
After the collapse of the Soviet Union, a series of problems (including border issues) arose 
between Central Asian countries. Some of the factors that make it difficult to solve the 
border issues include the presence of enclaves, the parties putting forward conflicting 
Soviet maps, and the kolhozes (collective farms) located in disputed lands stretching 
across different countries. Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan had relatively the least problems 
in determining borders with neighboring states. Kazakhstan solved its border problems 
with Kyrgyzstan in 2001, with Uzbekistan in 2002, with Turkmenistan in 2017, and a 
significant part of Turkmenistan's border demarcation work with Kazakhstan and 
Uzbekistan was completed in 2017.

However, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan have not been able to solve their border problems for 
a long time. Approximately one third of the Kyrgyz-Tajik border is still undetermined, 
triggering periodic conflicts in the border areas. In this respect, more than 150 conflicts 
have occurred in the last 12 years.[1] The two sides put forth maps and documents from 
different periods of the Soviet Union concerning the demarcation of the borders. In this 
enclave-laden region, the said parties resort to preventing border crossings in times of 
increased bilateral tension, which exacerbates the existing situation. Problems with 
shared water channels and infrastructures, the corruption of border officials, and the fact 
that the region is a transit point for drug trafficking and smuggling adds significant 
complications to the situation.[2]

Violence in the region escalated especially in the last two years. The said violence went 
beyond local conflicts when the armed forces of the two countries became involved in 
April 2021 and September 2022. In the Batken conflict that started in April 2021, fights 
broke out between the local residents at the Golovnoy water intake station from which the 
water of the Isfara River is distributed. The conflict escalated to an unprecedented level 
for the region when army units were quickly deployed with heavy weapons, rockets, and 
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mortars.[3] The conflict resulted in more than 30,000 residents of the region being 
evacuated and 34 people losing their lives.[4] The clashes in September 2022 caused 62 
deaths and led to 140,000 people being evacuated from the region.

These events have been described as border conflicts or border clashes. Researcher Julia 
Emtseva argues that the handling of events around the concept of "border conflicts" has 
been to prevent the situation from escalating, but that the heavy weapons and military 
personnel captured in video footage points to a planned military operation.[5] While 
neither side claimed responsibility for the first attack, the fact that the parties did not 
send an official Article 51 letter to the UN Security Council justifying their military actions 
casts a shadow over the legality of the justifications for self-defense. The situation in the 
region is not sufficiently on the agenda because of the shadow cast by the Ukraine War. 
Emstva states that labeling events as border conflicts creates the illusion that the issue 
does not require a serious reaction from the international community, which may cause 
the mutual escalation of violence.[6] The Kyrgyz Prosecutor General's Office assessed the 
actions of Tajikistan as military invasion within the scope of Crime Against Peace. 
However, the attempt to initiate an investigation at the International Criminal Court did 
not receive support from the Kyrgyz President Sadyr Japarov in line with his statement 
that a solution would be reached through diplomatic channels.[7]

Both Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan are members of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization 
(SCO) and the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO). Presidents Emomali 
Rahmon and Sadyr Japarov met at the SCO Heads of State Summit in Samarkand in 
September 2022, but they immediately left the summit when clashes broke out on the 
border. All these have led to the questioning of the effectiveness of SCO and CSTO in 
conflict resolution and dialogue formation, and brought forward some comments that 
Russia's influence in the region has decreased.

It is known that the authoritarian leadership of Emomali Rahmon, who has been the 
President of Tajikistan since 1994, is supported by Russia. The 201st Division of the 
Russian Army, located on the Tajikistan-Afghanistan border, has been an important 
guarantor of Tajikistan's security. Russia's listing of the Tajikistan Islamic Renaissance 
Party as a terrorist organization and the Tajik President being awarded with the Order of 
Merit are also indicators of good relations between the parties. Despite this, first due to 
the effects of COVID restrictions, then the outbreak of the Ukraine War and sanctions 
against Russia that led to a decrease in remittances from Russia (which accounts for over 
a quarter of Tajikistans GDP)[8], and the Tajik governments risk of default and the fact 
that Rahmon instructed the public to stockpile two years worth of food[9] due to the crisis 
has increased the instability in Tajikistan.

Tajikistan comes first and Kyrgyzstan comes second among the post-Soviet states with 
the lowest per capita income. This situation creates the understanding that the 
governments of both sides are in search of external enemies to provide legitimacy due to 
falling living standards and signals that the resolution of conflicts through dialogue may 
fail. Kyrgyzstan has purchased Bayraktar TB2 armed UAVs from Türkiye and Iranian-made 
Ebabil-2 UAV production facility has opened in Tajikistan. It is possible to say that 
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increasing militarization may fuel tensions between these two countries.

The reason why Russia and the organizations Russia leads are not sufficiently involved in 
establishing dialogue on this issue is that playing a facilitating role in the ceasefire or 
peace talks processes is less costly and risky for Russia.[10] While Russia is focused on 
the war in Ukraine, it does not want to lose its influence in Central Asia. The unstable 
situation on the Tajikistan-Kyrgyzstan border may pave the way for Russia to intervene in 
the region in the future. It can be expected that Russia or the organizations it leads will be 
included in the ceasefire process after a possible conflict, which was exemplified by the 
deployment of Russian peacekeepers in the Caucasus as per the 2020 Nagorno-Karabakh 
Armistice and the involvement of CSTO in the January 2022 events in Kazakhstan.

As for Kyrgyzstan's attempts to train civilian militias and deploy them at the borders[11], 
these may lead to a worsening of the situation in the region where instability prevails and 
trafficking is common. (especially drug trafficking) On the Kyrgyzstan-Tajikistan border, in 
the Fergana Valley region that has a considerable population, local residents are being 
forced to migrate due an insecure environment. Researchers state that they are observing 
an atmosphere of great insecurity and hostility in the region. Steps to be taken by the 
governments will play a primary role in overcoming this and building trust in the region. It 
is also important to bring this issue to the attention of the international community in 
order to guide the parties towards acting with common sense.
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