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EU-Central Asia High Level Security Dialogue
The EU-Central Asia High Level Security Dialogue (HLSD), established in June 2013 following the
third review of the EU's Central Asian Strategy, is a mechanism addressing security issues of shared
concern, such as terrorism; drug trafficking; border control; and extremism. Potential security
challenges following the withdrawal of NATO forces from Afghanistan provided decisive stimulus
for more strategic exchanges between the EU and Central Asia. The second HLSD meeting, held on
11 March 2015, was a step towards upgrading cooperation between the EU and Central Asian
countries, at a time when both Russia and China are increasing their engagement in the region.

Background
In June 2007, the European Council adopted the Strategy for a New Partnership with Central Asia with a view
to enhancing the EU's engagement and cooperation with the Central Asian states: Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. The main motives for the EU's Central Asian Strategy were the
security challenges related to the war in Afghanistan, and energy security – which became one of the EU's
key concerns in the aftermath of the Russia-Ukraine gas row in 2005-06. Faced with an insecure environment
at its eastern borders, the EU responded by devising new mechanisms and adopting new strategies. The
Strategy, which was regarded at the time as the initial test of the Union’s ability to meet the challenges of a
shifting international order, paid less attention to the hard security issues and rather focused on supporting
the political and economic development of Central Asia, including cooperation in such areas as education,
rule of law, energy, transport, environment and water, and trade and economic relations.
The Strategy has been reviewed four times so far, in 2008, 2010, 2012 and 2015. The 2012 implementation
progress report states: 'the strategy has proven itself to be valid and much progress has been made in
achieving what the EU set out to do in 2007'. The report acknowledged a deteriorating security situation in
the region, stemming from the then upcoming withdrawal of the NATO/ISAF forces from Afghanistan, where
developments were major security concerns for the countries of the region. Pointing out that promoting
dialogue and regional cooperation is an important EU goal, the report recognised that security challenges
played an increasing role and that the stabilisation and development of Afghanistan would be a key priority
in EU-Central Asian relations over the coming years.

Changing security context in the region
Intra-regional relations have been always strained. The artificial borders of the Soviet era created enclaves of
ethnic minority groups in the region, and exposed Central Asian states to inter-ethnic conflicts, such as the
violent 2010 Uzbek-Kyrgyz clashes which erupted in south Kyrgyzstan or skirmishes in Fergana Valley over
decreasing water supplies and pastureland.
At regional level, the Ukraine Crisis in November 2013, followed by the annexation of Crimea and the ongoing
armed conflict in eastern Ukraine, indicated Russia's increasing interest, and the fragility of security, in the
region. Tensions between Russia and NATO have increased, following NATO’s military build-up on Russia's
western borders. In response, Russia’s new military doctrine recognised NATO's eastward expansion as the
main source of external threat. Consequently, Russia, positioning itself as the only actor capable of maintaining
regional security, became more interested in boosting its security alliance with the region's states. Conversely,
annexation of Crimea increased concerns that Russia may interfere in Central Asian states, especially in
Kazakhstan, where ethnic Russians constitute a significant minority group.
The withdrawal of the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) from Afghanistan and increased risks of
regional instability have presented Russia with additional reasons for urging Central Asian states to improve
their security cooperation with Russia. Following the NATO drawdown, fear that extremist groups' resurgence
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will endanger the stability of Central Asian states is increasing. It is frequently reported that radicals from the
region are joining 'Islamic State' (ISIL/Da'esh), and their possible return to the region is another concern for the
security situation. The Russia-led Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) is also concerned about the rise
of ISIL/Da'esh activities in the region. One notable reaction to the growing ISIL/Da'esh presence was military
exercises simulating counteraction of ISIL/Da'esh, conducted by CSTO members on 23 March 2015. Another
development in this regard was a meeting on 9 April 2015, held in Dushanbe, Tajikistan, where CSTO member
states analysed the challenges of military security in the CSTO region. Along with Russia and CSTO, the
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) is also increasing its military role in the region.
Military spending and capabilities are on the rise in Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, while Kyrgyzstan
and Tajikistan, two countries hosting Russian military bases, will continue to rely on Russia. Moreover, Russia is
using the new Eurasian Economic Union to boost its supremacy in the region, while China has ambitious plans
in the context of its Belt and Road Initiative. In the meantime, relations between Russia and China are
developing towards a 'soft alliance', especially after the sanctions on Russia were imposed by the West. China
and Russia's first-ever joint naval exercise in the Mediterranean conducted in May 2015 provide concrete
evidence of the deepening of bilateral military ties.

Need for enhanced regional cooperation
Developments in the region and bilateral disputes among Central Asian states both call for enhanced
regional cooperation in Central Asia, where such mechanisms are deficient. The EP resolution of
17 September 2009 noted that energy and water are key issues for human security, and drew particular
attention to the dispute between Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, while calling on these states to undertake
urgent region-wide consultation on the rational use of energy resources. An EP resolution, dated 8 July 2010,
emphasised that 'there was a need to revive and step up regional cooperation in order to develop a common
approach to the problems and challenges facing the region'. The EP resolution of 12 September 2012
underlined the importance of EU dialogue with Central Asian states on regional security matters, especially
in the context of the situation in Afghanistan.
Major actors, including the EU, Russia, China and the US, in addition to international organisations such as
the United Nations, have initiated various multilateral mechanisms in the region in order to boost regional
cooperation. The EU-led HLSD was launched as an attempt to fill a gap in regional cooperation. The HLSD
indicates that the EU began to place more attention on cooperation in security matters at a time when
Central Asia faces growing threats to stability. On the other hand, the HLSD can be regarded as a sign that
Central Asian states are willing to boost their level of engagement with the EU.
The Council Conclusions on the EU Strategy for Central Asia, adopted on 22 June 2015, repeated that the
main objectives and priority areas of the Strategy remained pertinent and emphasised the security
challenges linked to radicalisation which the region faces. The Council called for reinforced cooperation on
security and reiterated the EU's determination to further develop security dialogue with Central Asian states.
As a concrete sign of the EU's commitment to regional cooperation, a new EU Special Representative (EUSR)
for Central Asia, Peter Burian, was appointed on 15 April 2015, after an interval of more than a year
following the resignation of former EUSR, Patricia Flor who played a key role in institutionalising the HLSD. As
the EU High Representative, Federica Mogherini stated, Burian's appointment demonstrates 'the EU's
continued cooperation with Central Asia, ensuring strong presence [and] engagement on key issues of
mutual interest including the rule of law, security, energy, water, education and human rights'.

EU achievements – Central Asia HLSD
One of the outcomes of the first HLSD meeting, on 13 June 2013 in Brussels, was the agreement to hold the
second meeting in May 2014. This was, however, cancelled due to lack of interest from the Central Asian
States. Finally, the second meeting took place on 11 March 2015, in Dushanbe, Tajikistan.
These meetings put forward shared objectives, such as the implementation of the Joint Plan of Action for
Central Asia under the UN Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy; advancement of the EU's border and counter-
drug addiction programmes, including Border Management in Central Asia (BOMCA), border management
programme for Afghanistan (BOMNAF); Central Asia Drug Action Programme (CADAP), 'Heroine route' project;
preventing the proliferation of CBRN materials; fostering improved connections between EU programmes in
Central Asia and Afghanistan along the shared borders in the region; and deepening cooperation on migration,
via increased participation of regional states in the Migration EU Expertise (MIEUX) facility.
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