
 

Avenue des Arts 19
1210 Brussels

info@sadf.eu
www.sadf.eu

Regional integration in the west is facing challenges due to new geo 

political realities, among others the trend for stronger commitment for 

regional groupings in Asia shaped by the growing influence of  China in 

International Affairs.  Amidst changes in the World Order, Central and 

South Asia have emerged as a new hot spot region from both economic 

and political perspectives. The region is central to China’s ambitious 

One Belt One Silk Road (OBOR) initiative. The region also provides 

fertile ground for the resurgence of  Russia in international geopolitics. 

The Shanghai Five, later known as the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization (SCO),  counts today eight permanent members, having 

welcomed India and Pakistan in the recent summit in Astana, 

Kazakhstan (June 8th and 9th, 2017). The decisions for upgrade from 

the status of  observer states to that of  permanent members were taken 

two years ago at the Ufa summit in 2015.  The SCO founding members 

China and Russia wanted to integrate the South Asian rivals — Russia 

backed India’s membership while China supported Pakistan’s.  The 

remaining observer states include Iran, Afghanistan, Belarus and 

Mongolia. 

The SCO’s primary goal was to promote economic and cultural 

activities among the Central Asian countries. Although the organisation 

has no intentions to become a full-fledged military organisation like the 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), over the years it has 

shown a considerable commitment and focus towards addressing 

security-related issues concerning Central Asian states.
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Joining SCO as a fully fledged member state is a significant step for India both for strategic and 

economic reasons. India has border disputes with two SCO members, China and Pakistan. The country 

has been a victim of  cross-border terrorism since its independence. India could not so far solve this 

problem on its own, thus welcoming its membership into an organization whose one of  the main 

objectives is to counter terrorism, extremism and radicalism. From now on India can for example work 

with the SCO’s Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) in order to address the terrorism problem. In 

the most recent SCO convention India (along with the other SCO members) signed a new version of  

the organization’s original anti-terrorist convention. A sense of  urgency is added by the fact that after 

the international troop's withdrawal from Afghanistan, the security scenario is truly vulnerable in the 

country and South Asia more generally. The recent suicide bomb attack in Kabul, which killed more 

than hundred people, is the most gruesome attack over the past few years. An unstable Afghanistan is 

likely to contribute to the deterioration of  security in India and the region in general. Therefore all the 

SCO members could work together to eliminate the terrorism issue. 

Thirdly, as an emerging nation, India has enormous energy needs. The resourceful Central Asian states 

could prove to be effective energy providers in India. The membership would also bring India to fulfil 

its ‘Connect Central Asia Policy’. India can now use SCO mechanisms to pressure Pakistan so that it 

allows for land connectivity to Central Asia and the Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India (TAPI) 

pipeline project could resume its function. Pakistan is considering its SCO permanent membership as 

‘an impressive diplomatic as well as substantial breakthrough’ (Hilal, 2016).  They are hoping to 1

enhance their positive political image in the South Asian region. 

Like India, Pakistan is an energy-deficient country. The SCO membership could allow Pakistan to meet 

its energy needs by trade with Central Asian states. Because of  its significant geopolitical location, 

Pakistan could become a critical transit hub in South Asia in the future. As China announced its 

maritime silk route policy, it is bound to have even closer ties with Pakistan. 

The recently declared China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) is likely to benefit all the SCO 

members in the future. In order to realise the “Shanghai Spirit”, Pakistan has to cooperate with other 

SCO members and provide favourable political conditions for consensus and cooperation.  Pakistan is 

also playing the SCO card to balance its relationship with the United States. After the Trump 

administration acquired power in White House, US-Pakistan relations have not been well seen by 

Pakistan. On the other hand, a reduced military presence in Afghanistan weakens the significance of  
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Pakistan to the United States. Pakistan is thus developing alliances with other big powers such as Russia 

and China. The SCO is providing Pakistan with the most suitable platform to tie up with these 

countries. The organisation is providing a very useful space for Pakistan to improve its relations with its 

neighbours in both Central and South Asia.   

Way Forward 

The SCO’s founding members are hoping that cooperation between India and Pakistan will promote 

regional security and enhance integration in South Asia. That’s why they are expanding SCO 

membership for the first time since its inception. The spokesperson for Hua Chunying, the ministry of  

foreign affairs of  China, said the country hopes that India and Pakistan are able to strictly follow the 

charter of  the SCO and uphold the SCO spirit, including the idea of  good neighbourliness. It is hoped 

that the two countries improve their relations and inject a new impetus into SCO development.  2

Chinese officials also believe that it is high time for the two developing nations of  India and China to 

work cooperatively and assist each other towards development in a context of  changing politics in 

South and Central Asia. China mainly seeks support from India for its One Belt One Road Initiative as 

it crosses Pakistan Occupied Kashmir (POK) region. This regional connectivity is likely to provide 

China huge economic benefits. After the inclusion of  India and Pakistan in the SCO, it is clear that 

China wants to maintain friendly relationships with both countries in order to keep good economic 

relations.  In Beijing the Chinese spokesperson Hua Chunying said during a media briefing that India 

should focus more on cooperation to provide assistance to each other's developmental goals.  3

The population of  SCO members will totalize nearly the half  of  total world population and have a 

share of  25% of  global GDP. With the big powers on board, the organisation is expected to deal with 

major issues in Eurasia and South Asia. One of  the biggest challenges the SCO is likely to face is the 

Afghan issue. All the neighbours will have a significant role to play in this issue. We are however very 

aware of  the fact that India and Pakistan hold entirely different notions when approaching the Afghan 

issue. Hence, a regional solution to this issue is unlikely to come very easily in the next years. India has 

not only contradicting issues with Pakistan but also with the most powerful SCO member, China.  
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India has always opposed the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) which passes through the 

disputed Kashmiri region. Even in his speech at the SCO meeting in Astana held earlier this month, 

Indian PM Narendra Modi emphasized the need for connectivity that does not violate anyone’s 

sovereignty in the region. If  these arch rivals engage themselves in confrontation they will create 

division inside the organisation, and the SCO would likely lose its unbiased nature. This would threaten 

the primary focus of  the SCO, i.e. fighting terrorism and enhancing economic prosperity in the region. 

There is high possibility of  the escalation of  India-Pakistan regional tension into the SCO platform, 

with high chances that Pakistan might raise the Kashmir issue and ask the SCO to mediate the conflict 

while India continues to accuse Pakistan for sponsoring terror in South Asia. India-Pakistan 

memberships in other regional organisations such as the South Asian Association of  Regional 

Cooperation (SAARC) impose some scepticism regarding their success in the SCO. Rather than the 

SAARC removing tensions between these two rivals, their rivalry has instead handicapped the SAARC 

mechanism in various issues. There is a possibility that the conflicting interests of  its member states 

could seriously damage the ‘Shanghai Spirit” in the upcoming years.
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