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India And The SCO: Calibrating A New Approach 

Rajorshi Roy* 

 

 The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) has emerged as a 

prominent Eurasian organization in the last few years. From modest beginnings 

in 2001, when it comprised of six Eurasian countries, it has today expanded in 

geographical reach, scope and importance. Along with its eight full members as 

well as dialogue and observer partners, SCO today straddles Central, South, 

West and North Asia.1 This makes it one of the world’s largest pan-regional 

organizations. SCO’s growing heft is reflected in it contributing 30 per cent of 

the global GDP and 40 per cent of the world’s population.2 

 Incidentally, the binding glue of SCO is the objective of ‘safeguarding 

regional security and promoting regional economic development.’3 This broad 

canvas has led its members to explore viable ways to address emerging non-

traditional security threats while simultaneously boosting mutually beneficial 

economic collaboration, anchored to regional connectivity projects. 

 However, it has not been smooth sailing for this organisation. Headwinds 

in the form of diverging interests and priorities of its core members apart from 

festering bilateral differences have often cast a shadow. Trends of unilateralism, 

mini-coalitions, parochial outlook and China-centricism have undermined 

consensus building, including on SCO’s raison d'être of being a non-Western 

body seeking to address regional security and economic concerns. 

 

                                                             
1 ‘About the Shanghai Cooperation Organization’, Shanghai Cooperation Organization at 
http://rus.sectsco.org/about_sco/20151208/16789.html  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
2 ‘English Translation of Remarks by Prime Minister, Shri Narendra Modi at the SCO Summit’, Ministry of 
External Affairs, Government of India, September 16, 2022 at https://www.mea.gov.in/Speeches-
Statements.htm?dtl/35719/English_Translation_of_Remarks_by_Prime_Minister_Shri_Narendra_Modi_at_the_
SCO_Summit  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
3 ‘About the Shanghai Cooperation Organization’, Shanghai Cooperation Organization at 
http://rus.sectsco.org/about_sco/20151208/16789.html   (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
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 Similarly, it is unlikely that SCO will be able to insulate itself from the 

ongoing geo-political flux, particularly on account of the crisis in Ukraine, 

which has upended global and regional dynamics. The fallout of this flux is 

evident in the change in equilibrium in ties between SCO’s key protagonists in 

Russia and China. These undercurrents raise the prospect of SCO adopting a 

pronounced anti-West position which would, inevitably, complicate the calculus 

of SCO members like India who have traditionally followed a policy of multi-

alignment. 

 As the rotating President of SCO for a year, having taken charge post-the 

22nd SCO Summit held in Samarkand during 15-16 September 2022, India is 

likely to have its task cut out to forge a consensus to strengthen mutually 

beneficial regional cooperation. The complexities of SCO would invariably 

require deft diplomacy, anchored in pragmatism, to explore areas of overlapping 

convergences in this multilateral set-up. 

 Against the backdrop of these developments, this paper will seek to 

analyse the evolution of SCO and its report card, its salience for India and what 

could be the way forward. 

I) Evolution of SCO 

 The SCO owes its origin to the ‘Shanghai Five', which was set up in April 

1996 by China, Russia, and three of the five Central Asian Republics of 

Kazakhstan, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan.4 Headquartered in Shanghai, the 

foundational pillars of this mechanism were the ‘Treaty on Deepening Military 

Trust in Border Regions’ and the ‘Treaty on Reduction of Military Forces in 

Border Regions’.5 This broadly indicated the desire of the participating 

countries led by China and Russia to resolve festering border disputes with the 

                                                             
4 ‘About the Shanghai Cooperation Organization’, Shanghai Cooperation Organization at 
http://rus.sectsco.org/about_sco/20151208/16789.html  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
5 ‘Brief on SCO’, Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India at 
https://www.mea.gov.in/Portal/ForeignRelation/SCO_Brief_September_2022.pdf  (Accessed on October 1, 
2022). 
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neighbouring Central Asian countries who had become independent only half-a-

decade ago. 

 From ‘Shanghai Five’, the SCO evolved into its current form of being a 

permanent inter-governmental regional organization in 2001 with the inclusion 

of Uzbekistan as a full member.6 However, the only expansion of SCO’s full 

membership since then has been the 2017 inclusion of India and Pakistan. 

Nevertheless, the organization has continued to add Dialogue and Observer 

partners who today number four and six members respectively.7 And as the 

2022 Samarkand Summit has shown, there exists growing interest and desire 

among several Asian countries to be associated with this organization. In fact, 

Iran and Belarus are likely to be granted full membership within the next two 

years. Several others including Egypt and the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 

member states of Bahrain, Kuwait, United Arab Emirates (UAE), Saudi Arabia 

and Qatar will be made Dialogue Partners.8 

 Meanwhile, SCO has also sought to strengthen institutionalized dialogue 

with its regional and international counterparts. These involve the United 

Nations (UN), Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), Collective 

Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), Conference on Interaction and 

Confidence-Building Measures in Asia (CICA) and the International Committee 

of the Red Cross (ICRC).9 A deep dive into these dialogues indicates extensive 

discussions involving drug trafficking, organized crime, terrorism, non-

proliferation, money laundering, illegal migration, tourism, energy and food 

security, environmental protection, healthcare, and international humanitarian 

law.10 

                                                             
6 ‘About the Shanghai Cooperation Organization’, Shanghai Cooperation Organization at 
http://rus.sectsco.org/about_sco/20151208/16789.html  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
7 Ibid. 
8 ‘The Samarkand Declaration of the Heads of State Council of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation’, 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization at http://eng.sectsco.org/documents/  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
9 ‘About the Shanghai Cooperation Organization’, Shanghai Cooperation Organization at 
http://rus.sectsco.org/about_sco/20151208/16789.html  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
10 Ibid. 
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 Today, SCO has evolved into a robust institutionalized dialogue body. 

This is reflected in frequent official meetings at the levels of heads of state and 

government, parliament, secretary of Security Council, ministers of foreign 

affairs, defence, emergency situations, economy, transport, culture, education, 

healthcare, law enforcement, supreme and arbitration courts, and prosecutors 

general.11  

 Its two permanent structures—Secretariat in Beijing and Executive 

Committee of the Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) in Tashkent—help 

keep the wheels of SCO moving, aided by the national coordinators of each 

member country. Notably, a country holding the rotating presidency of SCO 

holds close to 150 meetings throughout its 12-month tenure. These 

institutionalized dialogue mechanisms provide an opportunity to discuss 

regional issues of shared concern, notwithstanding the bilateral friction between 

members. 

Goals of SCO 

 Over the years, SCO’s Charter has expanded from seeking to resolve 

festering border disputes to promoting mutually beneficial regional cooperation 

in the security, cultural, economic and developmental realms. Today, as the 

Eurasian region grapples with the turbulence caused by the war in Ukraine and 

the Covid-19 pandemic, SCO has sought to explore new areas of collaboration, 

thereby reflecting its dynamism. These new vistas include food and energy 

security and healthcare.12 

 The SCO’s foundational pillar, though, continues to be ‘strengthening 

mutual trust and good neighbourliness between participating countries’. From 

this mandate flows the Shanghai Spirit, which emphasizes promoting ‘mutual 

                                                             
11 ‘About the Shanghai Cooperation Organization’, Shanghai Cooperation Organization at 
http://rus.sectsco.org/about_sco/20151208/16789.html  (Accessed on October 1, 2022).  
12 ‘The Samarkand Declaration of the Heads of State Council of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation’, 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization at http://eng.sectsco.org/documents/  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
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trust, mutual benefit, equality, mutual consultations, respect for the diversity of 

cultures and the desire for common development, and in external relations 

adhere to the principle of non-alliance, not directed against anyone and 

openness.’13 Unsurprisingly, for this non-Western organization, the emphasis 

has also been on promoting a ‘new international political and economic order’14 

that would reflect the growing heft of its members. 

II) Report Card: Jury Is Still Out 

 Notwithstanding the traction that SCO has achieved in the last few years, 

the jury is still out on its true efficacy as a regional grouping. This stems from 

the diverging priorities and inherent contradictions amongst its members dating 

back to its origin. 

China-centricism 

 Historically, SCO has been a vehicle for China to expand its geo-

economic footprints in Central Asia.15 In this context, the Shanghai Five, aimed 

at resolving China’s boundary disputes with the Central Asian Republics 

(CARs), was seen more of a mechanism to kick-start Beijing’s economic 

outreach to the untapped neighbouring Central Asian region. These newly 

independent post-Soviet Republics had to confront acute structural economic 

frailties amidst the lifting of the Russian hand on whom they were traditionally 

dependent for charting their economic course. And amidst their pressing 

economic challenges, CARs preferred not to look at China’s capital as the 

proverbial gift horse in the mouth. 

 However, instead of making a unilateral outreach to CARs in Russia’s 

backyard, China sought to tactically co-opt Moscow given the significant 

leverages that the Kremlin still enjoyed in the region by virtue of its 

                                                             
13 ‘About the Shanghai Cooperation Organization’, Shanghai Cooperation Organization at 
http://rus.sectsco.org/about_sco/20151208/16789.html  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
14 Ibid. 
15 Meena Singh Roy, ‘The Shanghai Cooperation Organisation: India Seeking New Role in the Eurasian 
Regional Mechanism’, MP-IDSA, 2014 at https://www.idsa.in/monograph/SCOIndiaandEurasia  (Accessed on 
October 1, 2022). 
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civilizational and security linkages. For a weakened Russia, which was 

distracted by the struggle of putting its own house in order, this was akin to a 

Hobson’s Choice. It meant either expending scarce resources to tackle the China 

threat in its immediate neighbourhood or willing cede space in its ‘sphere of 

influence’ to its erstwhile adversary in a multilateral setting. The only silver 

lining in the latter was that decisions were meant to be taken on the basis of 

consensus, giving Russia some space to influence outcomes. 

 Inevitably, though, this led to a perceived division of labour with Russia 

taking care of the region’s security concerns and China addressing Eurasia’s 

economic needs. This arrangement paved the way for China to emerge as the 

region’s dominant economic and developmental partner. And this trend has only 

strengthened in recent times amidst Russia’s growing economic isolation. China 

now dwarfs every other country on trade and developmental assistance to the 

region. 

 Today, with the Kremlin distracted by its war in Ukraine, China has 

seemingly sought to also expand its geo-strategic footprints in Central Asia.16 

This likely indicates a qualitative shift in not only China’s outlook towards the 

region but also its own equations with Russia. 

 These developments have, therefore, increasingly given credence to the 

perception of China calling the shots in SCO to promote its agenda of a Pax 

Sinica17, with the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) forming its vital toolkit. 

Caught in the crosshairs is the ambitious SCO goal of creating inclusive 

economic and connectivity linkages in Eurasia with China appearing to use its 

dominant regional economic position to undermine competition to its BRI. 

 
                                                             
16 Chris Devonshire-Ellis, ‘China Lays Out Ten Cooperation Points With Central Asian Nations’, Silk Road 
Briefing, June 12, 2022 at https://www.silkroadbriefing.com/news/2022/06/12/china-lays-out-ten-cooperation-
points-with-central-asian-nations/  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
17 Wai-Hong Tang and Elmira Joldybayeva, ‘Did the SCO summit signal a Pax Sinica emerging in Central 
Asia?’, South China Morning Post, September 25, 20222 at 
https://www.scmp.com/comment/opinion/asia/article/3193302/did-sco-summit-signal-pax-sinica-emerging-
central-asia (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 



7 
 

Interestingly, amidst these nuances, there continues to exist a shared 

convergence between Russia and China in the SCO to insulate their 

neighbouring Central Asia from what they perceive to be Western 

machinations. This is particularly relevant amidst the sustained Western geo-

political pressure18 on both Moscow and Beijing. 

CARs Balancing Act 

 The safety net of the Russia-China tandem has benefitted CARs as well, 

given the potential of their domestic upheavals morphing into another Arab 

Spring. Notably, the ruling Central Asian regimes have had to confront anti-

incumbency arising from slowing economic growth, rising inequality, lack of 

political freedom and growing radicalization. The fraying of the social contract 

between the people and the largely authoritarian states have created a fertile 

ground for revolutions. 

 Interestingly, despite befitting from the Russia-China tandem, CARs 

remain fearful of Russia and suspicious of Beijing. Today, Russia’s justification 

of its war in Ukraine has only heightened CARs latent Russian phobia. 

Similarly, CARs over-dependence on Chinese capital and insurmountable debt 

have led to apprehensions of them becoming ‘satellites’ of China. Other 

festering issues include China’s treatment of Muslim Uighurs and fears of 

China appropriating fresh water in the Balkhash basin, which forms the lifeline 

of CARs.19  

 These dynamics have led CARs to diversify their relations beyond Russia 

and China in order to strengthen their strategic autonomy. 

 

 

                                                             
18 ‘Biden Says He Warned Xi of Investment Chill If China Backs Putin’, Bloomberg, September 19, 2022 at 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-09-18/biden-says-he-warned-xi-of-investment-chill-if-china-
backs-putin (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
19 Elizabeth Woods and Thomas Baker, ‘Public Opinion on China Waning in Central Asia’, The Diplomat, May 
5, 2022 at https://thediplomat.com/2022/05/public-opinion-on-china-waning-in-central-asia/  (Accessed on 
October 1, 2022). 
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Trust Deficit 

 This trust deficit also extends to relations between other SCO members. 

China’s unilateralism on the India-China border and in pushing BRI despite 

India’s genuine objections, Pakistan’s denial of land access to India for reaching 

Central Asia, and the China-Pakistan nexus in undermining India’s interests in 

Eurasia are all reflective of several members not walking the talk of endorsing 

the lofty Shanghai Spirit.  

 In the same vein, the recent border skirmishes between Kyrgyzstan and 

Tajikistan20 apart from Kazakhstan doing a volte face in supporting Russia’s 

war in Ukraine21 are a pointer to the festering bilateral differences between SCO 

members. Even the Russia-China tandem in Central Asia suffers from an 

uneasiness in Moscow regarding the equilibrium in their bilateral ties tilting 

towards Beijing. There are apprehensions in Russia that China may leverage the 

Kremlin’s growing dependency on Beijing to seek more concessions in 

expanding China’s geo-strategic footprints in Central Asia.22 This could scupper 

Russia’s ambitious plans of making a comeback in Eurasia—a region it has 

traditionally dominated. 

Double Standards on Terrorism 

 Meanwhile, SCO may have a robust track-record in tackling its core 

security priorities, that is, the ‘three evils’ of terrorism, extremism and 

separatism. However, this has been marred by perceptions of it adopting 

‘double standards’.23 This is reflected in SCO adopting a far tougher posture on 

the threats faced by its founding members in Eurasia vis-à-vis the South Asian 
                                                             
20 ‘Kyrgyzstan reports heavy fighting with Tajikistan, 24 people killed’, Reuters, September 17, 2022 at 
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/kyrgyzstan-says-border-outposts-under-tajik-fire-again-2022-09-16/  
(Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
21 ‘Kazakhstan to Ensure Safety of Russians Fleeing Draft—President’, The Moscow Times, September 27, 2022 
at https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2022/09/27/kazakhstan-to-ensure-safety-of-russians-fleeing-draft-
president-a78902  (Accessed on October 1, 2022).  
22 ‘A “Soft Alliance”? Russia-China Relations after the Ukraine Crisis’, European Council On Foreign 
Relations at https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/188414/ECFR126_-_A_Soft_Alliance_Russia-
China_Relations_After_the_Ukraine_Crisis.pdf  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
23 ‘Shun double standards to fight terror: Rajnath’, The Tribune, November 2, 2019 at 
https://www.tribuneindia.com/news/archive/nation/sco-meet-855496  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
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region. This includes prioritizing the threats posed by terror groups like Al-

Qaeda, East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM) and Islamic State (IS) rather 

than adopting a holistic approach that should include groups fostered by 

Pakistan. In fact, some SCO member states have even praised Pakistan’s role in 

tackling terror threats. 

 This compartmentalization has seen the SCO unable to reach a consensus 

on Pakistan sponsored terrorism, mostly on account of China shielding its ‘all 

weather friend’. Notably, despite being a signatory to SCO joint statements that 

have condemned cross-border terrorism and called upon all states to eliminate 

terror-linkages, China has consistently looked the other way vis-à-vis Pakistan. 

This includes blocking attempts at blacklisting known-terrorists like Sajid Mir 

(Lashkar-e-Taiba), Abdul Rauf Azhar, (Jaish-e-Mohammed) and Abdul 

Rehman Makki at the the 1267 Al Qaeda Sanctions Committee of the UN 

Security Council.24 If China had played ball, such terror operatives would have 

been branded ‘global terrorists’ leading to assets freeze, travel ban and arms 

embargo. 

III) Salience for India 

 Notwithstanding the complexities involved, it would appear that there 

exists greater merit in India sitting inside the SCO tent, where decisions are 

taken on the basis of consensus, thereby making India a Eurasian stakeholder, 

rather than sitting outside. Inevitably, developments in Eurasia, which is part of 

India’s extended neighbourhood, have a direct bearing on India’s geo-strategic 

calculus. In this vein, SCO provides India a viable platform to address a number 

of its continental interests and concerns.  

 

 

 
                                                             
24 ‘China puts on hold UN proposal to blacklist LeT handler of 26/11 Mumbai attack’, India Today, September 
17, 2022 at https://www.indiatoday.in/world/story/china-puts-on-hold-un-proposal-to-blacklist-let-terrorist-
sajid-mir-2001286-2022-09-17  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
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Strengthen Outreach to CARs 

 The SCO provides a viable platform to strengthen India’s outreach to 

Central Asia. This comes at a time when India has over the last decade sought to 

reconnect and re-energise its ties with the region. In this context, India’s 

Connect Central Asia Policy of 2012 had received a fresh update on account of 

Prime Minister Modi’s visit to the five CARs in 2015—the first such visit to all 

the Republics together by an Indian head of government post-Soviet 

disintegration in 1991.25 That momentum has continued with India 

strengthening its India-Central Asia institutional dialogue. This includes an 

annual Foreign Ministers meeting and the recently launched biennial heads of 

state summit.26 The opening of an India-Central Asia Secretariat in New Delhi 

is expected to maintain the momentum in India’s multi-dimensional 

engagement with the region.27 With a focus on 3 Cs: cooperation, connectivity 

and capacity building, India has added new pillars of collaboration, which now 

include security, energy, developmental and defence sectors. This has helped 

overcome the inherent criticism of India’s engagement being episodic in nature.  

 Notably, India’s institutional dialogues with CARs have witnessed 

participation from even the traditionally neutral Turkmenistan which despite 

being a core of Central Asia has opted out of SCO. 

 Notably, India’s outreach to Central Asia blends in with the CARs 

calculus of strengthening their strategic autonomy by diversifying their relations 

beyond Russia and China. India’s positive and benign image anchored in 

historical linkages and robust developmental partnerships that eschew 

mercantilism, hold India in good stead. Similarly, India’s calibration of a new 
                                                             
25 ‘PM Modi’s Central Asia tour brings region back into focus’, Ministry of External Affairs, Government of 
India, July 15, 2015 at https://mea.gov.in/articles-in-indian-
media.htm?dtl/25484/PM+Modis+Central+Asia+tour+brings+region+back+into+focus  (Accessed on October 
1, 2022). 
26 ‘Delhi Declaration of the 1st India-Central Asia Summit’, Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 
January 27, 2022 at https://www.mea.gov.in/bilateral-
documents.htm?dtl/34773/Delhi+Declaration+of+the+1st+IndiaCentral+Asia+Summit  (Accessed on October 1, 
2022). 
27 Ibid.  
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regional cooperation approach prioritizing connectivity and development 

projects, its achievements in nation-building, and positive economic outlook in 

an era of slowing global growth carries a significant resonance in the region.  

 In this context, SCO gives India the stage to continue its ongoing 

dialogue with the region. While India may still not be a major actor in Central 

Asia, it continues to make inroads in a region where it lacks direct land 

connectivity. And SCO is a key vehicle for India to strengthen and explore 

existing as well as new routes of connections. 

Discuss Afghanistan 

 SCO’s ongoing initiatives aimed at stabilizing Afghanistan hold 

relevance for India. Its Contact Group on Afghanistan comprising all its 

members has over the last decade sought to explore ways to find viable 

solutions to the Afghan problem.28 

 Today, there exist global and regional concerns whether Taliban’s 2.0 

version will genuinely walk the talk29 of preventing Afghanistan from becoming 

a terrorist safe haven apart from tackling terrorism on its soil. However, the 

August 2022 US drone strike30 that killed Al-Qaeda leader Ayman al-Zawahiri 

in the heart of Kabul and the damning indictment of the Analytical Support and 

Sanctions Monitoring Team of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC)31 

of the Taliban continuing to provide safe havens to terrorists has belied 

Taliban’s assurances. Given Afghanistan’s strategic location at the crossroads of 

                                                             
28 ‘SCO Secretary-General addresses meeting of SCO and Afghan foreign ministers in the SCO-Afghanistan 
Contact Group format’, Shanghai Cooperation Organization, July 14, 2021 at 
http://eng.sectsco.org/news/20210714/768423.html#:~:text=The%20SCO%2DAfghanistan%20Contact%20Gro
up%20has%20accumulated%20impressive%20practical%20experience,the%20peace%20process%20in%20Afg
hanistan  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
29 ‘Taliban to act against Pak LeT/JeM terrorists in Afghanistan on specific intel’, Hindustan Times, June 10, 
2022 at https://www.hindustantimes.com/world-news/taliban-to-act-against-pak-let-jem-terrorists-in-
afghanistan-on-specific-indian-101654831818094.html  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
30 ‘Ayman al-Zawahiri: Al-Qaeda leader killed in US drone strike’, BBC, August 2, 2022 at 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-62387167  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
31 ‘Letter dated 25 May 2022 from the Chair of the Security Council Committee Established pursuant to 
Resolution 1988 (2011) addressed to the President of the Security Council’, United Nations Digital Library, 
2022 at https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3975071  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
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Central and South Asia, instability emanating here could engulf the entire 

Eurasian region. 

 While India and several SCO members have not always been on the same 

page on engaging with the Taliban, there is a consensus that Afghanistan should 

not be allowed to become a threat to others. In this context, being part of a 

dialogue on Afghanistan would not only provide pointers to the emerging 

regional dynamics but also prevent India’s regional marginalization. This is 

particularly relevant against the backdrop of the US withdrawal from the region 

and developments in Afghanistan being completely overshadowed by the war in 

Ukraine, leaving the regional countries to be the key stakeholders in stabilizing 

Afghanistan. 

Tackle ‘Three Evils’ 

 SCO’s initiatives in tackling the ‘three evils’ carry resonance. Over the 

years, RATS appears to have made significant progress in sharing timely 

intelligence that have prevented terror attacks, especially in Central Asia.32 In 

fact, the setting up of this institutionalized intelligence tracking and sharing 

mechanism is seen as one of the achievements of SCO. 

 As such, the stationing of India’s representative at the RATS office in 

Tashkent provides an opportunity to share intelligence to track the ‘evils’ in 

Eurasia, given the potential of their spill over into South Asia thereby creating 

an arc of regional instability. 

 In fact, RATS even provides India a stage to maintain pressure on SCO to 

adopt a uniform position on terrorism. This is part of India’s endeavour to 

sensitize the organization’s member states on India’s concerns on terrorism—an 

issue affecting most SCO stakeholders. 

 

 

                                                             
32 ‘SCO RATS’, Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure Of Shanghai Cooperation Organization at 
https://ecrats.org/en/  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
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Strengthens Multipolarity 

 Meanwhile, India’s membership of SCO inherently strengthens 

multipolarity in Eurasia. India’s emphasis on open, inclusive and transparent 

connectivity projects, anchored in the International North South Transport 

Corridor (INSTC),33 gives regional countries options beyond BRI. This is 

looked upon favourably by the key SCO protagonists in Russia and CARs who 

have shared concerns of a Eurasia dominated by China. Arguably, multipolarity, 

which helps moderate unilateralism, is beneficial not just at the global but also 

the regional level. 

Concomitant Benefits 

 In fact, sitting inside the SCO tent also allows India address the China-

Pakistan tandem, which has sought to undermine India’s outreach to CARs. At 

the Moscow National Security Advisers (NSA) dialogue in 2020, Pakistan 

presented a ‘fictitious map of the country in blatant disregard to the advisory by 

the host’. Apart from depicting the entire state of Jammu and Kashmir (J&K) as 

disputed and showing Siachen and Sir Creek as part of Pakistan, it also blurred 

boundaries in eastern Kashmir which implicitly referred to China’s control over 

Aksai Chin.34 This is notwithstanding the fact that SCO members should refrain 

from raising bilateral issues in the multilateral body.  

 Paradoxically, SCO provides India with a stage to engage both China and 

Pakistan bilaterally on the side-lines of SCO meetings. These could provide an 

opening to potential thaw in ties. Notably, the Moscow SCO Defence35 and 

                                                             
33 ‘India pushes for Chabahar in India-Iran-Russia INSTC corridor’, The Hindu, March 4, 2021 at 
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/india-pushes-for-chabahar-in-india-iran-russia-instc-
corridor/article33988009.ece  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
34 ‘NSA Ajit Doval walks out of SCO meet over Pakistan map showing J&K as its territory’, The Indian 
Express, September 16, 2020 at https://indianexpress.com/article/india/nsa-ajit-doval-walks-out-of-sco-meet-in-
protest-after-pakistan-shows-new-map-6597248/  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
35 ‘Raksha Mantri Shri Rajnath Singh meets Chinese Defence Minister at latter’s request on the sidelines of 
SCO meeting in Moscow’, Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, September 5, 2020 at 
https://www.mea.gov.in/press-
releases.htm?dtl/32940/Raksha_Mantri_Shri_Rajnath_Singh_meets_Chinese_Defence_Minister_at_latters_requ
est_on_the_sidelines_of_SCO_meeting_in_Moscow  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 



14 
 

Foreign36 Ministers meetings held in September 2020 gave space to India and 

China to engage each other diplomatically in the immediate aftermath of the 

Galwan crisis. 

 In the same vein, SCO’s military interactions in the form of joint 

exercises37 and exploring solutions to common problems such as high-altitude 

sickness, among others, could act as potential confidence building measures 

(CBMs). They also provide a window into each other’s tactics and doctrines. 

 However, this is not a one-way street. India’s membership of SCO 

provides the organization with greater legitimacy on account of India’s growing 

global heft amidst Western allegations of SCO’s raison d'être being a parochial 

and disruptive anti-West body. 

IV) The Way Ahead 

 India’s presidency of SCO will, inevitably, require deft diplomacy to 

reconcile SCO’s inherent contradictions in order to present deliverables in areas 

of overlapping interests. The proverbial elephant in the room could be the 

contentious issue of BRI. In the last five years, India has been the only outlier in 

SCO affirming its commitment to implementing BRI.38 Similarly, India would 

have to craftily navigate the pulls and pressures of Russia and China’s ongoing 

confrontation with the West in framing SCO’s shared outlook. 

 India is, therefore, likely to focus on areas where it brings value addition 

to the SCO table apart from using institutionalized dialogues to highlight its 

concerns and apprehensions. As the President, India is posed to host more than 

140 dialogues with SCO members on a wide spectrum of issues. These include 

                                                             
36 ‘Joint Press Statement—Meeting of External Affairs Minister and the Foreign Minister of China’, Ministry of 
External Affairs, Government of India, September 10, 2020 at https://mea.gov.in/press-
releases.htm?dtl/32962/Joint_Press_Statement__Meeting_of_External_Affairs_Minister_and_the_Foreign_Mini
ster_of_China_September_10_2020  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
37 ‘Joint Military Training Exercise With Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) Member States Culminates 
At Orenburg, Russia’, Press Information Bureau, September 24, 2021 at 
https://pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=1757747#:~:text=The%20twelve%20days%20long%20joint,to
%20command%20multinational%20military%20contingents  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
38 ‘The Samarkand Declaration of the Heads of State Council of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation’, 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization at http://eng.sectsco.org/documents/  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
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tackling the ‘three evils’, health, energy and food security, science and 

technology, climate change, tourism, culture, agriculture, and defence, among 

others. 

 Notably, the template for charting India’s own course, acceptable to a 

majority of SCO members, already exists. This is reflected in Prime Minister 

Modi’s articulation of the foundational dimension of Eurasia being 

‘SECURE’.39 The letters in the word SECURE are S for Security of citizens, E 

for Economic development for all, C for Connecting the region, U for Uniting 

the people, R for Respect for Sovereignty and Integrity, and E for 

Environmental protection. 

 India could leverage the wide acceptance of this proposal to build 

stronger coalitions within the SCO, which would be more sensitive to India’s 

two core concerns involving terrorism and expanding connectivity in the region. 

As such, India’s emphasis on adopting a holistic approach towards terrorism 

would likely need to be sustained. Optically, it might be difficult for the SCO 

naysayers to consistently dissent on a topic as sensitive as terrorism. Some 

progress appears to have been made at the 2022 Samarkand summit, reflected in 

SCO’s decision to establish a database of terrorists, separatists and extremists.40 

 A similar pressure-tactic approach could also be adopted on expanding 

connectivity by emphasizing on openness and inclusivity. This could be 

anchored to INSTC being not one but a multi-arterial and multi-dimensional 

project that benefits a majority of its stakeholders. The inclusion of Iran as a full 

member could give a boost to INSTC with Chabahar as its key node. As the 

                                                             
39 ‘English translation of Prime Minister’s Intervention in Extended Plenary of 18th SCO Summit’, Ministry of 
External Affairs, Government of India, June 11, 2018 at https://mea.gov.in/Speeches-
Statements.htm?dtl/29971/English_translation_of_Prime_Ministers_Intervention_in_Extended_Plenary_of_18t
h_SCO_Summit_June_10_2018  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
40 ‘The Samarkand Declaration of the Heads of State Council of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation’, 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization at http://eng.sectsco.org/documents/  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 



16 
 

July 2022 visit of Union Shipping Minister, Sarbananda Sonowal41 shows, India 

remains committed to unlocking the potential of Iran in not only giving India 

access to Central Asia but also providing the land-locked CARs an alternative 

sea route beyond BRI. Similarly, Prime Minister Modi’s tête-à-tête with Iranian 

President Mr. Ebrahim Raisi,42 on the side-line of the 2022 Samarkand SCO 

summit, too reaffirmed both countries commitment to improving regional 

connectivity. 

 As such, Prime Minister Modi’s statement at the Samarkand Summit is a 

pointer towards India maintaining the pressure on its two core concerns. His 

statement on ‘better connectivity… it will be important that we all give each 

other full right to transit’43 was an implicit criticism of Pakistan’s strategic 

denial of land access for connecting India with Central Asia as well as China’s 

attempts at undermining alternatives to BRI. 

 Meanwhile, calibrating a new collaborative approach in multilateral 

organizations, anchored in the principle of Sabka Saath, has often been India’s 

forte. This was reflected in Prime Minister Modi’s articulation of building 

resilient supply chains as well as sharing India’s experience and expertise in 

developing a robust start-up eco-system.44 For a region struggling to recover 

from the deleterious impact of the pandemic and war in Ukraine, these 

collaborative suggestions are likely to have many takers. The same applies to 

PM Modi’s clarion call for exchanging best practices in cultivation of low-cost 

                                                             
41 ‘India to work towards unlocking trade potential with Central Asia through Chabahar Port: Union Shipping 
Minister’, Press Information Bureau, July 31, 2022 at https://pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=1846762  
(Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
42 ‘PM Modi holds bilateral talks with President Raisi of Iran in Samarkand, Uzbekistan’, Narendra Modi, 
September 16, 2022 at https://www.narendramodi.in/prime-minister-narendra-modi-holds-bilateral-talks-with-
president-raisi-of-iran-in-samarkand-uzbekistan-564439  (Accessed on October 1, 2022). 
43 ‘English Translation of Remarks by Prime Minister, Shri Narendra Modi at the SCO Summit’, Ministry of 
External Affairs, Government of India, September 16, 2022 at https://www.mea.gov.in/Speeches-
Statements.htm?dtl/35719/English_Translation_of_Remarks_by_Prime_Minister_Shri_Narendra_Modi_at_the_
SCO_Summit  (Accessed on October 1, 2022).  
44 Ibid. 
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superfoods like millet.45 This could offer countries a way out of the current 

global food crisis. 

 Today, the fact remains that the potential of SCO has not been fully 

tapped. Pooling of strengths in areas of overlapping interests would inevitably 

benefit the peoples of SCO member states. And India has expertise in a number 

of niche sectors.  

 Healthcare is one such area. The pandemic has highlighted the reality that 

no country is safe. As such, going back to one’s civilizational roots could offer 

solutions to health and wellness. Traditional medicines could offer a new path. 

India already has a credible reputation of being an affordable destination for 

medical and wellness tourism. Along with the recently launched WHO Global 

Centre for Traditional Medicine in Gujarat46, India could offer new holistic 

health solutions to SCO members. 

 Similarly, India, as a victim of terrorism and narcotics, has been 

developing its skills and cooperating with other countries to fight the menace. 

India can share its experience with the region. India can offer expertise on 

policy aspects, train people and provide technological solutions. 

 In the same vein, India’s willingness to share its unique experience in 

banking, finance, Information Technology (IT), education, telecommunications, 

and agriculture with CARs can be leveraged to build mutually beneficial 

developmental partnerships. In fact, theoretically at least, SCO could help 

unlock connectivity between Central and South Asia, thereby creating an arc of 

economic advantage between the two regions. 

 Climate change too affects every country. Melting glaciers, water scarcity 

and rising temperatures have frequently brought floods, drought and famine. 

                                                             
45 ‘English Translation of Remarks by Prime Minister, Shri Narendra Modi at the SCO Summit’, Ministry of 
External Affairs, Government of India, September 16, 2022 at https://www.mea.gov.in/Speeches-
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These are better tackled jointly on account of the shared environment where 

SCO members coexist. While the force of nature is practically unstoppable, 

joint efforts can help alleviate the pain of natural disasters. India has robust 

expertise in Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief (HADR) with the 

country being the first responder to crisis in its neighbourhood and often 

beyond. This was aptly evident during the Covid-19 pandemic with India being 

at the frontline in distributing vaccines.47 

 In this context, a SCO members’ think-tank level defence-related 

conference could help jointly explore tackling some of the pressing non-

traditional security challenges that confront the Eurasian region. Arguably, only 

a collaborative approach can help alleviate the pains of those affected. With 

armed forces of SCO member states usually being the first responders to deal 

with calamities, a think-tank level defence-related conference could throw light 

on how members can pool their resources in the fields of humanitarian 

assistance and disaster relief to more effectively tackle emerging crises. This 

would, inevitably, also strengthen SCO’s goal of building a durable framework 

of regional collaboration. 

 Meanwhile, India can also leverage its civilizational linkages with all 

SCO members to strengthen collaboration in the cultural field. The recent 

nomination48 of Varanasi as the first SCO Tourism and Cultural Capital is 

expected to boost SCO’s people-to-people exchanges. Notably, 2023, which 

coincides with India’s Presidency, has been decaled as the SCO Tourism Year.49 

 Consequently, the value of SCO remains immense. The litmus test, 

however, for India’s presidency would be to navigate some of the organization’s 

key fault-lines to present concrete deliverables. 

 
                                                             
47 ‘Vaccine Supply’, Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India at https://www.mea.gov.in/vaccine-
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Perhaps, amidst SCO’s consensus on the centrality of Central Asia in this 

multilateral set-up, India could take this opportunity to even redefine its 

Neighbourhood First Policy to include CARs in its ambit. This updated 

Neighbourhood 2.0 could then act as a real force multiplier in strengthening 

India’s Eurasian outreach. 

 

(*The author is Associate Fellow at the Manohar Parrikar Institute for Defence 
Studies and Analyses. The views expressed are personal) 
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