
 

Sino-Russian Alliance Comes of Age: Geopolit ics and Energy Polit ics

M K Bhadrakumar

By the yards tick o f Jacques , the melancho ly philo so pher-clo wn in William Shakespeare's  play As  Yo u Like It, the Shanghai
Co o peratio n Organizatio n (SCO) has  indisputably passed the s tage o f "Mewing and pucking in the nurse's  arms ."

No r is  SCO anymo re the "whining scho o lbo y, with his  satchel/And shining mo rning face, creeping like snail/Unwillingly to  s cho o l".
The SCO mo re and mo re resembles  Jacques ' lo ver, "Sighing like a furnace, with a wo eful ballad/Made to  his  mis tress ' eyebro w."
Indeed, if all the wo rld's  a s tage and the regio nal o rganizatio ns  are players  who  make their exits  and entrances , the SCO is  do ing
remarkably well playing many parts . That it has  finally reached adultho o d is  beyo nd dispute.

But gro wing up is  never easy, especially ado lescence, and the pas t year s ince the SCO summit in Dushanbe, Tajikis tan, has  been
particularly trans fo rmatio nal. What s tands  o ut when the SCO's  ninth summit meeting begins  in the Urals  city o f Yekaterinburg in
Russ ia o n June 15 is  that the setting in which the regio nal o rganizatio n - co mpris ing China, Kazakhs tan, Kyrgyzs tan, Russ ia,
Tajikis tan and Uzbekis tan - is  called o n to  perfo rm has  itself unreco gnizably shifted s ince las t Augus t's  gathering o f leaders  in
Dushanbe. Firs t, the big picture.

Chinese President  Hu Jint ao  met  by Russian Deput y Fo reign Minist er Alexei Bo ro davkin o n June 14  o n arrival in
Yekat erinbur fo r SCO and BRIC meet ings

T he lo cus shif t s east

The wo rld eco no mic cris is  has  descended o n the SCO space like a Siberian blas t that brings  fro s t and ice and leaves  behind a white
winter, sparking mild hys teria. The landscape seems  unifo rmly attired, but that can be a highly deceptive appearance. Russ ia and
China, which make up the sum to tal o f the SCO experience, are respo nding to  the eco no mic cris is  in vas tly different terms .

Fo r Russ ia, as  fo rmer prime minis ter and well-kno wn scho lar academician Yevgeniy Primako v o bserved ruefully in a recent Izves tia
interview, "Russ ia will no t co me o ut o f the cris is  anytime so o n ... Russ ia will mo s t likely co me o ut o f the recess io n in the seco nd
echelo n - after the develo ped co untries  ... The trap o f the present cris is  is  that it is  no t lo calized but is  wo rldwide. Russ ia is
dependent o n o ther co untries . That lessens  the o ppo rtunity to  get o ut o f the recess io n in a sho rt perio d o f time." [1]

Primako v sho uld kno w. It was  he as  pres ident Bo ris  Yelts in's  prime minis ter who  s teered Russ ia o ut o f its  near-terminal financial
cris is  10  years  ago  that bro ught the who le po s t-So viet edifice in Mo sco w all but tumbling do wn.

Russ ia's  eco no mic s tructure is  such that 40% o f its  gro ss  do mes tic pro duct (GDP) is  created thro ugh raw material expo rts , which
engenders  a highly vulnerable thresho ld when the wo rld eco no my as  a who le gets  caught up in the grip o f recess io n. But what abo ut
China?

This  was  ho w Primako v co mpared the Chinese and Russ ian eco no mic s cenario :

In China to o , as  in Russ ia, expo rts  make up a s ignificant part o f the GDP. The cris is  smacked them and us . The
difference is  that China expo rts  ready-made pro ducts , while o n o ur co untry [Russ ia] a s tro ng raw material f lo w was
traditio nal. What are the Chinese do ing?

They are mo ving a large part o f the ready-made go o ds  to  the do mes tic market. At the same time, they are trying to
raise the po pulatio n's  so lvent demand. On this  bas is , the plants  and facto ries  will co ntinue to  o perate and the
eco no my will wo rk.

We [Russ ia] canno t do  that. If raw materials  are mo ved to  the do mes tic market, co nsumers  o f such vas t vo lumes
will no t be fo und. Raise the po pulatio n's  so lvent demand? That merely s teps  up impo rts .
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This  is  o nly o ne part o f a co mplex s to ry, but the sho rt po int co ncerns  the vas tly different pro spects  o f eco no mic s tabilizatio n in the
current cris is  that China and Russ ia face. To  be sure, its  impact o n the geo po litics  o f the SCO space canno t be o verlo o ked. Simply
put, China's  pro file as  the "do no r" co untry in the SCO space is  shining brighter than ever befo re. China has  given US$25 billio n as  a
lo an to  Russ ia and $15 billio n as  a lo an to  Kazakhs tan, the two  big-time players  in the SCO, during the April-May perio d.

Chinese lo an assures t hat  Russian o il pipeline will co nnect  t o  China

Las t week, in yet ano ther breathtaking mo ve, China o ffered a lo an o f $3 billio n to  Turkmenis tan. The lo an fo r Russ ia is  a vital lifeline
fo r its  number o ne o il majo r Ro sneft and its  mo no po ly pipeline builder Transneft. The lo an fo r Kazakhs tan, which go es  partly
to wards  acquiring a 50% s take in Mangis tauMunaiGaz , increases  China's  share o f o il pro ductio n in Kazakhs tan to  22%. Again, the
lo an fo r Turkmenis tan ensures  that China has  the ins ide track o n the fabulo us  Yo lo tan-Osman, which is  reputed to  be o ne o f the
bigges t gas  fields  in the wo rld.

No  heart burn in Mo sco w

In sho rt, if the law o f nature is  such that gravitatio n in life is  inevitably to wards  where the mo ney co mes  fro m, the lo cus  o f the SCO
has  shifted to  Beijing mo re than ever befo re. In any o ther co ntext, this  wo uld have s traightaway intro duced a high s tate o f
disequilibrium within the SCO. It to o k decades  fo r France and Germany to  figure o ut co habitatio n within the Euro pean Eco no mic
Co mmunity. The China-Russ ia equilibrium within the SCO has  always  been delicate, but it may have prima facie beco me mo re so  than
ever befo re. But in actuality, it isn't so .

It is  to  the credit o f the leaderships  in Mo sco w and Beijing that they have s teered their relatio nship in a po s itive directio n by
ratio nally analyz ing the imperatives  o f their s trategic partnership in the o verall internatio nal s ituatio n rather than in a limited sphere
o f who  gains  access  to  which gas  fields  firs t in the Caspian o r who  is  a lender and who  is  a bo rro wer in these extrao rdinary times .

Thus , the frequent tempo  o f Russ ia-China high-level exchanges  has  been kept up. Bo th s ides  are sens itive to  each o ther's  co re
co ncerns  and vital interes ts . Russ ia's  co nflict in the Caucasus  las t Augus t was  a litmus  tes t and Beijing passed the tes t. The Russ ia-
China mutual unders tanding survived intact witho ut bruises .

Despite China's  highly principled po s itio n o n the is sue o f po litical separatism and secess io nism, and despite all effo rts  by Wes tern
pro paganda, China kept a watchful eye o n Geo rgia's  breakaway republics  o f Abkhaz ia and So uth Ossetia and s ilently to o k no te o f
Mo sco w's  reco gnitio n o f their unilateral declaratio n o f independence, but o n balance remained bro adly sympathetic to  Russ ia's
co ncerns  and predicaments , which Mo sco w duly appreciated.

Again, belying all Wes tern expectatio ns  that Russ ian and Chinese prio rities  in energy security wo uld diverge, the two  co untries  have
finally begun taking big s trides  o n the gro und in energy co o peratio n. A variety o f facto rs  went into  it - the fall in demand fo r energy
in the recess io n-s truck Euro pean markets ; s trains  in Russ ia-Euro pean Unio n energy relatio ns ; Russ ia's  o wn search fo r
divers ificatio n o f its  As ian market; Russ ia's  energy rivalries  with the Euro pean Unio n and the United States  in the Caspian and so  o n
- but the fact remains  that Mo sco w is  increas ingly o verco ming its  hes itancy that it might get ho o ked to  the mass ive Chinese energy
market as  an "appendage", as  a mere pro vider o f raw materials  fo r China's  eco no my.

The 25-year $25 billio n China-Russ ia "lo an-fo r-o il" deal s igned in April alo ne amo unts  to  Russ ian o il supplies  equivalent o f 4% o f
China's  current daily needs . No t bad at all. But it is  in the sphere o f natural gas  that we may expect big news  in the co ming perio d.
This  is  virgin so il. Russ ia at present do es  no t figure as  a gas  expo rter to  the Chinese market. And natural gas  is  where the wo rld's  -
and especially China's  - fo cus  will turn in the co ming decades .

Po werful Kremlin Deputy Prime Minis ter Igo r Sechin is  o n reco rd that the Russ ian leadership will be making majo r pro po sals  to
Chinese Pres ident Hu Jintao  during his  vis it to  Russ ia to  attend the SCO summit. ("Whatever amo unt they [China] ask fo r, we
[Russ ia] have the gas ," Sechin repo rtedly said.) It canno t be lo s t o n o bservers  that the Kremlin has  earmarked the SCO summit
event fo r taking a s trategic s tep in energy co o peratio n with China.

Thus , it has  beco me a mo o t po int whether Mo sco w has  o r has  no t yet realized the then pres ident Vladimir Putin's  fo ur-year-o ld idea
o f fo rming an "energy club" within the SCO framewo rk. Effectively, a matrix is  develo ping amo ng the SCO co untries  (invo lving
member co untries  as  well as  "o bservers ") in the field o f energy co o peratio n. It has  several templates  - China o n the o ne hand and
Kazakhs tan, Uzbekis tan and Turkmenis tan o n the o ther; Russ ia-China; China-Iran; Russ ia-Iran; Iran-Pakis tan; and, o f co urse
Russ ia's  traditio nal ties  with the Central As ian s tates . (If the current Iranian plan fo r an o il pipeline linking the Caspian Sea and the
Gulf o f Oman materializes  so o n, yet ano ther template may be fo rmed invo lving Iran, Russ ia, Kazakhs tan and Turkmenis tan.)

Arguably, so  far these vecto rs  have no t co llided with each o ther, despite the pro gno s is  o f Wes tern experts  that Russ ian and Chinese
interes ts  in the Central As ian and the Caspian regio n will inevitably co llide [2]. Mo sco w seems  to  be quite co mfo rtable with the idea
that the Chinese are access ing the regio n's  surplus  energy reserves  rather than the US o r EU co untries . As  a co mmentato r put it,
"Russ ia is  also  do ing its  damnedes t to  keep Euro pe o ut o f Central As ia ... In Central As ia, it's  s tarting to  lo o k as  if Mo sco w and, to  a
lesser extent, Beijing ... may have already o utmaneuvered Euro pe." [3]

SCO gat ecrashes t he Hindu Kush

Less  than three years  ago , a leading American expert o n the Central As ian regio n, Dr Martha Brill Olco tt o f the Carnegie Endo wment



fo r Internatio nal Peace, described the SCO as  "little mo re than a dis cuss io n fo rum." Olco tt said, "To day, the Shanghai Co o peratio n
Organizatio n do es  no t po se any direct threat to  US interes ts  in Central As ia o r in the regio n mo re generally." [4]

That was  a debatable po int even three years  ago , mo re so  no w. What seems  to  have happened is  that the US s imply has  had no
cho ice but to  learn to  live with a unique regio nal o rganizatio n that ins is ts  o n keeping it excluded. Any regio nal bo dy that includes
Russ ia and China canno t but be o f interes t to  Washingto n. No  do ubt, SCO has  been an o bject o f intense curio s ity fo r US regio nal
po licies  thro ugh the pas t decade. American diplo mats  did all they co uld to  debunk it in its  fo rmative years . Finally, Washingto n
reco nciled. This  was  evident fro m the fact that eventually the US began making effo rts  o f its  o wn, vainly tho ugh, to  gain o bserver
s tatus  in the SCO.

The lis t o f participants  at the SCO summit in Yekaterinburg tes tif ies  to  the SCO's  s teady evo lutio n as  an influential regio nal and
internatio nal bo dy. Curio us ly, the lis t o f participants  includes  Mahinda Rajapaksa, pres ident o f Sri Lanka, as  a "dialo gue partner". In
terms  o f realpo litik, SCO has  bro adened its  reach to  the Indian Ocean regio n. Clearly, it is  a matter o f time befo re Nepal, Myanmar
Bangladesh and Sri Lanka are asso ciated with the SCO pro cesses  o ne way o r ano ther. The SCO already has  ins titutio nalized links
with the 10-member Asso ciatio n o f So utheas t As ian Natio ns .

A s tage has  co me when the SCO's  co mmo n s tances  o n regio nal and internatio nal is sues  are widely no ted by the internatio nal
co mmunity and dis cussed by regio nal experts . Quite likely, this  year's  s tatement will reflect a co mmo n SCO po s itio n s tro ngly
endo rs ing the Sri Lankan go vernment's  po licy o f rebuffing the Wes tern intrus ive appro ach in terms  o f humanitarian interventio n in
the is land's  current pro blem affecting displaced Tamils .

Fo r Co lo mbo , the SCO suppo rt will co me as  a much-needed sho t in the arm in warding o ff Wes tern pressure in the perio d ahead.
Already in the United Natio ns  Security Co uncil, Co lo mbo  depends  o n the ro bus t suppo rt o f Russ ia and China, bo th veto -ho lding
po wers  fro m the SCO.

Again, the SCO's  fo rmulatio ns  this  year o n the No rth Ko rean and Iran nuclear pro blems  will be read with interes t. Las t year's
s tatement o n the co nflict in the Caucasus  was  widely dis cussed by regio nal experts .

During the pas t year, the SCO has  virtually gatecrashed into  the Afghanis tan pro blem, so  much so  that it will be co unter-pro ductive
fo r Washingto n to  shut o ut the regio nal bo dy alto gether fro m the Hindu Kush. The SCO has  rapidly built o n its  nascent idea o f a
"co ntact gro up" with Kabul. It has  maintained a smo o th wo rking relatio nship with the go vernment led by Pres ident Hamid Karzai. If
anything, Karzai's  recent diff iculties  with No rth Atlantic Treaty Organizatio n (NATO) capitals  have pro mpted him to  reach o ut to
Mo sco w.

United States  pressure o n Karzai to  keep him away fro m the SCO is  unlikely to  wo rk again. Karzai will be present at the
Yekaterinburg summit meeting. His  vice pres idential running mate, Karim Khalili, recently vis ited Mo sco w. Karzai's  o ther running
mate, Mo hammed Fahim, has  o ld links  with Russ ia's  security agencies .

The SCO co nference o n Afghanis tan held in Mo sco w o n March 27 was  primarily intended to  challenge the US's  mo no po ly o ver co nflict
reso lutio n in Afghanis tan, tho ugh its  fo cus  was  o n the pro blem o f drug trafficking. It fo llo wed three years  o f futile effo rts  by the
SCO to  fo rge a partnership with NATO fo r the s tabilizatio n o f the Afghan s ituatio n, which Washingto n kept frus trating.

Finally, the US was  co mpelled to  attend the Mo sco w co nference les t Russ ia and China dis so ciate fro m s imilar American-spo nso red
fo rums  o n Afghanis tan. The co nference has  o pened a windo w o f o ppo rtunity fo r regio nal po wers  to  get invo lved with Afghanis tan's
s tabilizatio n, independent o f US s trategy. Co untries  like India, which are being left o ut o f the lo o p, will f ind the SCO a useful
framewo rk to  wo rk with. (India will be represented at the SCO summit fo r the firs t time ever at the level o f the prime minis ter.)

The SCO co nference also  assumes  s ignificance in the co ntext o f the Barack Obama adminis tratio n's  AfPak s trategy, which envisages
"grand bargains " with regio nal po wers . The SCO s ized up that Washingto n's  game plan wo uld be to  s trike "grand bargains "
individually and separately with each o f the co untries  in the regio n, which wo uld effectively ensure that the US retained the mo no po ly
o f co nflict reso lutio n and enabled the US to  give new underpinnings  to  its  regio nal po licies  aimed at bro adening and deepening its
influence in Central As ian and So uthwes t As ian geo po litics .

Bush's po licies co nt inue

NATO has  o fficially invited Kazakhs tan, a majo r SCO member co untry, to  take part in its  Afghan o peratio ns . [5] This  is  despite
Kazakhs tan being an active pro mo ter and a pro minent member o f the Co llective Treaty Organizatio n (CSTO) and the SCO, bo th o f
which have repeatedly o ffered partnerships  to  the Wes tern alliance fo r its  Afghan miss io n. [6]

Ro bert Simmo ns , the NATO secretary general's  special representative fo r the Caucasus  and Central As ia, is  o n reco rd as  saying that
the Kazakh army has  already achieved "intero perability" with NATO fo rces  and co uld make a go o d sho wing in the Afghan miss io n.
Clearly, NATO is  s ides tepping the CSTO and the SCO and wo uld prefer to  deal with Central As ian capitals  individually. The US is
s triking s imilar "grand bargains " with o ther Central As ian capitals  in terms  o f gaining access  to  new military base facilities .

Russ ian Pres ident Dmitry Medvedev s tated in April that Russ ia and China wo uld s trengthen their military co o peratio n thro ugh the
SCO and engage in several jo int military maneuvers . He implied that these plans  were aimed at limiting the US presence in Central
As ia. Fro m the Russ ian and Chinese po int o f view, it is  o bvio us  that the ero s io n o f US eco no mic fo undatio ns  is  no t preventing
Washingto n fro m pursuing with renewed vigo r its  pro ject aimed at regaining lo s t influence in Central As ia.

The Obama adminis tratio n's  pro po sed budget fo r the State Department allo cates  aid o f $41.5 millio n fo r Kyrgyzs tan and $46 .5
millio n fo r Tajikis tan, whereas  the co rrespo nding figures  fo r the current fis cal year are $24.4 millio n and $25.2 millio n, respectively.
US military aid to  the two  co untries  will also  s imilarly be increased under the new budget.

The jus tif icatio n given is  that Central As ia's  s trategic impo rtance has  risen o f late fo r US regio nal po licies . Acco rding to  budget
jus tif icatio n do cuments  released by the State Department in Washingto n o n May 7:

Central As ia remains  alarmingly fragile: a lack o f eco no mic o ppo rtunity and weak demo cratic ins titutio ns  fo s ter
co nditio ns  where co rruptio n is  endemic and Is lamic extremism and drug trafficking can thrive. Fo r this  regio n, where
go o d relatio ns  play an impo rtant ro le in suppo rting o ur [US] military and civilian effo rts  to  s tabilize Afghanis tan,
the [budget] reques t prio ritizes  ass is tance fo r the Kyrgyz  Republic and Tajikis tan.

The po litical ratio nale o f the aid reques t makes  no  bo nes  abo ut the fact that geo po litics  is  a facto r in Washingto n's  decis io n to
s tep up aid to  Central As ia at a time when the Russ ian capacity to  bankro ll Central As ian eco no mies  is  in serio us  do ubt. "The United



States  rejects  the no tio n that any co untry has  special privileges  o r a 'sphere o f influence' in this  regio n; ins tead the United States  is
o pen to  co o perating with all co untries  in the regio n and where appro priate pro viding ass is tance that helps  develo p demo cratic and
market ins titutio ns  and practices ."

Curio us ly, Washingto n has  lately made it clear that it has  no  intentio ns  o f vacating the Manas  air base in Kyrgyzs tan in Augus t
witho ut a las t-ditch effo rt to  get Bishkek to  reco ns ider its  decis io n. Apart fro m sus tained US diplo matic effo rts  to  persuade
Bishkek to  rethink, Washingto n has  also  so ught the go o d o ffices  o f Karzai to  raise the is sue with his  Kyrgyz  co unterpart Pres ident
Kurmanbek Bakiyev - interes tingly eno ugh, o n the s idelines  o f the SCO summit in Yekaterinburg.

Therefo re, it is  agains t the backdro p o f the deterio rating security s ituatio n in Afghanis tan, which causes  co ncern amo ng the SCO
member co untries , as  well as  the ro bus t US diplo macy in the Central As ian regio n to  expand American influence that the Chinese and
Russ ian decis io n to  s tep up SCO military co o peratio n will be viewed. The SCO defense minis ters ' meeting held o n April 29  in Mo sco w
co nfirmed repo rts  that China and Russ ia wo uld ho ld 25 jo int maneuvers  this  year. (In the entire perio d s ince 2002, China has  held
o nly 21 military exercises  with fo reign co untries .)

Interes tingly, all these pro po sed maneuvers  will be fo cused o n the "war o n terro r". The SCO war games  fo r 2009  began with a jo int
"anti-terro r" exercise in Tajikis tan near the Afghan bo rder. The main exercise, co denamed Peace Miss io n 2009, is  planned fo r July-
Augus t. This  year's  exercises  assume the nature o f a co nventio nal drill o peratio n inso far as  they will invo lve mo re than 2,000
Russ ian and Chinese tro o ps  with heavy weapo ns  such as  tanks , transpo rt planes , self-pro pelled artillery and po ss ibly including
s trategic bo mbers .

The exercises  will be held in three s tages  ins ide Russ ia and in no rtheas tern China. Unmis takably, clo ser Chinese-Russ ian military
co o peratio n within the SCO framewo rk has  been pro mpted by their perceptio n that the US is  press ing ahead with its  s trategic plans
to  bring the energy-rich Euras ian regio n under its  influence.

Can Obama t ranscend t he O ld T hinking Abo ut  Russia?

In a remarkably candid interview recently, well-kno wn Russ ia s cho lar Pro fesso r Stephen Co hen at New Yo rk Univers ity said he didn't
believe "anything subs tantially o r enduringly go o d" is  abo ut to  happen in US-Russ ia relatio ns  in the fo reseeable future. No r is  a
"real partnership" po ss ible between the two  co untries .

Mo re o mino us ly, he warned that the US-Russ ia relatio nship was  fas t getting "militarized", as  it was  during the Co ld War. He said,
"NATO expans io n has  militarized the relatio nship between the US and Russ ia, between the United States  and the fo rmer So viet
republics , and between Russ ia and the fo rmer So viet republics . Remo ve NATO expans io n, remo ve the military aspect, and let them
co mpete o therwise." [7]

Startlingly, Co hen ho lds  that despite the Obama adminis tratio n's  call to  "reset" ties  with Russ ia, the "o ld thinking" prevails  in
Washingto n - "that Russ ia is  a defeated po wer, it's  no t a legitimate great po wer with equal rights  to  the US, that Russ ia sho uld make
co ncess io ns  ... that the US can go  back o n its  pro mises  because Russ ia is  imperialis tic and evil."

Co hen said Russ ia hands  in the Obama adminis tratio n - Vice Pres ident Jo e Biden, Secretary o f State Hillary Clinto n, Natio nal
Security Adviso r General James  Jo nes , Natio nal Security Co uncil member Michael McFaul - are all in o ne way o r ano ther asso ciated
with the "o ld thinking" to ward Russ ia.

"So  there are no  new thinkers  in Obama's  fo reign po licy o kruzhenie [circles ]. There is  eno rmo us  suppo rt in the US
fo r the o ld thinking. It's  the majo rity view. The American media, the po litical class , the American bureaucracy – they
all suppo rt it. Therefo re, all ho pe rides  with Obama himself, who  is  no t tied to  these o ld po licies . He has  to  beco me
a heretic and break with o rtho do xy."

Co hen added:

No w yo u and I might say that's  impo ss ible, but there is  a precedent. Jus t o ver twenty years  ago , o ut o f the So viet
o rtho do xy, the much mo re rigid Co mmunis t Party no menklatura, came a heretic, Mikhail Sergeyevich Go rbachev. It's
no t a ques tio n o f whether we like Go rbachev's  leadership o r we do n't. The po int is  that he came fo rward with
so mething he called "new thinking", breaking with the o ld So viet thinking, and the result was  that he and [pres ident
Ro nald] Reagan ended the Co ld War, o r came very clo se to  do ing so . So  the ques tio n is  whether Obama can break
with the o ld thinking.

Thus , the extrao rdinarily high degree o f mutual unders tanding that the Russ ian and Chinese leaderships  have been able to  wo rk o ut
in the recent perio d within the SCO has  a much bro ader framewo rk than appears  at firs t s ight. US po licies  to wards  Russ ia have
s ignificantly co ntributed to  these regio nal co mpuls io ns  felt by Mo sco w and Beijing. Chinese co mmentaries  are co ns is tently
sympathetic to wards  Russ ia apro po s  the range o f is sues  affecting US-Russ ia relatio ns  in Euras ia.

In an extremely meaningful po litical ges ture o n April 28 , Chinese Defense Minis ter Liang Guanglie, heading a military delegatio n
vis iting Mo sco w in co nnectio n with the SCO defense minis ters ' meeting, traveled to  Russ ia's  No rth Caucasus  Military Dis trict to
dis cuss  regio nal security with Medvedev. This  was  jus t two  days  ahead o f the fo rmalizatio n o f the Russ ian decis io n to  deplo y tro o ps
fo r the defense o f Abkhaz ia and So uth Ossetia.

What emerges  is  that bo th Russ ia and China remain skeptical co ncerning US intentio ns  in Afghanis tan. Izves tia wro te recently,

"To day, despite their hypo critical talk o f 'co o peratio n' (by which they mean the shipment o f NATO military freight
acro ss  Russ ia), the [US-led] co alitio n is  keeping Russ ia away fro m Afghanis tan as  much as  po ss ible, even tho ugh
their o wn po licies  in Afghanis tan are the wo rs t po ss ible example o f a murdero us  neo -co lo nial regime." [8]

Izves tia co ntinued:

Mass  killings  o f the civilian po pulatio n by the American army such as  bo mbing wedding and funeral pro cess io ns ,
extending the fighting to  Pakis tan and dragging it into  Afghanis tan's  internal ethnic and po litical feud - all these and
s imilar actio ns , which have been witho ut any so cial o r co mmercial inves tment in Afghanis tan, threaten the who le



wo rld, Russ ia included.

The Afghans , s ick and tired o f the po intless  presence o f fo reign military fo rces , have asked Russ ia to  res to re its
clear-cut peaceful Afghan po licy. A delegatio n o f influential Afghan po liticians  will arrive in Mo sco w to  attend the May
14 Russ ian-Afghan fo rum. The gro up mainly includes  Pashtun leaders , who  have shaped the co untry's  po litical and
s tate backbo ne fo r centuries . They are co nvinced that the way to  peace and settlement in Afghanis tan will depend o n
Russ ia's  po licy.

CST O t o  co unt er NAT O?

Do es  all this  add up to  the SCO beco ming a military alliance? This  is  a ques tio n that has  co me up frequently during the pas t decade.
It s till refuses  to  go  away. There has  even been so me degree o f characterizatio n o f the SCO as  an "As ian NATO". But the answer is  a
firm "no ”. The plain truth is  that neither China no r Russ ia wo uld be co mfo rtable fo r the fo reseeable future with the idea o f a military
alliance between them, altho ugh bo th have shared co ncerns  o ver the US agenda fo r NATO's  eas tward expans io n.

Bes ides , we sho uld no t o verlo o k the fact that Central As ian co untries  also  have their o wn so -called "multi-vecto r" fo reign po licy,
which places  primacy o n natio nal auto no my and independence that precludes  the po ss ibility o f their beco ming part o f a military blo c
as  such.

At any rate, Uzbekis tan, the maverick o f them all, but a key co untry all the same in regio nal security, will fo rever keep everyo ne
guess ing. Tashkent s tayed o ut o f the SCO exercises  in April in Tajikis tan. It is  right no w having a s linging match with Kyrgyz  bo rder
guards  abo ut recent incidents  o f vio lence in the Ferghana Valley.

Ho wever, Mo sco w has  been s teadily wo rking o n ano ther o ptio n. The Co llective Security Treaty Organizatio n (CSTO) - Armenia,
Belarus , Kazakhs tan, Kyrgyzs tan, Russ ia Uzbekis tan and Tajikis tan – bo rn in 2002, is  beco ming a full-blo o ded military alliance. "The
Natio nal Security Strategy o f the Russ ian Federatio n Until 2020", which was  recently appro ved by Medvedev, says  that Mo sco w views
the CSTO as  the key ins trument to  co unter regio nal challenges , and po litical and military threats . The do cument says  po intedly that
the s truggle fo r energy reso urces  in the Caspian and Central As ia may co nceivably lead to  armed co nflicts .

The special summit meeting o f the CSTO held in February in Mo sco w decided to  set up a co llective rapid-respo nse fo rce to  help blo c
members  to  repulse aggress io n o r to  meet any emergency. Mo sco w has  been fo cus ing fo r so me time o n the s trengthening o f the
CSTO and recent s trides  in this  directio n are a majo r fo reign-po licy success  fo r the Kremlin. No  do ubt, the impetus  is  to  keep "third
co untries " o ut o f Central As ia. Medvedev has  said that the rapid-reactio n fo rce "will be jus t as  go o d o r co mparable to  NATO fo rces ."
The CSTO's  jo int rapid-reactio n fo rce will ho ld military exercises  in Augus t-September in Kazakhs tan, Russ ia and Belarus .

The fo rce will co mprise an airbo rne divis io n and an air assault brigade fro m Russ ia, and an air assault brigade fro m Kazakhs tan. The
o ther CSTO members  (except Uzbekis tan) will co ntribute a battalio n-s ize fo rce each. To  quo te a Russ ian expert, "A co llective rapid-
reactio n fo rce will give CSTO a quick to o l, leaving no  time fo r third parties  to  intervene." [9]

"The rapid-respo nse fo rce is  a majo r, but so  far o nly o ne o f the firs t, s teps  to ward creating a po werful military po litical
o rganizatio n," he added. Indeed, Ko mmersant newspaper bro ke the news  o n May 29  that Russ ia was  planning to  build a s tro ng
military co ntingent in Central As ia within the framewo rk o f the CSTO, which will be co mparable to  NATO fo rces  in Euro pe. "Wo rk is
being co nducted in all areas , and a number o f do cuments  have been ado pted," the repo rt said, quo ting Russ ian Fo reign Minis try
so urces .

The unnamed Russ ian o fficial said, "It will be a purely military s tructure, built to  ensure security in Central As ia in case o f an act o f
aggress io n." It will include armo red and artillery units  and a naval flo tilla in the Caspian Sea, acco rding to  the CSTO spo kesman. The
Russ ian news  agency No vo s ti repo rted that the new fo rce wo uld co mprise large military units  fro m five co untries  - Kazakhs tan,
Kyrgyzs tan, Russ ia, Uzbekis tan and Tajikis tan. It co mmented, "The creatio n o f a po werful military co ntingent in Central As ia reflects
Mo sco w's  drive to  make the CSTO a pro -Russ ian military blo c, rivaling NATO fo rces  in Euro pe."

Interes tingly, a summit meeting o f the CSTO is  s cheduled fo r Mo sco w o n June 14 o n the eve o f the SCO summit in Yekaterinburg.
The millio n-do llar ques tio n is  the co -relatio n, if any, between the CSTO and the SCO summits  in the scheme o f things  in Mo sco w and
Beijing. The po litical and diplo matic symbo lism in the timing o f the two  summits  o n success ive days  canno t be lo s t o n o bservers .
There has  been so me talk that the CSTO and the SCO wo uld eventually have an ins titutio nalized back-to -back relatio nship o f so rts .
(All SCO member co untries  except China are also  CSTO members .)

Co nceivably, Mo sco w and Beijing have been exchanging views  o n the CSTO's  emergence as  a co herent military blo c in Central As ia,
with which China shares  tho usands  o f kilo meters  o f bo rder. China appears  to  tacitly welco me the Russ ian initiative to  build up the
CSTO's  capabilities  as  a military setup. At the very leas t, Beijing isn't do ing anything to  dampen Russ ia's  enthus iasm, let alo ne
co unter the Russ ian mo ve thro ugh co untervailing s teps . There co uld be several facto rs  at wo rk here.

One, any s trengthening o f security in Central As ia also  benefits  China. Two , to  the extent that the CSTO beco mes  a bulwark agains t
any NATO expans io n into  Central As ia, it also  wo rks  to  China's  advantage. Three, Mo sco w's  determinatio n to  s tand up to  the US
co ntainment s trategy serves  Beijing's  purpo se. Fo ur, the CSTO's  build-up means  the co nso lidatio n o f Central As ian co untries , which
precludes  o ppo rtunities  fo r the US to  expand its  influence in the regio n, let alo ne ro ll back Russ ian and Chinese influence.

Five, the emergence o f the CSTO in Central As ia virtually fo reclo ses  any future US attempts  to  place elements  o f its  miss ile defense
sys tem in the bo rder regio ns  o f China clo se to  the Xinjiang auto no mo us  regio n, where China has  lo cated impo rtant miss ile s ites .
Finally, the CSTO harbo rs  no  animus  agains t China inso far as  all the CSTO members  except Armenia and Belarus  are in any case SCO
members . China's  rapidly expanding influence in Central As ia ensures  that the bulk o f the CSTO co untries  will have high s takes  in
friendly relatio ns  with Beijing.

Thus , an intriguing security paradigm is  develo ping in Central As ia. Quintessentially, the SCO will keep shying away fro m beco ming a
military blo c. This  is  no t feigned po s turing. It is  real. At the same time, in po litical terms , the SCO is  the facilitato r o f a regio nal
security unders tanding that is  leading to  the full-blo o ded evo lutio n o f the CSTO as  an anti-NATO military blo c.

Arguably, in the absence o f the SCO, Mo sco w and Beijing wo uld have to  invent such a bo dy. Fo r, witho ut the SCO, any such fo rmatio n
under Mo sco w's  leadership o f a NATO-like military blo c shaping up right o n China's  sens itive bo rder regio ns  wo uld have been s imply
unthinkable.
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