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A WINDOW TO INDIA? THE TRILATERAL GAS
UNION AND RUSSIA’S ENERGY PIVOT TO ASIA

MIKHAIL STROKAN

Mikhail Strokan is a PhD Candidate at the University of Pennsylvania and a
Senior Research Fellow at the Institute for Advanced International Studies
in Tashkent. His current research focuses on energy politics of Eurasian pet-
rostates. He holds an MA in Political Science from University of Pennsyl-
vania and MA in International Relations from Syracuse University. Email:
mstrokan@sas.upenn.edu

1. A trilateral gas union

Just a week after being formally elected President of Kazakhstan in Novem-
ber 2022, Kassym-Jomart Tokayev made his first official foreign visit. He
chose Russia, stressing that the decision to visit “our main strategic
partner” had “deep meaning, political significance and, of course, certain
symbolism.”1 Afterwards, Tokayev’s press secretary Ruslan Zheldibay
declared that “… the talks between the presidents of Kazakhstan and
Russia in the Kremlin focused on the creation of a “trilateral gas union”
betweenRussia, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan with the purpose of coordinat-
ing their actions in order to transport Russian gas through the territories
[emphasis added] of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan.”2 The next day, his
Russian counterpart Dmitry Peskov elaborated on the idea, saying that
the presidents discussed the creation of a joint company that would
manage energy infrastructure passing through the three countries: “a
certain legal entity for cooperation between these three countries, and for
infrastructure development, then for foreign markets” – added Peskov.3

Western experts immediately saw this as an effort by Moscow to capture
Central Asian gas markets and thus compensate for the export revenue lost
in Europe due to sanctions imposed on Russia following the Ukraine war.
This analysis did not seem to factor in the vast difference in size between
the European and Central Asian gas markets. In Kazakhstan and Uzbeki-
stan, the reactions were markedly different. The Union proposal triggered
an avalanche of criticism from nationalists as well as from those who fear
that new joint projects with Russia might trigger “secondary sanctions’
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from the US and EU against Central Asian countries.4 Central Asian critics
were especially concerned about the leverage Russia could achieve if it
were allowed to control Kazakh and Uzbek pipeline infrastructure.
Kazakh and Uzbek officials were quick to address these concerns and
declared that the sovereignty of their countries was not at risk. Uzbek
Energy Minister Jurabek Mirzamahmudov said: “Signing a gas agreement
with Russia does not mean an alliance or union… It would be a technical
contract…We will never compromise our national interests. Even if we
[agree to receive natural gas from Russia], we will proceed via commercial
sales contracts. We will not allow any political conditions to be imposed in
return.”5 He asserted that Uzbekistan would agree to receive natural gas
fromRussia only “at a reasonable price.”The Deputy Director of Kazakh-
stan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Almas Aidarov, also noted that “there
exists a natural gas deficit in all countries, so Russia came up with this
offer.”6

The article considers these new realities of Central Asian energy politics
which, for the first time, allow for the reversal of gas flows from their tra-
ditional south-to-north direction. The article argues, however, that the
potential capture of relatively small Central Asian gas markets cannot
explain Russia’s motivations (whether political or economic) and suggests
that there is a bigger picture to consider. The next section analyses the
current energy situation in Central Asia and explains the reasons behind
its growing energy deficit. The third section argues that explanations of
the Trilateral Gas Union which focus on Russia’s attempts to offset econ-
omic losses in Europe or to gain pre-eminence in a new regional “Great
Game” are insufficient. Section four offers an alternative analysis: that the
real potential “grand prize” of Russia’s ambition is the gas markets in
South Asia. Section five considers possible mechanisms that Russia could
use to realise this ambition, ranging from “minimal” to “maximal”. It
argues that Russia’s initiative would make economic sense only if the Tri-
lateral Gas Union allows Russia to expand its natural gas exports to China
(via Central Asia), while potentially setting the stage for Russian piped
gas to reach South Asia. The concluding section explains Russia’s long-
standing desire to open up its own “window to India” and what geopolitical
significance this might have if successfully realised.

2. Energy scarcity in energy resource abundant nations

The history of “gas unions’ in the post-Soviet era can be traced to 2002,
when President Putin announced plans to create “Eurasian Union of
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Natural Gas Exporters”.7 Then, however, structural conditions were not
ripe for the realisation of this ambition and, shortly after the announce-
ment, the idea was rejected by the union’s potential members.8 The
concept behind this earlier union was radically different from the
present one. Back then, Russia’s exports to Europe were booming and
the Kremlin wanted to ensure stable long-term imports of gas from Turk-
menistan and Uzbekistan. Given that no alternative export pipeline routes
for Central Asian countries existed at the time, Russia would have been
able to use its geographical position to re-sell the gas at a much higher
price into the European market. In the early 2000s, natural gas production
in the region was higher,9 and local demand much smaller, than today.10

Moreover, the main natural gas pipeline in the region, “Central Asia-
Centre” was filled with Turkmen and Uzbek gas heading north, to
Russia. The newly proposed “Trilateral Gas Union” envisages gas flows
via the same pipeline, but in the opposite direction. So why has Central
Asia, abundant in natural gas, transitioned from being a major exporter
to a region in need of imports?

Shortages of both natural gas and electricity have become a significant
problem for Central Asian governments only in the past few years. Out-
dated infrastructure (most of which has not been modernised since the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union) has been gradually deteriorating, resulting in
frequent energy shortages. Formerly one of the region’s major natural
gas producers and exporters, Uzbekistan has been a net importer since
2021.11 In January 2022, a major blackout hit Tashkent, the capital of
Uzbekistan and the largest city in Central Asia. One report described
“chaos across the region for several hours, with subway trains stuck in
tunnels and skiers on lifts, airports closing, district heating and tap water
pumps going idle and traffic lights switching off.”12 The subsequent
winter turned out to be even worse. In November 2022, a breakdown
at a local power plant left Ekibastuz, a city of more than 150,000 people
in Kazakhstan, with no heating.13 In early 2023, exceptionally cold
weather in Uzbekistan forced the government to ration fuel for car
drivers (natural gas being the most widespread fuel for automobiles in
the country) in order to redirect it for heating, which still remained
inadequate throughout winter.

In order to combat this problem, Uzbekistan suspended natural gas exports
to China14 and Tajikistan15, while Kazakhstan16 reduced gas exports to 4.6
billion cubic metres (bcm) from 7.2 bcm the previous year.17 As a result,
Uzbekistan turned from being a major natural gas exporter into a net
importer. Some analysts have predicted that Kazakhstan may be in a
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similar position within a few years. Gas production in Kazakhstan has been
stagnating (dropping in the past year from about 30 bcm to 27 bcm) and
longer-term plans to increase gas production have had to be scaled back
due to unmet expectations from the Kashagan field.18 At the same time,
domestic demand, which grew from 13.8 bcm in 2017–19.3 bcm in
2022, is predicted to continue rising due, in large part, to the construction
of several major gas-fired power stations, intended to replace ageing coal
plants.

It appears that most of the blame for this situation can be attributed to
decisions by government officials in the two countries to prioritise
export revenue over the improvement of domestic energy security.
Central Asia produces more gas than it consumes19 but poor planning
(the mismatch between stagnating production and growing local
demand) appears to be the main cause of energy deficit. Many large
natural gas fields are past their peak and have not been replaced. Natural
gas production in Uzbekistan was at its highest in 2008 at 63.4 bcm and
has been steadily declining since then.20 At the same time, Central
Asian populations and economies have been growing rapidly. The popu-
lation of Kazakhstan has risen from 16 million in 1991 to about 20 million
today (despite the massive outflow of ethnic Russians, which by the end of
the Soviet period encompassed almost half of the population in the
country), while that of Uzbekistan has grown from about 20 million to
at least 35 million. The Uzbek government estimated, in 2020, that
national electricity consumption would double over the following
decade.21 These twin tendencies, increasing population and decreasing
energy production, exacerbated by inefficient and “leaky” infrastructure
have resulted in a drastic situation for the country. Russia’s proposal for
a gas union therefore came at an opportune time.

3. Market loss compensation or a new great game?

Given the Western sanctions on its gas trade since the start of the war in
Ukraine, one of Russia’s key objectives is to restore its hydrocarbon
export revenue. However, the markets of Central Asia will do little to
achieve that goal. While the poor quality of statistics does not enable
precise calculations, it is safe to argue that the region has a surplus of
gas. In recent years, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Kazakhstan have pro-
duced roughly 150–165 bcm of natural gas annually, while local natural
gas consumption in all five Central Asian countries has remained slightly
below 100 bcm. Total Central Asian natural gas exports (in all directions)
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stand at an annual level of about 69 bcm.22 However, even if all Central
Asian countries could direct all their natural gas output to export
(which is never an option), the domestic market, less than 100 bcm, is
small compared to Europe which, in the past 10 years, demanded
between 480 and 570 bcm of natural gas annually.23 Until recently
Russia provided 40-45%24 of Europe’s total natural gas imports: about
155–167 bcm.25 At that time, Russia’s total annual natural gas exports
were estimated at around 240–250 bcm (of which 210 bcm were sent
through pipelines).26 Given the fact that overall Central Asian gas pro-
duction exceeds regional demand in natural gas, and that the current
deficit was caused by mismanagement of export volumes, the Central
Asian market may require at best 5–7 bcm of Russian natural gas, which
is hardly compensation for Russia’s losses in Europe. Overall, it looks
more economically beneficial to Central Asian countries than to
Russia.27 Moreover, modernisation of the Soviet-era “magistral” (main)
pipelines, the Bukhara-Ural and Central Asia-Centre routes, in order to
use them in “reverse mode” would require large investment. In short,
simply capturing the Central Asian gas market alone does not provide suf-
ficient economic justification for Russia’s actions.

Russia’s decision to make what might seem to be economically irrational
investments in the pipelines could be explained if the countries of the
region were slipping away from its political influence, if Moscow were
concerned about losing some kind of new “Great Game” to foreign
powers. Indeed, some analysists suggest that Central Asia may yet again
become an arena of a new great power rivalry, this time between
Russia and China.28 Despite a common perception of China as the new
hegemon in the region, given its position as the dominant trading
partner of Central Asian countries since the Soviet Union’s disintegration,
a recent Foreign Affairs article has argued that “Beijing is nowhere near
usurping Moscow as Central Asia’s true hegemon. Moreover, whatever
rivalry exists is far outweighed by overlapping interests and avenues for
cooperation.” Despite expected competition between the region’s two
most influential players, we see growing cooperation in trade and devel-
opment between Russia and China as well as joint efforts to resist the
West in the field of security.29

Moreover, Russia has been steadily increasing its economic presence in
the region, the sphere where China has been dominating in the past
decades. “Russian trade with all of Central Asia is soaring, having risen
by 20 percent in 2022”,30 from 37.5 billion USD in 2021 to over 42
billion USD, a new record high.31 Moreover, in 2022 Russia became
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the main trading partner of Uzbekistan, the most populous country in the
region (its population roughly equals that of all other Central Asian
countries combined), surpassing China.32 Russian FDI in Uzbekistan
has doubled since 2016.33

Furthermore, the pipeline project does not seem to bring major benefits
for Russia’s Central Asian politics per se. Most Central Asian countries
are already members of Russian-led Commonwealth of Independent
States and the Eurasian Economic Union, the organisations responsible
for political and economic integration in the post-Soviet space. Kazakh-
stan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan are also members of the Russian-led mili-
tary alliance, the Collective Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO) (which
was used in 2022 to stabilise situation in rioting Kazakhstan). All five
Central Asian leaders attended the most symbolic celebration in Russia,
the Victory Day parade in Moscow in May of 2023, more than a year
after the beginning of the war in Ukraine.34 Moreover, Russia is the
main recipient of Central Asian labour migrants, accepting more than
10 million people in 2022 alone.35 Among other things, it therefore has
control over a decisive economic lever – these workers’ remittances to
their home countries. President Tokayev was sincere when he emphasised
the importance of the 30-year-old “strategic partnership” between Russia
and Kazakhstan, and similar relations between Russia and other countries,
for the whole region.36 In other words, given the already high level of
deep political and economic interconnectedness with all Central Asian
countries, there is no need for Russia to make further major investments
just to enhance its “political grip”.

It seems unlikely, therefore, that the desire of Russia to transport its gas in
the direction of Central Asia (and bear the associated costs of modernising
the infrastructure) is prompted by the relatively small economic gains it
could receive from covering these countries’ seasonal domestic shortages
so that they can fulfil their export obligations towards China. It must
therefore be explained by something else. After the Putin-Tokayev
meeting in November 2022, Russian presidential spokesman Dmitry
Peskov made a point that should be understood literally: “We’re talking
about the fact that this is a huge, vast territory [Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan]
in a very important region, and, of course, the routes of energy supplies,
gas, and so on are extremely relevant for this territory.”37 He stressed that
it is those routes which might enable transportation of Russian natural gas
from Siberia, and not the local market, that is of real interest to Russia.
Redirection of Russia’s gas streams away from the West and towards
the South via Central Asia, could now be the major goal. Russia’s
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geopolitical game might go far beyond Central Asia into Iran, Afghanistan,
Pakistan, Bangladesh, and above all – India.

4. The prize

In 2023, India surpassed China to become the most populous country in
the world and, given predictions of further population growth, we can
expect its demand for energy to become even greater in the future.38 In
2021, natural gas accounted for a minuscule 6.5% of the country’s
energy mix, well below the global average of 24%, while coal, cheaper
and locally available, provided 60%.39 India is such a large energy
market, however, that even 6.5% of it represented 66 bcm/year. India,
unlike Central Asia, does not have its own major sources of natural gas
nor any established pipeline routes into it. It thus has to rely on imports
of liquified natural gas (LNG), mainly from Qatar and the US.40 Given
India’s population growth, economic development and its international
obligation to reduce carbon emissions, the country’s demand for natural
gas will probably double by 2030, making India one of the world’s
largest natural gas importers.41 Overreliance on LNG, however, would
place India at the mercy of the international energy market. There is
intensifying competition from Europe and East Asia as Europe attempts
to replace natural gas delivered through pipelines from Russia.42 For
emerging economies in South Asia, it would be expensive to compete
with Europe and East Asia for LNG.43 South Asia has become one of
the main victims of the energy crisis in Europe that has resulted from
the war in Ukraine. Analysts have noted that, “Europe has been outbid-
ding Asian customers for LNG supply as it has scrambled to secure gas
supply with very low pipeline imports from Russia. High spot rates for
LNG have discouraged many buyers… including in India, Pakistan, and
Bangladesh.”44 With the total current population of these three countries
approaching two billion, their combined gas markets constitute a signifi-
cant prize that could easily compensate Russia for the loss of its European
market. However, shifting the local market would require the availability
of cheaper and stable supplies of piped natural gas.

Any viable pipeline route from Russia to India would have to go through
the territory of Pakistan. Pakistan is currently experiencing even harsher
energy deficits than India and suffered major power outages during
2023.45 The Asian Development Bank reports that “Pakistan imports
nearly a third of its energy resources in the form of oil, coal, and liquefied
natural gas (LNG).”46 Lack of a stable source of natural gas has turned
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Pakistan’s LNG dependence into a nightmare.47 In the words of one
analyst, the “stronger U.S. dollar and the sky-high LNG prices have wor-
sened the country’s finances, with foreign exchange reserves down in
October to their lowest level in three years.”48 This may give Pakistan
and India the necessary incentives to cooperate in pipeline construction.

5. Possible scenarios and challenges

There have been attempts to develop natural gas pipelines to South Asia
before, but none was able to succeed. The most promising project –
TAPI (Turkmenistan-Afghanistan–Pakistan-India) – was proposed in
the early 1990s and the first agreements were signed in 1995. The idea
was supported by various foreign companies including Unocal of the
US and Delta of Saudi Arabia. It would have provided Turkmenistan,
the world’s sixth largest gas exporter, with an alternative outlet, reducing
its dependence on Russia. However, instability in Afghanistan and the
project’s huge cost (estimated at about $10 billion) caused it to fail. A
new consortium, led by state-owned TurkmenGas took over the
project and, in December 2015, the leaders of Turkmenistan, Afghanistan,
Pakistan and India joined a “groundbreaking ceremony”49 and signed a
Shareholders Agreement. An Investment Agreement followed in April
2016.50 If completed, the new pipeline would have an estimated annual
capacity of 33 bcm, delivering 14 bcm of natural gas each to India and
Pakistan and 5 bcm to Afghanistan annually.51 Although the creation of
the consortium was an important step forward, instability in Afghanistan
halted practical realisation of the project.

The Taliban takeover of Afghanistan in 2021 seems to offer an opportu-
nity for the renewal of the pipeline project, although it is unclear
whether the new government would be able to ensure security along
the entire 774-kilometer-long segment that would pass through Afghani-
stan. Animosities between India and Pakistan pose another major chal-
lenge to the project. Indian officials have repeatedly expressed suspicion
towards it and declared that their country is not ready to make itself
dependent on a resource supply from Pakistan. However, the pipeline
could also be a way to bridge relations between the two countries by offer-
ing a mutually beneficial commercial connection. Russia’s role here might
prove significant. Russia is a major diplomatic partner of both India and
Pakistan. Given the pipeline’s potential to transport Russian gas to Paki-
stan and India, Russia could assure both of the reliability of its supplies.
The project would also be an avenue for negotiations with Taliban.
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Both Russia and China have expressed their interest in facilitating a stable
and developing Afghanistan. Providing Afghanistan with a reliable source
of revenue, in a form of transit fees, offers a way to help achieve this objec-
tive. In June 2023, Turkmenistan and Pakistan signed new Joint
Implementation Plan to accelerate work on the TAPI, and the Afghan
Taliban leaders “have promised to raise a dedicated force for the security
of the pipeline.”52

The major alternative to TAPI, one that avoids security concerns around
Afghanistan might be the Iran–Pakistan–India (IPI) gas pipeline, also
known as the “Peace Pipeline.” The idea emerged as early as 1989 and,
as with TAPI, an initial agreement was signed in 1995. Like TAPI, the
project has suffered from various delays (mainly on the Pakistani side)
and India’s unwillingness to rely on Pakistan as a transit country.53 More-
over, unlike TAPI, this project never enjoyed support from the US.
Washington was opposed to Iran receiving a major source of revenue
and point of connection with the strategically important region of
South Asia. However, in 2017, following the relaxation of international
sanctions on Iran under the JCPOA nuclear agreement, a report was sub-
mitted to the Indian Parliament by its Standing Committee on Petroleum
and Natural Gas suggesting “The government should examine the idea of
reviving the [IPI] project as international conditions have become favour-
able following lifting sanctions against Iran.”54 In 2017, Indian officials
talked about withdrawing from the project in favour of an underwater
alternative that would connect the country directly to Iran. The
renewal of American sanctions on Iran in 2018 has, however, made
implementation of the IPI project more challenging.

It is anticipated that TAPI would enter Pakistan from the northwest, near
Quetta. The IPI would enter from the southwest through Balochistan.
The proposed “Pakistan Stream” pipeline (also known as the “North–
South Gas Pipeline”), announced in 2015, would have the ability both
to accept LNG from the southern port of Karachi and transmit it (after
regasification) to Lahore and also to connect with either (or both) TAPI
or IPI. Construction was supposed to begin in 2021 but as of 2023 the
parties are still in discussions. The initial plan was for Russia to build
and operate the Pakistan Stream pipeline for its first 25 years and then
transfer ownership to Pakistan. Later, it was reported that Pakistani
Prime Minister Imran Khan re-negotiated the deal so that Pakistan
would control 74% of the equity with the rest held by Russia.55 In a
January 2023 interview with the Pakistani newspaper The Nation, the
Russian Minister of Energy Nikolay Shulginov confirmed plans to
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connect the Pakistan Stream with the TAPI or IPI projects: “We are cur-
rently discussing the project both from the point of view of transporting
regasified LNG and pipeline gas – from Iran or coming through
TAPI.”56 The changing geopolitical landscape makes these possibilities
even more feasible now. However, Russia’s chances of success are unclear.

Less than two months after the Trilateral Gas Union was proposed, the
Russian state-owned gas producer Gazprom signed “roadmaps’ with
both Kazakhstan (18 January 2023) and Uzbekistan (24 January 2023).
Their substance was not disclosed but it is likely that these were frame-
work agreements stating the willingness of the parties to take part in the
initiative, and to begin price negotiations and technical inspections of
the Bukhara-Ural and Central Asia-Centre pipelines in order to assess
their ability to efficiently transport natural gas in reverse mode. Inspections
were completed in late April 2023 and the Uzbek Energy Minister
reported that Bukhara-Ural pipeline is heavily aged, leaving the Central
Asia-Centre pipeline as the route under consideration to transport
Russian gas into Central Asia.57 In June 2023, Kazakh Energy Minister
declared that Kazakhstan’s segment of the pipeline and surrounding infra-
structure would be prepared to receive Russian gas by the winter of
2024.58 The key idea behind these assessments is to determine how
much investment is needed to revive and modernise the pipeline. When
speculating about the future, there are three possible – but not mutually
exclusive – scenarios for the future role of the Trilateral Gas Union that
Russia might pursue. They range from “minimal” to “maximal, and
also from easiest to most challenging to implement.

5.1. Scenario one: harmonisation of natural gas flows with Central
Asia

This scenario has two variants. Firstly, it might allow the transportation of
Central Asian gas to Europe via Russia’s pipeline system in a manner
similar to Kazakhstan’s accomplishments with oil.59 In return, Russia
would receive a transit fee, although it would be far less than the value
of its lost European market.60 The potential volumes of Central Asian
gas exports to Europe would be far smaller than those that Russia supplied
before 2022. This hypothetical scenario would give Central Asian gas
exporters a major market alternative to China and enable them to rene-
gotiate the price on exported gas with the latter. However, such a scenario
is highly unlikely to materialise for two reasons. Firstly, Central Asian
countries have long-term contract obligations to export gas to China,
and China has the right to inflict harsh penalties for breaking the contracts.
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Given China’s major economic influence in the region, it is hard to
imagine that Central Asian countries would be willing to fully breach
the contract. Providing the contracts to export gas to China remain
intact, Central Asia would have no spare gas to redirect to Europe,
especially given the growing energy deficits in the region. Secondly, it
is unlikely that Russia would be willing to help Europe to solve its
energy supply problems by allowing the transit of large volumes of
Central Asian gas. In any case, the idea behind the Trilateral Gas Union
is Russia’s desire to use the Central Asia-Centre pipeline in reverse, not
traditional mode.

A second variant of this “minimal” scenario might be for Russia to enter
the Central Asian gas market and provide supplies to cover the region’s
winter shortages. Russia’s most ambitious desired goal within this
variant might be to gain control of the national gas transportation
systems in Central Asia. According to some reports, this is an objective
for which the Russian state-owned energy giant Gazprom previously,
and unsuccessfully, lobbied.61 Such a move would minimise political
risks for Russia and maximise its profits. However, even partial Russian
ownership or control of their national pipeline systems is a sensitive
issue for Central Asian governments. Despite this, they might fear that
not allowing such an arrangement could result in disputes between
transit countries and Russia over transit fees. Such escalating price nego-
tiations could, in turn, trigger a chain reaction of security issues similar
to those that laid in the foundations of the Ukraine crisis over the past
20 years. This might add on to the concerns of some62 that Kazakhstan
might become “a Second Ukraine”.63

This second variant of the “minimal” scenario is much more likely than
the first, since it follows the idea and logic of the Trilateral Gas Union.
Moreover, we see evidence that the governments of both Kazakhstan
and Uzbekistan have expressed their willingness to purchase gas from
Russia via this route and already started to prepare their infrastructure
for gas imports. In June 2023, Uzbekistan signed a contract to purchase
2.8 bcm/year of Russian gas to be imported via Central Asia-Centre pipe-
line in the reverse mode. According to the agreement, this gas supply will
begin at the end of 2023.64 Yet, if supplying natural gas to Central Asia is
the limit of Russia’s ambition and the Trilateral Gas Union remains con-
fined within the borders of Central Asia, the likely future impact on
Russian gas exports would be small, a maximum of 5–7 bcm per year.
As mentioned above, this is hardly an alternative to almost 167 bcm that
were previously supplied annually to Europe.
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5.2. Scenario two: linking the Trilateral Gas Union to Russia’s
natural gas supply to China

Russia, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan all supply natural gas
to China and are thus competitors for its market. As we saw earlier, declin-
ing production and growing demand in Uzbekistan has left the country
unable to supply enough natural gas to its own citizens during winter
peaks. To solve its domestic shortages, Uzbekistan signed a deal with
Turkmenistan and started to import gas from this country. Turkmenistan,
however, proved to be unreliable supplier. In the middle of the 2022/23
winter, it stopped supplying natural gas to Uzbekistan due to “the for-
mation of hydrate in the infield pipelines.”65 Due to this emergency,
Uzbek officials had to announce a halt to all natural gas exports including,
for a while, to China (interestingly, this reported suspension was not sup-
ported by official Chinese statistics).66 This crisis made it easier for the
Uzbek government to persuade its citizens that the country needs to
obtain alternative supplies of natural gas fromRussia. Sanzhar Zharkeshov,
the Chairman of the Management Board at QazaqGaz (the National Gas
Company of Kazakhstan) declared that Kazakhstan will face a deficit of
consumable (refined) natural gas in 2024,67 while some analysts predict
that Kazakhstan will soon repeat the fate of Uzbekistan and be “short of
gas” in the 2020s.68 Northern Kazakhstan, due to the heritage of the
common Soviet energy system, is already dependent on natural gas
supply from Russia. Turkmenistan, although the largest Central Asian
gas exporter, is currently experiencing major issues with financial stability.
Iran owes the country several billion dollars for previous gas contracts,
and, at the same time, China is suing Turkmenistan for not supplying
specified amounts of gas as prescribed by their bilateral contract.69

China’s priority is to ensure a stable energy supply to support its ongoing
economic development. In 2021, according to the BP Statistical Review
of World Energy, China “surpassed Japan as the world’s largest LNG
importer and accounted for close to 60% of global LNG demand
growth.”70 In 2021 it received some 40% of its gas imports from Australia,
and another 33% from the US, Qatar, and Malaysia.71 It remains vulner-
able to sudden increases in price if, for example, a severe winter in Europe
pushes up demand for gas. Moreover, some kind of confrontation
between the US and China might, conceivably, reduce China’s access
to maritime supply routes. For the leadership in Beijing, a logical mitiga-
tion for such scenarios would be to ensure that China has capacious energy
supply routes that cannot be easily interrupted. At present, three pipelines
from Central Asia have the theoretical capacity to supply China with 55
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bcm of natural gas annually. In reality, however, the pipelines rarely
operate at their maximums. Turkmenistan supplies up to 31 bcm
annually72 and Uzbekistan about 4–6 bcm, at best.73 A fourth line, cur-
rently under construction is projected to increase total capacity to 85
bcm per annum.74 Which country’s gas could fill the 30 bcm rise in dis-
charge capacity if even existing capacity is not fully covered by Central
Asian exporters?

In 2019, Russia completed its “Power of Siberia” pipeline to China with a
capacity of 61 bcm per year. More than a third of this goes to supply
Russia’s Far East, however. In 2021, Russia supplied just 10 bcm to
China. In 2023, the pipeline reached its full planned export capacity of
38 bcm, making Russia the third largest gas supplier to China. In Decem-
ber of 2022, President Putin announced that Russia is “to boost its gas sales
to China to 48 bcm annually by 2025 and to 88 bcm by 2030,” this alone
would cover 60% of what Russia previously supplied to Europe.75 On
March 21 of 2023, during Xi Jinping’s visit to Russia, President Putin
declared a commitment to increase the volume of natural gas supply
from Russia to China to 98 bcm plus 100 million tons of LNG (the equiv-
alent of 138 bcm of pipeline gas)76 annually by 2030.77 It is difficult to
imagine how this could be accomplished in such a short period of time
without involving extra energy routes.

The construction of the Second Phase (from Irkutsk Oblast) and Third
Phase (from Sakhalin) of the Power of Siberia is planned to commence in
2024 and will take several years. In the meantime, it is possible that
Central Asian routes might be used by Russia to increase its gas supply to
China, either physically or via swap agreements. As we saw above,
Central Asian countries are currently unable to fill the existing three pipe-
lines to China to their full capacity, let alone the fourth line currently under
construction. In this context, creating a gas union, or even a simple mech-
anism for coordinating energy flows, might allow Russia to compensate for
domestic gas shortages in Central Asian republics and thereby stabilise the
socio-economic situations in these countries. At the same time, it would
allow Central Asian countries to redirect freed gas to ensure contract obli-
gations to China and earn more foreign currency revenue than they other-
wise could. It would also help Russia achieve its extremely ambitious plans
to expand gas exports to China and provide Central Asian countries with
additional revenue in the form of Russian transit fees.

Some experts estimate that Gazprom would be able to supply up to 20–25
bcm of natural gas to China annually via Central Asia and that first gas
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exports could be launched by the end of 2023: up to 10 bcm (4-6 bcm of
which would go to China).78 The exact arrangement by which Russia’s
natural gas might be supplied to Central Asia or to China via Central
Asia has not yet been determined. Some local sources have claimed that
Russia agreed to supply Central Asia with gas in exchange for obtaining
control over the national pipeline systems of Kazakhstan and Uzbeki-
stan.79 If this were the case, Gazprom would become party to the gas
export agreement with China, instead of Central Asian providers. This
move would maximise Russia’s profits and minimise political risks,
especially since it would eliminate the “middleman problem” that
Russia experienced for decades when supplying oil and gas to Europe
via pipelines passing through Ukraine. However, local officials were
quick to claim that they would not transfer any rights to Russia that
would allow it to control their national energy systems.80 Such a decision
might create a new kind of security concern between the Central Asian
states and Russia over the terms of gas transit and associated fees. Yet,
such a “Ukraine scenario” is not predestined and, even without acqui-
sition of ownership rights over the Central Asian pipeline system,
Russia would be able to export natural gas to China and beyond.

5.3. Scenario three: a new export route to South Asia

In the past, and mainly for geopolitical reasons, India has been unable to
directly connect to the energy-abundant regions of the Middle East and
Northern Eurasia. However, current changes in global geopolitics are
opening new opportunities and might allow for the formation of regional
agreements and increased resilience from external pressures. On 26
December 2022, Russian Deputy Prime Minister and former Minister
of Energy Alexander Novak summarised the options in an interview
with the TASS news agency: “If we talk about perspective, this includes
exports of gas to Afghanistan, Pakistan – either using the infrastructure
projects of Central Asia or through a swap from the territory of Iran.”81

If Russia intends to create a grand infrastructure and supply its gas to
Iran, Afghanistan, and Pakistan, there is another tempting prize in the
region: the even more lucrative market of India. There appear to be
four possible (and not mutually exclusive) options through which this
might unfold:

1) TAPI: total project discharge could be 33 bcm annually.82 If the Tri-
lateral Gas Union endures, Russian gas could be supplied to Turkme-
nistan via the old Soviet pipeline Central Asia–Centre (capacity 50
bcm) in reverse mode. When the gas reaches Turkmenistan, it could
be mixed with Turkmen gas to avoid potential sanctions from the

14 A WINDOW TO INDIA?



US and the EU for buyers of the Russian gas (an idea similar to the
Turkey gas hub).83 This network could be connected to the proposed
TAPI pipeline, something that looks more feasible with the prospect of
financial and technical support from Russia and political support from
the Chinese government interested in a stable Afghanistan.84 This
would reduce concerns about the ability of Turkmenistan to supply
enough gas to meet demand in both China and South Asia. The pipe-
line would go through twomajor cities in Afghanistan (Herat and Kan-
dahar) and may provide the Taliban government with a stable source of
revenue. Major concerns over the ability of the new Afghan authorities
to ensure security of the pipeline would, however, endure.

Turkmenistan, with its massive gas reserves and strategic geographical
location, would be at the centre of this initiative. It was no accident
that Russia-Turkmenistan relations intensified in 2022, demonstrated by
unusually frequent negotiations between leaders and officials from the
two countries and the organisation of joint business and economic
events. In March 2022, President Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedow called
Vladimir Putin and, in June, his son, the newly elected President Serdar
Berdimuhamedow conducted his first state visit to Moscow.85 This was
well before the Trilateral Gas Union project was announced to the
public.86 Phone calls between presidents87 and prime ministers88 and
joint events, including a business forum which featured signing of econ-
omic investment project worth two billion USD followed.89 All of this
is highly unusual for autarkic and isolationist neutral Turkmenistan,
which has, since independence, distanced itself from all major foreign
actors. 90

2) Uzbekistan-Afghanistan–Pakistan: an alternative new gas pipeline
route might go through the Uzbek city of Termez and then Kabul
perhaps in parallel with the newly contracted Trans-Afghan Railway
Line: “Termez – Mazar-i-Sharif – Kabul – Peshawar”.91 The length
of the Afghan sector would be half that of TAPI. This new natural
gas pipeline would involve only two Central Asian countries: Kazakh-
stan and Uzbekistan (both being members of the Trilateral Gas Union),
with which Russia currently has close relations. It would also avoid
unreliable Turkmenistan, which is a major competitor for both the
Chinese and (potential) South Asian markets. Both this potential
project and TAPI might, in turn, be connected to the Pakistan
Stream system, which Russia started to develop back in 2015, and
then – potentially - to India. This route has never been publicly
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proposed by any party, but it has the advantages of being shorter and
avoiding competition with Turkmenistan. It would allow Uzbekistan
to become a hub for Central Asian energy and could enable Russian
gas to be blended with Uzbek to avoid potential sanctions. If Turkme-
nistan and Russia could not come to an agreement (on how to divide
the Chinese gas market and over possible transit fees), this option might
become the only possibility to transport Russian gas to South Asia via
Central Asia.

Alternative options to the two mentioned above would involve Iran,
which has been subject to international sanctions for many years now.
However, other factors may make the routes more feasible than often
thought. India and Pakistan now experience major energy deficits and
still make massive use of coal. With Russian support, they may be more
willing to challenge the restrictions on trading with Iran. Providing
them with a major source of natural gas could change the entire energy
market of the region.

3) IPI: projected annual capacity estimated to be 40–50 bcm.92 This
option is similar to TAPI but once the Russian gas reaches Turkme-
nistan it would be connected with the Iranian gas system and then
through the IPI to Pakistan and India. At one point in time, a mar-
itime pipeline that would directly link Iran with India, avoiding
Pakistan, was also considered by those two countries. In the past,
the US government pressured both India and Pakistan93 to reject
all such deals with Iran. Any successful pipeline project would
make Iran a major regional energy hub, bringing it massive
revenue, and simultaneously render LNG supplies to India (from
the US among other countries) less competitive. Iran has con-
structed its segment of the IPI pipeline and it is reported that
Tehran intends to charge Pakistan an $18 billion penalty for not
completing its segment on time.94 In light of their abovementioned
energy shortages, both India and Pakistan may become more willing
to resist pressure from the United States, and might seriously consider
receiving natural gas from Iran.

4) Azerbaijan-Iran: finally, Russia could avoid Central Asia entirely by
supplying gas through Azerbaijan. The region inherited the (Soviet
era) Hajiqabul-Astara-Abadan pipeline that originally supplied
Iranian gas to the Soviet Union. Under a 2006 agreement, Azerbaijan
used the pipeline in reverse mode as part of a swap deal with Iran. In
2022, Azerbaijan started importing Russian gas through the old pipe-
line system and in September 2022, Iran signed a $40 billion deal with
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Russia to import gas via Azerbaijan.95 In the past few years, Iran has
heavily invested in expanding the capacity of its northern pipeline
systems and plans to finish another pipeline this year. This route is
almost complete, although it still faces several challenges, notably the
tense relations between Azerbaijan and Iran. It will also encounter
the same difficulties as the IPI project: the reluctance of Pakistan to
finish its segment of the pipeline to enable transit of gas to India.

Apart from the geopolitical pressures and threats of sanctions, there are
two other major obstacles to the realisation of these projects. The first
relates to concerns over security of the pipelines, especially those segments
transiting Afghanistan and the Baluchistan region of Iran and Balochistan
in Pakistan. The second is the financial ability of Iran and Turkmenistan to
make the necessary investments in new energy infrastructure.96 If Russia
were to participate, however, finance would no longer be an obstacle.

Animosities between India and Pakistan are often named as another major
obstacle blocking the realisation of pipeline projects connecting the two
countries, despite potential economic benefits that appear “evident”
according to some scholars.97 It is possible, however, that such an initiative
could also be a potential “bridge of friendship”. Even during the Cold
War, stability rested on such “pipelines of friendship” (the main Soviet
pipeline to West Germany was named “Druzhba” or “Friendship”). If
such infrastructural projects between the USSR and Western Europe
became possible in the midst of the ColdWar, it would be unwise to com-
pletely rule out the possibility of constructing the TAPI and/or IPI pipe-
lines in the future. Moreover, China, Russia, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan,
Iran, Pakistan, and India are all now members of the Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation, which aims at “strengthening mutual confi-
dence and good-neighbourly relations among the member countries; pro-
moting effective cooperation in politics, trade and economy.”98

6. Conclusion: changing the chessboard?

India is already a major importer of Russian goods, from wheat to
weapons. Receiving energy resources from Russia would not be
unusual for the country. Since the beginning of the full-fledged war in
Ukraine in 2022 and the associated western sanctions imposed on
Russia, India and some other Asian countries have substantially increased
their imports of Russian crude oil, sometimes re-selling it to Western
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countries.99 In June 2023, one estimate suggested oil exports from Russia
to India had increased 19 times and amounted to 41 million tons in
2022.100 According to the Indian co-founder of the Global Trade
Research Initiative (GTRI), “Russia’s share in India’s import of pet-
roleum crude jumped from 6.4 per cent in January-June 2022–31.3 per
cent in January-June 2023.”101 Given how much oil India imports, this
is a gigantic leap. Both China and India have significantly increased
their exports of diesel and jet fuel to the UK and the European Union,
which was enabled by increased imports of Russian crude to Asia.102

When the Indian Minister of Foreign Affairs Subrahmanyam Jaishankar
was asked why India was willing to do the opposite of European states
wanted, he replied: “I have a population [with a per capita income] of
$2,000. I also need energy, and I am not in a position to pay high prices
for oil”.103 He noted that during the nine-month period following the
start of the Ukraine War on 24 February 2022, the EU imported “more
fossil fuel from Russia than the next ten countries combined… and I
would very respectfully suggest maybe EU is actually doing something
very more than India is doing at this point of time.”104 So far most com-
mentators have focused on China when analysing Russian attempts to
diversify its energy resource exports. However, if India were to maintain
its willingness to import Russian hydrocarbons, the possibility of a new
major energy route to Pakistan and India, which Russia has evidently
been working on at least since 2015, would change the entire energy
balance of the continent.

In his 1997 book The Grand Chessboard and subsequent articles, former US
National Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski asserted that Eurasia is
“the chessboard on which the struggle for global primacy continues to
be played”, adding that what “happens with the distribution of power
on the Eurasian landmass will be of decisive importance to America’s
global primacy and historical legacy”.105 On this chessboard, according
to Brzezinski, Central Asia has a unique role. In this respect, the realisation
of Russian ambitions to penetrate the energy markets of China and India
via Central Asia creates new opportunities for Eurasia, which might cause
a grave threat to American dominance. President Putin has claimed that
countries of the region are interested in coordinating their efforts to
build new energy routes and transport infrastructure.106 Energy routes,
such as pipelines, are often accompanied by railways, highways and
other logistical infrastructure. While the Central Asia – China pipeline
could be seen as part of Beijing’s Belt and Road Initiative, the Central
Asia–Centre pipeline could become the crux of a new North–South cor-
ridor. India is the third-largest economy and most populous country in the
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world, while Russia is the world’s fifth-largest economy107 and consist-
ently one of its largest oil and gas exporters. The game-changing potential
of a direct connection between South Asia and North Eurasia by reliable
transport routes is enormous.

This is not the first attempt by Russia to build a direct trading connection
with India. In the early eighteenth century, Emperor Peter the Great, who
is famous for opening Russia’s “window to Europe”, also dreamed of
reliable routes directly connecting Russia with India. He organised his
empire’s first sea expedition to India with a plan to establish an outpost
in Madagascar to ensure trade between the two countries. The expedition
(1723-1724) failed within a few months without even reaching Madagas-
car. In 1801, Peter’s great-grandson worked with Napoleon to craft a joint
military expedition against Britain, traversing Central Asia to reach India
from the north. The hastily drafted plan did not include a reliable map
of territories beyond the Amu Darya River. The so-called Indian
March of Paul reached just half the distance to India before the troops
heard news of the emperor’s assassination and turned around. These fail-
ures only amplified Russia’s efforts to gain control over the logistical cor-
ridors leading to India. However, even after the conquest of Central Asia
and South Caucasus in the course of the Great Game, Russia was not able
to arrange direct trade routes to India. Great Britain and Russia agreed that
the Wakhan Corridor would be added to Afghanistan, and this narrow
strip of land served as a buffer between the two empires.

In sum, the Trilateral Gas Union is more than a tactical move intended to
compensate for Russia’s sharply reduced energy exports to Europe amid
the Ukraine War. It may very well be part of Russia’s long-standing ambi-
tion to “open up the window” to India. This new attempt would surely be
accompanied by enormous challenges, and it is far from clear whether the
most ambitious scenarios outlined above can be fully realised anytime
soon. Yet, establishing an energy corridor – and, subsequently, the infra-
structure for transportation and communication – from Russia to South
Asia via Central Asia or Azerbaijan and Iran could bring enormous benefits
to all of the countries involved. Given the sheer size of the economies and
populations of the South Asian region (home to a quarter of the world’s
population), the Trilateral Gas Union may mark the start of a process
that could eventually transform the Eurasian chessboard and the global
energy market in much the same way that the creation of OPEC did
over six decades ago. At the very least, the east–west and north–south cor-
ridors together have the potential for becoming the crux of the future
more integrated “greater Eurasia”.
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