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Executive Summary 
Russia remains the key guarantor of security in Central Asia, but the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization (SCO), of which Russia and China are the leading members, 
may have the potential eventually to assume this role. However, a number of serious 
issues will hamper continued cooperation. First, there is a lack of common values 
among the SCO member states. In particular Russia and China are developing in 
radically different ways. As long as Russia continues to nurture its new-found 
democratic tradition, and China maintains its one-party rule, the two political traditions 
will find increasingly little common ground. Fundamental differences in approach to 
complex political issues will mean that the two great powers in the future will only be 
able to cooperate within the traditional bounds of Realpolitik. Second, the lack of 
available energy (in particular natural gas) in sufficient volumes, at least within the next 
two decades or so, will hamper cooperation. Russia will not squander its ability to 
diversify its energy exports merely to satisfy China, from Russia’s perspective a country 
which although friendly today might turn out to be an enemy tomorrow. 
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The Shanghai Cooperation Organisation 
The Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) developed from a summit meeting in 
April 1996 between China, Russia, Kazakstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan. These 
countries shared common borders, and there was a need to ratify and consolidate the 
borders between the former Soviet states and China. The meeting resulted in the 
Shanghai Treaty of 26 April 1996. The initial emphasis was on border demarcation and 
confidence-building measures. From 1999, the organisation became known as the 
Shanghai Five after its five member states. During a summit meeting in Dushanbe on 5 
July 2000, the Shanghai Five became the Shanghai Forum as Uzbekistan was given 
observer status. At the summit meeting in Shanghai on 15 June 2001, Uzbekistan 
became a full member, and the Forum became the Shanghai Cooperation Organization 
(SCO).1 

The focus of the SCO was always security. Since at least about 1999, when Russia for 
a while became the prime driver of the SCO due to its temporary concerns over the 
NATO air war against Yugoslavia, which led to the separation of Kosovo, and more 
lingering concerns over Chechen and Central Asian terrorism,2 the SCO has primarily 
been concerned with separatism and Islamic extremism. China and Russia even pledged 
to send troops to defend other states from terrorism and separatism - which was the first 
time China ever formally pledged in a treaty to project military power beyond her 
borders.3 The SCO overlaps with the role played by the Commonwealth of Independent 
States (CIS) Collective Security Treaty of 1992 and in particular the Collective Security 
Treaty Organisation (CSTO4), formed during the CIS summit on 28 April 2003 by 
Russia, Belarus, Armenia, Kazakstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan.). 

Yet, the SCO is not a military alliance, and the organisation should not be regarded as 
such. Russia shares a long border with China, and the Russian Far East is severely 
underpopulated in comparison to the Chinese territories just across the border. Russia 
accordingly realises that it is far better to have good relations with China than to face an 
adversary situation, especially since Russia currently is relatively weak while China is 
growing in strength both economically and militarily.5 Moreover, Russia and China 
share a concern over Islamic extremism and separatism - which, as noted, has been a 
prominent feature of the continuing work within the SCO. 

While China currently is wealthier than Russia - and Russia derives substantial profits 
from arms sales to China - China in real terms no doubt needs Russia more than Russia 
needs China. Since at least 1997, China has repeatedly emphasised that it has no choice 
but to augment domestic energy sources through imports from abroad, in particular 
Central Asia and Russia. Yet another Chinese interest in Central Asia is the creation of 
a regional rail network which, unlike the sea routes, would be beyond the control of the 
United States. Such a land transportation route, if fully functional, could in case of 
future conflict with the United States be used to move vital natural resources, consumer 
goods, and in particular war materials into and out of China. It is accordingly unlikely 
that China would support any move to increase the influence of the United States in the 
region, or the coming to power of a pro-American government in any country bordering 
China. The Chinese leaders would also no doubt prefer to retain influence over Pakistan, 
due to what may well be the remaining, and continuing, strategic objective of containing 
India and, in case of war, the hope to force India into a two-front war, a strategy that 
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also includes Tibet and Burma.6 Despite improving Sino-Indian relations, this might be 
one key explanation for the invitation into the SCO of new members with observer 
status. Russia and China each, seemingly, invited what to all respects appears to be a 
long-established client as observer member of the SCO. While Russia invited India, 
China invited Pakistan - unless the two great powers really worked so well in tandem 
that they invited these states as observers unanimously, which would seem to be the 
way the SCO presented the decision. 

In the final analysis, however, both Russia and China regard their relationship with the 
United States as far more important than their relations with each other.7 

 

Will the SCO Become the Guarantor of Central Asian Security? 
Elsewhere, I have argued that Russia remains the key guarantor of security in Central 
Asia.8 However, given that the main focus of the SCO always was security, that Russia 
is a leading member, and that the observer members of the SCO at present include not 
only Mongolia but also the somewhat more volatile Pakistan, India, and Iran, one may 
wonder whether the organisation aims to develop, or at least might develop, into a 
stronger guarantor of Inner Asian or at least Central Asian security than Russia could be 
alone. After all, an international organisation, if it survives at all, tends to acquire a life 
of its own, and there is no reason per se why the SCO could not grow into into 
something larger than its constituent parts. The SCO may have the potential eventually 
to assume the role of key guarantor of security in at least Central Asia and perhaps 
further afield as well. 

To assess this potential, it is necessary first to investigate the potential of remaining 
great power rivalry among the SCO members. If one builds a house, and there are 
structural problems, it is seldom enough merely to paste over the existing cracks with 
wall paper. The result might look nice but does not guarantee security of mind to those 
inside. To ensure security and stability under such conditions, a very thick layer indeed 
of wall paper will be needed. Has a sufficient amount of paste been applied to cover the 
fault lines in Central Asian international politics, or does rivalry remain? To address this 
question, one must by necessity concentrate on the confrontational aspects of great 
power politics in the region. This, I must emphasise, does not mean that I rule out the 
positive effects of the many attempts of cooperation that have taken place in recent 
years. Indeed, the establishment and continued life of the SCO is in itself evidence that 
such positive effects do exist. Yet, there are indubitably aspects of great power rivalry at 
play in the Inner Asia region, and it is on these that I will focus. 

 

The Issue of a Shared History 
The member states of the SCO share a history of relations with each other, but 
throughout history, these relations have more often than not been problematic, indeed 
confrontational. China and Russia have eyed each other with suspicion ever since a 
common border of sorts emerged in the seventeenth century. If we include the Mongol 



TEAM IPPEKI June 2007 
 

 

______________________________________________________________________ 

4 Copyright © June 2007 Michael Fredholm/Team Ippeki 

empire - and its Yuan state - in the history of China, mutual hostilities and suspicions 
can even be said to go back to the thirteenth century. 

Then, from the nineteenth century onwards, the Great Game proper began, with 
rivalry between Russia, Qing China, and British India in particular. From the First 
World War, Islam became an issue as well, with first Germany, then the Soviet Union 
using Muslims as pawns in the rivalry with British India. The British responded in kind, 
encouraging frictions between Afghanistan and the young Soviet Union. Then the 
Soviet Union assumed control of Mongolia and supported various warlords and political 
groups in Republican China against the central government. After the Second World 
War, Britain left the scene but India and Pakistan remained - and this resulted in a so far 
seemingly perpetual state of rivalry between the two, only interrupted by the occasional 
real war. The United States took up the mantle left by Britain, supporting Pakistan 
against Soviet-supported India in, among other types of cooperation, arms deliveries. 
The Korean war ended up as a war between the United States and China; in the 1960s, 
the United States encouraged and supported various Tibetan attempts to strike back at 
China, while China and the Soviet Union supported North Vietnam against the United 
States. Conflict had by then also emerged between India and China, and in 1969 
between China and the Soviet Union. Both resulted in border skirmishes. From the 
1970s, Pakistan and the United States - and eventually China as well - began to fan 
Islamic extremism in Afghanistan against the Soviet Union, which resulted in a bloody 
war fought in Afghanistan, followed by an even more devastating Afghan civil war, in 
itself followed by seemingly global terrorism and extremism. The list goes on, and I 
have not even bothered to include the various issues that involved Iran, or those 
frictions between the new Central Asian republics that emerged in the 1990s. Moreover, 
most of these conflicts remain within living memory in the countries concerned.9 

Indeed, the only positive thing that can be said about the numerous conflicts that the 
SCO, and its earlier reincarnations such as the Shanghai Five, was founded to deal with, 
is that Western Europe brought a similar legacy of wars and conflicts, yet in most cases 
managed to unite in the European Union. So while the difficulties of the shared 
historical legacy are great and will be difficult to overcome, this might still be possible - 
especially if the SCO contents itself with addressing issues such as terrorism, separatism, 
extremism, drug trafficking, and limited forms of economic cooperation. 

 

The Issue of Energy Security 
Unless, of course, what some call the New Great Game - the rivalry for energy sources 
and supplies - interferes with the plans to ensure greater cooperation among the SCO 
member states. To simplify (some would say over-simplify) the issue of energy security, 
one can note that Russia and Iran are energy exporters. China and India are energy 
importers, with both most likely needing rapidly increasing supplies of energy. 
Meanwhile, Kazakstan and Uzbekistan are key transit countries. 

On the surface, it would appear that energy security is a factor that unites Russia and 
China. On 21 March 2006, President Vladimir Putin on the first day of his visit to China 
signed a joint declaration with his Chinese counterpart on energy co-operation and 
announced a number of agreements on energy supplies and joint ventures with the 



TEAM IPPEKI June 2007 

 

 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Copyright © June 2007 Michael Fredholm/Team Ippeki 5 

Chinese National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC), including one by the Russian natural 
gas monopoly Gazprom. A member of Putin’s delegation later elaborated to the media: 
a natural gas pipeline would be built from Russia to China, to be commissioned in 2011 
at the cost of $10 billion. In addition, Gazprom had agreed with its Chinese partners on 
a price formula for gas deliveries. Putin himself told the press that the first stage of the 
project was the construction of a new gas pipeline, named Altai, from West Siberia to 
China’s western border. This route had been chosen because deliveries from West 
Siberia seemed ”easier to carry out and faster.” In a second stage, another gas pipeline 
would be built from East Siberia. Exports from each project would total 30-40 billion 
cubic metres (bcm) per year.10 Gazprom President Aleksei Miller later explained that 
annual exports would total 68 bcm, with a projected throughput capacity for the western 
route of 30 bcm per year.11 As for Putin, he later suggested that in ten to fifteen years, 
no less than 30 per cent of Russian energy exports would go to Asia - an ambition 
which Russian experts believe will be hard to realise.12 

These plans, if fulfilled, would indeed bring the energy exporter Russia and the energy 
importer China yet closer together. However, although Russia has very substantial 
natural gas deposits, the infrastructure to produce and export these deposits is simply 
insufficient. In addition, Russian domestic natural gas consumption is rising faster than 
the Russian natural gas monopoly Gazprom has foreseen. Russia is in fact approaching 
a deficit in natural gas. Gazprom predicted a rise in domestic natural gas consumption 
by only 1 per cent in 2006. The real figure is reportedly 4 per cent.13 Gazprom’s export 
obligations are also rising fast. When both domestic consumption and exports are rising 
faster than production, there would seem to be little doubt that the domestic deficit in 
natural gas will rise as well. And this leaves the question open: Will there be sufficient 
natural gas for China as well as Russia’s other foreign and domestic customers? 

To summarise research I have published elsewhere,14 I would suggest that first, Russia 
will not be able to export the volumes of natural gas reportedly promised China by 
President Putin until, at best, many years later than after the ten to fifteen years that was 
envisaged at the time of Putin’s visit to China. The production and transportation 
infrastructure will simply not be available in time. Second, by then Russian domestic 
consumption of natural gas will have increased so that sufficient volumes will still not 
be available. Russia will find itself unable to supply both Europe and East Asia at the 
same time. A choice will have to be made, and - keeping in mind the inherent 
difficulties in such long-term predictions - I find it hard to believe that Russia would 
then jeopardise its relationship with Europe, which is dependent on Russian natural gas, 
simply to enhance its relationship with China. 

For sure, Russia will supply some natural gas to China, in the same way that Russia is 
also exporting some oil to the Chinese market. However, for the volumes envisaged by 
Gazprom to be available to Chinese customers, China must expect a long wait. 
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The Issue of Planning for War 
Rivalry over energy resources can, as history frequently shows, lead to war. 

Military headquarters in all countries tend to spend much effort in the constant 
development of contingency plans for this or that war that might come to take place. 
This is what military officers are paid to do and in no way remarkable, or even 
particularly worrying. Most plans will for obvious reasons eventually be scrapped, since 
the war for which they were formulated never took place. Yet, it is often illuminating to 
investigate what kind of war is being planned, and against what kind of enemy. 

This leads us to the question of historical legacies. Even without knowing for sure, we 
can probably safely assume that, say, the Russian General Staff has made contingency 
plans for a war with the United States and NATO. This has been a traditional practice, 
and such die only slowly. Indeed, Russian military exercises based on the assumption 
that a nuclear war with the United States will take place do occur, at least according to 
what the Russian General Staff from time to time leaks to the news media.15 Yet, 
nobody seriously believes that Russia and the United States really have any reason to go 
to war against each other within a generation or so. 

So how about China? Would a future war with China also be something that the 
Russian General Staff might be planning for? Many factors speak in favour of such a 
conclusion. 

First, there can be little doubt that Russia historically has seen China as a real or 
potential enemy. 

Second, it would be surprising to say the least if the Russian General Staff had not 
prepared plans for such a war, in the same way that it obviously still practices for a 
nuclear war with the United States. After all, Russia and China share a common border. 

Third, even in the current climate of joint military exercises held by Russian and 
Chinese troops, Russia still stages large-scale military maneouvres that to all effects 
would seem to be in preparation for a conventional war with China. This, for instance, 
would be the conclusion one could draw with regard to the large military exercise 
Baikal-2006 held in Siberia and the Russian Far East in June-July 2006. While the press 
releases issued at the time mentioned an anti-terrorist angle and emphasised the 
continuing cooperation with China, this exercise involved more than 9,000 troops 
including an armoured regiment.16 This is not the kind of force used for hunting al-
Qaida, Chechen rebels, or for that matter, Central Asian guerrilla groups. And an 
American invasion of the Russian Far East would, in my opinion, be even more unlikely 
than a nuclear exchange between the two countries. This leaves the obvious potential 
enemy: China. Clearly the Russian military has not yet forgotten the possibility of Sino-
Russian war. 

That the military forces within the SCO still plan for war among each other indicates, 
as a minimum, that the SCO has not yet achieved even the limited ability to serve as a 
regional security guarantor that the European Union has reached in Europe. In the latter 
region, at least the military forces of most union members no longer regularly prepare 
for war against each other (unless peace-keeping missions, preferably in remote, former 
European colonies, count as such). Granted, the European Union is an older 
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organisation than the SCO, and things might change in the future - at least if some 
sources of potential conflicts can be eliminated. 

When on the topic of war, one should remember that Russia does not only export 
energy but arms as well. China has for many years been an important importer of 
Russian arms, as is India. However, Russia has generally refrained from giving away its 
most up-to-date military technology to China - no doubt for the same reason that Russia 
does not wish to rely on China’s goodwill forever when decisions have to be taken on 
energy infrastructure investments. 

 

A further thought, unrelated to the old rivalry between Russia and China, should 
perhaps be mentioned. The SCO at present contains two nuclear powers, with others 
(India, Pakistan, and eventually perhaps Iran) holding observer status. Will the 
widespread existence of nuclear weapons be a factor of stability or yet another problem 
in SCO internal relations? 

 

The Issue of Common Values 
Then there is the issue of common values, or the lack thereof, among the members of 
the SCO. Without indulging in common values rhetoric of the kind prevalent in the 
European Union or insisting on the establishment of a normative set of values for the 
SCO members (which in fact is ruled out by Article 2 of the SCO Charter, adopted on 7 
June 2002, which insists upon non-interference in internal affairs and the equality of all 
member states), the fact remains that countries and peoples that share common values 
usually find it easier to cooperate than those who do not. In addition, a lack of common 
values, that is, a lack of a common discourse or vision for what one wants to get out of 
the relationship, often leads to misunderstandings, of a cultural if not political nature, 
which still makes political cooperation more difficult. 

On the values front, there are indeed great difficulties to overcome, if the SCO 
members desire to expand cooperation beyond those of mere Realpolitik. It is sufficient 
to compare the two leading member states of the SCO: Russia and China. While China 
to all effects remains a one-party state under the firm control of the Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP), Russia is a functioning albeit somewhat authoritarian democracy (despite 
the strengthening of presidential power under Vladimir Putin and regardless of what 
some Western mass media say on the issue) headed by a president who enjoys 
widespread public support. Russia also maintains the rule of law, although of a model 
perhaps somewhat less perfect than in many other European countries, while one could 
argue - and many foreign investors do - that in China, the situation is far more rule of 
party than rule of law. 

As for the other member states of the SCO (Kazakstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and 
Uzbekistan), there are, when it comes to values, differences no less acute than those 
between China and Russia. Then we have the states with observer status in the SCO 
(Mongolia, Pakistan, India, and Iran). These come with yet other sets of values - and 
also in some cases very strong religious sensitivities, something which in recent decades 
have played an increasingly important role in the creation of conflicts. 
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Conclusion 
Clearly, there are a number of serious issues that will hamper continued cooperation 
within the SCO. Of these, I would argue that two are most important. First, there is a 
lack of common values among the SCO member states. In particular Russia and China 
are developing in radically different ways. Russia’s economy is booming due to the 
high price of oil and the vast Russian energy deposits. China’s economy is also 
booming, although for quite different and perhaps ultimately more sound reasons as 
seen in the long term. Yet both countries will have to face difficult choices on how to 
develop those vast regions of their territory that so far have seen but little economic 
growth. As long as Russia continues to nurture its new-found democratic tradition, and 
China maintains its one-party rule, time will no doubt show that the two political 
traditions will find increasingly little common ground. In parts of Russian Siberia, 
popular opposition to economic reforms such as increases in the domestic price of 
energy will have to be met through parliamentary means, or at least means that are 
regarded as democratic. However, similar popular opposition in those Chinese regions 
unable to take advantage of the economic boom can only be suppressed, not 
accommodated, or the one-party state will fail. Such fundamental differences in 
approach to complex political issues will mean that the two great powers in the future, 
after all, will only be able to cooperate within the traditional bounds of Realpolitik. 
There can be but little genuine sympathy for the other, and all decisions must take into 
account the fact that the other party might in time turn out to be an enemy, not a partner. 

Second, the lack of available energy (in particular natural gas) in sufficient volumes, 
at least within the next two decades or so, will hamper cooperation. Can Russia really 
continue to export its valuable energy resources indefinitely if domestic consumers are 
feeling the winter cold? The Soviet Union might have succeeded in such a venture, but 
how about the new Russia under Putin and his eventual successor, elected as they are or 
will be? And how about the new infrastructure? I very much doubt that Russia would 
allocate its limited and very valuable resources for the construction of export 
infrastructure with only one customer in mind. Russia has already tried this, for instance 
with regard to Turkey - and been burned for the lack of strategic foresight. A one-
customer market is a buyer’s, not a seller’s, market. To put it simply, Russia will not 
squander its ability to diversify its energy exports merely to satisfy China, from 
Russia’s perspective a country which although friendly today might turn out to be an 
enemy tomorrow. 

Which of course is quite sad. Because a greater level of mutual dependency in vital 
economic issues such as the provision of energy supplies might be the very thing really 
to bring the two countries together - and thereby promote further cooperation and, 
perhaps, even the emergence of shared values beyond the sphere of pure Realpolitik. 

Realpolitik is all about national interests. While countries, in the words of Lord 
Palmerston (1784-1865), may have “eternal and perpetual” interests, they “have no 
eternal allies” and “no perpetual enemies.”17 As long as Russia and China - and also the 
smaller SCO members - do not at least attempt to approach each other on these issues, 
the conclusion would seem to be that the establishment of the SCO indeed was nothing 
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but yet another example of great power politics. The SCO is then only a new chapter in 
the history of the Great Game, which, as Rudyard Kipling (1865-1936) reminded us, 
will only end “when everyone is dead.”18 Each member state brings its set of national 
interests, and those of in particular the great powers Russia and China are but seldom 
compatible - as their mutual history shows quite clearly. And an organisation with so 
many inherent rivalries as the SCO would seem to be, will hardly be the ideal guarantor 
of Central Asian security, despite the very real necessity to provide stability and 
security in this particular region. 
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