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Abstract：After independence, Turkmenistan actively sought to become a "permanently neutral country", hoping to consolidate state power through a neutral foreign policy while bringing peace to Central Asia. While Turkmenistan pursues neutrality, other Central Asian countries are pushing Central Asian integration into practice. Based on national interests, neutral status and the decision of the supreme leader, Turkmenistan has formulated distinct participation policies at various stages of Central Asian integration, ensuring that the country is in a flexible position in the Central Asian region. However, due to the uncertain prospect of Central Asian integration, coupled with Turkmenistan's single economic structure and domestic regime change, it faces huge practical challenges when participating in Central Asian integration. If Turkmenistan can continue to maintain its participation, rationally adjust foreign policies and optimize economic reforms, it can play a more important role in the process of Central Asian integration.
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Introduction
In 1991, the Cold War came to an end. Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan and Turkmenistan, the former republics of the Soviet Union, became independent sovereign states one after another. From a geopolitical point of view, Central Asia connects Europe and Asia, and is called by Mackinder as "the heart of the Eurasian continent", which has unique geopolitical and economic significance. After the disintegration of the Soviet Union, a power vacuum inevitably appeared in Central Asia, and the geopolitical competition in Central Asia became increasingly fierce. In order to avoid excessive involvement of external forces in Central Asia and strengthen cooperation among Central Asian countries, the idea of Central Asian integration has gradually spread. Subsequently, with the joint efforts of Kazakhstan, Ukraine, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, the Central Asian Economic Union was established in 1994, marking the official launch of Central Asian integration. As of June 2022, Central Asian integration has gone through three main stages: the start-up period (1994-2005), the stagnation period (2005-2018) and the restart period (2018-).
Turkmenistan is the third country in Central Asia in terms of comprehensive strength. An important reason is the relative deviation of its natural environment: The Karakum Desert covers 80% of the entire territory, and the strong continental climate brings about Extreme drought has limited agricultural development, and the economy's over-reliance on natural gas and other energy sources has made Turkmenistan obvious shortcomings in terms of national comprehensive strength. After independence, Turkmenistan is faced with the complex surrounding international situation, and it needs to carry out arduous national construction and economic reconstruction. Therefore, it has chosen the status of neutrality, hoping to reduce external pressure by reducing its participation in international affairs. Based on this conservative foreign policy, Turkmenistan has adopted different participation policies at different times in the process of Central Asian integration.
It should be pointed out that Turkmenistan has long been a relatively closed and secret country. It is extremely difficult for foreigners to apply for a visa to Turkmenistan, and the country's information is very opaque, and the restrictions on publication and news are cumbersome and strict. Academic research on Turkmenistan is quite weak. Therefore, the existing literature seldom directly discusses Turkmenistan's attitude, cognition and strategy towards Central Asian integration, but reflects related issues from the perspective of Turkmenistan's neutral status (including neutral policy), energy trade and the highest decision-making level. First of all, Turkish scholar Utku Yapici believes that Turkmenistan's neutrality policy is not the reason for its foreign policy to pursue isolationism. Neutral status is conducive to the stability of the national regime and the maintenance of energy trade, so this neutral policy will not change much in the future.[footnoteRef:0] Barbara Kiepenheuer-Drechsler pointed out that Turkmenistan's "diplomatic isolation status" was imposed by itself through a policy of neutrality, with the aim of maintaining the stability of the state power and reducing the influence of external countries on the country.[footnoteRef:1] Although the two scholars have different views on Turkmenistan's isolationism, they both argue that the country's neutrality policy has a dominant role in foreign policymaking. Therefore, Turkmenistan's neutral status is an important variable in its choice to participate in Central Asian integration. [0:  Utku Yapici. From positive neutrality to silk road activism? The continuities and changes in Turkmenistan’s foreign policy, Journal of Balkan and Near Eastern Studies，Issue3,2018,pp.4-6.]  [1:  Barbara Kiepenheuer-Drechsler .Trapped in permanent neutrality: looking behind the symbolic production of the Turkmen nation. Central Asian Survey，vol.25,2006.pp.129.] 

Secondly, energy trade is a major source of Turkmenistan's economy, and many scholars have paid attention to oil and gas diplomacy as a major factor in Turkmenistan's foreign policy. Zhang Zhenguo believes that Turkmenistan's neutral policy is conducive to building a country through its rich resources and achieving the goal of energy-rich country.[footnoteRef:2] Boris Shikhmuradov, the former foreign minister of Turkmenistan, also expressed a similar view, believing that neutrality will help the country attract foreign investment and give full play to its energy advantages. [2:  张振国:《土库曼斯坦缘何走中立之路》，《亚非纵横》2001年第2期。] 

Finally, the cognition and attitude of Turkmenistan's supreme decision-maker (president) also greatly influences Turkmenistan's attitude towards Central Asian integration. Fabio de Leonardis's book Nation-building and personality cult in Turkmenistan：The TürkmenbaŞy Phenomenon  points out that the personality cult of the President of Turkmenistan is a tool on which the stability of the country is highly dependent.[footnoteRef:3] For this reason, when we examine Turkmenistan's foreign policy, we need to start from a micro perspective and include the factors of the top leaders. [3:  Fabio De Leonardis. Nation-building and personality cult in Turkmenistan：The TürkmenbaŞy Phenomenon. Routledge Focus, 2017.
] 

The above three explanations provide new perspectives for Turkmenistan foreign policy research: Neutrality is a prerequisite for Turkmenistan's participation in Central Asian integration, and Turkmenistan can only participate if the principles of integration and neutrality do not conflict; Energy trade and economic interests are important reasons for Turkmenistan's changing attitude towards integration；The attitude and cognition of the President of Turkmenistan towards Central Asian integration have a direct effect on Turkmenistan's integration strategy.
Based on this analytical framework, this research is mainly divided into four parts. The first part analyzes the reasons for Turkmenistan's “cold attitude” towards the early Central Asian integration from the perspective of national economic interests, neutral institutions and policymakers. The second part focuses on describing the process and development of Central Asian integration, and at the same time explaining Turkmenistan's participation strategy in the integration mechanism dominated by extraterritorial powers during this period. The third part introduces the restart and development trend of Central Asian integration, and summarizes the motive and purpose of the sudden change of integration strategy through the diplomatic practice of Turkmenistan in the three Central Asian heads of state meetings. The last part introduces the external defects of the second Central Asian integration and the internal defects of Turkmenistan, and summarizes the challenges and prospects of Turkmenistan's participation in the integration.

Turkmenistan’s early attitude towards Central Asian integration (1991-2005)
After the disintegration of the Soviet Union, the five Central Asian countries moved towards independence one after another. However, the five Central Asian countries at that time were faced with many practical problems. Firstly, the economies of Central Asia need to be restructured. In the past, the five Central Asian countries were part of the Soviet state system and did not have a relatively independent economic structure, which led to a painful period after independence. The industrial and agricultural products of these countries are difficult to be self-sufficient, the economic situation continues to deteriorate, inflation remains high, and unemployment continues to rise. They urgently need to complete economic restructuring to achieve their development goals. Secondly, many problems have arisen in the Central Asian regional cooperation. For example, in the field of water resources cooperation, the water resources cooperation among the Central Asian republics in the Soviet Union was unified by the Central Committee of the CPSU. After independence, Central Asian countries independently formulate their own water resources protection and management policies to ensure their own water resources interests. However, due to their respective administrations, the differences among the five countries in the field of water resources began to be exposed, and there were great disputes over the distribution of water flow in transboundary rivers, the construction of hydropower stations, and the issue of drainage. [footnoteRef:4] Thirdly, there are many security problems in Central Asia. In the post-Soviet period, the situation in Central Asia was turbulent, with terrorism, separatism and extremist religiousism prevailing, and the war, drugs and cross-border crimes in Afghanistan brought instability to the security of Central Asia. At the beginning of independence, the five Central Asian countries had unstable domestic political foundations, their national defense systems were not yet perfect, and they lacked an effective barrier against the three forces. Finally, there are frequent ecological problems in Central Asia, mainly including water pollution, nuclear pollution, industrial pollution and air pollution.[footnoteRef:5] Among them, the shortage of water resources and water pollution are particularly serious problems. Due to the abuse of water resources, the amount of Aral Sea water has decreased by 75% in 40 years, resulting in the Aral Sea crisis and greatly restricting the social and economic development of Central Asia.  [4:  Igor S.Zonn, Andrey G Kostianoy, Tatyana V，etal. Turkmenistan water resources policy in Central Asia：International context. The Handbook of Environmental Chemistry, 2018, pp.229-242.  https://www.researchgate.net/publication/325077192_Turkmenistan_Water_Resources_Policy_in_Central_Asia]  [5:   杨恕,田宝:《中亚地区生态环境问题述评》，《东欧中亚研究》2002年第5期。] 

Due to the urgency of regional issues, leaders of Central Asian countries have proposed many times to build on the basis of the original cooperation to establish a reliable integrated cooperation mechanism to jointly solve the problems. Under the advocacy of Kazakh President Nursultan Nazarbayev, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan established a customs union in the early days of independence, and then established the Central Asian Economic Union in 1994 to start the economic integration of Central Asia. In 1998, the Central Asian Economic Union was renamed the Central Asian Economic Cooperation Organization, successfully attracting the participation of Tajikistan and realizing its first expansion. In the field of security, the presidents of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan signed the Treaty of Guaranteeing Peace in the Region in Tashkent in April 2000, combating terrorist forces in Central Asia and expanding the scope of cooperation in Central Asian integration.
As a member of the five Central Asian countries, Turkmenistan tried to carry out the top-level design of Central Asian integration at the beginning of its independence. Leaders of the five Central Asian countries met in 1992 to discuss plans for regional cooperation, and President Niyazov of Turkmenistan suggested the establishment of an "Union of Central Asian Nations" as an alternative to joining the Russian-dominated Commonwealth of Independent States.[footnoteRef:6] However, the plan did not receive a positive response from the remaining four countries, who preferred to cooperate within the framework of the Commonwealth of Independent States, which led to President Niyazov's less trust in his peers. A year later, because the Commonwealth of Independent States failed to carry out effective regional cooperation, the four Central Asian countries decided to establish their own cooperation mechanism. At the same time, Turkmenistan began to lose interest in the integration mechanism dominated by the Central Asian region, and was often isolated from the Central Asian multilateral cooperation mechanism. From Table 1, it can be seen that among the five regional cooperation organizations with greater influence in Central Asia, the participation rate of Turkmenistan is only 20%, and they often choose to observe rather than participate. [6:  Sebsatain Krapohl ,Alexandra V. The region that isn't: China, Russia and the failure of regional integration in Central Asia. Asia Europe Journal，vol.18,2020,pp.347-366. https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/The-region-that-isn%27t%3A-China%2C-Russia-and-the-of-in-Krapohl-Vasileva-Dienes/72fc68001c4cd1653a0f4e884324c12316893144] 


Tab1. Participation of Central Asian countries in major regional organizations
	participating countries
	CIS（1991-）
	CACO
（1998-2005）
	EAEC
（2001-2015）
	SCO
（2001-）
	CAREC
（1996-）

	Kazakhstan
	√
	√
	√
	√
	√

	Uzbekistan
	√
	√
	Observer State
	√
	√

	Tajikistan
	√
	√
	×
	√
	√

	Kyrgyzstan
	√
	√
	√
	√
	√

	Turkmenistan
	Exited in 2005
	×
	×
	×
	√


There are three main reasons why Turkmenistan does not actively participate in the Central Asian regional integration mechanism. First, from the perspective of economic development, since the disintegration of the Soviet Union, Turkmenistan has inherited a highly specialized and trade-dependent economy based on processing. The energy industry and cotton planting industry are the main material basis for trade exports. Turkmenistan has the fourth largest natural gas reserves in the world, and natural gas trade once accounted for 80% of the country's exports. Russia and China, with huge economies, are Turkmenistan's largest energy trading partners, while other Central Asian countries also have relatively single economic structures and poor development levels, making it difficult to shake the trade status of foreign powers. In addition, after independence, Turkmenistan promulgated the Law on the Principles of Independence and State Institutions of Turkmenistan, which clearly proposes the transition to a market economy. In the words of President Niyazov：Turkmenistan has chosen a policy of gradually reforming the current system in stages. The fundamental purpose of this policy is, first and foremost, to maintain social stability and stability in people's lives. Turkmenistan does not approve of...Radical reform, not to implement shock therapy, but to advocate gradual entry into the market.[footnoteRef:7] This means that the economic reform of Turkmenistan is gradual and slow, and it is difficult to adjust the economic structure in the short term to form complementary advantages for the Central Asian countries. [7:  施玉宇:《土库曼斯坦的经济政策、经济发展现状、特点和前景》，《东欧中亚市场研究》1999第4期。] 

Second, from the standpoint of neutrality, the status of permanent neutrality has certain restrictions on Turkmenistan's participation in the integration organization. The neutral diplomatic model is a strategy for small countries to seek security in the power struggle of great powers, as Robert H. Donaldson said: Small countries want to protect themselves by being small. Small countries can remain safe in this 'storm' if they can maintain an impartial attitude in the face of problems and convince large countries that they are not a threat to them.[footnoteRef:8] Moreover, the idea of neutrality is a historical tradition of the Turkmens, which arose as early as around the 10th century AD. Turkmenistan began its pursuit of neutrality a year after independence, and at the OSCE Helsinki Summit in July 1992, President Niyazov proposed a foreign policy of "positive neutrality" as an initial vision for pursuing neutrality.[footnoteRef:9] On 12 December 1995, the fiftieth session of the United Nations General Assembly considered the question of Turkmenistan's permanent neutrality, which recognizes and supports the permanent neutrality declared by Turkmenistan and calls upon all Members of the United Nations to respect and support Turkmenistan for this status. Turkmenistan's status as a permanently neutral State has a twofold effect on participation in Central Asian integration mechanisms. On the one hand, Turkmenistan relies on its neutrality policy to establish a buffer zone in Central Asia, actively mediate conflicts in Central Asia, and establish good relations with Afghanistan, Iran, Turkey and other countries, ensuring that it is independent in Central Asia, and reducing the demand for integrated security functions in Central Asia. On the other hand, both on the way to becoming a permanently neutral State and after becoming a permanently neutral State, Turkmenistan strictly fulfills its obligations of neutrality under international law and guides its foreign policy with a policy of neutrality. Article 4 of the Permanent Intermediate Legislation of Turkmenistan states that Turkmenistan does not participate in war blocs and alliances, has strict obligations or assumes collective responsibility of the parties. [8:  Robert H. Donaldson. Alliances and small powers, Columbia University Press, 1968.]  [9:  D. L. Smith. Breaking away from the Bear. Strategic Studies Institute, Carlisle, 1998.
] 

Chapter I, Article VI, of the Constitution of Turkmenistan also clearly stipulates: Turkmenistan, as the integral subject of the international community, pursues a foreign policy of permanent neutrality ... We will not participate in military blocs and alliances, and advocate the peaceful and friendly development of mutually beneficial relations with countries in the region and other countries in the world. Therefore, due to the strong integration of the first Central Asian integration, the high degree of integration, and the nature of a certain alliance, it was necessary for the country to cede part of its sovereignty, making it impossible for the neutral country Turkmenistan to join it.
Third, proceeding from the perception of policymakers, the supreme leader of Turkmenistan, Niyazov, has a pessimistic attitude and judgment on the first Central Asian integration. At the beginning of Turkmenistan's independence, the economic foundation was weak and natural gas resources were extremely rich, which easily became a battlefield in the game of great powers. Therefore, Turkmenistan does not want to become a "banana republic" in Central Asia and opposes involvement in any lopsided alliances. Niyazov is also not optimistic about cooperation within the CIS framework, reluctant to participate in the Economic Cooperation Organization within the framework, and takes a wait-and-see attitude towards regional integration cooperation programs such as the CSTO, the Eurasian Economic Union or the Central Asian Economic Community.[footnoteRef:10] In contrast, Turkmenistan participates more in organizations with a wider range of problem areas and less integrated, such as international organizations or international mechanisms such as the United Nations, the Non-Aligned Movement, the OSCE, the Islamic Conference, the International Monetary Fund, the NATO Partnership for Peace, etc. [10:  Charles J Sullivan. Neutrality in perpetuity: Foreign policy continuity in Turkmenistan. Asian Affairs，vol.4，2020. https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03068374.2020.1826753
] 

Obstacles to Central Asian Integration and Turkmenistan's Foreign Policy (2005-2018)
While the wave of regionalism is sweeping through Central Asia, more and more countries outside the region have begun to increase their geopolitical power projection in Central Asia, intending to achieve their own strategic goals. And the integration of Central Asia during this period has emerged more and more contradictions: The small domestic market and backward industrial capacity have always been the shortcomings of Central Asian integration, not to mention the huge differences in the level of economic development between Central Asia, the struggle for leadership between Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, the difficult coordination of monetary policy, and frequent border conflicts. Under the combined effect of these factors, the "synergy" of integration led by Central Asian countries has been continuously weakened and gradually replaced by an integration mechanism dominated by foreign powers.
During this period, Turkmenistan's domestic and foreign policy was transformed by the change of president. On December 21, 2006, Turkmenistan's supreme leader Niyazov died of a heart attack, after which Gurbanguly Berdymukhamedov officially assumed the presidency. In the face of the involvement of foreign powers, the second Turkmenistan government re-examined the power structure in Central Asia, attached importance to economic development, strategically sought a "balance of great powers", and tried to ensure its flexible position in Central Asia. 
First, Russia seeks to become the leading force in regional cooperation in Central Asia. After the disintegration of the Soviet Union, Russia maintained economic ties with Central Asian countries mainly through cooperation within the CIS framework, but due to the heavy damage to the Russian economy at that time, cooperation within the CIS framework was not effective. In 1999, Russia, together with Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, signed the Treaty on the Eurasian Economic Community, establishing a customs union to implement Russia's import substitution strategy. Five years later, Russia also joined the Central Asian Cooperation Organization as a full member, further expanding its influence in Central Asian affairs. In 2005, a meeting of the Central Asian Cooperation Organization was held in St. Petersburg, which decided to merge the Central Asian Cooperation Organization into the Eurasian Economic Community (EAEC), believing that the functions of CAEC and the EAEC overlapped. This event marks Russia's formal integration of Central Asia into its strategic track and continuous promotion of the Eurasian strategic layout on the basis of the customs union. 
The Turkmen government has not expressed enthusiasm to participate in the Central Asian integration and Eurasian Economic Community organization led by Russia. This is because President Berdymukhamedov has actively restored the normalization of Russia-Turkey relations after taking office and cancelled the "one-sided" policy against Russia made by Niyazov. After an assassination attempt in Turkmenistan in 2002, Mr. Niyazov was heavily criticized by the international community for launching a nationwide crackdown. To break out of its diplomatic isolation, Turkmenistan turned to Russia, signing a 25-year gas trade contract in exchange for Russia's support for Niyazov and using energy cooperation to stabilize Russia-Turkey relations.[footnoteRef:11]Turkmenistan's "one-sided" policy toward Russia undermined the country's neutrality, so the second government was sensitive to the Russian-led integration system and focused on maintaining economic ties with the Eurasian Economic Community. [11:   Luca Anceschi. Integrating domestic politics and foreign policy making: The case of Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. Central Asia Survey, vol.2,2015，pp.151. https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02634937.2010.498231] 

Secondly, the United States also includes Central Asia into its global strategy and actively intervenes in the regional integration affairs of Central Asia. In early 2005, due to the "Tulip revolution" in Kyrgyzstan and the Andijan incident in Uzbekistan, the United States decided to promote regional integration by adjusting its Central Asia policy. Later, S. Frederick Starr, an American scholar, put forward the "Greater Central Asian Partnership", which includes Afghanistan, the five Central Asian countries, northern India, Xinjiang of China and southern Russia, representing a broader and deeper participation in the affairs of Central Asia, and thus realizing constraints on Russia and China.[footnoteRef:12]In order to allay the doubts of Central Asian countries about the plan, "the United States continues to emphasize that the goal of the plan is to preserve the sovereignty, independence, prosperity and development of all countries, and not to use Central Asia as an arena for major powers to expand their influence."[footnoteRef:13]In 2011, U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton proposed the "New Silk Road Initiative", which proposed to build various infrastructure in Central Asia and help Afghanistan integrate into Central Asia, so as to further enhance the influence of the United States in the economy of Central Asia.[footnoteRef:14] [12:  王志远：《中亚区域一体化合作探析》，《新疆师范大学学报（哲学社会科学版）》2015年第1期。]  [13:  曾向红：《重塑中亚地缘政治环境：2005年以来美国中亚政策的调整》，《外交评论》2008年第3期。]  [14:  Press Trust of India：US, India To Revive 'New Silk Road' Seen As Counter To China's Belt And Road Project, 2017.5.24,https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/us-india-to-revive-new-silk-road-to-counter-chinas-belt-and-road-obor-project-1697632，上网时间2022年5月1日。] 

The United States is not engaged in Central Asian integration through the establishment of a series of new multilateral institutions, but rather by continuing to use existing or geographically inclusive institutions such as the International Monetary Fund, NATO's Partnership for Peace Program, and the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe. In response to the "olive branch" offered by the United States, Turkmenistan duly participated in some of the less integrated institutions that are conducive to the country's economic development. Other Central Asian countries have also actively joined these groups because "Central Asian countries are still happy to accept the benefits of a US-led multilateral regime on the premise that it does not threaten the survival of their regimes."[footnoteRef:15] Turkmenistan is also a major participant in the U.S. Caspian Energy Initiative, which seeks to encourage its commercial partners to coordinate arrangements with the governments of Turkey, Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkmenistan to create a Trans-Caspian gas pipeline (TCGP) that would weaken Russian regulation of gas trading in the region.[footnoteRef:16] [15:   曾向红：《美国对中亚事务的介入及中亚国家的应对》，《国际政治研究》2015第3期。]  [16:  Faiasl Javed. American relations with Turkmenistan after war on terrorism.Journal of International Affairs，Pakistan Journel of International Affairs,vol.1,2018. http://pjia.com.pk/index.php/pjia/article/view/2] 

Finally, since the beginning of the 21st century, China has paid more and more attention to institution-building in Central Asia. Through such regional mechanisms as the Shanghai Cooperation Organization and The Belt and Road Initiative, China has conducted practical cooperation with Central Asian countries in security, energy, economy and trade.On June 15, 2001, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) was formally established with the participation of four Central Asian countries except Turkmenistan, which became founding members. From the perspective of function, "the SCO does not limit its regional security cooperation vision only to the field of anti-terrorism. Instead, it addresses a series of major issues facing the stability and development of the Eurasian region, and appropriately positions the role of anti-terrorism struggle in the process of regional security from the perspective of comprehensive security."[footnoteRef:17] President Niyazov has taken a wait-and-see approach to the organization, but this does not mean that Turkmenistan opposes China's regional cooperation. Gong Liefu, former Chinese ambassador to Turkmenistan, believes that there is no conflict between the neutrality of the SCO and Turkmenistan, and the main reason for Turkmenistan's non-participation is that President Niyazov expressed uncertainty about the effect of economic cooperation of the SCO framework. Niyazov believed that Turkey would be willing to participate in the cooperation once the SCO became stronger and expanded the scope of cooperation to the countries in the southwest region.[footnoteRef:18] [17:  许涛：《上合组织建立预防地区冲突机制的实践意义》，《现代国际关系》2006年第12期。]  [18:  龚猎夫：《积极中立 世代安宁——透视土库曼斯坦的中立政策》，《国际问题研究》2008年第2期。] 

Since President Gurbanguly Berdymukhamedov took office (2006-2022), Turkmenistan's participation in China-led regional cooperation mechanisms has increased, and bilateral relations have continued to improve. Since 2008, the China-Turkmenistan Central Asia Natural Gas Pipeline project has been completed one after another, with four natural gas pipelines connecting Turkmenistan with Horgos in Xinjiang Province, providing China with more than 65 billion cubic meters of natural gas energy per year, making China Turkmenistan's largest trading partner. On September 3, 2013, the Chinese President Xi Jinping visited Turkmenistan, during which the leaders of the two countries signed a Joint Declaration on the establishment of strategic partnership, marking the elevation of bilateral relations to the level of strategic partnership. That same year, China surpassed Russia to become Turkmenistan's largest trading partner. On March 28, 2015, China officially announced the Vision and Actions for Jointly Building the Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road, demonstrating its determination to open up to the world in all respects. Central Asia, the first stop on the "westward journey" of the overland Silk Road, has become an important stage for China to demonstrate its responsibility as a major country and its diplomatic initiative. It is the primary region for China to implement its new Asian security concept and new concept of justice and shared interests.[footnoteRef:19] Since the idea of "Silk Road Economic Belt" is highly in line with the "revival of the Silk Road", which President Berdymukhamedov attaches great importance to, Turkmenistan has responded positively to the Belt and Road Initiative and made use of energy diplomacy and cultural diplomacy to align its strategies. [19:  袁胜育,汪伟民：《丝绸之路经济带与中国的中亚政策》，《世界经济与政治》2015年第5期。] 

During the period when the integration led by Central Asian countries was blocked, Turkmenistan took economic development as its priority goal and selectively participated in the Central Asian integration led by Russia, the United States, China and other major powers on the basis of neutral diplomacy, thus enhancing its participation and enthusiasm in regional affairs. On the whole, although Turkmenistan attaches importance to the great power balance strategy, it has a higher preference for regional cooperation with China, which objectively promotes the extension of the scope of Central Asian integration cooperation and accumulates economic momentum for its future participation in the integration led by Central Asian countries.
The Restart of Central Asian Integration and the Adjustment of Turkmenistan's Strategy (2018- )
The failure of the first Central Asian integration had many negative effects on the Central Asian countries. Over time, political and diplomatic relations between the countries of Central Asia continue to deteriorate, and disputes over ethnic, religious, border boundaries and water resources remain intractable. The Central Asian countries have also established different economic development directions and competed to develop priority relations with countries outside the region, which has made the Central Asian region move from the former "integration" to the other extreme -- anti-integration. It is in this context that the integration led by Central Asian countries has fallen into a "stagnation period" for more than a decade.
In 2016, Shavkat Mirziyoyev took office as president of Uzbekistan, and he brought an important opportunity to restart the integration of Central Asia. He declared that "Central Asia is the priority of Uzbekistan's foreign policy," and committed himself to changing the country's long-closed economic model, restoring contacts with Central Asian countries through economic reform, and making efforts to repair relations with neighboring countries.[footnoteRef:20] In 2017, President Mirziyoyev visited Turkmenistan three times, Kyrgyzstan twice and Kazakhstan once, signed a large number of bilateral agreements with these countries, and initially improved the diplomatic relations between the five Central Asian countries through frequent interactions with their neighbors.[footnoteRef:21] Later, at the 72nd session of the United Nations General Assembly in September 2017, Mirziyoyev further put forward the proposal to hold a consultative meeting of Central Asian heads of state on a regular basis. Kazakh President Nursultan Nazarbayev explained the motivation for the summit: "In order to solve the problems in Central Asia, we don't need any third party. We can solve all the problems by ourselves. That's why we have meetings together."[footnoteRef:22] On the basis of the initial recovery of relations between Uzbekistan and the five Central Asian countries promoted by "Uzbek diplomacy", the first Central Asian Summit (also known as the "Five Central Asian Heads of State Summit") was successfully launched, and the heads of state of various countries discussed communication, trade, transportation and other issues. This meeting is of great historical significance. It is the first summit held by Central Asian countries without the participation of external countries since 2005. The meeting demonstrated the willingness of Central Asian countries to work together and can be regarded as the "first shot" to restart the integration of Central Asia. [20:  Daisuke Kitade . Central Asia undergoing a remarkable transformation: Belt And Road Initative and intra regional cooperation. Global Strategic Studies Institute Monthly Report，vol.8, 2019, pp.3. https://www.mitsui.com/mgssi/en/report/detail/__icsFiles/afieldfile/2019/08/27/1908e_kitade_e_1.pdf]  [21:  周明：《乌兹别克斯坦新政府与中亚地区一体化》，《俄罗斯研究》,2018年第3期。]  [22:  Paul G. Central Asia ready to move on without Russia. Eurasia Daily Monitor, vol.15,2018.
] 

In the face of the renewed Central Asian integration, Turkmenistan's strategy is more like "process driven", that is, it decides whether to participate in the integration according to its nature and development process, and dynamically revises the corresponding strategy. In the first summit of Central Asian States, President Berdymukhamedov did not directly attend the meeting, but chose to participate indirectly and make plans after clarifying the agenda, nature and objectives of the meeting. In fact, the first meeting of the heads of state of Central Asia initiated the integration of Central Asia from a low start. The topics involved were mostly about transportation, communications and environmental protection, and there was a lack of detailed top-level design for "high political issues". In addition, since Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan have joined the Eurasian Economic Union, saying that "their foreign trade sovereignty has been 'handed over' to the Supreme Council of the Eurasian Economic Union and the Intergovernmental Commission, and they are no longer able to sign any binding trade agreements with third parties," there are fundamental obstacles in the establishment of the customs union of this integration, let alone the establishment of supranational institutions. Therefore, for Turkmenistan, the restart of Central Asian integration is a good opportunity: on the one hand, the start of Central Asian integration is relatively low, the cooperation area is "broad but not deep" and does not touch the issue of sovereignty transfer, which will not conflict with the neutrality policy of Turkmenistan; Second, integration is conducive to the warming of relations among Central Asian countries, the elimination of internal "fragmentation" in Central Asia, and the development strategy of "reviving the Silk Road" in China. Thus, after the first summit meeting of Central Asian States, Turkmenistan decided to adjust its foreign policy appropriately and to participate in integration gradually.
At the second Central Asian Summit in 2019, Turkmenistan expressed its determination to break its "political isolation" and participate in the Central Asian integration. President Berdymukhamedov personally attended the meeting and offered suggestions on Central Asian integration during the meeting, supported the establishment of a platform for intra-regional dialogue and discussion, and put forward concrete proposals such as the establishment of a Central Asian Business Commission. With Turkmenistan's participation, the second Summit of Central Asian States has achieved substantial expansion, and hotspot issues in the Central Asian region have been continuously included in the agenda. A scholar noted that the meeting symbolized that "Central Asian leaders are reshaping their vision for the region to spread a broader and more diverse range of geopolitical propositions around the world."[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  Pravesh K. ‘Second consultative meeting’ of Central Asian leaders in Tashkent: A significant featureof regional integration in Central Asia，Vivekananda International Foundation，https://www.vifindia.org/2019/december/09/second-consultative-meeting-of-central-asian-leaders-in-tashkent.] 

The second Summit of Central Asian States had a positive impact on regional cooperation and further enhanced Turkmenistan's positive perception of Central Asian integration. A year later, Turkmenistan won the right to host the third Summit of Central Asian States, hoping to enhance its influence in Central Asia and promote the sound development of integration through the summit. t the third meeting, the Presidents of the five Central Asian states and Natalia Gherman, Special Representative of the UN Secretary-General for Central Asia, attended the meeting and issued the Joint Statement of the Heads of State of Central Asia. [footnoteRef:24] Through negotiations and consultations, countries reviewed pressing issues concerning the development of the Central Asian region, including regional security and governance, the prevention and control of COVID-19, ensuring denuclearization of the region and stabilizing the situation in Afghanistan, and worked to institutionalize the heads of state summit. As the host country, Turkmenistan upholstered the concept of "practical cooperation" and focused the summit on the current regional hotspot issues, strengthening political mutual trust and economic assistance, so as to facilitate the establishment of the Central Asian high-level dialogue mechanism and provide "Turkmen wisdom" for the restart of Central Asian integration.  [24:  杨莉：《中亚元首峰会助力地区一体化》，中国国际问题研究院官网2021年8月19日，https://www.ciis.org.cn/yjcg/sspl/202108/t20210819_8099.html，上网时间2022年3月19日。] 

The diplomatic practice of Turkmenistan in the three summits of Central Asian heads of state is of great significance, and it is the first time for Turkmenistan to participate in the integration mechanism led by the Central Asian countries. For a long time, Turkmenistan has always regarded the policy of neutrality as the basis of its foreign policy, "staying out of the Central Asian integration mechanism" and paying little attention to the affairs of Central Asia. As a result, some scholars have suggested that Turkmenistan's "neutrality" is a self-imposed "tool" aimed at isolating the country from international development in order to maintain the stability of its domestic regime. Therefore, it is an important adjustment of Turkmenistan's regional strategy to participate in the Central Asian integration in the restart stage. On the one hand, it represents an appropriate weakening of the dominance of Turkmenistan's "neutral policy" in order to adapt to the new regional environment without violating international treaties or commitments. In the "Niyazov era", Turkmenistan's neutral diplomacy has always been in the "supreme position", leading to a strong sense of isolation of the country, but in the face of the warming of relations between Central Asian countries and the opportunities brought by the integration of Central Asia. On the basis of maintaining the principle of neutrality, the Turkmen government is determined to dilute the isolated effects of the policy, participate in regional affairs with a cooperative attitude and improve the country's international image. On the other hand, it also means that Turkmenistan is gradually moving away from its former status of "observer" and striving to become a "participant in Central Asian integration" or even a "decision maker". Since the resumption of Central Asian integration, Turkmenistan has gradually expanded regional integration, hosted many regional multilateral cooperation conferences, and made use of its role as host to provide new solutions for economic cooperation, regional security, environmental governance and political mutual trust in Central Asia, thus greatly enhancing Turkmenistan's influence in Central Asian affairs. 
Prospects and Challenges of Turkmenistan's Participation in Central Asian Integration
The participation of Turkmenistan has injected new energy into the integration of Central Asia and opened a new chapter in the joint development of the five Central Asian countries. However, due to the impetus of Central Asian integration and Turkmenistan's internal reasons, restarting the road to integration will inevitably face many practical challenges. 
First of all, after the restart, Central Asia’s integration lacks political momentum, economic power is insufficient, and cultural synergy is weak. Under the background of the new crown epidemic, the integration process is slowing down. Western scholar Speicher once pointed out that the political impetus of Central Asian integration is far less than that of European integration: After World War II, Western European countries condensed strong political momentum due to their fear of the Soviet Union and its ideology, while the economic aid (Marshall Plan) and military protection (NATO) of the United States further pushed Europe towards economic unity. The integration of Central Asia is not the case. Russia's economic downturn makes it unable to become an external force to promote integration. Central Asia only has common threats to regional security issues such as Islamic extremist forces.[footnoteRef:25]  [25:  Martin C Spechler.Regional cooperation in Central Asia. Problems of Post-Communism，vol.6, 2002, pp.46. https://sites.tufts.edu/praxis/files/2020/05/Spechler.pdf] 

At the regional economic level, there are three major constraints on the integration of Central Asia. The first is the low complementarity of national economies. Due to the low level of industry in Central Asia and the fact that they are both energy and ore producing countries, the degree of interdependence between countries is relatively low. The second reason is the high differences in the economies of various countries. It can be observed from Figure 1 that Kazakhstan is the most developed country in Central Asia, and its GDP accounts for about 65% of the total of Central Asian countries. About 10%, there are huge differences in economic volume among countries, and it is difficult to coordinate tariff policies. At the same time, the five Central Asian countries each issued a variety of currencies (including tenge, som, manat, etc.), and their currency values are far apart, which is not conducive to the formation of a unified Central Asian monetary policy. The third reason is the high external dependence of the regional economy. Since 2015, Central Asia's overall import and export accounted for more than 75% of GDP, indicating that the Central Asian economy has a high dependence on the outside world, which has dampened the enthusiasm for economic and trade cooperation in the Central Asian region. During the Russia-Ukraine conflict, Western economic sanctions against Russia also affected the economies of Central Asia, resulting in severe turmoil in the financial markets of Central Asian countries, and the restructuring of regional industrial and supply chains, making economic integration in Central Asia even more difficult. [footnoteRef:26] [26:  邓浩,李天毅：《俄罗斯与中亚五国外长会释放新信号》，《世界知识》2022年第10期。] 

At the regional cultural level, the regional integration of religious culture in Central Asia is not high enough to provide a unified political ideology for regional integration; the different political cultures in each country hinder the interdependence among Central Asian countries; The lack of theoretical research on regional integration by Asian scholars and the lack of "Central Asian identity" among the public have all become obstacles to Central Asian integration.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  李超，曾向红：《试析文化因素对中亚一体化的影响》，《俄罗斯研究》2014年第2期。] 
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Fig.1  GDP comparison of five central Asian countries from 2009 to 2016

Secondly, Turkmenistan's economic momentum is still insufficient, and the "gradual" economic reform has limited effect. It is difficult to change the pillar position of energy trade, and it is difficult for the domestic industry to form complementary advantages with the other four Central Asian countries. At the end of the 20th century, due to the decline of productivity and the blockage of trade channels, Turkmenistan experienced a seven-year (1991-1997) economic recession, and it was not until 1998 that it gradually recovered. Different from the radical means (shock therapy) adopted by Russia, Niyazov promised to adopt a moderate and gradual reform approach to promote the market economy and privatization, and adjust the unreasonable domestic industrial structure. Today, Turkmenistan is systematically transitioning to a market economy, aiming to accelerate the process of industrialization and privatization between 2019 and 2025. After long-term reforms, Turkmenistan's foreign trade structure has improved to some extent, but the energy development of natural gas and oil is still the leading industry in the domestic industry, ranking first in the national industrial system. According to a report by Russia's "Arzuw" news network on January 26, 2021, Turkmenistan's industrial output value accounted for 27.8% of GDP in 2020, and the total value of industrial products produced during the year exceeded 59 billion manats, of which energy products still accounted for 40.0%. Therefore, Turkmenistan cannot currently become a "locomotive" to promote economic integration in Central Asia.
Finally, Turkmenistan's domestic regime change creates uncertainties for participation in integration affairs. On March 15, 2022, according to the Central Election Commission of Turkmenistan, Serdar Berdymukhamedov, the country's deputy prime minister and Democratic candidate, won the presidential election with 72.97% of the vote. The new President Sherdar is the son of the second President Kurbangul Berdymukhamedov, who worked in Turkmenistan's Foreign Ministry, Parliament and National Security Council.Judging from the results of this election alone, Turkmenistan has set a precedent for Central Asian countries and became the first Central Asian country to achieve regime change through direct inheritance. It has been questioned and pressured by the outside world. After announcing his election, President Sherdar has yet to reveal to the outside world the specific policy goals of his national governance. Whether Turkmenistan can continue to participate in the integration of Central Asia since 2019 has temporarily become unknown.
In short, Turkmenistan has become a new force in the integration of Central Asia through domestic economic reforms and foreign policy adjustments, objectively creating good conditions for the security, stability and development of Central Asia. However, Turkmenistan's integration strategy also faces many practical challenges, the two most prominent of which are the prospect of integration and the issue of domestic regime change. For the former, it is not clear whether the integration of Central Asia can transition from the primary stage of partial integration to a higher stage. At present, the synergy of vertical development of integration is still not strong enough, and it is difficult to establish a customs union or other supranational mechanisms. For the latter, the regime change in Turkmenistan has made the outside world doubt its integration policy. As the only son of the former president, will President Shcherdar inherit the previous policy or change the integration policy? But we have reasons to believe that if President Sherdar can continue the enthusiasm of the previous administration, then Turkmenistan will be a vital force that cannot be ignored in the process of Central Asian integration moving towards a higher stage.
Conclusion
By analyzing Turkmenistan's attitude changes and policy adjustments in the process of participating in Central Asian integration since the 1990s, this paper concludes that there are three core issues affecting Turkmenistan's participation in Central Asian integration, namely whether the principle of neutrality and the integration mechanism The conflict, whether the strategic needs of Turkmenistan fit with the integration mechanism, and the cognition and attitude of Turkmenistan policymakers towards integration.
Through the study, this paper also explores the challenges facing Turkmenistan's participation in the integration of Central Asia. From a macro point of view, the integration of Central Asia this time is far lower than the first integration of Central Asia in 1994, whether it is integration or mechanism construction, and there is still a lot of political power, economic power, and cultural synergy. The big flaw is that it belongs to a "semi-vertical and half-horizontal" integration model, and its prospects are still unclear.
From a micro perspective, Turkmenistan also has many shortcomings, and its energy in integration is limited. In the short term, Turkmenistan's domestic economic reform has limited effect, and its economic structure is not reasonable enough to become an engine to stimulate the regional economy. Turkmenistan's regime change has brought uncertainty to its integration strategy.
It should be pointed out that this study has certain deficiencies, the main reason is that this paper sorts out and summarizes Turkmenistan’s strategies in different stages of Central Asian integration through the method of literature research. The number is very limited, resulting in insufficient evidence in this article, and the validity of the conclusion needs to be verified by time.
Finally, the explanatory framework of Turkmenistan's participation in the integration mechanism of Central Asia can provide a certain perspective for understanding the reasons, limitations, process and impact of neutral countries' participation in the integration mechanism. For example, in the context of the current Russia-Ukraine conflict, Sweden and Finland, two permanent neutral countries, have chosen to join NATO and give up their neutrality. Whether the research perspective of this paper can be used to explain this case is also worth studying.
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