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Reflections on new 
trends in the region
By Evgenii Primakov

By the end of the 20th Century, 
the Asia-Pacific’s economic 
development and influence over 
world politics had transformed 
it into one of the most dynamic 
regions of the globe. 

At the beginning of the 21st 
Century, the rapid growth of 
India and China has meant 
that economic development is 
uneven. Growth in these two 
giants has accelerated so much 
that these two countries are 
now challenging Japan, South 
Korea and other “tigers.”

The People’s Republic of China has defi-
nitely become the region’s leader. Ten years of sus-
tained development has transformed China from 
an economically underdeveloped nation into one 
of the most successful countries in the world. It is 
sufficient to note that in terms of annual growth of 
world gross product, China is ahead of the U.S. 

On the geopolitical front, the focus of political 
tension in the region now has shifted from the 
Indo-Pakistani conflict to the potentially danger-
ous nuclear weapons program in North Korea.

Russian President Valdimir Putin gave an over-
all economic evaluation of the region at the Asia 
Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum in 
Pusan in November 2005: “This region is not just 
a territory of vigorous economic growth. Here we 
see one of the positive consequences of globaliza-
tion – a gradual leveling of social and economic 
development of different regions of the world. 
Another characteristic sign of the Asian-Pacific 
region is the highly dynamic integration process 
that helps form a new and a more just world.”

It is precisely with this notion in mind that Rus-
sia is building its policies towards the region. But 
there is yet one more point that makes Russia’s 
relations with the region especially important. 
At present, Russia is experiencing a steady re-
duction in its population that is turning into a 
demographic crisis. Each year Russia’s popula-
tion diminishes by 700,000 people. The problem 
is not just that the mortality rate prevails over 
the birth rate. The crisis also lies in the fact that 
population density is highly uneven in what is 
the largest country in the world geographically. 

The colossal territory that lies in the Asian part 
of Russia beyond the Urals is populated by only 18 
million of Russia’s 145 million people. Yet, it is pre-
cisely this vast area that holds the country’s rich-
est natural resources and agricultural lands. The 
development of this region is unthinkable without 
establishing a social-economic infrastructure simi-
lar to the one that exists in the European part of 
Russia. This is a national challenge. Without it, 
there will not be significant migration from West-
ern Russia to Eastern, nor a stream of migrants to 
Siberia and the Far East from the former republics 
of the Soviet Union. But that is exactly what we are 
counting on. In order to achieve this goal, we need 
to tap the economic opportunities of the region 
and to upgrade the role of multilateral coopera-
tion with countries from Asia and the Pacific. This 
kind of approach coincides with the multilateral 
strategy of Russia’s foreign policy, dictated by the 
complexities of an emerging multi-polar world.

With these concerns in mind, it becomes 
clear what Russia’s priorities are towards the 
countries of the Asia-Pacific region. The main 
objective is stability. Destabilization, as we all 
know, leads to military conflict. Thankfully, 
today there are no large-scale conflicts in the 
region as tensions between India and Pakistan 
have decreased considerably. But we should 
not turn a blind eye to other potential conflicts. 
Relations have long been sour between the 
People’s Republic of China and Taiwan, where 
pro-independence feelings have grown. This is 
unacceptable to China, Russia, and other coun-
tries which see Taiwan as part of China.

But the burning question is really the un-
solved problem of North Korea’s nuclear weap-
ons program. The Six-Party Talks on the matter 
– which include North Korea, South Korea, the 
U.S., Russia, China and Japan – have not yet 
seen light at the end of the tunnel. An agree-
ment, though, could have been reached. North 
Korea has been offered all the possibilities for 
developing its nuclear program for peaceful 
purposes, plus security guarantees. Although 
no agreement has been found, the negotiations 
have not been cut off, so there is still hope. 

The Asia-Pacific region, meanwhile, is thank-
fully not one of the main hubs of international 
terrorism. Of course, there are branches of Al-
Qaeda in Southeast Asia, but they have not been 
able to develop large scale operations. Neverthe-
less, we have to bear in mind that the region is 
by no means immune to the cancer of interna-
tional terrorism. What really worries Russia is 
that international terrorist organizations might 
try to obtain weapons of mass destruction. It is 
known that Al-Qaeda (now based in the Pushtun 
tribal areas on the Pakistani-Afghan border) has 
already tried to obtain them. At present, there is 
no real threat that terrorist organizations might 
gain use of Pakistan’s nuclear capacity but such 
a possibility could arise if power in the country 
were to be taken over by the forces that formed 
the Taliban (paradoxically, with the help of the 
U.S. Central Intelligence Agency), and which 
provided Al-Qaeda with a base. I stress again that 
today such a scenario is unlikely, but should we 
forget the massive demonstrations in Pakistan 
protesting the downfall of the Taliban in neigh-
boring Afghanistan? Or that the Pakistani gov-
ernment cannot extend its control to the tribal 
areas bordering Afghanistan, where Osama Bin 
Laden is considered to have taken refuge? 

Stability in the region, of course, cannot be en-
sured only by solving internal or regional prob-
lems. If we are to talk of stability from a global per-
spective, then the triangle of Russia-China-India, 
from my point of view, is taking on growing signif-
icance. There are no hints of a military bloc form-
ing among the three powers but continued de-
velopment of confidential relations among these 
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three giants may lead to a certain balance against 
destabilizing tendencies on a global scale.

To some extent, this idea is embodied in the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), with 
member states Russia, China, Kazakhstan, Uz-
bekistan, Kirgizia, Tajikistan and observer states 
India, Pakistan, and Iran. With each year, the or-
ganization gains weight. Its major significance 
lies, on the one hand, in the gigantic territorial 
and human resources potential of the participat-
ing countries, and, on the other, in the member-
ship of two nuclear powers – Russia and China, 
united in strategic partnership. Russian-Chinese 
and Russian-Indian military exercises have not 
gone unnoticed. Though the SCO is not a mili-
tary bloc, it enables its members to defend their 
geopolitical interests. It is not by chance that the 
communiqué adopted at the SCO summit meet-
ing in 2005 encouraged the U.S., in light of the 
completion of the active phase of its antiterrorist 
operations, to set exact dates for ending the use 
of facilities and the American military presence 
in SCO countries. Those who hoped to use the 
antiterrorist operations in Afghanistan to install 
non-regional military bases on a permanent ba-
sis in strategic points of Central Asia will not be 
able to turn a deaf ear to such requests.

The SCO also plays a big role in developing 
trade and setting the right climate for invest-
ment, technological cooperation and profes-
sional training in this important part of Asia. 
The gigantic project to construct oil pipelines 
from Eastern Siberia to the Pacific coast, with 
branches into China, will definitely serve to 
strengthen economic ties between these coun-
tries. There are also other projects to transport 
oil and gas through the territories of SCO coun-
tries and SCO observer states.

There is no doubt that the development of the 
SCO, including interaction among member states 
against terrorism, extremism, separatism, and 
drug trafficking, will promote a rational interna-
tional order in the entire Asia-Pacific region.

Some political scientists suggest that the U.S. 
and China will be the main superpowers of the 
21st Century and that the century will pass under 
the shadow of their stand-off. Personally, I do 
not agree that the global architecture will return 
to the model that existed during the Cold War, 
where the two superpowers were the U.S. and 
the USSR. To my mind, this kind of structure is 
no longer feasible. We are already seeing the for-
mation of a multi-polar, rather than a bi-polar, 
world. Its evolution is not easy, sometimes go-
ing in zigzags, overcoming the aspirations of one 
power for global dominance. But still, we see the 
emergence of a world structure with several cent-
ers. It goes without saying that in the list of major 
players, there are countries from the Asia-Pacific 
region – Russia, China, and India. Regional and 
sub-regional integration has an important role to 
play in the formation of a multi-polar world. This 
is confirmed by the successes of APEC, the Asso-
ciation of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), and 
now the SCO. The Asia-Pacific region will also be 
influenced by Latin American countries, where 
we see tendencies toward national self-assertion 
being matched at the same time by economic in-
tegration within the region.

What about Russia? Russia may become a sort 
of connecting bridge between Asia-Pacific and 
Europe. And this bridge is not simply a transport 
or transit model – though, of course, Russia is the 
shortest land and air corridor between the two re-
gions. No less important is the notion of bridging 
the gap between civilizations, especially nowadays. 
Not long ago, the world was split by ideologies. 
Today there is a threat of a different divide – reli-
gious and cultural. Unchecked, this split will lead 
humanity to an abyss of no return. Russia, situated 
on two continents, provides a good example of a 
united commonwealth of people with different re-
ligious beliefs and mutually penetrating cultures.
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The US stake in greater 
Asian integration
By Samuel R. Berger

However, unless these new organizations 
subscribe to an agenda designed to exclude the 
U.S. and reduce its influence in the region, the 
U.S. will not need to radically alter its long-stand-
ing approach of support for regional integration. 

Over the last 20 years, the U.S. has been at the 
forefront of the creation of some of the princi-
pal foundations of regional cooperation in the 
Asia-Pacific region, notably the ASEAN Region-
al Forum (ARF) and the Asia-Pacific Economic 
Cooperation (APEC) forum. The U.S. has played 
a leadership role in both.

More recently, Asians have established or-
ganizations and dialogues that do not include 
the U.S. The U.S. has not objected to its close 
Asian allies – South Korea and Japan – discuss-
ing economic and security issues with ASEAN 
countries and China in the “ASEAN Plus Three” 
meetings, which do not include the U.S. Simi-
larly, the U.S. did not object when it was not in-
vited to the East Asia Summit (EAS) in Decem-
ber 2005, which sought to lay the groundwork 
for a new East Asian Community (EAC). 

For Washington, multilateral organizations in 
Asia complement U.S. bilateral alliances in the 
region. Regional organizations can:

• �Promote long-term peace and stability
• �Establish a political framework that facilitates 

American involvement in regional security and 
economic issues

• �Facilitate bilateral dialogues
• �Contribute to a positive regional identity
• �Reinforce U.S. global efforts to reduce trade and 

investment barriers by engendering positive 

The United States has 
been a staunch supporter 
of the creation of regional 
institutions in the Asia-
Pacific region for almost 
two decades, and of 
intra-Asian groupings 
since the formation of the 
Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN) 
three decades ago.

With the recent wave 
of new institutions and 
organizations, that policy 
needs to be updated. 
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