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Situated between China and Russia, and 
with an abundance of vital natural resources, 
Central Asia is an area of strategic interest for 
Tokyo and Washington. Beijing and Moscow 
currently enjoy overwhelming political, 
economic, and cultural influence, which 
limits other countries’ ability to constructively 
shape the region. Some friction has emerged 
between the two authoritarian powers as 
post-Soviet dominance over Central Asia 
erodes and Chinese economic influence 
takes its place. But Moscow and Beijing 
have put their differences aside to present 
a united front against what they see as the 
larger threat of growing Western influence in 
the region.1 The aftermath of Russia’s 2022 
invasion of Ukraine is a key example of 
the utility Central Asia offers: In the face of 
Western sanctions, Central Asia serves as a 

1.	 China Power Team, “What Are the Key Strengths of the China-Russia Relationship?” China 
Power, Published May 5, 2022; last modified November 9, 2023, https://chinapower.csis.
org/china-russia-relationship-strengths-benefit/.

2.	 Maximilian Hess, “The Impact of Russia Sanctions on Central Asia,” Foreign Policy Re-
search Institute, December 16, 2024, https://www.fpri.org/article/2024/12/the-impact-of-
russia-sanctions-on-central-asia/.

loophole through which Russia gains access 
to Chinese materials to fuel its war effort.2

Russia and China will always be present 
in the region. But Central Asian countries 
recognize that economic growth will require 
diversified engagement, and not just with 
their autocratic neighbors. Tokyo and 
Washington would be wise not to let this 
opportunity slip away. They should engage 
on select areas of mutual benefit rather than 
force Central Asia to make a binary choice 
between autocracy or democracy. Japan 
should leverage its economic prowess 
through sustainable energy, transportation 
infrastructure, and human resource 
development such as student exchanges. 
The United States should wield its political 
might to conduct high-profile diplomatic 
engagements with Central Asia and draw 
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Bottom lines up front
•	 Russia and China have historically and continue to dominate foreign 

engagement with Central Asia, often not in the region’s best interest.

•	 Washington and Tokyo should offer high-quality and sustainable alternative 
models for foreign economic and diplomatic engagement that highlight 
Central Asian autonomy and adherence to the rule of law.

•	 Central Asia can offer the United States and Japan access to vast reserves 
of critical minerals that would enable diversification of supply chains vital to 
national security, away from Beijing.
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global attention to the region’s increasingly open markets. 
In turn, Central Asia can offer Tokyo and Washington greater 
access to its vast reserves of natural resources—particularly of 
critical minerals, which are essential to both countries’ national 
security and economic resilience strategies. Japan and the 
United States can promote regional democracy and freedom 
by engaging on a diverse set of areas according to their unique 
strategic interests and by burden sharing with like-minded allies.

Challenges 
Central Asia is a landlocked region consisting of five former Soviet 
republics: Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and 
Uzbekistan. Fundamentally, because of geography, economics, 
history, and linguistics, China and Russia wield more influence 
in Central Asia than Japan and the United States do. Although 
each country has its own official language, Russian remains the 
dominant second language.3 The region is bordered by Russia 
to its north and China to its east, while Tokyo and Washington 
are located 3,319 miles and 6,530 miles away, respectively, 
from Almaty, the capital of Central Asia’s largest economy.4 As 
a result, Central Asia’s geographic and economic gravity tilts 
heavily in favor of trade with neighboring autocracies. 

Central Asia is signaling to the world that it seeks to diversify 
economic relations, but this is easier said than done.5 The United 
States and Japan have limited economic footprints in Central 
Asia given the region’s distance and relative inaccessibility. To 
gain access to economies other than China or Russia, Central 
Asian countries must ship goods overland for long distances or 
pay exorbitant costs for air freight.6 They also cannot directly 

3.	 Cholpon Beishalieva, “Echoes of Empire: The Resilience of Russian in Central Asia,” July 16, 2024, https://www.eurac.edu/de/
blogs/mobile-people-and-diverse-societies/echoes-of-empire-the-resilience-of-russian-in-central-asia.

4.	 “How Far Is Almaty from Washington D.C.?” Air Miles Calculator, last visited July 25, 2025, https://www.airmilescalculator.com/
distance/iad-to-ala/; “How Far Is Almaty from Tokyo?” Air Miles Calculator, last visited July 25, 2025, https://www.airmilescalculator.
com/distance/nrt-to-ala.

5.	 Judith Heckenthaler, “Central Asia’s Shifting Regional Dynamics: Navigating the Impact of Russia’s War Against Ukraine,” German 
Council on Foreign Relations, October 22, 2024, https://dgap.org/en/research/publications/central-asias-shifting-regional-dyna-
mics#:~:text=Although%20Central%20Asian%20states%20are,China%20and%20T%C3%BCrkiye%20is%20growing. 

6.	 Majd Shuman, “Air Freight vs Sea Freight: Cost, Shipping, Carbon Footprint & More,” Freightos, December 15, 2024, https://www.
freightos.com/freight-resources/air-freight-vs-ocean-freight-making-the-decision/.

7.	 “Kazakhstan Alternative Oil Route,” International Trade Administration, last visited July 25, 2025, https://www.trade.gov/market-in-
telligence/kazakhstan-alternative-oil-route; Nick Coleman, “Kazakhstan’s CPC Blend Crude Supplies Unimpeded by Pipeline 
Attack: Minister,” S&P Global, February 26, 2025, https://www.spglobal.com/commodity-insights/en/news-research/latest-news/
crude-oil/022625-kazakhstans-cpc-blend-crude-supplies-unimpeded-by-pipeline-attack-minister.

8.	 Miras Zhiyenbayev, “C5+ Solution: Japan’s Minilateral Diplomacy and Central Asia’s Balancing Act,” Astana Times, March 6, 2025, 
https://astanatimes.com/2025/03/c5-solution-japans-minilateral-diplomacy-and-central-asias-balancing-act/; Bruce Pannier, “Cen-
tral Asia in Focus: New Russian Trade Corridors Through Central Asia,” Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, November 7, 2023, 
https://about.rferl.org/article/central-asia-in-focus-new-russian-trade-corridors-through-central-asia/#:~:text=Russia%20has%20
been%20recruiting%20Central,of%20either%20of%20those%20organizations. 

9.	 “Countries and Territories,” Freedom House, last visited July 25, 2025, https://freedomhouse.org/country/scores.
10.	 “Freedom in the World,” Freedom House, last visited July 25, 2025, https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world.

access maritime freights without passing through countries that 
are unfriendly, unreliable, or both (the likes of Russia, China, 
Pakistan, Afghanistan, or Iran). For example, Kazakhstan’s primary 
access to global markets is mediated by Russia’s Novorossiysk 
Marine Terminal along the Black Sea, from which it ships crude 
oil.7 An alternative is a multi-modal (maritime and overland) route 
through the Caspian Sea. Following the 2022 Russian invasion 
of Ukraine, the Trans-Caspian International Transport Route 
(TITR), also called the Middle Corridor, has expanded rapidly 
as a vital trade network to deliver resources between Asia and 
Europe without needing to enter Russia.8 Despite bypassing 
Russia, the Middle Corridor still poses the problem of amplifying 
Chinese trade with, and influence in, Central Asia.

Chinese and Russian dominance, and their subsequent 
influence on decision-making of Central Asian elites, has 
limited the region’s autonomy and its ability to improve political 
freedoms to meet global standards. In 2025, all five Central Asian 
countries were designated “not free” and scored abysmally on 
Freedom House’s Freedom in the World index, with Kyrgyzstan 
at 26, Kazakhstan at 23, Uzbekistan at 12, Tajikistan at 5, and 
Turkmenistan at 1 on a scale of 100.9  These scores provide 
a snapshot of each country based on analysis of its electoral 
process, political participation, government function, freedom 
of expression and of belief, organizational rights, rule of law, 
and individual rights.10 The Atlantic Council Freedom Index also 
found Central Asia lacking in its scores. In 2024, Japan and the 
United States scored 85.9 and 85.1, respectively, on a scale 
of 100. Central Asia scored significantly lower on the scale, 
with Kyrgyzstan at 55.2, Kazakhstan at 54.6, Uzbekistan at 52, 
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Tajikistan at 40.8, and Turkmenistan at 24.4. The Freedom Index 
ranks countries by calculating the average of three subindexes 
that measure adherence to the rule of law; election process and 
limits to the leader’s power; and the degree to which economic 
activity is governed by free and competitive market principles.11

11.	 “Freedom and Prosperity Indexes,” Atlantic Council, last visited August 10, 2025, https://freedom-and-prosperity-indexes.atlantic-
council.org/.

It is not at all a priority for Moscow or Beijing to see Central Asian 
nations become freer; in fact, the region’s lack of freedom serves 
their own interests. The role Central Asia has played during the 
war in Ukraine is a prime example. In the wake of Russia’s 2022 
invasion, allies including the United States and Japan drew up 
a list of global items critical to Russian weapons productions—
the fifty-item Common High Priority Items List (CHPL)—on which 

Source: Freedom and Prosperity Indexes, 07/31/2025. “Freedom Index,” Atlantic Council, last visited August 10, 2025, https://free-
dom-and-prosperity-indexes.atlanticcouncil.org/compare.

Image 1: Freedom Index of Japan, United States, Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan
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to enforce export restrictions.12 However, almost immediately 
after Russia’s invasion, Central Asian imports of CHPL goods 
spiked dramatically.13 According to TRM Labs, Kyrgyzstan for 
example emerged as a crypto hub for the Russian illicit finance 
ecosystem to evade sanctions and procure technologies with 
dual-use capabilities from China.14 These goods were then re-
exported to Russia, allowing it to circumvent global sanctions.

Limited Central Asian political freedom also undoubtedly 
hinders robust economic growth, one of the most important 
goals for the region. Without transparent and accountable 
political institutions in place to uphold the rule of law, there is 
no way for fair contracts and business rights to be protected 
against corrupt practices and state intervention. In 2024, the 
Corruption Perceptions Index ranked Central Asia at 35 out 
of 100 on its perceived level of public-sector corruption on a 
scale of 0 (highly corrupt) to 100 (very clean).15 Japanese and 
US investors seeking to enter Central Asian markets will remain 
deterred by non-transparent practices and weak protections.

Opportunities
Central Asian Context
Having only gained their independence from the Soviet Union 
in the 1990s, the five Central Asian countries are relatively new 
players on the global stage. However, a March 2025 agreement 

12.	 “Common High Priority Items List (CHPL),” Bureau of Industry and Security, US Department of Commerce, February 23, 2024, 
https://www.bis.doc.gov/index.php/all-articles/13-policy-guidance/country-guidance/2172-russia-export-controls-list-of-common-
high-priority-items.

13.	 Keith Bradsher and Anatoly Kurmanaev, “How China and Russia Compete, and Cooperate, in Central Asia,” New York Times, 
July 3, 2024, https://www.nytimes.com/2024/07/03/world/asia/china-russia-central-asia.html#:~:text=Russia%20wants%20to%20
maintain%20access,been%20used%20in%20military%20production; “Central Asia and Belarus’ Role in Military-Sensitive Trade,” 
China-Russia Report, November 4, 2024, https://chinarussiareport.substack.com/p/central-asia-and-belarus-role-in.

14.	 “Russia Leveraging Kyrgyzstan’s Crypto Ecosystem to Evade Sanctions,” TRM Labs, July 21, 2025, https://www.trmlabs.com/re-
sources/blog/russia-leveraging-kyrgyzstans-crypto-ecosystem-to-evade-sanctions#:~:text=Since%20Kyrgyzstan%20rapidly%20
emerged%20as,using%20the%20Russian%20stablecoin%20A7A5.

15.	 Altynai Myrzabekova and Lidija Prokic, “CPI 2024 for Eastern Europe & Central Asia: Vicious Cycle of Weak Democracy and 
Flourishing Corruption,” Transparency International, February 11, 2025, https://www.transparency.org/en/news/cpi-2024-eastern-
europe-central-asia--vicious-cycle-weak-democracy-flourishing-corruption.

16.	 Temur Umarov and Alibek Mukambayev, “Central Asian States Have Put Aside Their Territorial Disputes. Why Now?” Carnegie 
Endowment, April 9, 2025, https://carnegieendowment.org/russia-eurasia/politika/2025/04/kyrgyzstan-tajikistan-border-
deal?lang=en.

17.	 “Europe and Central Asia: Accelerate Growth through Entrepreneurship, Technology Adoption, and Innovation,” World Bank 
Group, press release, April 23, 2025, https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2025/04/23/europe-and-central-asia-ac-
celerate-growth-through-entrepreneurship-technology-adoption-and-innovation. 

18.	 “Central Asia: Background and U.S. Relations,” Congressional Research Service, September 24, 2021, https://sgp.fas.org/crs/
row/R46924.pdf; Richard Pomfret, “Central Asia’s Gradual Economic Repositioning,” East Asia Forum, December 27, 2023, 
https://eastasiaforum.org/2023/12/27/central-asias-gradual-economic-repositioning/#:~:text=A%20C5+1%20Presidential%20
Summit,with%20the%20world’s%20greatest%20powers; Djoomart Otorbaev and Brian Wong, “Central Asia Changes Its Playbook,” 
Japan Times, July 7, 2025, https://www.japantimes.co.jp/commentary/2025/07/07/world/central-asias-new-playbook/. 

19.	 Mark J. Mihalasky, “Rare Earth Element Occurrence Database of the Tien Shan Region, Central Asia,” US Geological Survey, 
August 1, 2017, https://www.sciencebase.gov/catalog/item/595a5be7e4b0d1f9f052831d.

among the Central Asian leaders marked the resolution of all 
territorial disputes and political grievances for the first time since 
the collapse of the Soviet Union.16 Setting aside regional disputes 
in favor of collective economic growth has proved favorable for 
the region. In April 2025, the World Bank announced that, with 
a combined 4.7 percent economic growth forecast, Central Asia 
is expected to remain the fastest-growing region in Eurasia, 
having quadrupled its combined gross domestic product.17 

With this newfound potential, Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan to a 
greater extent and Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan to a lesser extent, 
seek diversified foreign engagement to boost economic 
growth—not just with China and Russia, which dominated 
foreign direct investment at 23.9 percent and 22.7 percent, 
respectively, in 2024.18 Of utmost importance to geopolitics are 
Central Asia’s stockpiles of rare earth elements. In 2017, the US 
Geological Survey identified 384 sites containing rare earths 
and metals across the region—160 in Kazakhstan, eighty-seven 
in Uzbekistan, seventy-five in Kyrgyzstan, sixty in Tajikistan, and 
two in Turkmenistan.19 These deposits present a vital opportunity 
for Japan and the United States to diversify supply chains away 
from China while supporting Central Asian growth.

The Central Asia+ (C5+) Dialogue that Japan pioneered in 
2004 and C5+1 that the United States launched in 2015 have 
served as the basis for global engagement with the region and 
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should continue to do so.20 These frameworks offer the region 
the flexibility to engage with multiple external partners without 
being forced into a zero-sum decision between autocratic and 
democratic systems. It allows all five states to amplify their 
voices on issues of shared concern while simultaneously being 
able to pursue bilateral relationships that cater to each country’s 
national interests.

Japanese Strategic Advantages
Despite its wealth of natural resources, Central Asia is 
predominantly reliant on non-renewable oil and gas. As 
a global leader in sustainable energy, Japan should offer 
expertise in emission-reducing technologies such as fossil 
fuel-fired thermal power plants and producing hydrogen and 
fertilizers from natural gas.21 One successful example it could 
replicate is the 2023 Memorandum of Cooperation on the Joint 
Crediting Mechanism, which included the provision of Japanese 
technology and loans to support Kazakhstan’s green energy 
transition.22 In return, Japan gained access to Kazakh uranium 
mines, which helps fuel Japan’s nuclear energy sector.23

Another area of potential mutual benefit is Japanese investment 
in developing Central Asian human capital. Japan should offer 
more scholarships and exchange programs with universities 
and research institutions for Central Asian citizens, particularly 
in areas such as economics, management, science, and 
technology. This, coupled with the opportunity for Central Asians 
to participate in vocational training programs, can provide Japan 
a pipeline to address the workforce shortage driven by its aging 
population.

Relatedly, Japanese expertise can play a crucial role in improving 
Central Asian transport and logistics industries. Japan can use 

20.	 “PRESS RELEASE “Central Asia plus Japan” Dialogue/Foreign Ministers Meeting - Relations between Japan and Central Asia enter 
a New Era -,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, August 28, 2004, https://www.mofa.go.jp/region/europe/dialogue/press0408.
html; “C5+1 Fact Sheet,” U.S. Department of State, September 22, 2017, https://2017-2021.state.gov/c51-fact-sheet/. 

21.	 Alberto Frigerio, “Central Asia Plus Japan Summit Aims to Pioneer Sustainability, Connectivity, and Human Development,” Di-
plomat, August 8, 2024, https://thediplomat.com/2024/08/central-asia-plus-japan-summit-aims-to-pioneer-sustainability-connec-
tivity-and-human-development/. 

22.	 “Japan and Republic of Kazakhstan Sign the Memorandum of Cooperation for Establishing the JCM,” Ministry of the Environment, 
Government of Japan, press release, October 30, 2023, https://www.env.go.jp/en/press/press_02091.html.

23. 	 “Japan’s Nuclear Fuel Cycle,” World Nuclear Association, last updated January 14, 2021, https://world-nuclear.org/information-libra-
ry/country-profiles/countries-g-n/japan-nuclear-fuel-cycle#:~:text=Japan%20has%20no%20indigenous%20uranium,%2C%20Ca-
nada%2C%20Kazakhstan%20and%20elsewhere.

24.	 “The Mumbai-Ahmedabad Bullet Train: The First Step Toward a Safe, Sustainable Society,” Government of Japan, September 8, 
2023, https://www.japan.go.jp/kizuna/2023/09/mumbai_ahmedabad_bullet_train.html; Assel Satubaldina, “Experts Urge Focus 
on Human Capital Dev’t, Multilateralism for Stronger Japan-Central Asian Ties,” Astana Times, March 7, 2025, https://astanatimes.
com/2025/03/experts-urge-focus-on-human-capital-devt-multilateralism-for-stronger-japan-central-asia-ties/.

25.	 “New Programmes for WCO Members in Central Asia and the Caucasus by WCO/JICA Joint Project,” World Customs Organization, 
May 2, 2024, https://www.wcoomd.org/en/media/newsroom/2024/may/new-programmes-for-wco-members-in-central-asia-and-
the-caucasus-by-wco-jica-joint-project.aspx.

its collaboration with India to develop the Mumbai-Ahmedabad 
high speed railway as a model, and can similarly apply the 
high safety standards, precise technological capabilities, and 
punctual operations of its Shinkansen bullet train to Central 
Asia.24  With decades-long experience operating in 140 
countries, the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) 
is a government agency well-positioned to provide financial 
assistance to Japanese companies that are eager to tap into 
Central Asia’s critical infrastructure and development sector.

Central Asia is a vast region with a relatively small population 
that remains poorly connected. This severely hinders the 
region’s ability to unlock its full economic and logistical potential. 
Japanese assistance in developing transportation and logistics 
networks will not only benefit the region but will also facilitate 
trade and reduce transportation costs for delivering Central 
Asian goods into global markets through TITR. Japan seeks 
to mitigate Russian and Chinese dominance in the region by 
providing alternative models for trade and governance focused 
on quality and sustainability. For example, JICA partnered 
with the World Customs Organization to provide training to 
Central Asian customs officers to facilitate legitimate trade and 
intercept smuggling and fraud through enhanced customs risk 
management.25 

US Strategic Advantages 
Central Asian countries have made considerable efforts to 
liberalize their market economies in the more than three 
decades since the collapse of the Soviet Union, but the US 
Jackson-Vanik amendment, established in 1974, continues to 
deny normal trade relations status to four of the five Central 
Asian countries: Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and 
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Uzbekistan.26 These countries are required to pay higher export 
tariffs and cannot access investment or credit guarantees.27 As 
Central Asian countries liberalize and meet the threshold for 
a market economy, they should be rewarded with removal of 
trade restrictions. There is already momentum for this, as the 
US Department of Commerce elevated Kazakhstan to market 
economy status in March 2002.28

Several high-profile meetings have taken place this year, 
including the first Central Asia-European Union summit and the 
second China-Central Asia Summit.29 Washington would be 
well-suited to conduct a comparable high-level C5+1 summit 
this year to mark the tenth anniversary of this multilateral forum. 
Further, Donald Trump becoming the first US president to visit 
Central Asia would secure strategic interests and demonstrate 
strength to China and Russia. As the Trump administration takes 
a transactional approach to global foreign policy, remaining 
committed to convening the 2025 Business five Central Asian 
countries plus the United States (B5+1) framework in Bishkek to 
bring together US and Central Asian private- and public-sector 
leaders would pay dividends for Washington.30

Enhancing US presence in Central Asia aligns well with 
Trump’s second-term reorientation away from the Middle East 
and Europe and toward the Indo-Pacific. With its convenient 
placement on China’s western border, Central Asia can 
strengthen Washington’s position in its technological rivalry 

26.	 “Trade Expansion through Market Connection: The Central Asian Markets of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, and Tajikistan,” World 
Bank, 2011, https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/631331468309251232/pdf/634350PUB0Trad01512B0EXTOP0ID018788.
pdf; “The Jackson-Vanik Amendment,” US Congress, December 20, 2023, https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/IF12556.

27.	 Andrew D’Anieri and Katherine Spencer, “How Trump Can Unlock New Strategic Economic Opportunities in Central Asia,” Atlan-
tic Council, February 10, 2025, https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/how-trump-can-unlock-new-strategic-econo-
mic-opportunities-in-central-asia/.

28.	 “Kazakhstan,” US Department of State, December 2004, https://2009-2017.state.gov/outofdate/bgn/kazakhstan/40619.htm.
29.	 Wilder Alejandro Sánchez, “Washington Discusses the Future of Central Asia-US Relations, While Beijing Takes Concrete Action,” 

Diplomat, June 28, 2025, https://thediplomat.com/2025/06/washington-discusses-the-future-of-central-asia-us-relations-while-
beijing-takes-concrete-action/.

30.	 “Optimism Meets Reality at the B5+1 Forum in Almaty,” The Times of Central Asia, March 15, 2024, https://timesca.com/opti-
mism-meets-reality-at-the-b51-forum-in-almaty/#:~:text=The%20B5+1%20Forum%20was%20created%20by%20the%20Cen-
ter%20for&text=Early%20indications%20are%20that%20the%20B5+1%20Forum,2025%20will%20be%20held%20in%20Bish-
kek%2C%20Kyrgyzstan; “Central Asian States Give Early Thumbs-up to US-Facilitated Integration Plan,” Eurasianet, March 18, 
2024, https://eurasianet.org/central-asian-states-giving-early-thumbs-up-to-us-facilitated-integration-plan#:~:text=Heading%20
into%20the%20inaugural%20meeting,outside%20investment%20and%20promoting%20a.

31.	 Laurie Chen, “China’s Rare Earth Weapon Changes Contours of Trade War Battlefield,” Reuters, June 6, 2025, https://www.reuters.
com/world/china/chinas-rare-earth-weapon-changes-contours-trade-war-battlefield-2025-06-06/.

32.	 Aibarshyn Akhmetkali, “Kazakhstan, US Set to Boost Trade in Tech and Mineral Sectors, The Astana Times, June 13, 2025, https://
astanatimes.com/2025/06/kazakhstan-us-set-to-boost-trade-in-tech-and-mineral-sectors/; Joshua Bernard-Pearl, “The Ukraine 
Deal IS Just the Start – Central Asia Holds the Key to U.S. Mineral Security,” June 4, 2025, https://caspianpolicy.org/research/
critical-minerals/the-ukraine-deal-is-just-the-startcentral-asia-holds-the-key-to-us-mineral-security.

33.	 “2025 Military Strength Ranking,” Global Firepower, last visited July 25, 2025, https://www.globalfirepower.com/countries-listing.
php; Luke Coffey, “US Needs to Rethink Its Approach to Central Asia,” Hudson Institute, December 1, 2024, https://www.hudson.
org/foreign-policy/us-needs-rethink-its-approach-central-asia-luke-coffey.

with Beijing. Currently, China mines 70 percent of the world’s 
rare earth elements and has a virtual monopoly on refining and 
processing.31 Central Asia’s critical mineral reserves could prove 
indispensable as Washington seeks to contain Chinese global 
economic influence. For example, Washington and Astana 
can build on the momentum of the June 2025 commitment to 
trade and investment in critical minerals between US Secretary 
of State Marco Rubio and Kazakh Deputy Prime Minister and 
Minister of Foreign Affairs Murat Nurtleu to establish a US-
Kazakhstan Minerals deal akin to the April 2025 US-Ukraine 
Minerals deal.32 A key component of this deal could be US 
investment in Kazakhstan’s mineral processing plants, which 
would boost revenue and develop greater economic autonomy 
for Astana. At the same time, this is more cost-effective for 
Washington as it can now access strategic minerals directly 
from the source. This furthers Washington’s bipartisan aim 
of diversifying US critical mineral supply chains away from its 
geopolitical competitor, China, as they are the building blocks of 
virtually all modern military technology, including radar systems 
and missile guidance systems.

As the strongest military power in the world, Washington has 
long collaborated with Central Asian republics to address 
threats posed by extremist groups—including, but not limited 
to, the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS) and its Afghan 
branch.33 Although the United States has withdrawn its 
troops from Afghanistan, investing in counterterrorism efforts 
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remains necessary, as regional instability will have far-reaching 
consequences. The United States should continue to monitor 
and assist Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, which are engaging with 
the Taliban and leveraging Central Asia’s negotiating power 
regarding matters of regional concern.34

Conclusion
Russia and China have historically and will undoubtedly continue 
to play a significant role in Central Asia. However, much of this 
engagement is not in Central Asia’s best interests. Most notably, 
Moscow has used Central Asia as a means to evade global 
sanctions and fuel its war effort against Ukraine. Furthermore, 
the proximity and overwhelming influence of China and Russia 
has suppressed Central Asia’s appetite for improving political 
freedoms and developing economic autonomy. It therefore 
goes without saying that a number of barriers stand in the way of 
increased US and Japanese engagement with Central Asia, not 
least of which is the physical distance between these regions. 
But now is not the time for Tokyo and Washington to dial down 
Central Asian engagement. Rather, the opposite is true.

Central Asia, located in a crucial geopolitical location, can offer 
the United States and Japan strategic access to critical minerals 
that would enable diversification of vital national security supply 
chains away from Beijing. In turn, Japan and the United States 
can leverage their areas of strategic advantage, specifically in 
development assistance and diplomatic power, to collectively 
boost Central Asian economic growth. Without forcing a zero-
sum decision between democratic and autocratic systems, 
Washington and Tokyo should highlight the potential areas of 
mutual benefit, including but not limited to improved rule of law 
and protections for economic activity, that they can bring to the 
table when engaging forward-leaning Central Asian countries. 
Ultimately, Japan and the United States must toe a careful line 
of steadily increasing regional engagement without drawing 
too much ire, while also ensuring Central Asian autonomy and 
decision-making power are preserved.

34.	 Temur Umarov, “What Does Xi Jinping Want from Central Asia?” Carnegie Endowment, July 5, 2024, https://carnegieendowment.
org/posts/2024/07/what-does-xi-jinping-want-from-central-asia?lang=en.
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