Source: The Straits Times, pB7
Date: 17 September 2022

ERINUS

National University
of Singapore

Bylnvitation

SCO and

the elusive
anti-American
coalition

Russia and China want to build a united front
against the US in Eurasia, but the Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation is not a credible

vehicle for it.

A

C.RajaMohan

For The Straits Times

The Shanghai Cooperation

Organisation (SCO), whoseleaders :
i interests of Russiaand Chinain
i resisting the US dominationare

gathered thisweekin Samarkand,
Uzbekistan, isnamed after one of

the modern world’s great maritime :
. their capacity to deliver onanew
: globalor regional order.

nodes - the port city of Shanghai.
Butits agenda is purely

continental - that of stabilising the :
: China could build anew regional
i orderitisinEurasia. Andthe

. primaryinstrumentis the SCO -set :
: upandnurtured by both countries
: overthe past quarter of a century.

Eurasianlandmass under the
leadership of China and Russia.
Onthe face of it, thisweek’s
summit was an impressive affair,
with more countriesjostling to get
in. Expansion, however, willlikely
make it increasingly difficult for

of new challenges. And one ofits
biggest tests has to do with the
United States.

Superficially, the deepening
partnership between Chinaand
Russiaand their shared interests
should help raise the performance
of the SCO. Yet, the essential
weakness of the Sino-Russian
partnership might well be their

for the USisnot decliningas fast as
China and Russia would like it to
andispushing back. This castsa
shadow not only over the
Sino-Russian alliance, but also the
future of the regional grouping.

The meeting between Russian
President Vladimir Putin and
Chinese leader XiJinping on the
margins of the SCO summit drew
widespread international
attention. It was their first since
they declaredastrategic
partnership “without limits” and
“no forbidden areas” in Beijing
thisyear.

InaKremlin transcript of the
meeting, Mr Putin said he
appreciated Beijing’s “balanced
stand” on the Ukraine conflict,
acknowledged China’s “questions
and concerns” and offered to
answer them. Mr Putin also
condemned the “provocations of

i theUSanditssatellites in the

: Taiwan Strait” and talked of

. building a more “just, democratic,
: and multipolar world” in tandem

with Mr Xi.
Reflecting the new status of
China as the “senior partner” in the

. relationship, Mr Xiwas far more

: reticent. The Chinese leader

. offered continued support for

i Russia’s “core interests” and

: promised towork with Moscow in
: “injecting stability ina troubled

. andinterconnected world”.

Although the intention and

clear, there are big questions about

Ifthere is one place Russia and

. BIGGERISNOT

the SCO tostay cohesive in the face : NECESSARILY BETTER

: The SCO began asasmallregional
. frameworkwith limited objectives :
i inthe mid-1990s; since then, it has
i acquired alarger membership and
: more expansive objectives. In the

: process,ithasbecomealotless

: cohesiveand the gap between the
i SCO’s geopolitical grasp and reach
: has only widened.
sharedinterestin opposing the US,
. asthe“Shanghai Five” when

¢ China, Russiaand three central

: Asian states — Kazakhstan,

. Kyrgyzstanand Tajikistan - came

. togetherto cooperate onregional

i securityin1995. Sixyears later, the
: SCOwaslaunchedat the summit

. levelwith sixmembers, including

¢ Uzbekistan. Since then, India and

: Pakistan have become full

: members. Iran was admitted

: formallyat the Samarkand summit
¢ while Belarus,a Russian ally, is

. applying for membership. Taking

. after Asean, the SCO has anumber
: of dialogue partners and

: observers. Aseanitself hasbeenan
: observer.

The grouping beganits journey

While there is growing interest

: inthe SCOacross Eurasiaand

: beyond,ithasalsorevealed the

i growing divergence within the

: organisation. India and Pakistan
i barelyagree onanything and the

: conflict between Delhi and Beijing
: involves multiple dimensions,
¢ including territorial ones.

In the last few days, there have

: been border clashes between two
: member states - Kyrgyzstan and
: Tajikistan—aswellasarmed

i violence between two observer

: states, Armenia and Azerbaijan.

To be sure, despite these

: differences the SCO has been able
: tostayintactand developarange
¢ of cooperative activities — on

i counterterrorism, for example.

Yeteventhere, not everyone

: agreesonthe sourcesand

: challenges of terrorism. For

¢ example, the return of the Taliban
¢ topower last year has exposedthe
: deep divisions within the SCO on

: how topursue declared objectives
¢ of fighting terrorism and religious
! extremism.

Meanwhile, shifting geopolitical

: winds are testing the

: organisation’s ability to dealwitha
: growing number of challenges,

! including in Afghanistan and

¢ Ukraine. Even more

: consequentially, the Chinese and

¢ Russianassumptions about US

: power have come into question.

The SCO saysitis notdirected

: againstany other power. But the

: question of the USand its global

i role never stopped looming over

¢ the SCOand its proceedings.

: Anxietiesabout the USmeddling

¢ intheinternal affairs of the

: Eurasian countries have long

: simmered justbelow the surface in
: the geopolitical calculus of China

: and Russia.

Recall the American focus on

: promoting democracyin the

: former Sovietrepublics and

¢ beyondinthe1990sunder then

: President Bill Clinton. In the end,

¢ theUSdidnotdo toomuchin

¢ Central Asiaasitturnedits

: attention to the Greater Middle

: Easttofightitswaronterroratthe
¢ turn of the millennium.

The war on terror that followed

i the 9/11attacks, organised from
: Taliban-controlled Afghanistan,
: opened the door for collaboration

between the USand the SCO

¢ memberstates. The US

: determination to drainthe

¢ swamps of terrorismin

: Afghanistan seemed to fit nicely
: withtheagendaoftheSCOto

i combat terrorism andreligious

: extremism.

In the immediate aftermath of

: 9/11, there indeed wasan

: outpouring of support for the US

¢ fromallthe members of the SCO.

: Butasthe decade wore on,

: strategic differences between the

: USonthe one hand and Russia and
: Chinaonthe otherbeganto

: deepenandovershadowedthe

: convergences on Afghanistan.

After the 2008 global financial

! crisis, the strategic perspectives in
¢ Chinaand Russia began to

: converge ontheidea of US decline
: andits terminal nature. It also

: bolstered confidence in Moscow

: and Beijing that they could provide
: the basis for a post-Western world.
: Ifbothcountriesneededsome

: clinching evidence, America’s

: humiliating withdrawal from

¢ Afghanistanin August last year

: seemedto provideit.

Yet, both Russiaand Chinaare

: now finding it hard to cope with

: the consequences of the US retreat
: from Afghanistan. The US, on the

: otherhand, looks to have gained

: fromits Afghan pullout.

Without the burden of

administering and securing
: Afghanistan, it can now exploit the
: contradictions among the SCO
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: members that willbe most

. affected by developmentsin

: Afghanistan. At the same time,
: Washington hasretained the

: freedom to actagainst terror

. targetsin Afghanistan.

Itis by nomeans clear if the SCO

i canever generate the level of

. intervention in Afghanistan

: demonstrated by the US drone

: attack that killed Al-Qaeda leader

i Ayman al-ZawahiriinJuly. The

. sense of USdecline that permeated
: the Chinese and Russian discourse
. inthe wake of the US withdrawal

: from Afghanistanlooksrather

i premature inretrospect.

UKRAINE WAR'S IMPACT

: Meanwhile, the SCO’s claim for
i leadership in Eurasiaisbeing

: challenged by developmentsin
: Ukraine. Russia hasjustifiedits
i invasion ofits neighbour by

: pointing to the steady expansion
: of Nato into the former Russian
: sphere ofinfluence in Central

: Europe and Eurasia. President

: Putin has also claimed that

: Ukraine hasnorightto separate
: existence.

Yet by failing to achieve a quick

: victory,andretreating in the face

: ofalightning counteroffensive by

i Ukraine, Russia isin danger of

. further weakening itselfinrelation
: tothe USand its Western allies.

Russia’sinvasion has already

i consolidated trans-Atlantic

: solidarity and strengthened Nato.

¢ Should Moscow’s “special military

: operation” fail, it would create new
: fissures within Russia and its

: sphere of influence. Asitis, many

: members of the SCO who were

: partofthe Soviet Unionare deeply
: wary about Mr Putin’s imperial

: ambitionsand have been unwilling
i tosupport the position of Russia

: and China on Ukraine.

The outcome in Ukraine will also

: have amajorimpact on the nature

i ofthe Russia-China partnership

: thatisatthe core ofthe SCO.A

: debacle in Ukraine would likely

: make Moscow evenmore

: dependenton Beijing. At the same

: time, a weakally might not be of

i muchuse for China in managing its
: increasingly complexrelationship
: withthe US.

Washingtonis, on the other

i hand, strengtheningitsalliancesin
. Asia, bilaterally as wellas through

: coalitions such as the Quadrilateral
: Security Dialogue, or Quad.

Further, collapse of the Russian

! resistance to the US on the western
: edge of Eurasiaislikely to liberate

: theUSand Europe toplaya more

: activerole onthe eastern edge and
: itsIndo-Pacific waters. Within

: Eurasiaitself, the political quest

: forautonomy from Russiaand

: Chinaisreal despite the traditional
: dependence on Moscow for

i securityand the growing reliance

: on Beijing for economic growth.

That brings us to the final

: paradox: The origins of the SCO lay
: inthe Sino-Russian effort to limit

: USpowerin Eurasia, but Russia’s

: avoidable confrontation with

: Europe and China’s premature

: assertionagainst the USmight end
: upreinforcing the West globally

: and within Eurasia itself.

The Chinese and Russians do

seektobuild an anti-American
: front, but it isunlikely that the SCO
: willbea credible part of it.
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