Key risks to watch in
Kyrgyzstan turmoil

By Peter Apps

LONDON: Following last week’s up-
rising in Kyrgyzstan, the main ques-
tions remain whether violence rises
and how the United States, Russia and
China react to turmoil in a country
wheére all have interests.

The United States leases the Manas
airbase to support Nato troops in
Afghanistan. Russia also leases a base,
while China has a long border with
Kyrgyzstan and will be concerned for
the growing number of Chinese resi-
dents and businesses there.

A Russian official has said Moscow
alone should have a base in
Kyrgyzstan.

Domestic strains appear to be the
main reason for the uprising.

Violence or stabilisation?

Around 80 people were killed in the
uprising that forced President
Kurmanbek Bakiyvev to flee to s
southern stronghold, and Bakiyev is
now hinting he may attempt to go into
exile.

The new leadership, led by former
opposition leader Roza Otunbayeva,
looks to be in control of the security
forces, some of whom fired on opposi-
tion demonstrators last week.

The self-proclaimed government at
first offered Bakiyev safe passage
abroad should he resign but on
Monday said it was planning a special

that any attempt to seize him would
lead to bloodshed. It now says it wants
to put him on trial.

However, on Tuesday Bakiyev hin-
ted he could leave the country if the
interim government guarantee his
safety and that of his family.

What to watch:

- Does Bakiyev vield, or does the
self-proclaimed government move
against him? Does he have sufficient
support to attack in Bishkek or control
areas in the south where he has his
power base and will hold rallies this
week? So far, outside powers look to
be abandoning him.

~ What happens with the security
forces? So far, they look to have switch-
ed loyalty to the new leadership. Is this
the case across the country, particular-
ly in the south? What happens to
commanders involved in shooting op-
position demonstrators?

- Does looting continue and is it put
down? So far, mining businesses and
the minority Jewish community have
been targeted.

Does it target Chinese businesses in
the capital, as some previous violence
has? If so, how would China react?

~The Ferghana Valley in the south,
where Bakiyev has his power base, has

been the scene of ethnic violence in

the past, and there are some signs that
tension surrounding the ethnic Uzbek
minority may not be far below the sur-
face.

Superpower politics

The United States and Russia are at
loggerheads, although neither public-
ly acknowledges this.

Washington’s priority will be keep-
ing its Manas base open while a
Russian official with President Dmitry
Medvedev’s delegation said last week
Moscow wanted it closed.

A senior White House adviser on
Russia told reporters in Prague: “This
is not some anti-American coup. That
we know for sure, and this is not a
sponsored-by-the-Russians coup.”

Prime Minister Vladimir Putin has
denied Russia played a part in the tur-
moil, but a Kyrgyz opposition leader,

ey

operation-against him after he warned

Omurbek Takebayev, said: “Russia
played its role in ousting Bakiyev.”

So far Russia is the only country to
recognise the interim government offi-
cially — although Medvedev warns the
country is on the brink of civil war.

On Wednesday, a visiting US diplo-
mat said Washington was willing to
help the new rulers, putting additional
pressure on Bakiyev to go into exile.

Russian Prime Minister Vladinur
Putin approved a $50 million aid and
loan package for Kyrgyzstan hours lat-
er. ‘

What to watch:

~ How overt is Russian support for
the self-proclaimed government, not
to mention pressure to close the base?
Does Russia offer military support?

~ Does the uprising worsen broader
Russia-US  relations just as
Washington hoped they were improv-
mg?

~ Do other countries — particularly
the United States and China - ult-
mately recognise the self-proclaimed
government or continue to support the
ousted leadership?

— How does China react? Analysts
say it had lent money to the ousted
government. Does it shift to the new
rulers, perhaps sweetening relations
with a new loan, or support Bakiyey
tacitly or overtly? Does it make any
comment on the US base?

The United States has cut back
flights through Manas, which officials
it has been central to the war effort in
Afghanistan, allowing round-the-clock
combat airlift, airdrop, medical evacu-
ation and refuelling.

Pentagon officials say they have oth-
er options to Manas, although they are
more expensive, and the base is not in
itself essential.

US officials say only around 20 per
cent of their supplies into Afghanistan
go by air, with 30 per cent transported
overland through former Soviet states
and 50 per cent by road through
Pakistan, a route which is vulnerable
to attack on both sides of the border.

What to watch:

— What happens to the base? The
new rulers talk of shortening of the
five-year lease rather than outright im-
mediate U.S. departure. Is it able to
operate fully?=" Does the dispute
prompt Washington to rethink its
strategy of relying heavily on trans-
port through the Russian sphere of in-
fluence?

Economy and investment

Kyrgyzstan’s economic problems are
seen as a big factor in the uprising,
Recent energy tariff increases have
been unpopular and many people are
angry about alleged government cor-
ruption and recent privatisation deals.
The self-proclaimed government says
it badly needs financial aid.

Foreign investors are mainly
Russian and Chinese, with Iittle
Western interest outside the small
gold mining sector.

What to watch:

— How long does the crisis last?
Analysts say there is already little
Western interest in investing, but that
buying insurance at present would
probably be impossible, potentially
prompting delays in any planned ven-
tures. Does looting continue or do the
police step in?

— Does Russia or someone else pro-
vide financial aid, or does the US
agree to pay more for its base?—
Reuters
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