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India assumed the Chairmanship for the first time of the Shanghai Cooperation
, Organization Council of Heads of States for the period 2022-2023. India’s SCO
Chairmanship culminates with a Summit in July 2023. The theme of India’s SCO
Chairmanship is “Towards a ‘SECURE’ SCO”, which was articulated by the Prime
Minister of India Narendra Modi earlier in the 2018 SCO Summit. SECURE stands for
Security, Economic Cooperation, Connectivity, Unity, Respect for sovereignty and
integrity, and Environment. It encompasses the holistic vision of India towards the

region and reflects the Indian ethos of ‘Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam’- world is one family.

During its Chairmanship, India has held a host of Ministerial and Official meetings,
seminars, conferences, cultural exhibitions and visits of experts, scholars, and artists. In
collaboration with the Ministry of External Affairs of India, the Indian Council of World
(ICWA), India’s oldest foreign policy and international affairs think tank, organized SCO
Resident Researchers Programme. The Programme involved hosting young scholars from
SCO Member States for a period of one month each. During this period, the scholars held
interactions with experts in India and visited academic and research institutions in Delhi

as well as in other Indian cities, including Sonipat, Bangalore, Chennai and Puducherry.

This volume is a collection of papers written in English by the young participants of the
SCO Resident Researchers Programme at ICWA. The papers reflect the perspectives of
the scholars on the progress of the Organization, its future growth, the challenges, and
the way forward. Gulden Kaskarbayeva from Kazakhstan has termed SCO as a ‘model of
the modern world’, where virtually all religions, various cultures and ethnic groups are
represented. She also notes the key role of the Organization in meeting the key challenge
to security posed by terrorism, separatism, and extremism. Zou Zhengxin from China
examines the current state of cooperation in the field of information security among SCO
Member States and urges for its further strengthening. Batyr Karagulov from Kyrgyzstan
argues for the common future of SCO Member States and makes a case for embracing
diversity and discovering common ground with renewed vigour. He emphasizes greater
economic cooperation through the formation of banking and customs union. Dr. Dmitrii
Novikov from Russia examines the impact of ongoing geopolitical fissures on SCO and
makes a case to position SCO as the institutional backbone of Greater Eurasia. Faridun
Rahimov from Tajikistan examines the menace of drug trafficking in the region and
argues that the SCO is uniquely poised to confront this challenge head-on due to its
collective capacity and regional influence. Kamronbek Davlatov from Uzbekistan calls for
strengthened connectivity in SCO and argues that initiatives like INSTC and Chabahar

port would boost regional and inter-regional connectivity.

FOREWORD



The publication gives rich insights into the prevailing thinking among the young
researcher community of the SCO Member States regarding SCO’s role and future. I am
confident that the present publication will prove to be useful for diplomatic practitioners

as also scholars with an interest in the activities of SCO.

Amb Vijay Thakur Singh

Director General
Indian Council of World Affairs

Sapru House

June 2023
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ROLE OF SCO IN REGIONAL
AND INTERNATIONAL
COOPERATION

Gulden Kaskarbayeva



The Shanghai Cooperation

% Organization acquires the status
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of an important Asian political
forum, activities of which focus mainly
on solving regional issues, and becoming
a dialogue platform in demand in the
interests of developing cooperation
between the CIS countries, the Middle
East, South and East Asia. Thus, at
present, the SCO consists of 8 member
states, 4 observer states and 9 dialogue

partner states.

The Declaration on the Establishment of
the SCO, signed in 2001 by China, Russia,
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan and
Tajikistan, was an attempt to lay the
foundation for a security system in the
vast Euro-Asian region. It was the issues
of regional and world security, including
the fight against terrorism, separatism
and extremism, that dominated the
agenda of the new international
organization at the beginning of the

21st century.

Today, the SCO member states unite

60 per cent of the territory of Eurasia,
where over 3.4 billion people live, which
is more than 41 per cent of the world’s
population. The Organization includes

countries that complement each other

due to the presence of extensive and
self-sufficient raw materials, labour and
intellectual resources. Their national
economies account for about 30 per cent
of global GDP (US$ 38.5 trillion), more
than 16 per cent of world trade (US$

5.5 trillion). At the same time, in 2021,
mutual trade amounted to about US$

768 billion, showing an increase of 39 per
cent. Particular attention is drawn to the
role of the SCO as a ‘model of the modern
world’, where virtually all world religions,
various cultures and ethnic groups

are represented.

In the context of geopolitical turbulence,
the communication channels created
within the framework of the SCO

make it possible to build a balanced
cooperation in the security, economic,
cultural and humanitarian fields and

to really determine the vectors for the
development of the countries of the

Eurasian continent.

At the present stage, the SCO has entered
a complex and uncertain period of
development, which is characterized by
a dynamically changing and conflict-
generating geopolitical environment.
Thus, the 22nd meeting of the Council

of Heads of State of the Shanghai

Particular attention is drawn to the role of the SCO as a

‘model of the modern world’, where virtually all world

religions, various cultures and ethnic groups are represented.
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Cooperation Organization (September
15-16, 2022, Samarkand) was held in the
context of an unprecedented aggravation
of the geopolitical situation. The political
background around the Summit was
overshadowed by the Russian war in
Ukraine, the aggravation of the situation
in the Taiwan Strait, the deepening crisis
in Afghanistan, clashes on the Kyrgyz-
Tajik and Afghan-Pakistani borders,
military conflicts between Azerbaijan

and Armenia.

Meanwhile, the SCO has become an
important component of the overall
regional security system. The focus

is on building a security architecture
independent of NATO and the formation
of new centres of a multipolar world. The
participation of major players - Russia
and China - attracts new partners to the
SCO. The organization has covered the
vast region of Eurasia, making geography
its strategic advantage. At present, there
is no similar structure on the continent
that would ensure a regular high-level
dialogue between the countries of the CIS,

the Middle East, South and East Asia.

Over the years of its existence, the SCO

has achieved significant success in the

field of security, including the joint

fight against the threats of terrorism,
extremism and separatism. In particular,
mechanisms were created for meetings

of defence ministers, law enforcement
agencies, heads of judicial authorities,
secretaries of security councils of member
states, within which consultations are
held and actions are coordinated in order

to maintain peace and security.

At this stage, it is extremely important to
further strengthen the ‘Shanghai spirit’
based on mutual trust, equal and open
dialogue, promoting effective cooperation
in the fields of politics, security, economy
and culture. The format of multilateral
meetings on the SCO platform makes

it possible to maintain close contacts,
remove certain regional tensions, feel

the mood in the region, the aspirations
of the members and partners of the
Organization, and also enlist support for

their initiatives.

Therefore, the Samarkand Summit
provided the assembled leaders an
opportunity for the first time after the
pandemic in real mode to ‘synchronize
watches’ on accumulated issues,

especially in the current conditions of

Over the years of its existence, the SCO has achieved

significant success in the field of security, including

the joint fight against the threats of terrorism, extremism

and separatism.
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growing geopolitical tensions. Against
the backdrop of the global crisis, they
focused not only on the great potential
of the Organization for ensuring regional
security and the importance of expanding
regional cooperation in solving problems,
but also on the need to establish a stable
mechanism for trade and economic
relations. At the Summit in Samarkand,
44 documents were adopted aimed at
strengthening cooperation, including

in the fields of industrial cooperation,
green economy, digitalization and trade.
A Comprehensive Action Plan for 2023-
2027 was also adopted to implement

the provisions of the Treaty on Long-
term Good Neighborliness, Friendship
and Cooperation of the SCO Member
States. Another important result of the
Samarkand summit was that the SCO
member states, in accordance with

their national laws and on the basis

of consensus, will develop common
principles and approaches to the
formation of a single list of terrorist,
separatist and extremist organizations
whose activities are prohibited on the

territories of the SCO member states.

Security

Among the wide range of issues voiced
at the last Summit, such topical issues as
the crisis situation in Afghanistan, fight

against terrorism, radicalism and drug
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trafficking, the joint development and
use of transport and logistics corridors
and transit opportunities, ensuring

food security, energy interaction,
response to global climate change were
included. The SCO members advocated
the establishment of Afghanistan

as an independent, neutral, unified,
democratic and peaceful state, free from
terrorism, wars and drugs, and called it
‘extremely important’ the formation of an
‘inclusive government’, which includes
representatives of all ethnic, religious and
political groups in Afghan society. Thus,
in order to maintain the regional security
of the organization, the eradication of
the causes, sources and manifestations

of the ‘forces of three evils’ - terrorism,
separatism and extremism - has been

identified as a priority.

Itis worth noting that it was on the
margins of the SCO that a document was
adopted - the Shanghai Convention on
Combating Terrorism, Separatism and
Extremism, June 15,2001, which defined
the concept of ‘terrorism’. Cooperation
among member states in the field of
security is always on the agenda of the
organization as a major task, which

in turn is the guarantor of sustainable
socio-economic development of the

entire region.

In this direction, the key role is assigned
to the Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure

(RATS) - a permanent body of the SCO,

12



carrying out consistent work in the fight
against the threats of the ‘three evils’ -
terrorism, separatism and extremism.
One of the practical ways to increase

the anti-terrorist potential of the SCO
member states is to conduct annual joint
anti-terrorist exercises since 2006, during
which practical development of response
mechanisms and interaction between
competent authorities to neutralize
various terrorist threats and acts of terror

is carried out.

Important in ensuring the security of the
SCO member states from transnational
criminal activities, including illegal
migration, smuggling of drugs, weapons
and explosives, is the RATS mechanism
for interaction between the border
services of the competent authorities

of the SCO members. Since 2013, eight
joint border operations have been carried
out at the borders of the SCO member
states. The consistent measures being
taken to prevent the use of the Internet
for terrorist and propaganda purposes,

to increase the personnel potential of

the SCO anti-terrorist structures and to
hold international scientific and practical
conferences of the RATS to maintain their
contacts, contributes to increasing the

level of security in the region.

In order to improve the mechanisms for
countering challenges and threats to
the security of the SCO member states,

itis important to implement the SCO

13

initiatives to create on the basis of the
RATS the Universal Center for Countering
Challenges and Threats to the Security

of the SCO Member States, the SCO
Information Security Center, the Center
for Combating International Organized
Crime, as well as Anti-Drug Center as a

separate permanent body.

It should be noted that the RATS, as the
coordinating centre of the Organization
for Combating Terrorism, Separatism
and Extremism at the regional and global
levels, makes a significant contribution to
the development of the SCO. In particular,
the application of preventive measures

to combat traditional and new types

of threats to the security of the SCO,

as well as steps to eradicate the socio-
economic causes that create the ground
for terrorism, extremism and separatism,
contribute to maintaining stability and

sustainable development in the region.

Economy

Economic development is the most
important factor in the context of
countering the emergence of new sources
of security threats and challenges, since
the continuing disproportions in the
economic development of various regions
of the world are increasingly a cause of
radicalization. In this context, the SCO
advocates the development of broad

international cooperation to give impetus
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to the restoration of the world economy,
ensure economic and financial stability
based on the principles of transparency,
mutual respect, equality, which will
contribute to sustainable economic
growth in the interests of preserving
and maintaining peace and stability in

the region.

Of key importance is the development

of economic cooperation among the

SCO member countries in various forms
for a gradual transition to the free
movement of goods, capital, services

and technologies. In this regard, it is
important to implement large-scale
economic projects within the framework
of the SCO in the transit and transport
sector, food and energy security. In this
direction, the SCO countries adopted a
number of documents, including the Plan
on Intra-Regional Trade Development for
2023-2025, the Concept of Cooperation
of the SCO Member States in Developing
Connectivity and Creating Efficient
Economic and Transport Corridors, the
Agreement of the SCO Member States

for Creating Favorable Conditions for
International Road Transport, Roadmap
of the SCO Member States for Increasing
the Share of National currencies in Mutual
Settlements, the Agreement between the
governments of the SCO member states
on tourism cooperation. At the same
time, for the development of economic

cooperation, the Samarkand Summit also
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focused on promoting digital literacy

and the importance of the e-commerce
sector in order to increase employment
and prosperity. These steps contribute to
the development of the regional economy,
the creation of favourable conditions for
the development of trade, investment,
infrastructure, as well as improving the

quality of life of the population.

Culture

An important area of cooperation of

the Organization is the cultural and
humanitarian sphere. The stable dialogue
of various cultures and civilizations
established within the framework of

the SCO contributes to the further
strengthening of mutual trust, friendship
and good neighborliness between the
member states, and the rapprochement of

countries and peoples.

In this regard, the progressive
development of cultural and
humanitarian cooperation within the
framework of the SCO, the strengthening
of mutual understanding between
peoples, respect for the cultural traditions
and customs of the member states, the
preservation and promotion of cultural
diversity, the holding of international
exhibitions, festivals and competitions,
the intensification of cultural exchange
and cooperation between countries, and

also, the study and preservation of the

14



India’s entry into the organization, with its huge economic
potential and peaceful foreign policy undoubtedly strengthens

the SCO.

cultural and natural heritage of the region
remain among the key priorities of the

practical work of the SCO.

At the Summit in Samarkand, the leaders
of the SCO member countries decided

to declare 2023 the Year of Tourism,

as well as the Indian city of Varanasi

as the tourist and cultural capital of

the Organization for 2022-2023. These
steps will contribute to the further
popularization of the rich cultural and
historical heritage of the peoples and the
development of the tourism potential of

the SCO member states.

India and SCO

India’s entry into the organization, with
its huge economic potential and peaceful
foreign policy undoubtedly strengthens
the SCO. India is making great efforts

to establish a trade and transit system

between South Asia and Central Asia,

including the International North-South
Transport Corridor (INSTC). Thus, the
wider use of the Iranian port of Chabahar,
which is being developed by India, and
the inclusion of Iran as a full member

in 2023, further expands the prospects
for interregional communication in the
SCO space, and also contributes to the
development of the transit potential of

the Organization.

India’s initiatives to create a new Task
Force on Startups and Innovation to
share experience with SCO member
countries, as well as the SCO Working
Group on Traditional Medicine, will help
strengthen economic cooperation in the
SCO space with practical benefits for

ordinary people.

Kazakhstan and SCO

Since the establishment of the

Organization, the Republic of Kazakhstan

India’s initiatives to create a new Task Force on Startups and

Innovation to share experience with SCO member countries,

as well as the SCO Working Group on Traditional Medicine, will
help strengthen economic cooperation in the SCO space with
practical benefits for ordinary people.
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has been and remains one of the active
founding states, which initiated many
different ideas, projects, documents
and programmes. In particular, at the
suggestion of the Kazakh side, such
significant initiatives have been taken
as the signing of the Agreement on
cooperation and interaction of the
SCO member states on border issues,
the adoption of the SCO Development
Strategy until 2025, the SCO Program in
the fight against terrorism, separatism
and extremism, the Food Security

Program SCO, anti-drug operation

Pautina (Web) in 2019-2020, and others.

Kazakhstan is also the initiator of one

of the important bodies of the SCO -

the Council of Heads of Government,
which resolves the fundamental issues
of developing interaction in practical
areas, especially in the economic sphere.
Since 2006, the Permanent Mission of

the Republic of Kazakhstan to the SCO

Secretariat has been operating in Beijing.

Interaction within the framework of the
SCO is one of the important directions

of the foreign policy of the Republic of

Kazakhstan. Constructive participation
and focus on an equal dialogue with the
SCO partner countries strengthens the
position of Kazakhstan in the region,
contributes to the growth of mutual

trust and understanding between states.
The main priorities of the Republic of
Kazakhstan within the framework of the
SCO are strengthening security in the
region, developing economic partnership,
unlocking the transit and transport
potential, as well as deepening cultural
and humanitarian bonds. From the

very beginning of the Shanghai process,
Kazakhstan has been an active participant
in multilateral cooperation within the
SCO format, making a great contribution

to strengthening its legal framework.

Kazakhstan chaired the SCO twice - in
2010-2011 and 2016-2017. Each of the
periods had its own characteristics and
was marked by the adoption of important
decisions that gave an additional
impetus to the development of regional
cooperation in the SCO. In particular,

the Astana SCO Summit in 2017 became

anew page in the development of

The main priorities of the Republic of Kazakhstan within

the framework of the SCO are strengthening security in the
region, developing economic partnership, unlocking the transit
and transport potential, as well as deepening cultural and
humanitarian bonds.
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the association. For the first time in

the history of the SCO, there was an
expansion of the membership of the
Organization through the admission of
full members of two new states - India
and Pakistan. Undoubtedly, the entry

of new members into the SCO reflects
the general attitude and commitment

of the founding states of the SCO to the
principles of openness and the desire to
develop dialogue, as reflected in the 2001
Declaration on the Establishment of the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization.
Along with this, the Heads of State
adopted the SCO Convention on
Combating Extremism, the main
purpose of which is to neutralize radical
movements, identify potential destructive
forces, and promptly respond to the

propaganda of various extremist ideas.

In his speech at the Samarkand SCO
Summit, President of Kazakhstan
Kassym-Jomart Tokayev stressed the need
to strengthen regional security, continue
the implementation of previously
adopted documents in this area and the
importance of combating cybercrime

in order to create an infrastructure for
protecting the information space of

the Organization and strengthening
interaction between the SCO and the
Central Asian Regional Information

Coordination Center, and also building

7

up cooperation in the military-political
sphere between defense departments and
special services. At the same time, taking
into account the existing vast human
resource and technological potential of
the Organization, special attention is
paid to economic cooperation within

the framework of the SCO, including

in the transit and transport sector,

food and energy security. Thus, the
implementation of promising projects
aimed at ensuring the interconnectedness
of the countries of the region, efforts

to expand transport routes between
Central and South Asia, the development
of the North-South and East-West
trans-Eurasian corridors, the creation

of new and modernization of existing
multimodal transport corridors are of

great importance.

Conclusion

The activities of the SCO, based on

such key principles as the fight against
the ‘three evils’, the protection of the
sovereignty and territorial integrity

of states, non-interference in internal
affairs, are aimed at ensuring security
and maintaining stability, at jointly
confronting new challenges and threats,
strengthening trade, economic and
cultural and humanitarian cooperation

in the region. Due to the fact that the
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modern world has entered a period of
serious aggravation of the international
situation, such areas of work of the SCO
as: the strengthening mutual trust,
friendship and good neighborliness
among the SCO member states;
development of multidisciplinary

cooperation in order to maintain and

VIEWS OF SCO RESIDENT RESEARCHERS AT ICWA

strengthen peace, security and stability
in the region; joint counteraction to
terrorism, separatism and extremism
in all their manifestations; combating
illegal drug and weapons trafficking,
other types of transnational criminal
activity, as well as illegal migration,

gain additional significance. ®m
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Since its inception, security

cooperation is the core and impetus

of the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization (SCO). Combating
cybercrime and maintaining the safety
of international cyberspace are issues
that the international community needs
to face together, and they are also new
challenges and new topics for SCO
security cooperation. SCO attaches great
importance to maintaining information
security, and member states such as
China, Russia and India fully recognize
the special significance of information
security to regional security and stability,
and are committed to continuously
improving the level of information

security cooperation.

SCO places a growing
emphasis on information
security cooperation

The SCO has a long history of
information security cooperation,

and since its founding in 2001, more
than 10 documents have been devoted
to the topic of information security
cooperation. At the fifth SCO Summit in

2005, information terrorism was first

mentioned in the official document.

The Statement of Heads of State of
Member States of Shanghai Cooperation
Organization on International
Information Security, adopted at the 2006
Shanghai Summit, is a guiding document
and the first of its kind in the field of SCO
cooperation in information securityl.

The statement also mentioned the
intention to establish a group of experts
of SCO member states on international
information security.’ Since then,

almost all Summits have discussed SCO
information security cooperation, and its
connotations and extensions have become
richer and more specific, including the
threats to international information
security cooperation, how to guarantee
the sovereign right of each member state
to internet security, how to promote
cooperation among member states in the
field of digitalization and information and
how to be vigilant and prevent ICT from
being used by terrorist, separatist and

extremist organizations, etc.

In 2021, on the 20th anniversary of
the SCO, the member states gathered
in Dushanbe and drew up Plan of

Interaction on ensuring international

The SCO has a long history of information security
cooperation, and since its founding in 2001, more than

10 documents have been devoted to the topic of information
security cooperation.
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As the presidency of SCO, India’s 2023 theme is “Towards

a Secure SCO”, information security is also on the table.
India has organized several international seminars on cyber
security or information security with SCO member countries.

information security for 2022-2023,

and issued Dushanbe Declaration on
the 20th Anniversary of the SCO.’ The
Dushanbe Declaration, in its security
chapter, extensively emphasizes the
importance of information security,
makes the guarantee of international
information security a priority task in
maintaining security and stability in the
SCO region, opposes any discriminatory
practices that impede the development
of communication technologies,
supports the use of information and
communication technologies for

the purpose of promoting peace and
development, and actively promotes the
use of information and communication
technologies for the purpose of promoting
peace and development. At the 16
September 2022 meeting of the Council of
Heads of State in the city of Samarkand,
the member states reaffirmed the
significance of cooperation in ensuring
international information security

and proposed establishing the SCO
Information Security Centre (Republic
of Kazakhstan) on the basis of the SCO’s

Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS).

21

As the presidency of SCO, India’s 2023
theme is “Towards a Secure SCO”,
information security is also on the table.
India has organized several international
seminars on cyber security or information
security with SCO member countries.

On 14-15 December 2022, National
Security Council Secretariat (NSCS),
Government of India, in association with
Data Security Council of India (DSCI) as

a Knowledge Partner organized a Two-
Day Practical Seminar on “Securing the
Cyberspace Frontiers” for delegates from
SCO member states. The focus of the
discussion was on how the social media is
turning into “Toolkit” of terrorists along

with its threats and challenges.’

Main Developments
and Challenges

The SCO has made a number of
accomplishments in information
security cooperation over the past two
decades, including the establishment
and improvement of RATS, the formation
of SCO Expert Group on International
Information Security, the conduct

of Exercises on Combating ‘Cyber-
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Terrorism’, and the strengthening of

cooperation with the United Nations.

Establishment of RATS: In the

second year of the SCO’s existence,

the Agreement on establishment of

the Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure
designated as a permanent body of the
SCO was signed during a meeting of

the Council of Heads of State of the SCO
Member States on June 7,2002, in St.
Petersburg. Since its inception, the SCO
RATS has made a significant contribution
to the organization’s development and
has become the pillar and focal point

of the organization’s efforts to combat
terrorism, separatism, and extremism at
the regional, global, and international
levels.’ The international prestige of the
RATS has also grown each year, serving
as a model for multilateral cooperation
to achieve significant security results.
According to the SCO RATS data, between
2013 and 2019, the SCO suppressed over
960 terrorist-related criminal activities
and apprehended over 2,600 members of
international terrorist organizations.’ The
38th meeting of the Council of the RATS
was held in New Delhi on October 14,
2022. The meeting was attended by the
delegations of India, Kazakhstan, China,
Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan, Russia, Tajikistan,
Uzbekistan and Executive Committee of

the RATS SCO. The meeting adopted the
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work plan of the Executive Committee, as
well as special cooperation programmes
in border defence and cyber-terrorism,
and decided to continue joint border
operations in 2023 to combat terrorist
threats from regions. The parties adopted
a series of resolutions regarding the
organisation, personnel, and finances of
the Executive Committee, as well as the
enhancement of the legal basis of the
member states in the area of combating
the ‘three evils’ (terrorism, extremism,

separatism).’

Formation of SCO Expert Group on
International Information Security:
The Expert Group on International
Information Security is a permanent body
of the SCO. Since 2006, it has been in
charge of coordinating relevant ministries
and departments, holding expert group
meetings with the participation of
representatives of two permanent SCO
bodies, namely the Secretariat and the
Executive Committee of the SCO RATS.
The primary function of the expert group
is to conduct a comparative analysis of
the legislation of the member states in
this field, existing and potential threats in
the field of information security, as well as
the prospects for employing appropriate
means and methods to combat them,

and to make pertinent recommendations

on the establishment of practical
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mechanisms for threat monitoring and

coordination of actions.’

By holding regular meetings to

jointly develop and consider plans for
safeguarding international information
security, the expert group contributes
significantly to the promotion of the
formulation of an intergovernmental
agreement on information security,

as well as to the enhancement of

the SCO’s governance capabilities,
policies, and regulations in the field of

information security.

Conducting Exercises on Combating
‘Cyber-Terrorism’: In order to
implement a series of legal documents on
preventing and countering real security
threats, such as the Convention of the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization
against terrorism and SCO Convention on
Countering Extremism, the SCO member
states have organised a number of cyber
counter-terrorism exercises since 2015.
These exercises are intended to test

the laws and regulations, operational

procedures, technical means, and law
enforcement capabilities of the competent
authorities of each member state in
detecting, handling and combating
terrorist activities, which are of great
significance for cooperation in preventing
cyber threats and maintaining regional
security. The latest cyber counter-
terrorism exercise was held in December
2019 in Xiamen, Fujian Province, with
the participation of delegations from

the competent authorities of eight

SCO member states and delegations

from the Executive Committee of the
Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure. The
exercise assumes that an international
terrorist organization publishes terrorist
information on the Internet and attempts
to carry out terrorist activities, and the
SCO holds an emergency meeting to
coordinate the investigation and research
of the online information by the member
states, locate and apprehend those
involved in terrorism, and identify the

structure of the terrorist organization,

By holding regular meetings to jointly develop and consider
plans for safeguarding international information security,
the expert group contributes significantly to the promotion
of the formulation of an intergovernmental agreement on
information security, as well as to the enhancement of the
SCO’s governance capabilities, policies, and regulations in the

field of information security.
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sources of funding, recruitment of
members, and secret branches, and take

corresponding measures.

The Interaction with UN: SCO has
maintained good interaction with the
United Nations since the very beginning
of its existence. In the field of information
security, the SCO and the UN support
and cooperate with each other. The SCO
highly recognizes the key role of the UN
in addressing threats to international
information security. The Joint Statement
of the Heads of SCO Member States on
Cooperation in Ensuring International
Information Security was adopted in 2020
and reaffirmed that the maintenance of
international information security, the
development and use of information

and communication technologies, and
international and regional cooperation in
this field should be based on universally
accepted principles of international

law, including the UN Charter, in order

to establish a peaceful, secure, open,

and stable global information space.

The UN has also responded positively

to the SCO’s demands. On 25 March

2021, the 75th session of the UN General
Assembly adopted by consensus
Resolution 75/69 Cooperation between
the United Nations and the Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation during its 58th

meeting. The resolution acknowledges
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the constructive role of the SCO in
securing peace and security and notes
constructive cooperation between the
SCO RATS and the UN Office of Counter-
Terrorism, including the UN Counter-
Terrorism Centre, in implementing the
UN Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy,
as well as cooperation between the

SCO RATS and the Counter-Terrorism
Committee Executive Directorate within
the framework of the Memorandum of
Understanding on cooperation between
these two entities signed on 25 March

2019.°

As aregional organization spanning
Europe and Asia, covering around 40
per cent of the global population and
30 per cent of the global GDP and

with 8 member countries, 4 observer
countries and 9 dialogue partner
countries, its information security
cooperation is still far from ideal. First,
the implementation of information
security-related documents is not in
place. As stated previously, in recent
years the SCO Council of Heads of State
surely mention information security,
and have also signed a large number

of documents to carry out information
security cooperation, but more is reflected
on paper and not implemented, and no
specific implementation strategy has

been introduced, which is generally more
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form than content, and more rhetoric
than action, which directly impacts the
organization’s implementation efficiency.
The lack of continuity in the operation

of pertinent mechanisms is the second
issue. The SCO has established numerous
mechanisms for information security
cooperation; however, the international
information security expert group
meetings have been postponed since the
outbreak of Covid-19, particularly the
cyber counter-terrorism exercises since
the launch meeting in 2015, held only
three times in China in 2015, 2017, and
2019, and then interrupted. India, as the
chair, has no news yet that a new round
of cyber counterterrorism exercises will
be held, and this mechanism is at risk

of disruption. Thirdly, member states’
roles in the field of information security
are asymmetrical. China and Russia,

as information powers, have been the
“leaders” in this field, while other Central
Asian countries have played a more

limited role in it.

The above-mentioned problems are
easily explicable and closely related to the
national conditions of each member state
and the unique nature of information
security itself. First, the special and
sensitive nature of information security
itself limits the construction of a unified

information platform for each member
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state. The different levels of economic and
social development of the member states
within the SCO and the cooperation on
information security have raised the
concern of some countries about the issue
of cyber sovereignty.9 Second, the cyber
management system, as well as the laws
and regulations of member nations, are
distinct. Taking the information security
expert group meeting as an example,

the Chinese delegation to the meeting is
generally led by the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs with members from the Ministry
of Public Security, the Ministry of
Defense, and State Internet Information
Office, while the Russian side is led by

the Federal Security Service (FSB). " The
differences in cyber management systems
do not facilitate institutional alignment
and hinder the implementation and
execution of the conference outcomes.
Third, member states have different
levels of cyber development and different
expectations for cyber governance.
Specifically, cyber powers like China,
Russia, and India are more concerned
with preventing terrorism from using the
Internet to flow across borders to organize
and commit organized crimes and other
threats, while small and medium-sized
member states with lagging cyber

technology development are more
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concerned with controlling the spread of

terrorist ideas and activities at home.

The Way Forward

SCO’s information security faces a
number of challenges, while there is also
great scope and potential for further
cooperation. The first is to narrow

the “digital divide” among member
countries. Due to the varying levels of
economic development, information
technology, and cybersecurity governance
capabilities of member nations, their
resilience to information security risks
and capacity to deal with them differ
considerably. Therefore, as the SCO
faces new challenges and threats in the
field of information security, countries
should take a more regional security

and overall development perspective,
abandon geopolitical bias and the
inherent sensitivity of information
security, continue to deepen information
security cooperation, take advantage of
new technologies such as 5G and Al to
improve the level of technical security

of information security, improve the
construction of information technology
infrastructure, improve the information
data protection system, strengthen the
exchange and mutual appreciation of
experience in information technology,

promote the formation of efficient
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and secure information exchange
mechanisms, and jointly develop
practical countermeasures.” At the same
time, countries should also consider
differentiated contributions to further
leverage the advantages of cyber powers.
In comparison, China, Russia and

India have stronger advantages in legal
structure, technical equipment and
operational capabilities, etc. In the face of
possible information security challenges,
the three countries need to assume more
responsibilities and obligations to build

a secure, efficient and collaborative
information security network on the basis

of the SCO consensus.

The second is to promote regional digital
governance and build an information
security community. It requires: each
member country should accelerate

the construction of “soft” and “hard”
digital infrastructure, and strive to
narrow the technology gap; strengthen
communication and coordination at

all levels of government, enterprises

and the private sector, and promote the
integration and development of digital
platforms and digital strategies of each
country; each country should also strive
to reach consensus on issues such as the
regulatory system, digital rules, data
sharing and data security protection, so
as to create favourable conditions for the

construction of a unified SCO information
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One of the most urgent tasks facing SCO is to legalize and
institutionalize the consensus reached by member states on
information security cooperation and to establish an efficient
and complete information security cooperation mechanism.

and data platform and information

security community.

The third is to improve the institutional
mechanism of information security.

One of the most urgent tasks facing SCO
is to legalize and institutionalize the
consensus reached by member states on
information security cooperation and

to establish an efficient and complete
information security cooperation
mechanism. Ideally, countries should
cooperate to build a comprehensive

and systematic information security
cooperation mechanism: a mechanism for
high-level consultations on information
security, the addition of more information
security-related content to SCO summits,
and regular implementation reviews;
information security early warning
mechanism, member states fully utilise
their own and unified platforms to closely
monitor network dynamics, provide
advance warning on potential cyber-
attacks and risk events, and provide
timely notification and appropriate

risk control; information security
emergency handling mechanism, after
the occurrence of network security

incidents, there should be corresponding
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standard operating procedures and
aftercare management; the mechanism
of information security exercises, that is,
the relaunching of interrupted counter-
terrorism exercises, which are held on
arotating basis in each member state;
and Information sharing mechanism,
strengthen the exchange of information
security and experience sharing among
member countries, strengthen the unified

training of personnel.

Over the past 22 years since its
establishment, SCO has gradually
increased its centripetal force and
international influence, strengthened
political mutual trust among member
states, sustained and deepened
security cooperation, greatly expanded
economic cooperation, and further
expanded cultural exchanges,

making a unique contribution to
promoting regional security, stability
and prosperity. In tandem with the
development of information and
communication technologies, new
categories of security threats, such

as cyber terrorism, transnational
cybercrimes, and information weapons

have emerged, which have put forward
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new requirements for SCO security opportunities, and it is anticipated

cooperation. The member states of the that, through the concerted efforts

SCO have made a great deal of progress

of its member states, it will achieve

in the field of information security

cooperation, but their shortcomings

greater success in maintaining regional

cannot be overlooked. In the new era information security and serve as a model
. i

the SCO confronts new challenges and for global multilateral cooperation. ®
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DISCOVERING
COMMON GROUND,
EMBRACING DIVERSITY

Common Future of
SCO Countries

Karagulov Batyr
Mukhammad Azamatovich



The common future of the SCO

% countries is a subject of many
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discussions, and much hope
rests on the notion that dialogue
and cooperation can foster economic
growth and prosperity in the region.
One of the defining characteristics of
the SCO is the diversity of its member
states, which is both a challenge and an
opportunity. On one hand, diversity can
lead to misunderstandings, conflicts, and
competition for resources and influence.
On the other, diversity can also lead
to creativity, innovation, and mutual
learning, if the countries are able to find
common ground and respect each other’s
differences. In order to build a common
future for the SCO countries, it is essential
that they find ways to overcome their
differences and work together to achieve

their shared goals.

One way to achieve this common future
is through the promotion of economic
integration and cooperation. The SCO
countries have a wealth of natural
resources, human talent, and economic
potential, but they also face common
challenges such as poverty, inequality,
environmental degradation, and

infrastructure gaps. By working together

to overcome these challenges, the SCO
countries can tap into the full potential of
their economies and improve the living
standards of their citizens. For example,
the SCO countries could collaborate on
infrastructure projects, such as building
cross-border highways, bridges, and
pipelines, to connect their economies
and facilitate the flow of goods, services,
and people. They could also promote
trade and investment by reducing

tariffs, eliminating non-tariff barriers,
and improving the legal and regulatory
environment for business. By increasing
economic interdependence, the SCO
countries can create new opportunities
for growth and development, and reduce

the risks of conflict and instability.

Another way to achieve a common future
for the SCO countries is through the
promotion of cultural and educational
exchanges. By learning about each
other’s cultures, history, and values,

the SCO countries can deepen their
understanding and appreciation of

each other. This can help to build trust
and foster cooperation in areas such as
security, trade, and investment. Cultural
and educational exchanges can also help

to build a new generation of leaders and

In order to build a common future for the SCO countries, it is

essential that they find ways to overcome their differences and

work together to achieve their shared goals.
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citizens who are more open-minded,
tolerant, and cosmopolitan, and who are
better equipped to navigate the complex
challenges of the 21st century. Through
dialogue and cooperation, the SCO
countries can overcome their differences
and work together to achieve prosperity
and economic growth. By promoting
economic integration and cooperation,
and by promoting cultural and
educational exchanges, the SCO countries
can build a brighter and more secure

future for themselves and for the world.

The SCO countries are located in a
sensitive geopolitical region subject to
various security threats. Several terrorist
organizations, extremist groups and
separatist movements operate in the
region. These groups pose a serious threat
to security and stability in the region.
Therefore, it is important that the SCO
countries together effectively counter
these threats. Joint action and mutual
interest can help member states develop
a common strategy to combat terrorism,

extremism and separatism.

The SCO countries have common

economic interests directly related to

their security. The region is rich in natural
resources and the member states are
major energy exporters. The economic
growth and development of the SCO
countries depends on their ability to
export their resources to other countries.
Therefore, any disruption in the supply
chains due to security threats could
have serious economic consequences

for Member States. Mutual interest in
ensuring the economic interests of the
region can ensure the stability of the

SCO countries.

The SCO countries have a common
cultural heritage and historical
background. Member States have deep
cultural ties that can strengthen their
security cooperation. Cultural exchange
programs, joint military exercises

and educational exchanges can help
Member States better understand each
other’s security concerns. A mutual
understanding of security issues can
help Member States develop a common
strategy for dealing effectively with
security issues. The security of the SCO
countries directly depends on mutual

interest and joint actions. Member States

The economic growth and development of the SCO countries
depends on their ability to export their resources to other

countries. Therefore, any disruption in the supply chains due

to security threats could have serious economic consequences

for Member States.
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must work together to counter security
threats, protect their economic interests
and promote cultural exchange. The SCO
countries have the potential to become a
leading regional organization capable of
contributing to global peace and security.
Therefore, it is important for Member
States to develop a common vision for
the organization and work together to

achieve it.

Kyrgyzstan is actively seeking peace and
mutual cooperation with all member
states of the SCO, including Tajikistan,
with which it has had border conflicts.
Kyrgyzstan has always maintained a
position of goodwill and cooperation
towards its neighbours, especially

after border disputes with Tajikistan.
Kyrgyzstan’s efforts to maintain peaceful
relations with its neighbours are rooted
in its strategic geographic location in

the heart of Central Asia. The country
borders China, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan
and Uzbekistan. Thus, its foreign policy
is determined by the need to ensure
regional stability, security and economic
prosperity through cooperation with

its neighbours. The country’s approach
to foreign relations is guided by the
principles of mutual respect, equality and
non-interference in the internal affairs of

other countries.

In recent years, Kyrgyzstan has had
border disputes with Tajikistan that

have led to clashes between the armed
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forces of the two countries. These
disputes mainly concerned land and
water resources, which are critical to the
livelihoods of local communities living
in border areas. Despite the tension,
Kyrgyzstan has always sought to resolve
conflicts peacefully, through dialogue

and negotiations.

Kyrgyzstan’s approach to relations with
other SCO member states is also shaped
by its commitment to regional integration
and economic cooperation. The country is
a key participant in economic initiatives
which aim to connect Asia, Europe

and Africa through infrastructure
development and trade. Kyrgyzstan
actively participated in the development
of regional transport networks, such

as the China-Kyrgyzstan-Uzbekistan
railway project, which aims to enhance
trade and economic ties between the

three countries.

Kyrgyzstan’s desire for peace and mutual
cooperation with all SCO Member States,
including Tajikistan, is due to its strategic
position in the heart of Central Asia and
its commitment to regional stability,
security and economic prosperity. The
country’s approach to international
relations is guided by the principles

of mutual respect, equality and non-
interference in the internal affairs of
other countries, which have helped to
strengthen strong ties of cooperation

with neighbours.
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The SCO countries are also trying to balance their relations
with the US and China. They recognize the importance

of economic cooperation with China, but also seek to
maintain political and security ties with the US. This has
led to a complex geopolitical environment in which the SCO
countries have to navigate through numerous regional and

global alliances.

The political prospects of the SCO
countries are shaped by a complex

set of factors, including geopolitical
competition, economic integration,

and challenges to regional security.

The organization has made progress in
promoting economic cooperation and
regional stability, but there are also
challenges that need to be addressed. As
the geopolitical environment continues to
change, the SCO countries must navigate
multiple regional and global alliances to

achieve their political goals.

One of the most significant geopolitical
factors influencing the SCO is the
competition between the US and China.
As the US continues to pivot toward the
Indo-Pacific, China is increasingly gaining
influence in Central Asia, where the SCO
is based. This has led to some tension
between the US and the SCO countries,
especially as China continues to expand
its BRI in the region. However, the SCO
countries are also trying to balance their
relations with the US and China. They

recognize the importance of economic

3

cooperation with China, but also seek
to maintain political and security ties
with the US. This has led to a complex
geopolitical environment in which the
SCO countries have to navigate through

numerous regional and global alliances.

Economic integration is also an important
factor shaping the political prospects

of the SCO countries. The organization
aims to promote trade and investment
among its members and has made
progress in this regard. However, there

are also problems of economic integration
within the SCO. Member countries have
different levels of economic development,
which can lead to disparities in trade and

investment opportunities.

For specific strengthening of economic
ties between the SCO countries, a banking
union of the SCO countries with specific
proposals can be created. A banking
union is a form of financial integration
that includes the creation of a unified
supervisory mechanism, a deposit
insurance scheme, and dispute resolution

powers for banks in different countries.
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The European Union (EU) has a banking
union that aims to ensure financial
stability and prevent future banking
crises. The SCO countries could create
their own banking union, tailored to their

needs and specific circumstances.

The first step in creating a banking

union for the SCO countries would be
the creation of a legal framework that
defines the goals, scope and management
structure of the union. This can be done
through a treaty or agreement signed by
member countries. The legal framework
should also define the union’s regulatory
and supervisory powers, including
powers to license and supervise banks
operating in the SCO countries. The
second step will be the creation of a
unified mechanism for supervision

of the banks of the SCO countries. It

will be responsible for overseeing the
prudential supervision of banks and
ensuring compliance with banking rules
and standards. It can be located in the
SCO Secretariat or created as a separate
organization. It should also have the
power to impose sanctions on banks that
break the rules or pose a systemic risk to
the financial system. The third step will be
the establishment of a deposit insurance
scheme to protect depositors in the

event of a bank failure. Guarantees that
depositors will be reimbursed a certain
amount in case of bankruptcy of their

bank. It may be funded by contributions
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from member banks or a central fund

set up by the union. It should also

have the right to intervene in troubled
banks and, if necessary, take over the
management of the bank. The fourth step
will be the establishment of a resolution
body that will be responsible for the
orderly resolution of troubled banks.

The Settlement Authority will have the
power to intervene in bank failures and
take over their management in order to
ensure the continuity of essential banking
services. The settlement authority may
also have the power to use public funds to

recapitalize banks if necessary.

Finally, the SCO countries need to create
amechanism for exchanging information
and coordinating the implementation

of banking rules and standards. This

may include the establishment of a
committee or working group that meets
regularly to exchange information and

coordinate policy.

The creation of a banking union for

the SCO countries would have several
advantages. First, it would help improve
financial stability by ensuring that banks
in the region are subject to common
rules and standards. Second, it will
improve the efficiency of cross-border
banking by reducing regulatory barriers
and facilitating the movement of capital
across borders. Finally, it will increase

confidence in the banking sector in the

3



region and increase confidence in the

security of the financial system.

In conclusion, it should be noted that

the SCO countries have the potential

to create a banking union that could
deepen economic cooperation and
contribute to financial stability in the
region. Establishing a banking union
would require the establishment of a
legal framework, a unified oversight
mechanism, a deposit insurance

scheme, a dispute resolution body, and a
mechanism for information sharing and
policy coordination. While the process of
building a banking union will be complex
and require significant political will, the
potential benefits make it worthwhile for

the SCO countries.

Also, one of the ways to achieve the
goals of economic strengthening of the
SCO is the creation of a customs union.
A customs union is a type of regional
economic integration that involves the
elimination of tariffs and quotas on
goods sold within the union and the
imposition of a common external tariff on
goods imported from outside the union.
Specific examples can be cited on how
the SCO countries could create their own

customs union.

The first step in creating a customs union
among the SCO countries would be to
agree on the terms of the union. This

involves agreeing on a common external
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tariff and defining rules for the free
movement of goods within the union.
Member States also need to agree on
how to distribute the revenue generated
from the common external tariff. One

of the advantages of creating a customs
union of the SCO countries will be an
increase in trade between member states.
By removing tariffs and quotas on goods
sold within the union, businesses will
be encouraged to expand trade with
each other, boosting economic activity
and creating jobs. Removing tariffs and
quotas will also make goods cheaper for
consumers, which will improve their

standard of living.

Another advantage of creating a customs
union of the SCO countries will be an
increase in the region’s competitiveness
in the world market. By working
together, Member States could create

a larger market with more room for
growth and business expansion. It will
also attract foreign investment to the
region, which will contribute to further

economic development.

In addition to economic benefits, the
creation of a customs union of the
SCO countries could also improve
political relations between member
states. Working together to achieve
economic integration, member
states will develop closer ties and

expand cooperation in other areas.
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The SCO countries have the potential to create a banking union
that could deepen economic cooperation and contribute to

financial stability in the region

This could help reduce tensions and

promote stability in the region.

However, there are also some challenges
that the SCO countries need to solve

in order to create a successful customs
union. One problem is that Member
States have different levels of economic
development, which can make it difficult
to agree on a common external tariff that
is fair to all members. There is also the
risk that some Member States may try

to take advantage of the customs union
to gain an unfair advantage over other
members. Another issue is that member
states have different legal and regulatory
frameworks, which can make it difficult
to harmonize rules and regulations for
trade within the union. This can lead to
inefficiencies and trade barriers within

the union.
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Despite these challenges, the creation of a
customs union of the SCO countries could
bring significant benefits to the region. To
succeed, member states will need to work
together to negotiate the terms of the
union and resolve any issues that arise.

In doing so, they could create a more
prosperous and stable region that would

benefit all member states.

In conclusion, it may be mentioned

that all of the above is just the vision of
the author of how the SCO countries
could develop. While these ideas could
bring significant economic and political
benefits to the region, it is not the final
plan. SCO member states will need to
have open and honest discussions about
the benefits and challenges, and come up
with a solution that is best suited to all

countries concerned. W
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INANEW GEOPOLITICAL
ENVIRONMENT

Becoming an Institution of
All-Eurasia Cooperation?
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SCO in the New
Geopolitical Context

The Shanghai Cooperation Organization
has been in existence for more than

20 years. The Declaration on its
establishment was signed by the leaders
of six states: China, Russia, Kazakhstan,
Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan
on 15 June 2001 in Shanghai. The day
before, in the small assembly hall of the
Jinjiang Hotel in Shanghai, then-Chinese
leader Jiang Zemin met with Russian
President Vladimir Putin to discuss the
development of bilateral relations and
the goals of the SCO. Interestingly, in
the same hall, but almost three decades
earlier, in February 1972, US President

R. Nixon and Chinese Premier Zhou
Enlai signed the famous Shanghai
Communiqué between the PRC and the
US. This meeting can therefore be called
doubly symbolic. Firstly, it demonstrated
that it was Russian-Chinese strategic
cooperation that provided the basis

for the creation of the SCO; secondly,

it showed that the Cold War years for
Moscow and Beijing were far in the past
and that Russia and China were seeking
to lead the world away from bipolarity
and US-dominated unipolarity towards

real multipolarity.

The SCO has come along way in

more than two decades of work. From
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the outset, its concept of a regional
organization of the Eurasian space was
based on three main areas of activity:
intensification of security and foreign
policy cooperation, deepening of
economic cooperation and cooperation in
the humanitarian sphere (culture, science,

sports, etc.).

The geopolitical upheaval of 2022 has
already led to major structural shifts in
the international system, which further
increases the importance of the SCO

and opens up new opportunities for its
development. However, these geopolitical
changes should not be considered

as just new challenges, but as a way

to fundamentally new international
structure. It might demand the SCO not
only to adopt itself to a new reality, but
reconsider its structural and institutional
role in pretty fundamental way. The
trend of these developments should be

a major transformation of SCO from an
Organization pretty much focused on
Central Asian issues to an All-Eurasia
cooperation institute. This institution
could serve as a some kind of analogy

of OSCE in the non-Western part of the
continent, but less ideologized and more
focused and effective. This meaningful
development can proceed along three

main tracks: ensuring regional security,
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fostering economic cooperation and

deepening scientific and expert dialogue.

The SCO Security Track:
Adapting to a New
Environment

Of these three areas, the organization’s
greatest achievements have been in

the field of security. A number of

major international treaties have been
concluded and joint military exercises are

regularly held.

Coordination in countering international
terrorism is of particular importance.

All SCO member states are or have been
attacked by international terrorists.

With the withdrawal of the International
Security Assistance Force from
Afghanistan announced by US President
Biden, this threat has increased. Security
issues also include such areas of SCO
activity as combating drug trafficking,
information security and problems of

illegal migration.

Cooperation in the military sphere is
developing, with joint military exercises

of the member states’ armed forces

“Peace Mission”, as well as exercises of
special services and law enforcement
agencies being held almost annually. An
international counternarcotics operation
“Web” was conducted in the territory

of the SCO member states as part of the
Programme for the Counternarcotics
Strategy of the Shanghai Cooperation
Organisation member states for 2018-
2023, adopted in Bishkek in 2019.
Coordination within the framework of
the Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure
(RATS) in Tashkent has reached a high
level. As Russian President Vladimir Putin
noted in his speech at the Council of
Heads of State meeting in Dushanbe in
September 2021, “the SCO is rightly one of
the most influential centres of multipolar
international cooperation architecture,
making a significant contribution to

the security of the Eurasian region, its
sustainable socio-economic growth, and
to maintaining international peace and

stability in general™.

The geopolitical turmoil, which started
in 2022 will unavoidably broaden the
SCO security agenda. It will unavoidably

bring to the table such issues as strategic

The Organization’s greatest achievements have been in the

field of security. A number of major international treaties

have been concluded and joint military exercises are regularly

held. Coordination in countering international terrorism is of

particular importance.
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reassurance and some kind of dialogue
on military issues and military-to-
military cooperation — what SCO
traditionally tried to avoid. Two other
important aspects are predetermined
by enlargement of the Organization.
Membership of Iran unavoidably
brings Middle East regional security as
one of the essential topics for SCO, at
least in some aspects, such as counter-
terror practices. Involvement of Russia
in confrontation with the West and
expansion of SCO to Belarus moves SCO
agenda to European security issues —
once again at least in some aspects. It all
creates a basis to transform SCO into a
more comprehensive all-Eurasia security
and cooperation institution. But to
avoid too strong focus on security while
expanding and deepening its practices,
SCO should also develop the track of

economic cooperation.

SCO Economic Track: From
Declarations to Actions

Economic cooperation within the SCO

is probably the most difficult topic. Here
the organisation has not yet been able

to make significant progress. For years,
experts and politicians in the member
states have been talking about the need
for an SCO Development Bank that could
finance multilateral inter-state economic

projects. But so far only a treaty basis
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has been established: only a handful
of multilateral projects, mostly in the
transport and logistics sectors, are being

implemented on that basis.

However, in the new geopolitical
environment, when it is imperative to
preserve all the positive things that

the SCO has built up over two decades

of existence, the intensification of
multilateral economic cooperation
became quite necessary if not to say
existential for further development

of the Organization. Firstly, it might
create a new impulse for further
institutionalization of SCO and a

clear non-confrontation agenda for
partnership. Secondly, it can serve

as a necessary field of cooperation to
somehow cover the overwhelming focus
on security issues. In the current climate,
in which the SCO countries look on with
some apprehension, attempts to promote
a common security agenda are unlikely
to be met with the same enthusiasm as
before. In this situation strengthening of
security agenda, including possible (in
fact necessary) intervention of a dialogue
on hard security should be accompanied

by boosting economic cooperation.

Logistics should be the key field of
cooperation, as it is probably the most
objectively necessary aspect, which has
along history of discussion within the
SCO framework. In fact, logistics always

stayed in the center of economic agenda.
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For instance, the last joint communique
following the 21st meeting of the SCO
Prime-Ministers clearly stated that “new
and upgrade existing international routes
for road and rail transport, multimodal
transport corridors and logistics

centers, as well as to introduce digital,
innovative, and energy-saving processes,
to streamline cross-border procedures

in accordance with best international
practices, as well as to implement joint
infrastructure projects that ensure
mutually beneficial use of the SCO

Member States’ transit potential™.

With almost all the stakeholders on

the ground, SCO is the most natural
international institution to discuss such
projects as the North-East and East-West
logistical corridors as well as potential
synthesis between them. The key problem
is that for years SCO was rather a source
of declarative support rather than a real
ground for negotiations and deals. But

in terms of rising interconnectivity and
objective necessity in development of
regional logistics, the Organization has

a great potential to play a leading role

in institutionalization and promotion of

such projects.

Another important aspect of the
economic agenda is the energy dialogue
and cooperation in energy security,
probably within the framework of the
SCO Energy Club. The main task for

the SCO Energy Club is its full-fledged

4

institutionalisation. At the moment,
this structure within the SCO is mainly
advisory in nature, acting as a kind of
additional platform for the discussion
of various energy issues by the Deputy
Energy Ministers of the SCO Member
States and associate members of this
organisation. In November 2022, at a
meeting of the SCO Council of Heads of
Government, Russian Prime Minister
Mikhail Mishustin stated that the SCO
Energy Club should be used more actively
“to deepen practical cooperation in the

energy sphere.’

SCO energy cooperation implies
harmonization of energy strategies and
strengthening of cooperation between
hydrocarbon-producing countries
Russia, Iran, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan
and consumer countries - China, India,
Pakistan, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan. In
fact, according to a number of experts,
the SCO Energy Club could contribute
to the transformation of the SCO into

a self-sufficient energy system.’ Plans

to turn Turkey into a gas hub through
which pipeline and liquefied natural
gas will be traded, both in the European
direction and at the regional-Eurasian
level should also contribute to the further

development of the SCO Energy Club.

The second aspect of the energy dialogue
is development of the rules in this
sphere. With the rise of geopolitical

confrontation in 2022 the global regional
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SCO energy cooperation implies harmonization of energy
strategies and strengthening of cooperation between
hydrocarbon-producing countries and consumer countries. In
fact, according to a number of experts, the SCO Energy Club
could contribute to the transformation of the SCO into a self-

sufficient energy system.

order also started to decline. The Western
energy sanctions against Russia in fact
could serve as precedent for a forceful
transformation of the global energy
market for developed Western economies
advantage. SCO which includes two
major energy consumers — China and
India — and one of the leading energy
producers — Russia — could become an
important ground for rule-making in the
energy field. In fact, it fully correlates with
the current SCO discussion on the energy
security which also develops around these
ideas. For instance, the last statement of
SCO Heads of States on energy security
put a clear emphasis on necessity to
develop “open, transparent and efficient
international energy market, to reduce
trade barriers, avoid excessive volatility
of global prices on exchange commodities
in the energy sector” and “strengthening
interaction between the supplying
countries, transit countries and consumer
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countries”. A particular coordination
and synthesis of SCO policies with BRICS
might make these efforts even more

effective. Especially taking consideration
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a proactive wish of Saudi Arabia to

develop partnership with both formats.

The dialogue on the new rules could be
essential in a broader sense as an order-
making organization. Especially in a
situation where some of the SCO states
are suffering from Western sanctions and
others fear secondary sanctions, as well as
declining economic performance due to
general problems in the global economy,
deepening economic cooperation to curb

these threats is necessary for all.

Experts on the SCO in Russia and other
member states have advocated the
accelerated development of the economic
component of the SCO as its activities

as aregional organisation. China and

the Central Asian states have always
supported economic cooperation at

the official level, albeit in different

ways: China has insisted on the early
creation of conditions for the “gradual
implementation of free movement of
goods, capital, services and technologies”
- a goal set outin the SCO Charter’ - that
is, in fact, the creation of a Free Trade

Area. This is only natural, since the

2



powerful Chinese industry requires the
expansion of markets. The Central Asian

states have taken a more cautious stance.

In practice, however, these ideas of
seriously expanding multilateral
economic cooperation have often run
up against the inertia of thinking in a
number of countries, including Russia.
Itis now abundantly clear that if there
were more major multilateral economic
projects within the SCO, it would be
much easier for Russia to respond to the

sanctions challenges it faces today.

Itis to be hoped that the accession

of several new major economic

powers, some of which are also under
Western sanctions, will stimulate the
intensification of international projects of
the SCO, which will further strengthen it
and make it more practically relevant to

the general public.

SCO Science and Expert Track:
Serving as a Ground for New
Ideas

While SCO needs quite a fundamental
reconsideration of its structural role in
the new geopolitical environment, the
expert dialogue becomes essential for
the Member-States to come up with
anew strategy of SCO institutional
development. Over the course of its
existence, the SCO has developed an

extensive ecosystem of public structures

i3

around it. Several international public
and business structures have emerged
around the organization to facilitate its
work. These include the SCO Business
Council, the SCO Youth Council, the SCO

Interbank Association and some others.

However, perhaps one of the most in-
demand is the research-expert ecosystem.
There is probably no serious international
organisation in the world today that does
not use the mechanism of the “second
track” - an association of scientific
centers and experts dealing with the
organization’s problems and providing it
with scientific and analytical expertise.
Such structures exist, for example, under
the UN, ASEAN, APEC, CSTO and other

international organizations.

In the case of the Shanghai Cooperation
Organisation, the SCO Forum plays

this role. According to its founding
documents, the Forum is a multilateral,
public consultative and expert
mechanism established to promote and
scientifically support SCO activities,
develop cooperation between the research
and political science centers of SCO
Member States, conduct joint research
on topical issues in the Organization’s
competence, clarify the objectives and
principles of SCO activities, expand its
links with academic and public circles,
and encourage exchanges of views
between scholars and experts in the

fields of political science. The Forum
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will build its activities on the principles
of the SCO Charter on the basis of the
legislation of the SCO Member States and
the SCO rules. The Forum works in close
cooperation with the SCO Secretariat, the
Council of National Coordinators and the
Ministries of Foreign Affairs of the SCO

Member States.

The Forum was founded in 2006 at its
founding meeting in Moscow, and already
that year, in an article entitled ‘The SCO

- anew model of successful international
cooperation’, Russian President Vladimir
Putin wrote that “the recently established
SCO Forum, which brought together
representatives of expert and academic
circles, is intended to become a kind of
non-governmental expert mechanism of

the Organisation”.

And two years later, speaking at the
Forum’s third meeting in Beijing, the
then Chinese Foreign Minister Yang Jiechi
noted: “Over the course of two years, by
organizing various types of exchanges,
discussions and bilateral events, the
Forum has carried out a comprehensive
exchange of information, opinions

and put forward various proposals.

By providing government agencies
with useful suggestions and grounds
for decision-making, it has greatly
contributed to the development of the
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SCO. The Chinese side appreciates it

Each Member State is represented in

the Forum by one research center that
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is the most authoritative in the field of
SCO research. Itis designated as an SCO
National Research Centre and, as such, is
a member of the Forum. Today, there are
eight SCO members, and eight national
research centers within the Forum. The
first to join the Forum were the Institute
of World Economy and Politics under

the Foundation of the First President of
the Republic of Kazakhstan, the China
Institute of International Affairs under
the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
the National Institute of Strategic Studies
under the President of the Republic of
Tajikistan, the Institute of Strategic and
Interregional Studies under the President
of Uzbekistan, and the Center for East
Asian and SCO Studies of the Moscow
State Institute of International Relations
of the Russian Foreign Ministry. Following
the formal accession of India and Pakistan
to the SCO in 2018, the Indian Council

of World Affairs in New Delhi and the
Institute of Strategic Studies of Islamabad

were admitted to the Forum.

Further, development of the scientific-
expert track seems likely to follow two
main directions. First, the SCO Forum
can and should become a platform

for elaborating a strategy for the
organization’s further development,
aimed at strengthening its institutional
role in the region. This implies not only
strengthening the role of the SCO Forum

itself, but also fundamentally increasing
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An important area is the strengthening of scientific and
educational ties within the second track to form a broader
network of specialists in SCO competencies. A good example is
the Indian Foreign Ministry’s 2023 Chairmanship fellowship
programme for young scholars, specialists in SCO and regional
security and development issues. Developing and deepening
such a network of contacts will not only improve the quality
of expertise, but also strengthen ties between civil societies.

the intensity of ties between SCO
scientific and expert institutions within

the second track.

A second no less important area is

the strengthening of scientific and
educational ties within the second track
to form a broader network of specialists
in SCO competencies. A good example
is the Indian Foreign Ministry’s 2023
Chairmanship fellowship programme
for young scholars, specialists in SCO
and regional security and development
issues. Developing and deepening such
anetwork of contacts will not only
improve the quality of expertise, but also
strengthen ties between civil societies.
This, in turn, may become the basis for
the development of other SCO tracks -

areas of activity.

SCO as the Institutional
Backbone of Creater Eurasia

The new round of the Ukrainian crisis,
which started in February 2022, has

seriously changed the geopolitical
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situation of the world as a whole. Today,
the world is facing new challenges.

These challenges are associated with a
sharp polarization and consolidation of
forces advocating a multipolar world,

on the one hand, and those supporting
US hegemony, on the other. States and
international organizations that had
previously taken an intermediate position
and tried to maintain constructive
relations with the supporters of both
tendencies have had to make a clearer
choice and join one of them while taking a

more hostile stance towards the other.

The new context also raises the question
of the fate of international organizations
and security and economic cooperation
formats in Asia and Eurasia: the APEC
Forum, the East Asia Summit and,

of course, the SCO. Suffice it to recall

the recent disputes over Russia’s
representation at the Summits of some
of them. As aresult, the work of these
forums could be significantly weakened,

which could leave the region without
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effective multilateral formats at all.
Under these circumstances, the effective
and efficient work of the SCO takes on

new significance.

The development of the areas described
above is only part of the possible
unlocking of the SCO’s potential as a key
global and regional platform. The key
strategic task for the further development
of the Organisation should be its organic
inclusion in the mainstream development
processes of regional and global processes
that have accelerated significantly in
2022. The key process is the shaping

of a mega-regional international order

in Eurasia that would be aimed at
strengthening security and developing
the huge potential of the non-Western

part of the continent.

In this context, the main Russian mega-
initiative on the Eurasian continent,
aimed at realizing this potential, hasin
tact already become the idea of forming
a Greater Eurasia co-development and
security community - from the ASEAN
countries and the Republic of Korea and
possibly Japan to the East, India to the
South, Turkey and Iran, with the main
pillars being Russia, the EAEC and China,

as well as the SCO of course.

The Shanghai Cooperation Organisation
appears to be the best political backbone
of this space and a forum for discussing

common security issues, especially after
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its expansion into India and Pakistan and
potentially into Iran. At the same time,

as illustrated above, it can also play an
important role in the development of the
international economic order, for example
in the field of energy. It can also be an
important forum for discussing the rules
of the game in other areas of economic
cooperation, which seem certain to
increase inevitably. In the new pattern of
international trade organisation, which
is shaped in part by Western sanctions
on Russia, China and Iran are isolated
and will inevitably gravitate towards
each other with a few exceptions. The
least developed countries in the region

- Pakistan, the Central Asian Republics -
have prospects of rapid economic growth
due to the low-start effect. The same
applies to Iran, which after many years is
emerging from the sanctions regime and
is almost “doomed” to rapid growth. And
the huge economies of China and India
provide the new space of co-development

with an economic “safety cushion”.

To a large extent, a number of Russian
initiatives were aimed at creating such

a space, for example, the initiative to
conclude the EAEU-PRC Comprehensive
Trade and Economic Agreement, and
the intensification of cooperation with
ASEAN. The central initiative in this area
is the initiative launched in 2016 by the
President of Russia. Russian President

Vladimir V. Putin’s proposal to form a
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The emergence and development of a Greater Eurasia
community is not solely a Russian plan or aspiration. It is an
objective process based on major global geopolitical trends. Its
basis is Russian-Chinese rapprochement, driven by the rise
of China, the collapse of the USSR and the strengthening of
the new Russia, as well as the active stimulation of attempts
by the US and its allies to restrain the development of both
states within the framework of the establishment of Western
domination of international politics.

Greater Eurasian Economic Area (GEEA)
was a central initiative in this direction
as also his proposal to form a Greater
Eurasian Partnership’. This initiative
has already been recognised by the SCO
Member States, as reflected in joint
interstate Declarations. However, it still
needs to be concretely fleshed out for

further implementation.

The institutional environment that

has emerged in Eurasia, consisting of

a multitude of partly overlapping and
partly conflicting initiatives, does not
currently fully meet the needs of the
states in the region: ensuring sustainable
growth, political stability and security.
This environment is patchwork and needs

more articulation/conjugation.

The emergence and development of

a Greater Eurasia community is not
solely a Russian plan or aspiration. It
is an objective process based on major
global geopolitical trends. Its basis

is Russian-Chinese rapprochement,
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driven by the rise of China, the collapse
of the USSR and the strengthening of
the new Russia, as well as the active
stimulation of attempts by the US and
its allies to restrain the development of
both states within the framework of the
establishment of Western domination of
international politics. Other states in the
region have their own interests, which
also encourages them to become more
involved in the creation of a new Eurasian
system free from interference from

outside forces.

In the new context, the SCO needs to
define its role in the processes of Eurasian
consolidation. Most of the proposed
visions of a Greater Eurasia assume

that this new community will build

on the existing and well-established
organizations and groups here: EAEU,
SCO, CSTO, ASEAN and possibly APEC.
This implies a significant role for the SCO
as one of the most authoritative Eurasian

structures. However, whether this role is
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more political, economic or cultural and

civilizational is a matter of serious debate.

It seems to us that the SCO could play the
role of a second circle in the concentric
circles of Eurasian cooperation, which
would differ in intensity. Different
Eurasian states are unevenly prepared
to engage in Eurasian cooperation:
some seek integration and even a
political alliance, while others would
like only to expand trade and economic
cooperation and cultural ties. And

in this regard, at least initially, rigid
criteria should be avoided, as is the
practice, for example, in the EU or
NATO, where serious internal problems

have already arisen because of this.

Under these circumstances, a system of
concentric circles, allowing each state to
connect to the Eurasian system as and
when it is ready, seems very constructive.
Here too, the SCO could play a significant
role. It is now clear that the core of

the Eurasian system will be the close
interaction between the EAEU and China.
However, it is unlikely to become possible
without the active involvement of other
major players, such as India, ASEAN,

and, in the future, possibly the EU or its
individual members. And here the role

of the SCO will be invaluable. This role
would be that through the SCO some
states that are not part of the EAEU, but
are either full members of the SCO or

observers and dialogue partners, could
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join the system of Eurasian cooperation.
And the next, third circle, would consist
of states that are neither members of the
SCO nor of the EAEU. The SCO experts
could engage in a detailed elaboration of

this concept.

Conclusion

The SCO’s 20 years of work have shown
that the organisation has become not
only a result, but also one of the most
important engines for the development
of international cooperation in Eurasia.

In that time it has come a long way and

is now attracting considerable interest
around the world. At the same time, this
interest is in some ways even greater

than that which the organization’s

actual achievements could generate.
Recent developments, increased global
turbulence and sharply intensified
geopolitical competition may give
impetus to the SCO’s further development
and transformation into one of the central
institutional pillars of the global and

regional order.

Over the past two decades, the SCO has
managed to grow in stature significantly,
becoming one of the key international
organisations in the non-Western world.
The reason for interest in the organisation
is that it has, along with a number of
other non-Western structures, taken on

the role of counterbalancing Western
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influence in the world, which was left
vacant after the collapse of the USSR".
However, its own activities have also
played a significant role, proving the

effectiveness of Schofield structures.

At the moment it is very clear that,
regardless, the security domain is the
most developed and most advanced in
the SCO. However, the situation in the
world has since deteriorated significantly.
Therefore, while critically assessing

what has been created, we believe that
although political dialogue has reached

a high level within the organisation, the
practical implementation of decisions
made has sometimes stalled, and political
and economic agreements made by Heads
of State have often failed to materialize.
In this regard, all SCO bodies need to pay
attention to the quality and feasibility of
the adopted documents, rather than their
quantity, and perhaps reduce them to key

strategic documents.

As concrete measures of logical internal
development, it would be useful, for
example, to implement the previously

envisaged reorganisation of the RATS into

the SCO Universal Centre for Countering
Challenges and Threats to the Security of
SCO States.

Speaking in Dushanbe in 2021, President
Vladimir Putin noted that Russia
considers it useful “to strengthen the
functional capabilities of the regional
anti-terrorist structure RATS by including
experts in combating money laundering,
terrorist financing and proliferation

of weapons of mass destruction in its

»n1

staff”". There are constructive proposals
from Member States in all of these areas.
For example, Kazakhstan has proposed
the creation of an Information Security
Centre in Bishkek and Tajikistan has
proposed the creation of an Anti-Drug
Centre in Dushanbe. All these proposals
are welcome, but in order not to

disperse forces and to maintain overall
coordination, it would be wise to have all

the new structures work as units of the

Universal Centre.

In the field of security, the SCO has a
number of areas of work. First of all, it

is the overall coordination of efforts to

Speaking in Dushanbe in 2021, President Vladimir Putin noted
that Russia considers it useful “to strengthen the functional
capapbilities of the regional anti-terrorist structure RATS by
including experts in combating money laundering, terrorist

financing and proliferation of weapons of mass destruction in

its staff.”
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counter forces seeking to impose the
hegemony of one civilization center on
the world. This policy of new colonialism
is met with growing opposition from
many non-Western states, including SCO
Member States. In this sense, we should
welcome the plans to further enlarge

the Organization - to include Iran as a
full member, to upgrade the Republic of
Azerbaijan and the Republic of Armenia
to observer status, and to grant observer
status to Egypt, Qatar and Saudi Arabia.
At the same time, when considering

the expansion of the organisation, it is
necessary to strictly take into account
Article 4 of the 2007 Treaty on Long-Term
Good Neighborliness, Friendship and
Cooperation of the SCO Member States,
according to which SCO members must
not support ‘any actions that are hostile

to other contracting parties™.

Coordination of security work between
the SCO and the CSTO, joint meetings
and events remain important. Closer
cooperation is also needed on the issue of
Afghanistan. The situation in Afghanistan
is somewhat calmer today, but the
declared goal of the SCO in Dushanbe

to promote an inclusive inter-Afghan
peace process while blocking the threat of
terrorism, drug trafficking and religious
extremism emanating from that country

has not yet been fully achieved.
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The coronavirus pandemic caused
considerable damage to international
cooperation in general. In the face of the
pandemic, many countries chose to act
nationally and the role of international
agencies declined. The SCO countries
also faced serious difficulties. The spread
of coronavirus infection throughout the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization
created a highly complex public health
and epidemiological situation. In these
conditions, the member countries were
forced to take restrictive measures, which
could not but affect many aspects of
practical cooperation between them,

as well as the intensity of contacts
between relevant ministries, agencies and

other structures.

In this challenging environment, the task
of adjusting ways of working together
has come to the forefront, not only to
preserve but also to give added impetus
to multilateral cooperation, despite

the challenge of the pandemic. And

the SCO has largely met this challenge,
withstanding the test of endurance and
demonstrating its ability to respond
appropriately to emerging risks

and challenges.

During the pandemic, considerable
experience has been gained in operational

collaboration to combat COVID-19

and the preconditions for deeper
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Only closer Russian-Chinese cooperation, including within
the SCO, can maintain relative stability and development

in Eurasia.

cooperation in the field of sanitary and
epidemiological well-being and biosafety
have been created. Many activities,
including meetings of Ministers of
Foreign Affairs, heads of sanitary and
epidemiological services and tourism
administrations, as well as expert
consultations in the areas of health,
transport and finance, have moved to a

new online mode for the SCO.

Overall, the SCO Member States have
shown a high level of solidarity and
mutual support. As SCO Secretary-
General Vladimir Norov said in December
2020 that the organisation had managed
to reformat the work of the main

sectoral cooperation mechanisms and
prepare a mutual set of documents
regulating a number of important

political and economic decisions. The
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first part of this period fell during the
Russian Presidency, which played a

significant role in this reformatting”.

No less important in the new situation

is strengthening the role of Russia and
China in the SCO. In the emerging bipolar
structure of the world, the US and its
allies trying to maintain global hegemony
are confronted not only by Russia, but also
by the much more economically powerful
China. Under these circumstances, in case
of successful interaction between these
two countries, the chances of maintaining
security and preserving peace in the SCO
region on conditions acceptable to all

are much greater. Only closer Russian-
Chinese cooperation, including within the
SCO, can maintain relative stability and

development in Eurasia. B
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. This paper presents a comprehensive
" response to the evolving challenge
of drug trafficking, especially in
the digital era, within the scope of the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization
(SCO). As the drug trade adapts to
technological advancements, traditional
counter-narcotics strategies such as
border control and punitive measures
prove insufficient. Recognizing the need
for a holistic, multifaceted approach,

this paper proposes strengthening
regional cooperation, enhancing law
enforcement capabilities, advocating

for policy and legal reforms, and
promoting public health interventions.
This includes advancing surveillance

of precursor chemicals, incorporating
artificial intelligence and data analytics
for predictive enforcement, and adopting
innovative technology. The study further
emphasizes addressing the root causes
of drug use and trafficking, such as
poverty and inequality, advocating for a
preventive stance over a punitive one. The

paper concludes by urging a collaborative,

sustained effort from all SCO member
states and other global organizations,
recognizing that only through such
endeavors can the devastating impact of

drug trafficking be effectively mitigated.

An Overview of the Global
Drug Situation

From the vast poppy fields of Afghanistan
to the fertile coca plantations of South
America, the global drug situation is
underpinned by interplay of human
nature, societal dynamics, and economic
drivers. Humans, unlike any other species,
possess the unique ability to foresee

the potential outcomes of their actions.
Despite this capacity, history shows

us a compelling tendency to challenge
boundaries, often directly transgressing
prohibitions. This human propensity
ranges across a broad spectrum - from
corruption and tax evasion to drunk
driving and loan abuse. Notably, it also
prominently features in the realm of

drug trafficking, which, despite harsh

prohibitions, continues to flourish.

Afghanistan, propelled by persistent poverty, and social

inequality, has emerged as the world’s leading producer of

heroin. The recent return of the Taliban to power in 2021,

following the departure of American troops, has only further

muddied the waters.
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Afghanistan, propelled by persistent
poverty, and social inequality, has
emerged as the world’s leading producer
of heroin. The recent return of the
Taliban to power in 2021, following

the departure of American troops,

has only further muddied the waters.
Despite formal bans on opium poppy
cultivation, the crop’s value has soared,
leading to an increase in production

and a surge in drug trafficking'”.

Similarly, Latin America, specifically
Colombia, has become the epicenter of
global cocaine trade. Cocaine production
has thrived there, leveraging the region’s
fertile lands and historical factors,
including the legality of coca cultivation
until 1963. Today, Colombia maintains

a significant hold on the global cocaine
market, generating an estimated annual

revenue exceeding US$ 100 billion’.

As we delve into the complexities of the
global drug trade, it becomes evident
that traditional counter-strategies,
relying primarily on punitive measures

and border controls, are falling short. In

the face of this ever-evolving challenge,
the Shanghai Cooperation Organization
(SCO), with its diverse membership and
wide-reaching influence, is uniquely
poised to confront the issue of drug-

trafficking head-on.

Production & Transportation

Drug trafficking involves intricate
networks and various transportation
routes. Afghan heroin follows multiple
paths, including the Balkan route
through Iran, Pakistan, Turkey, and
Europe. Another significant route is

the Golden Triangle’, encompassing
Thailand, Myanmar, Laos, Vietnam,

and southern China. This region has
witnessed an increase in the production
of crystal methamphetamine and
methamphetamine-containing tablets in
recent years. Criminal syndicates, such
as the Canton criminal super syndicate
Sam Gore also called “The Company”,
have played a pivotal role in fueling this
growth’. Transportation of Afghan heroin

relies on methods like small fishing

Traditional counter-strategies, relying primarily on punitive
measures and border controls, are falling short. In the face
of this ever-evolving challenge, the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization (SCO), with its diverse membership and wide-
reaching influence, is uniquely poised to confront the issue of

drug-trafficking head-on.
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boats from Myanmar to neighboring
countries, caravans traversing regions,

and shipments from port cities.

Similarly, the transportation of Latin
American cocaine primarily begins

in Colombia and targets various
destinations, including Russia, Central
Asian region and other countries’. To
minimize risks, cocaine shipments are
divided into smaller cargoes loaded onto
different ships. After reaching Europe,
the cocaine is transported through
various means, such as trucks and rail,
constantly changing routes and modes
of transport to evade law enforcement.
To enter Russia and Central Asia, borders
with neighbouring nations are crossed,
ensuring the successful distribution of

cocaine within these regions.

It’s worth noting that drug trafficking
operations may involve various strategies
to overcome border controls and evade
law enforcement. These strategies often
exploit weaknesses in border security,
including smuggling methods that are
constantly evolving and adapting to
changing circumstances. The precise
details of these strategies can vary,

but criminal syndicates employ tactics
to facilitate the movement of illicit
substances while minimizing the risks of

detection and interception.’
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Emerging amidst the complex challenge
of traditional drug trafficking is

the increasing prevalence of illicit
laboratories. Operating clandestinely,
these laboratories, equipped with
sophisticated technology, manufacture
and distribute vast amounts of illegal
substances. These labs contribute
significantly to the shadow economy,
thereby posing a multifaceted threat to

governments’”

Moreover, advancements in science

and technology have enabled the

future development of cluster systems

for drug production. Such systems
incorporate robotic, remote-controlled
reactors, significantly reducing human
involvement and risk. The system
functions autonomously, with carriers
performing a singular function of adding
specific ingredients to corresponding
containers. The shift to such cluster
reactor systems poses an additional
challenge as it reduces the need for
human labour and makes detection
exceedingly difficult. Such systems can
be inconspicuously installed in homes,
cars, or any location, making detection
an unlikely event. Consequently, the fight
against drug trafficking has entered a new
era where innovation and vigilance are

more essential than ever.

In addition to these challenges, the
implications of the production of illicit

substances are extended to include
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considerable risks and potential harm
that supersede the apparent legal and
public health problems. Quality and
safety are often compromised in pursuit
of profits, with consequences that can
be devastating. Purity of drugs, a critical
factor in the production process, is often
ignored leading to significant quality
issues. Factors such as the purity of
precursors” used and the effectiveness
of purification and filtration methods
during production are often disregarded
due to inexperience or negligence.
Consequently, these underground
operations produce and distribute
subpar substances, further endangering
consumer health. This disregard for
health and safety standards, coupled with
inadequate storage and transportation
conditions, can compromise the product
quality further, posing even greater

risk to the end consumer. Ultimately,
these clandestine laboratories and their
associated networks present a systemic
issue that extends beyond mere flouting
the law; they actively risk citizen health
and safety in the pursuit of financial
gain, underscoring the urgent need

for escalated efforts in their detection

and prevention.

Addressing the systemic challenges

posed by illicit laboratories is a daunting
task. Implementing broad bans on
precursors could inadvertently impact the

pharmaceutical and chemical industry”,
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given the legitimate uses of many of
these substances. Harsher penalties,
extending to the death penalty, may
ironically enhance the industry’s appeal
due to increased profitability, potentially
drawing competent specialists into the

illicit drug trade.

Emerging Challenges for Law
Enforcement in the Digital Age

The darknet is so developed that in terms
of the efficiency of their work and general
competence, the participants in this
business can compete with the special
services, and in terms of the degree of
security of the network infrastructure
and the approach to information security,
they surpass many state institutions of

strategic purposes.

The advent of technological
advancements like anonymous networks
(Tor and 12P"), the development of Web
3.0% and anonymous payment methods
further complicate matters. These tools
threaten to render traditional state
control over drug trafficking increasingly
ineffective, and it is uncertain if the
magnitude of this challenge, and the
strategic measures needed to protect
society from the escalating menace of

drug-related issues, are fully understood.

The complexity of the drug trade is
exemplified by the current market trends

on darknet marketplaces, which cater to



a wide variety of substances with varying B Cannabis: Accounting for 19 per
levels of popularity". cent of total deals, Cannabis is

® Mephedrone: Mephedrone is the another well-liked drug due to its

. mild psychoactive effects and wide
most popular drug, with 32 per cent
. availability. Like Hashish, Cannabis

of total deals and an average price

) also has an average price of US$ 25.00
of US$ 22.50 per gram. This drug,

per gram. However, frequent use can

which can be cheaply produced in .
lead to mental health issues such as
countries from imported precursors, . )
anxiety and paranoia.
has gained a wide customer base

[ | - . 1
due to its affordability compared Alpha-PVP: This drug holds 9 per

. . cent of total deals, known for its
to other substances like cocaine,
. strong psychoactive effects and long
MDMA, or methamphetamine. In
. ) duration of action. The average price
addition to the economic aspect,
per gram for Alpha-PVP is US$ 27.50.
the relatively fast elimination from i
Exceeding recommended dose can
the body and the perceived safety . .
lead to psychotic states, negative

have contributed to its popularity. behavior, and even heart failure
: .

However, it’s crucial to note that after
B Cocaine: Despite its high cost (US
the downfall of Hydra, the market P 8 (Us$
. 112.50 per gram) and comparatively
witnessed a surge of homemade
o ) low percentage of deals (5%), cocaine
mephedrone, often containing toxic
remains in demand due to its prestige
impurities such as bk-4 or MDPF, o ) )
and the thrill it provides. High doses
which have been associated with .
can lead to a loss of control, aggressive
most health issues and deaths related ) )
behaviour, and serious health

to mephedrone use. . . .
P complications, including heart attack

B Hashish: With 31 per cent of total and stroke.

deals, Hashish comes a close second B Amphetamine: Ranking sixth in

in popularity. The accessibility of this popularity, amphetamines also make

drug and its psychoactive properties up 5 per cent of total deals, with

contribute to its preference among an average price of US$ 18.75 per
users. The average price per gram gram. Known as the “work drug,”
stands at US$ 25.00. Yet, overuse can itis popu]ar for its stimulation
lead to psychological dependency and and increased energy effects.
cognitive impairment. Yet, excessive use can resultin
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psychosis, unpredictable behaviour,
and long-term damage to brain
function. However, the popularity of
amphetamines has seen a decline due
to rigorous law enforcement actions
and the rise of newer market drugs

like Alpha.

These rankings highlight the changing
dynamics of the drug market, with
popularity influenced by factors such

as affordability, effects, safety, and law
enforcement activities. It’s also worth
noting that the shift in the trading
platform and emergence of new markets
significantly impact the availability and

demand for these substances.”

The illicit drug trade’s intricacies,
especially within the labyrinthine
confines of the darknet marketplaces,
highlight its complexity. A vast network of
suppliers, intermediaries, and consumers
collaboratively engage in this cryptic
system, all concealed by the shadowy

veil of the dark web. High profitability
underpins this trade, with earnings
ranging from monthly incomes of US$
800 - 9,600 for couriers, US$ 1,280 - 1,600

for webstore operators, and even soaring

to US$ 50,000 - 60,000" for the owners of

these darknet shops.”

At the moment, the domestic special
services are only watching a jar filled
with snakes and collecting bit by bit any
information that can lead them to the trail
of the leaders of a particular site, but as
practice shows, it is much more profitable
and convenient for the special services to
fight the tentacles than the head of the
squid itself. Despite the enticing returns,
the industry is fraught with peril, often
entangled with corruption as cartels
strive to penetrate political and law
enforcement circles, employing an array
of strategies from bribery and threats

to blackmail.

The complexity at the point of sale
reflects the wide spectrum of participants,
from conventional street dealers to
covert online operatives. Technological
advancements have spurred a transition
from physical to online marketplaces,
causing an appreciable inflation in drug
prices. Currently, drugs have become

a sphere of criminal activity bordering
on cybercrime. Consequently, the
departments of the secret divisions

of the Ministry of Internal Affairs

(MIA) are engaged in combating these

Technological advancements have spurred a transition from

physical to online marketplaces, causing an appreciable

inflation in drug prices. Currently, drugs have become a sphere

of criminal activity bordering on cybercrime.
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crimes. Employees of operational and
technical departments spend their
working hours at computers and other
sophisticated electronic equipment

to identify dealers and prevent cyber-
attacks, such as hacking and DDoS
attacks. However, their success in this
area is limited by a lack of knowledge,

funding, and technical capabilities.

The trade’s evolution now sees consumers
directly interacting with dealers on

these platforms, making untraceable
cryptocurrency payments and receiving
goods at designated delivery locations.
This metamorphosis underlines the
obstacles authorities confront in

suppressing this clandestine commerce.

This quandary faced by decision-makers
is akin to a “Zugzwang” situation in
chess, where any move seems to worsen
the situation®. This predicament raises
the critical question: do authorities
fully grasp the scale of the problem

and the impending threat they are
confronted with? It’s unclear if they
truly comprehend the magnitude of this
challenge and the strategic measures

required to safeguard society from the

accelerating scourge of drug-related
problems. The challenge faced by law
enforcement is akin to the ancient Hydra
myth: shut down one illegal site and
three more appear in its place. The drug
market, once formed, persists resiliently,
bolstered by patronage from elements
within the state elite. It morphs into

an eternal problem that seems to lack a

definitive solution.

Promoting a Multi-faceted
Response to the Drug
Trafficking Challenge

Understanding the intricate details of
the drug trade, including the market
dynamics, participants, and drug
preferences, is the first step towards
developing effective counter strategies.
Given the evolution of the drug trade
and its migration to digital platforms,
itis clear that traditional methods of
countering drug trafficking, such as
purely punitive measures and border
control strategies, may no longer

be adequate.

The SCO has a unique position to address these challenges

due to its diverse membership and regional influence. To
effectively counter drug trafficking within the SCO sphere, we
need to take a holistic approach that integrates a wide array
of tactics - from strengthening regional cooperation, enhancing
law enforcement capabilities, advocating for policy and legal

reforms, to promoting public health interventions.
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The SCO has a unique position to address
these challenges due to its diverse
membership and regional influence. To
effectively counter drug trafficking within
the SCO sphere, we need to take a holistic
approach thatintegrates a wide array

of tactics - from strengthening regional
cooperation, enhancing law enforcement
capabilities, advocating for policy and
legal reforms, to promoting public

health interventions.

Strengthening Regional Cooperation:”
Collaboration among SCO member states
is vital in fighting the transnational issue
of drug trafficking. Sharing of intelligence,
harmonization of legal frameworks and
procedures, and joint operations can
contribute significantly to disrupting

drug trafficking networks.

Enhancing Law Enforcement
Capabilities: As the drug trade moves
into the digital realm, law enforcement
agencies must be equipped with the
necessary knowledge and tools to
navigate this new frontier. This means
investing in training for cybercrime
investigations, digital forensics, and
the use of advanced technologies in

law enforcement.

Advocating for Policy and Legal
Reforms: Addressing the demand side
of the drug trade requires a shift from

punitive to preventive measures. This
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includes policy reforms that prioritize
drug use as a public health issue, such
as harm reduction strategies and drug

treatment programmes.

Promoting Public Health Interventions:
Ensuring the availability of health
services for drug users, including
overdose prevention, harm reduction,

and drug dependence treatment, can
contribute to reducing the demand for
illicit drugs. Public health interventions
also include awareness campaigns

to educate the public about the risks
associated with drug use and the dangers

of illicit substances.

Considering the diversity of substances in
circulation, it is also important to address
specific challenges posed by individual
drugs. For instance, addressing the

surge in Alpha-PVP popularity involves
not only law enforcement actions but
also public health interventions to

reduce its demand. By implementing
such measures, we can start to reduce

the number of overdose deaths, shift

the market towards lighter drugs, and

promote a culture of adequate use.

Also crucial is enhancing surveillance
and control of the precursor chemicals
used in drug manufacture. Regulations
and control mechanisms must be put
in place to monitor and regulate the
sale of such substances, particularly
when they have legitimate industrial
uses, to prevent their diversion to illicit

drug production. Governments and the
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The utilization of artificial intelligence and data analytics could
also be revolutionary in the battle against drug-trafficking.

pharmaceutical industry must collaborate
to devise innovative solutions that could,
for instance, make such precursors less
desirable or useful to illegal laboratories,

without impeding their legitimate use.

The utilization of artificial intelligence
and data analytics could also be
revolutionary in the battle against drug-
trafficking. Predictive analytics could be
used to identify patterns and anticipate
the potential emergence of new drug
trafficking routes or laboratories, based
on factors like crime rates, socioeconomic
conditions, and local drug use trends”.
Al could also be leveraged in the
identification of online drug trafficking
activities, such as through the analysis
of digital footprints” and transaction

patterns on the dark web.

Additionally, the integration of innovative
technology into law enforcement agencies
could be transformational. The use of
blockchain technology for instance,

could provide an immutable record of

all transactions and communications,
making it harder for criminals to cover
their tracks. Drones and advanced
surveillance equipment could be deployed
to monitor potential drug trafficking

routes and detect illicit activities.
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Above all, addressing the root causes

of drug use and trafficking — poverty,
inequality, lack of opportunity — should
be a core part of any effective strategy. A
sustainable solution would necessitate
providing viable alternatives to those
who might otherwise be drawn into
the drug trade, whether through lack of
other options or as a means of coping
with difficult circumstances. This
would involve a range of measures,
from education and job creation to

the provision of social services and

opportunities for social mobility.

In conclusion, the global drug trade

has evolved to become an increasingly
complex, multifaceted challenge.
Tackling it effectively will require a
similarly nuanced and multi-dimensional
response. While law enforcement and
punitive measures have a role to play,
we must also recognize the need for
prevention and intervention strategies
that address the social and economic
root causes of drug use and trafficking.
In this regard, the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization, and indeed all nations
and organizations, have a pivotal role to
play. It is only through a comprehensive,
cooperative, and sustained effort that
we can hope to mitigate the devastating

impact of this global scourge.
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Background

Connectivity has emerged as a crucial
factor in promoting economic integration
and fostering regional cooperation. The
Shanghai Cooperation Organization
(SCO), comprising eight Member States,
recognizes the significance of connectivity
in achieving its goals of regional stability,
economic development, and people-to-
people exchanges. This paper explores
the importance of strengthening both
regional and inter-regional connectivity
within the SCO framework. It examines
the current state of connectivity in

the region, identifies challenges,
connectivity, including infrastructure
development, digital connectivity and

policy coordination.

Introduction

The Shanghai Cooperation Organization
(SCO) encompasses a vast geographical
expanse and a diverse membership,
China, India, Russia, Pakistan and four
Central Asian states (Iran from this year),
making connectivity a crucial enabler of

regional development and cooperation.

Today, the SCO covers more than 34
million km’ (that’s more than 60% of the
landmass of the Eurasian continent). The
total population of the SCO countries is
more than 3.2 billion, which is equivalent
to almost half of the world’s population.

Itis worth noting that India alone has a
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population of 1.425 billion (2023), and
China has 1.411 billion (2023)".

Three countries have the status of SCO
observer states - the Islamic Republic of
Afghanistan, the Republic of Belarus and
the Republic of Mongolia.

Six countries are SCO dialogue partners

- the Republic of Armenia, the Republic
of Azerbaijan, the Kingdom of Cambodia,
the Federal Democratic Republic of
Nepal, the Republic of Turkey and

the Democratic Socialist Republic of

Sri Lanka.

As the world becomes increasingly
interconnected, enhancing connectivity
within the SCO region has emerged as

a strategic priority. This paper aims

to explore the role of connectivity

in the SCO’s regional and inter-
regional cooperation and discuss its

future trajectory.

The objectives of this paper are twofold.
First, it seeks to provide an overview

of the current state of connectivity
within the SCO region, highlighting the
achievements, challenges, and gaps in
various areas such as transport, energy,
and digital connectivity. Second, this
paper aims to explore measures and
initiatives that can strengthen regional
and inter-regional connectivity within
the SCO. It will examine the potential for
enhancing transportation infrastructure,

developing multimodal transport
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corridors, promoting trade facilitation,

and streamlining customs procedures.

By exploring these key aspects, this paper
aims to contribute to the understanding
of the SCO’s role in regional and
international cooperation through

the lens of connectivity. It seeks to
provide insights into the opportunities,
challenges, and potential future
trajectories for enhancing connectivity
within the SCO region. Ultimately, a
stronger and more integrated SCO will
contribute to regional stability, prosperity

and mutual cooperation.

Regional connectivity

Even though Afghanistan is only an
observer state at SCO, still it is important
to note that initially SCO was created with
the intention of dealing with the possible
threats to the regional stability arising
from destabilized Afghanistan. Thus, this
factor is one of the fundamental aspect

of connectivity of the regional and non-

regional members of the organization.

Besides a political, economic and cultural
platform, it is also an alternative regional
platform to delve into the rapidly
changing situation in Afghanistan and the
centrifugal forces arising from religious
extremism and terrorism in the region
which threaten not only Uzbekistan" s
and India’s security and development but

all the SCO members' on the whole.
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Aside from the physical connectivity
provided by infrastructure, the SCO
platform allows government officials from
countries that may not have extensive

ties to come together, interact, and share
their perspectives. This contributes to

the stability of the region. For example,
during the 2021 SCO meeting, the Foreign
Ministers of China and India met and
discussed their concerns regarding
bilateral agreements related to the Line of
Actual Control (LAC). Similarly, the Prime
Ministers of Pakistan and Uzbekistan
engaged in discussions, reconfirming
bilateral cooperation in various areas such
as tourism, railways, military expertise,

and vocational training.

It should be noted, that regional and
inter-regional connectivity are being in
SCO" s agenda for a quite a long period

of time. At the 2018 SCO summit, for
instance, the Indian Prime Minister had
articulated the foundational dimension of
Eurasia being ‘SECURE’. The letters in the
word SECURE are:

S - Security of our citizens,

E - Economic development for all,
C - Connecting the region,

U - Unite our people,

R - Respect for Sovereignty and Integrity,
and

E - Environment protection’.

In turn, on 15-16 July 2021, Tashkent

hosted a high-level International
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As noted by President Mirziyoyev in his speech at the “Voice
of Global South” Summit on January 12, 2023, Uzbekistan
fully supports the development of the “North-South”
international corridor, which is one of the leading transport
arteries in the Eurasian region and also promoted by India.

Conference “Central and South Asia:
Regional Connectivity. Challenges and
Opportunities”. The forum, initiated

by Uzbekistan, brought together high-
ranking officials from 40 countries, as
well as delegations of major partner
international organizations and financial

. . . 3
istitutions .

In addition, in the 22nd Summit of

the Heads of State of the Shanghai
Cooperation Organization on September
17,2022 in Uzbekistan, the Heads of
States have approved 28 different
decisions and agreements. The decisions
concern the Comprehensive Action Plan
for 2023-2027 for implementation of
provisions of the Treaty on Long-Term
Good Neighbourliness, Friendship and
Cooperation, to develop Interconnectivity

. . 4
and Create Efficient Transport Corridors .

These facts and measures can be a clear
confirmation of the statement about SCO
Member States® interest in connectivity

and unity.

Cooperation in such kind of spheres as

transportation, energy, digital and
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trade, plays a vital role in enhancing

regional connectivity.

Transport Networks

Almost all Member States have invested
in the construction and improvement
of road, rail, and air transport networks,
facilitating the movement of goods,

services, and people.

The completion of major transport
corridors, such as the China-Kyrgyzstan-
Uzbekistan railway, has significantly
improved connectivity within the

region. These initiatives have not only
enhanced trade and economic exchanges,
but have also strengthened people-to-

people connectivity.

India is a significant country located at
the centre of sea lanes in the Indian Ocean
that connects Asia and Africa. In this vein,
strengthening the connectivity of Central
and South Asia through the Trans-Afghan
railway project contributes to the global
logistics and value chains. It serves the
benefit of both the Eurasian region and its

neighboring countries.
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As noted by President Mirziyoyev in his
speech at the “Voice of Global South”
Summit on January 12, 2023, Uzbekistan
tully supports the development of the
“North-South” international corridor,
which is one of the leading transport
arteries in the Eurasian region and also

promoted by India’.

In his speech at the 22nd meeting of

the Council of Heads of States of the

SCO, President of Uzbekistan Shavkat
Mirziyoyev emphasized the importance
of wider use of the transport and transit
potential, development of transport
connectivity of the Organization’s
member countries for the intensification
of trade and economic ties, strengthening
industrial cooperation and expanding
access to global markets and announced a

number of initiatives in this direction’.

Such close attention of the Head of State
of Uzbekistan to the issues of expanding
transport connectivity in the SCO space

is not accidental. Our state, together

with partners, seeks to effectively use

the geographical features of the vast SCO
space, when countries can act as the main
connecting links between East and West,

North and South.

To put it differently, this region
resembles a bridge that presents
exceptional opportunities for expanding
trade, economy, energy, cultural, and
humanitarian connections among

SCO member countries. This acts as an
important factor in the rapprochement
of the states that are members of

the Organization.

It should be noted that currently there
are positive trends in strengthening
relations between the SCO countries.

At the level of the Heads of States of the
Organization, political trust and mutual
understanding have been established,
there is a commonality of approaches

in various areas of interaction and a
desire to bring countries and peoples

closer together. All this creates ideal

At the level of the Heads of States of the Organization, political

trust and mutual understanding have been established, there

is a commonality of approaches in various areas of interaction

and a desire to bring countries and peoples closer together.

All this creates ideal conditions for strengthening transport

connectivity through the formation of new international

transport corridors in the SCO space.
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conditions for strengthening transport
connectivity through the formation of
new international transport corridors in

the SCO space.

Annually there is a Meeting of the
Transport Ministers of SCO Member
States held in one of the Member States.
For example, on 12 May 2022, the Ninth
Meeting of Transport Ministers was held
in Khiva, Republic of Uzbekistan, chaired
by Uzbekistan'. And, on 28 April 2023,
the Tenth SCO Ministerial Meeting of
Transport Ministers was held in New
Delhi, Republic of India, chaired by the
Minister of Road Transport and Highways
of the Republic of India, Nitin Gadkari’.
These meetings play a vital role in
sharpening and constructing transport

policy of SCO member states

In addition, India promotes the idea

of using the Iranian port of Chabahar.

In his speech in International

Conference “Central and South Asia:
Regional Connectivity. Challenges

and Opportunities” (15-16 July 2021,
Tashkent), Indian External Affairs
Minister S. Jaishankar supported the idea
of wider involvement of the Iranian port
of Chabahar in regional connectivity. “We
have proposed to include the Chabahar
port in the framework of INSTC. The
formation of India-Uzbekistan-Iran-

Afghanistan Quadrilateral Working Group
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on the joint use of Chabahar portis a
welcome development”, he noted’. It is
expected that the inclusion of Iran (this
year) in the organization will bring these

possibilities into life.

In the future, further growth in the
number of full-fledged participants in
the Shanghai Cooperation Organization
at the expense of states with observer
status, as well as dialogue partners, will
also allow the consistent development
and implementation of new projects

in the transport and transit sector. All
this requires a certain rethinking of the
nature of transport interaction within
the framework of the SCO, updating its
strategic paradigm, and entering new

promising areas.

Energy Cooperation

Energy connectivity is another critical
aspect of regional integration within
the SCO. The Member States have
recognized the importance of energy
cooperation and have engaged in various
initiatives to promote collaboration

in the energy sector. The Central Asia-
China gas pipeline, for example, has
strengthened energy connectivity
between Central Asian countries and
China, contributing to regional energy

security and economic cooperation.

Furthermore, the development of

renewable energy projects, such as wind
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and solar farms, has the potential to
further enhance energy connectivity

and sustainability within the SCO.
However, there is room for improvement
in terms of diversifying energy sources,
promoting cross-border energy trading,
and harmonizing energy policies among

Member States.

The countries in Central Asia, such

as Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, and
Uzbekistan, known for their abundant
hydrocarbon resources, have emerged as
accessible energy markets for Pakistan
and India. These two nations in South
Asia face significant energy deficits,
making the energy resources of Central

Asia particularly valuable for them.

In other words, SCO’s emphasis on
promoting economic cooperation,
trade, energy and regional connectivity
can, perhaps, unblock India’s access to
Eurasia, and provide a fillip to projects
like TAPI and CASAREM which seek to
bridge the gap between an energy-rich

and energy deficit region.”

Notably, India imports close to 80 per
cent of its hydrocarbon requirements,

the majority of it from the volatile

West Asian region. This has led India
to seek energy security in the resource-
rich Central Asian region, and build its
trade and transport linkages through

bilateral and regional mechanisms".

Digital Connectivity

In the era of digital transformation,
digital connectivity is emerging as a
critical factor in regional integration. The
SCO Member States have recognized the
importance of digital connectivity and
have taken steps to enhance cooperation
in this area. Efforts have been made to
improve broadband connectivity, expand
internet access, and promote e-commerce

within the region.

Additionally, initiatives such as the

SCO E-Commerce Platform have been
launched to facilitate digital trade and
collaboration. These initiatives aim to
facilitate e-commerce activities, digital
connectivity, and the exchange of digital
technologies and innovations among the

Member States”.

The SCO E-Commerce Platform seeks to

serve as a dedicated online marketplace

SCO’s emphasis on promoting economic cooperation, trade,

energy and regional connectivity can, perhaps, unblock India’s

access to Eurasia, and provide a fillip to projects like TAPI and
CASAREM which seek to bridge the gap between an energy-

rich and energy deficit region.
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for businesses and consumers within
the SCO region to engage in cross-border
e-commerce activities. It provides a
platform for businesses to showcase and
sell their products and services, while
also enabling consumers to make online

purchases conveniently.

The SCO E-Commerce Platform initiative
contributes to promoting digital trade,
collaboration, and economic integration
among the Member States of the

SCO, ultimately facilitating regional
development and cooperation in the

digital era.

Trade Facilitation

Promoting trade facilitation measures
is essential for enhancing regional
connectivity within the SCO. Member
States should work towards streamlining
customs procedures, reducing non-
tariff barriers, and harmonizing trade
regulations. Simplifying and digitizing
customs processes can significantly
improve the efficiency of cross-border
trade. The establishment of Single
Window Systems can further enhance
trade facilitation by integrating and
automating customs, logistics, and
regulatory processes. Moreover,
enhancing coordination among
customs authorities and implementing

mutual recognition agreements can
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help expedite trade flows and promote

seamless connectivity.

Economic cooperation between Central
and South Asia holds significant potential
for enhancing trade, connectivity,

and development in the region. The
geographical proximity of these two
regions offers opportunities for increased
collaboration in various sectors, including
trade, infrastructure, energy, tourism,

and agriculture.

Efforts are being made to strengthen
economic ties between Central and
South Asia through regional initiatives
such as the Central Asia-South Asia
(CASA) 1000 project, which aims to
establish a power transmission network
for electricity trade between the two
regions. Additionally, the Turkmenistan-
Afghanistan-Pakistan-India (TAPI)

gas pipeline project seeks to promote
energy cooperation and supply natural

gas from Central Asia to South Asia®.

Trade facilitation measures, such as the
simplification of customs procedures
and the reduction of trade barriers, are
being explored to enhance economic
integration. Regional economic
organizations, such as the South Asian
Association for Regional Cooperation
(SAARC) and the Central Asia Regional
Economic Cooperation (CAREC), provide

platforms for dialogue and cooperation
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in areas such as trade, investment,

and transportation.

Enhancing transportation and
connectivity infrastructure is a key focus,
with the development of road, rail, and
air links to facilitate the movement of
goods and people between Central and
South Asia. This includes projects like

the International North-South Transport
Corridor and the Chabahar portin Iran,
which can provide alternative trade routes

for landlocked Central Asian countries.

Over the past decades, economic
cooperation between Central and
South Asia have been intensified,
due to the transport corridors. For
instance, if in 2017, trade turnover
between Uzbekistan and India was
US Dollars 323.6 million, in 2021, it
amounted to US Dollars 490 million.
According to preliminary data, the
total trade volume between Uzbekistan
and India reached approximately

US Dollars 700 million in 2022".

Uzbekistan is open to Indian investments
and welcomes cooperation in producing
chemical goods, ICTs, pharmaceuticals,
medicines, textiles and other spheres by
creating favorable conditions. In turn, the
interest of Indian investors in Uzbekistan
is also growing, and strong cooperation

has been established in these directions.

Currently, there are around 400

enterprises with the participation of

£}

Indian capital in Uzbekistan. Uzbek-
India Trade House was established

in New Delhi, and Uzbekistan-India
Entrepreneurship Development Centre

was opened in Tashkent”.

Meanwhile, because of the absence of
direct ground communication between
Uzbekistan and India (Central and South
Asia in general), countries can not realize

their total trade and economic potential.

Therefore, Uzbekistan and India are
interested in solving transportation
problems and intend to develop transport

and communication interconnectivity.

Overcoming challenges

While progress has been made in
enhancing regional connectivity within
the SCO, there are several challenges
and gaps that need to be addressed.
Infrastructure disparities exist among
Member States, with some countries
having more developed transport
networks than others. This imbalance
in infrastructure development can
hinder smooth connectivity and

limit the full potential of economic
integration. Furthermore, regulatory
inconsistencies and differences in
standards can create obstacles to
seamless cross-border movement of
goods and services. Addressing these
challenges requires closer coordination,

policy harmonization, and investment in
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The SCO’s efforts in promoting inter-regional connectivity are
essential for expanding its influence and creating synergies
with other regional organizations and initiatives.

infrastructure development to bridge the
gaps and ensure equitable connectivity

across the SCO region.

The lack of integration between
South and Central Asia persists as
a significant challenge, primarily
attributable to conflicts and

border disputes in the region.

With India having the world’s largest
population, Pakistan ranking fifth, and
Bangladesh seventh, the South Asia
market offers immense opportunities
for intra-regional economic integration.
Additionally, the inter-regional
integration relies heavily on the
development of infrastructure and the
geographic connections between the
regions. In this regard, Pakistan plays a

crucial role.

The author also suggests that countries
from the two neighboring regions are
interconnected in terms of climate, as
both regions primarily suffer from rising

temperatures and water scarcity.

Uzbekistan, as all other Central Asian
countries, is confronted with degradation
of natural resources that is unlikely to

be arrested in the near future. Creating

resilient and sustainable agricultural and
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natural ecosystems is, therefore, urgently
needed. This demands a comprehensive
concept, coordination, cooperation and
vision and inclusion of all stakeholders
from education and science to practice

and decision-making”.

In this context, the author deems it
appropriate to launch a project of
“brother cities” between Uzbekistan and
India, where similar challenges and issues
are prevalent. For instance, the Khorezm
and Muynak regions in Uzbekistan, that
located close to Aral Sea basin and where
local policies are mainly focused on

combating climate-related challenges.

Promoting Inter-Regional
Connectivity

The SCO recognizes the importance

of inter-regional connectivity and has
actively engaged with external partners,
such as the Eurasian Economic Union
(EAEU), to enhance connectivity across
regions. Aligning connectivity initiatives
and harmonizing standards and
regulations can facilitate seamless trade,
transportation, and digital connectivity.
Additionally, promoting people-to-people

exchanges and cultural cooperation
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can foster mutual understanding and
strengthen ties between different
regions. The SCO’s efforts in promoting
inter-regional connectivity are essential
for expanding its influence and

creating synergies with other regional

organizations and initiatives.

The SCO can strengthen inter-regional
connectivity by actively engaging

with other regional organizations,

such as the Eurasian Economic Union
(EAEU), ASEAN, and the South Asian
Association for Regional Cooperation
(SAARC). This engagement can foster
collaboration, knowledge-sharing, and
policy coordination in areas of common
interest, such as transportation, trade
facilitation, and digital connectivity. By
aligning strategies, sharing best practices,
and creating platforms for dialogue,
the SCO can create synergies with these

organizations and promote a more

integrated and connected Eurasian space”.

So far, SCO has signed multiple MOUs
(Memorandum of Understanding) with
different international and regional
organizations to achieve its objectives. A
Memorandum of Understanding (MoU)
was signed between the United Nations
and SCO to prevent human trafficking,
drug smuggling, and organized
transnational crimes. SCO signed a MoU
with ASEAN (Association of Southeast
Asian Nations) to cooperate over issues

of arms trafficking, money laundering

5

and transnational terrorism in the

region. Furthermore, CSTO (Collective
Security Treaty Organization) and SCO
signed a memorandum to combine

efforts to maintain regional stability,
security and counter terrorism. To
increase cooperation over trade, economy,
transportation and infrastructure,

a Memorandum of Understanding

was signed between ECO (Economic

Cooperation Organization) and SCO".

Strengthening ties with abovementioned
regional organizations can create
synergies and promote inter-

regional connectivity.

Conclusion - Future of SCO

In conclusion, the SCO’s current
state of connectivity reflects a
mix of achievements, challenges,

and opportunities.

Enhancing regional connectivity within
the SCO requires a comprehensive
approach that encompasses
transportation infrastructure
development, multimodal transport
corridors, trade facilitation, energy
connectivity, and public-private
partnerships. By prioritizing these areas,
the SCO can foster seamless movement
of goods, services, and people, promote
economic integration, and strengthen

regional cooperation.



Promoting inter-regional connectivity is
also essential for the SCO to expand its
influence, strengthen regional integration,
and create synergies with other regional
organizations and initiatives. By aligning
connectivity initiatives, harmonizing
standards and regulations, and promoting
people-to-people exchanges, the SCO

can foster seamless connectivity across
regions. Active engagement with external
partners and regional organizations will
enhance cooperation and coordination,
leading to a more integrated and
connected Eurasian space. By prioritizing
inter-regional connectivity, the SCO can
play a pivotal role in shaping the future

of regional cooperation and promoting

mutual prosperity and development.

Such regular and intensive political
dialogues provide a solid basis for
bringing mutually beneficial relations

to new heights. Additionally, close
coordination and collaboration among
member states, as well as engagement
with external partners, will be crucial for
realizing the vision of a well-connected

and prosperous SCO region.

The future trajectory of the SCO in
regional and international cooperation
will depend on the collective efforts of its
Member States. By addressing challenges,
seizing opportunities, and deepening
collaboration, the SCO can play a more
significant role in promoting stability,
economic integration, and people-to-
people exchanges in its region. Through
sustained commitment and cooperation,
the SCO can achieve its vision of a
connected and prosperous region that
contributes to global peace, stability,

and development.

In less than two decades, the SCO

has emerged as a prominent Eurasian
construct. Its primary focus on addressing
security threats has remained a lasting
foundation for its membership. While the
organization has expanded its objectives
to include economic development,
connectivity, and energy cooperation,

the outcomes have been varied. The SCO
now aims to increase its regional and
global strategic and economic profile.
The inclusion of new members reflects
growing acceptance of the organization

beyond Eurasia. As global economic and

The SCO now aims to increase its regional and global strategic
and economic profile. The inclusion of new members reflects
growing acceptance of the organization beyond Eurasia. As
global economic and political influence shifts from the West to
the East, the SCO has become a relevant pillar of this change.
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The on-going Indian Presidency of the SCO has shown that the
organisation is transforming into a cultural-humanitarian and
transport-economic cooperation. This approach undoubtedly
serves to bring the SCO Member States closer together, to
reinforce mutual trust and respect with partner countries, and
to ease tensions and build good neighbourly relations between
countries with which they have clashes of interest. This
approach will remain on the foreign policy agenda of the SCO
Member States in the near future.

political influence shifts from the West to
the East, the SCO has become a relevant
pillar of this change. However, for the
21st century to truly be recognized as

an Asian century, an effective regional
cooperative mechanism must be a key
component, and arguably, the SCO

can serve as a vital organization for

Asians, by Asians, and for Asians.

Cooperation within the SCO is likely to
prioritize areas where the interests of the
majority of Member States converge and
they can leverage their strengths. This
includes combating terrorism, extremism,

and drug trafficking.

Although the SCO was originally set up
as an organisation for resolving socio-
political life in Afghanistan and for
combating terrorism, extremism and
separatism, its functions and tasks have
undergone significant changes to date. In
addition to peaceful settlement of Afghan
problem, today it has become a universal

platform for Member States for economic
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cooperation, cooperation in almost all

spheres of life.

Itis no secret that SCO membership is
gradually increasing and the international
community’s interest in the organization
is growing. It means that its interests

will be changing. Changes and trends
indicate that SCO, once the socio-political
life in Afghanistan is settled, will serve
different functions, as no country of this
organization would likely use SCO as a
prototype of a military bloc. The on-going
Indian Presidency of the SCO has shown
that the organisation is transforming into
a cultural-humanitarian and transport-
economic cooperation. India has mainly
focused on “soft power” and “image-
making”, and organising and supporting
cultural and humanitarian projects

and intercultural communication. This
approach undoubtedly serves to bring the
SCO Member States closer together, to
reinforce mutual trust and respect with

partner countries, and to ease tensions
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and build good neighbourly relations
between countries with which they have
clashes of interest. This approach, also,
strengthens interconnectedness within
the organisation as well as between
regions. The author suggests that this

approach will remain on the foreign
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policy agenda of the SCO Member States

in the near future.

While the SCO’s potential remains
immense, its true impact is still being
assessed. The organization is likely
to continue as a principal element of

Eurasia’s strategic architecture. ®
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