A major milestone for SCO
By Tanvir Ahmad Khan

IT is in the fitness of things that Pakistan, still only an observer like India, Iran and Mongolia, has participated in the fifth summit of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) at the level of the head of state. The symbolism of this act cannot be missed. The fifth summit coincides with stirrings in Pakistan that it needs to broaden the base of its international relations. A relatively quiet, work-oriented and undemonstrative organisation like SCO provides a good opportunity to explore the possibilities of achieving a better balance in the foreign policy of the nation.

The SCO’s unobtrusive consolidation perhaps reflects the Chinese way of doing things; its modest manners point to an Asian culture. As noted increasingly, this fast evolving grouping of four Central Asian states, Russia and China is a formidable Euro-Asian massif, and together with the present observers, it is a forum of consultations for nearly half the global population. As things stand today, its ambiance is different from the European Union and many other regional groupings. The SCO’s secretary-general, Zhang Deguang, noted this difference when, in an article published to herald the fifth summit, he described the SCO as a bold experiment in a region situated at the juncture of Europe and Asia characterised by a huge diversity of cultures and a low level of market economy.

It is probably a measure of the SCO’s potential that since I wrote last about it (Dawn Nov. 21, 2005) there has been a noticeable increase in negative, and even alarmist, comments about it in the West, a distinct change from the days when it was welcomed and encouraged to fight Muslim militants. It has more recently been portrayed as an oriental Nato, a club of dictators and an ominous Chinese intrusion into Russia’s natural sphere of influence, the “near abroad”. US Secretary of State Donald Rumsfeld has specifically talked of Iran as a terrorist state which is aspiring to join an organisation which in his perception was created primarily to fight terrorism.

Since neither Russia nor China would want to cast the SCO in a quasi-antagonistic role in this formative phase of the organisation, the pre-summit statements have tried to dispel these fears. The SCO’s secretary-general has said that it is a cooperation and security organisation that would never become a military grouping because its charter envisages no such status. President Hu Jintao has emphasised the spirit of Shanghai which according to him embodies mutual trust, equality, and respect for diversity and a desire for common development. The SCO, the Chinese keep reiterating is not exclusive and targets no country. President Vladimir Putin has stressed more or less the same points.

It needs to be noted that the fifth summit was preceded by a gathering of parliamentary leaders from the member-states. They took care not to sound like Nato rivals and defined the purpose of their conference as a collective resolve to push through legislation for a collective security system in Central Asia, fight against terrorism and drug trafficking, and implement large-scale trade and economic cooperation programmes.

Declaratory statements by leaders of regional groupings almost always tend to project normative objectives such as those summarised above. But they do not preclude an evolutionary process that another power bloc may come to regard as an obstacle to its agenda. In the West, the SCO is seen as mapping out an area where the rivalry for energy resources gets weighted in favour of SCO member-states. From time to time, one notices a certain unease even in Moscow about the growing Chinese access to these assets but this feeling is on a miniscule scale compared to much greater Russian apprehensions about the West, backed by its huge capital and superior technology, establishing a disproportionate and exclusionary grip on them.

Russia and China have pursued a shared objective of promoting a multipolar world. But essentially their diplomacy in this context is designed to avoid confrontationist postures and each state has simultaneously tried to maximise its relations bilaterally with the United States. China, in particular, has been able to build a very large trade turn-over. But both Moscow and Beijing are also concerned about the aggressive content of the US policies of the Bush era. The push to the east in Europe is now knocking at Ukraine’s door. Putin has always warned that it would strain relations with the West more than anything else.

Putin’s Russia is not prepared to abandon its dream of regaining big power status and settle to be an energy appendage of Europe dominated by the EU and Nato. China has probably to be more fearful of potentially threatening developments in the Middle East, Central Asia, South Asia and, more pointedly, in the Pacific. No wonder then that the SCO in successive annual summits has slowly but steadily added a strategic dimension to its avowed emphasis on economic cooperation. It would not be lost on Washington that without this grouping, Uzbekistan would not have demanded the termination of the military base facilities given to the United States for the invasion of Afghanistan, and Kyrgyzstan would not have asked for a hundred per cent increase in the “rental” for the US base on its soil.

Nato has expanded its membership and also its indirect influence through partnership for peace; it is now deployed far away from its original operational theatre in Afghanistan. Western watchers of the SCO, therefore, look intently on any extension of the SCO beyond the present six as a possible counter-balancing development. The documents signed at the end of the fifth summit a few days ago, including a joint declaration and a joint communique, reveal a cautious approach to the strategic issue. On the one hand, there is emphasis on the principle that SCO is an open organisation and is likely to expand. When it comes to economic cooperation, the SCO statesmen welcome interaction even beyond the members and the observers. On the other, even as observers like Pakistan and Iran make an almost urgent case for full membership, admission of new members is careful and deliberate.

Apart from the need to avoid a polarised political situation with a near-global military alliance, Nato, there are internal reasons for a gradualist approach. Only one country, India, from amongst the members and observers was represented at the level of a minister, notably the minister for petroleum, at the fifth summit. Moscow would know the reason why and remain sensitive to it. Is it, as some observers point out, that India is content to play the junior partner of the United States in the global imperium?

Moscow supported Pakistan’s observer status but its endorsement of Pakistan’s full membership would demand vigorous Pakistani diplomacy in Moscow. Washington’s strong reaction to Iran’s presence even as an observer also makes for a gradualist approach. The meeting between President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad of Iran and President Islam Karimov of Uzbekistan provided a joint condemnation of powers that subject the region to their domineering policy. By its very existence and its charter, the SCO weakens this hegemonic tendency of the United States; it is, nevertheless, very much in its interest to avoid being construed as a Warsaw Pact of the Orient.

The joint declaration and the joint communique issued on the conclusion of the summit are in one important respect a forceful reiteration of the universal principles of inter-state relations that have temporarily been eclipsed by the objectives with which American interventionism is justified. Unilateralism, regime change, pre-emption by force and externally directed democratisation of entire regions are implicitly questioned by the cardinal principles defining the Shanghai spirit. The SCO rejects “double standards”. It respects diversity of civilisations and models of development.

In a swipe at the exaggerated emphasis on neo-liberal economics, the SCO seeks cooperation amongst states where the degree of economic denationalisation varies significantly. “Differences in cultural traditions, political and social systems, values and model of development formed in the course of history,” states the joint declaration, “should not be taken as pretexts to interfere in other countries internal affairs.”

The Shanghai spirit, in essence, hearkens to the spirit of Bandung and, by implication, finds the end-of-history ideology driven American crusade to reconfigure world politics into a preconceived political and neo-liberal mould a major cause of global instability.

Pakistan would have known that this summit would not throw open its doors to new aspirants for membership. And yet President Musharraf wisely stated the intention and rationale for Pakistan’s desire to become a full member. The infrastructure required for Pakistan becoming the trade and energy corridor has at least three uncertain aspects. One, what already exists and can be easily upgraded is by no means insignificant but it is subject to Indian intentions on the one hand and the situation in Afghanistan, the most natural land bridge, on the other. Two, what was mentioned by President Musharraf is futuristic and its feasibility needs to be evaluated in terms of technology and capital. Valuable studies already exist on communication networks that steer clear of the troubled areas of Afghanistan. But a great deal more work needs to be done on possible air and surface communications. Third, Iran and Pakistan will have to demonstrate that their good intentions, exemplified by projects such as the gas pipeline, are workable in spite of known constraints.

There are signs of Pakistan’s enhanced appreciation of regional linkages. If Saarc represents one attribute of our peculiar geography and Asean its eastward extension, the SCO and the ECO to the west and the north very much underscore its other characteristics.

President Musharraf’s two main addresses in China, one bilateral and the other multilateral, contain promise of a policy review. The nation will watch how far this promise is reflected in actual policies of his regime.
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