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Tajikistan and Uzbekistan enjoy historical and cultural commonalities, yet the
bilateral relationship between the two landlocked Central Asian countries has not
always been smooth. There are several issues causing tension between the two: border
demarcation, laying of mines in border areas by Uzbek forces, railway connectivity,
transit of goods to Tajikistan via Uzbekistan, movement of people between the two
countries, energy supply from Uzbekistan to Tajikistan, and construction of
hydroelectric dam in Tajikistan on shared rivers. The recent Uzbek decision of
stopping gas supply to Tajikistan from 1 April 2012 has put further pressure on their
relationship. Though the supply of gas resumed on 16 April after a contract was
signed between the two, the increase in rates of railway freight passing from
Uzbekistan to Tajikistan has emerged as another bone of contention between the two
neighbours. Uzbekistan claims that an increase in railway freight was necessitated due
to rise in prices of rolling stock, spare parts, fuel, and increase in operational
expenses.

The halt in gas supply and increase in railway freight charges have placed
additional burden on the fragile Tajik economy and Tajikistan has accused Uzbekistan
of “economic blockade” that would “destabilize” the country and cause “human
catastrophe”. Tajikistan imports about 15 million cubic metres of natural gas from
Uzbekistan monthly, primarily consumed by its industrial sector. The aluminium
sector, which is Tajikistan‟s major foreign exchange earner, has been hit hard due to

disruption in gas supply from Uzbekistan. The Tajikistan Aluminium Company
(TALCO) had recently planned to increase its production, which is in jeopardy now.
Another sector that has been affected is cement. The government-operated Tajik
Cement was forced to shut down its production due to non-availability of natural gas.
In the past, Uzbekistan had indicated to Tajikistan that it may need to stop its gas
supply in order to meet growing demands from China. However, analysts believe that
the real reason behind the halt in gas supply may be the construction of Rogun
hydroelectric dam by Tajikistan because the Tajik Cement has been producing cement
used in the construction of the Rogun dam and the disruption in gas supply is bound
to affect its operations leading to shortage of cement for the project.

The Rogun hydroelectric dam being constructed upstream from Uzbekistan
with 3,600 mw electricity generating capacity is critical for Tajikistan to meet its
growing energy requirements as well as for the country‟s economic development.
This project has the potential of transforming Tajikistan into an energy exporter in the
region. However, Uzbekistan alleges that the dam may hinder downstream water
supply to the country affecting its irrigation and agricultural production, including its
important cotton crop, consequently affecting its economy. Uzbekistan is also
concerned that Tajikistan may start controlling the flow of water entering into the
country.

Given the circumstances, Tajikistan has limited options to continue its
economic development. First, it can start importing gas from Turkmenistan, which has
one of the world‟s largest gas deposits, estimated to be about 25 trillion cubic metres.
But Uzbekistan again becomes crucial as there is no direct border between Tajikistan
and Turkmenistan, and any Turkmen gas to reach Tajikistan needs to be routed
through Uzbekistan. Uzbekistan has already indicated that it cannot grant Tajikistan
access to Turkmen gas through its territory. Second option for Tajikistan is to change
its industry to other sources of energy. The country has huge amount of coal deposits
but again, this transformation would incur considerable expenditure and will be time
consuming as well, which Tajik economy will find hard to bear.

In the long-term, Tajikistan is looking for other hassle-free energy routes.
During the Nowruz celebrations meeting in Tajikistan capital Dushanbe on 25 March

2012, President Emomali Rahmon discussed with President Mahmud Ahamdinezhad
of Iran and President Hamid Karzai of Afghanistan the possibilities of establishing an
„energy line‟ consisting of direct rail and electricity grid linkages among the three
countries. The proposed link is thought to be beneficial for the three countries as it
intends to transfer water and power from Tajikistan to Afghanistan and Iran, and
energy from Iran to Afghanistan and Tajikistan. Tajikistan has one of the world‟s
largest deposits of potable water and Iran has the second largest natural gas reserves,
around 30 trillion cubic metres, second only to Russia.

Since Tajikistan has already welcomed participation of other countries in these
projects, India, which is active in developing infrastructure in Afghanistan, with its
huge railway experience, can participate in the proposed „energy line‟ among the
three countries. The Indian Railways has rich experience in laying rail lines in
mountainous regions; recently, it brought the state of Jammu and Kashmir on the
country‟s railway map, which partly has a similar terrain as that of Central Asia.
Likewise, Ircon International Limited (IRCON), India‟s railway construction
company, has successfully executed railway and infrastructure projects in Iran.

Another Indian company Container Corporation of India (CONCOR) involved
in trade through containers can participate in the trilateral project in developing inland
container depots or dry ports along the railway route in Tajikistan, Afghanistan and
Iran. Indian power companies can also explore opportunities in the electricity grid
project linking the three Persian-speaking countries of West Asia, South Asia and
Central Asia.

To widen its connectivity with Central Asia, India can also examine the
possibility of linking the proposed tripartite railway line with the Zaranj-Delaram
highway, which it has built in Afghanistan, connecting with the Iranian port of
Chahbahar. This will facilitate another route to Central Asia.
As Uzbekistan-Tajikistan bilateral relationship is unfolding, India can
formulate policies to deepen its economic engagement with Central Asian republics.
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