors in 

Tajikistan, and be prepared to adjust its strategy accordingly. In this regard, two questions that 

the U.S. needs to address are: (1) how are these non-state actors changing? (2) what is the extent 

of the cooperation between TCOs and terrorists? Two approaches were introduced earlier to 

study how individual groups change over time and how networking occurs. These theoretical 

models should be used as the basis for further studies to track the threat over time and measure 

progress. 

So how would the U.S. measure and evaluate results in Tajikistan? There are a variety of 

metrics that can be applied to measure criminal statistics: levels of violence, drug seizures, 

arrests, etc. These statistics can be useful in assessing short-term successes. However, Mandel 

advises that in the longer term it may be more effective to view success ―in terms of managing 

rather than eliminating the transnational criminal threat.‖
148

  Mandel argues that by prioritizing 

and targeting the most dangerous threats, it is often possible to then steer criminal activity into 

more socially acceptable activities.
149

 It could be argued that this has occurred in the U.S., where 

over time organized crime has become much less violent as criminal syndicates have been 
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gradually transferring portions of its wealth into legitimate business activities.
150

 Similarly, 

terrorism is also something that can be managed, but cannot be completely eliminated without 

taking away the civil liberties that we cherish: security and liberty must be able to coexist. These 

are lessons that the U.S. must recognize when advising other nations. 
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