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Abstract
The Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) presents itself as the principal security governance framework for
Central Asia, mandated to address terrorism, separatism, extremism, and drug trafficking — collectively the "three
evils" plus narcotics. Yet systematic, domain-by-domain assessments of its actual contribution remain scarce in the
academic literature, with most studies either accepting self-reported institutional claims or dismissing the
organisation as a "talking shop." This article applies a structured qualitative framework, drawing on primary SCO
legal instruments, RATS operational reporting, and external evidence from the United Nations Office on Drugs and
Crime (UNODC), to assess the organisation's security governance performance across four domains between 2001
and 2024. The findings demonstrate that SCO's contribution is strongest in counterterrorism, where the Regional
Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) has generated routinised intelligence sharing and verifiable organisational outputs,
though outcome attribution is constrained by reliance on self-reported data. Conversely, in the drug trafficking
domain, outcome dynamics are overwhelmingly driven by Afghanistan's opium production cycles and trafficking
market economics, limiting plausible attribution to SCO mechanisms. In the extremism and separatism domains,
SCO outputs are primarily normative — institutionalising non-interference norms and territorial integrity
commitments — rather than operational, and these outputs serve member states' regime-security interests as much as
they address genuine population-level threats. The article contributes a replicable evidence-grading protocol
applicable to assessments of regional organisations' security claims and advances the theoretical debate between

institutional effectiveness literature and authoritarian regionalism frameworks.
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Sanghay Is birligi Orgiitii (SIO), kendisini Orta Asya’nmin baslica giivenlik yOnetisimi cercevesi olarak
konumlandirmakta ve terdrizm, ayrilikcilik, asiricilik ile uyusturucu kacakciligiyla — diger bir ifadeyle “ii¢ kotii” ve
narkotik tehdidiyle — miicadeleyi temel gorevleri arasinda tanimlamaktadir. Bununla birlikte, SIO’niin bu
alanlardaki fiili katkisini sistematik ve alan bazinda degerlendiren ¢alismalar akademik literatiirde sinirli kalmaktadir.
Mevcut calismalarin 6nemli bir boliimii ya orgiitiin kendi faaliyetlerine iliskin beyanlarin1 dogrudan kabul etmekte
ya da SIO’yii somut sonug iiretme kapasitesi smirli bir “miizakere platformu” olarak degerlendirmektedir.
Bu makale, SIO’niin 2001-2024 dénemindeki giivenlik yonetisimi performansini dort ayr1 alanda degerlendirmek
amaciyla yapilandirilmis nitel bir analiz gercevesi uygulamaktadir. Analiz; SIO’niin temel hukuki belgelerine,
Bolgesel Terdrle Miicadele Yapisi’nin (RATS) operasyonel raporlarina ve Birlesmis Milletler Uyusturucu ve Sug
Ofisi (UNODC) tarafindan saglanan bagimsiz verilere dayanmaktadir.
Bulgular, SIO’niin katkisinin en belirgin oldugu alanin terérle miicadele oldugunu gostermektedir. Bu alanda RATS,
tiye devletler arasinda diizenli ve kurumsallagmis istihbarat paylasim mekanizmalarinin olusmasini saglamis ve
dogrulanabilir kurumsal ¢iktilar iiretmigtir. Bununla birlikte, kullanilan verilerin 6nemli dlgiide liye devletlerin ve
orgiitin kendi raporlamalarina dayanmasi, gozlemlenen sonuglarin dogrudan SIO faaliyetlerine atfedilmesini
giiclestirmektedir.
Buna karsilik, uyusturucu kacakeiligi alanindaki sonuglarin biiyiik 6l¢iide Afganistan’daki afyon iiretim dongiileri ve
uyusturucu kacakeiligi piyasasinin ekonomik dinamikleri tarafindan sekillendirildigi goriilmektedir. Bu durum, s6z
konusu alandaki gelismelerin SIO mekanizmalarma nedensel olarak atfedilebilmesini &nemli dlgiide
sinirlandirmaktadir.
Astricilik ve ayrilikeilikla miicadele alanlarinda ise SIO’niin iirettigi ¢iktilar operasyonel olmaktan ziyade normatif
niteliktedir. Orgiit, bu alanlarda &zellikle i¢ islerine karismama ilkesi ile devletlerin toprak biitiinliigiine yonelik
taahhiitleri kurumsallagtirmaktadir. Bununla birlikte, s6z konusu normatif diizenlemeler toplum diizeyindeki ger¢ek
giivenlik tehditleriyle miicadele etmenin yani sira iiye devletlerin rejim giivenligine iliskin ¢ikarlarina da hizmet
etmektedir.
Makale, bolgesel oOrgiitlerin giivenlik alanindaki etkinlik iddialarinin degerlendirilmesinde kullanilabilecek,
tekrarlanabilir bir kanit derecelendirme protokolii gelistirmekte; ayn1 zamanda kurumsal etkinlik literatiirii ile
otoriter bolgeselcilik yaklasimlari arasindaki teorik tartigmaya katkida bulunmaktadir.
Anahtar Kelimeler: Sanghay Isbirligi Orgiitii; blgesel giivenlik yonetisimi; RATS; Orta Asya; terdrle miicadele;
otoriter bolgeselcilik; uyusturucu kagakeiligi
Introduction

The collapse of the Soviet Union left five newly independent states — Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan,
Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan — confronting simultaneous challenges of state-building, territorial consolidation,
and emergent security threats with limited institutional capacity (Buzan & Waver, 2003). Into this governance
vacuum, the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) emerged in 2001 as a multilateral framework explicitly

designed to coordinate responses to the "three evils" of terrorism, separatism, and extremism, with drug trafficking



later incorporated as a fourth security priority (SCO Charter, 2002). Over the subsequent two decades, the SCO has
grown from a six-member regional forum into the world's largest regional organisation by combined territory and
population, encompassing ten full members, following the accession of India and Pakistan (2017), Iran (2023), and
Belarus (2024) (SCO Secretariat, 2024).

Despite this institutional growth, scholarly assessments of the SCO's actual contribution to security
governance in Central Asia remain contested and methodologically inconsistent. Optimistic accounts, often drawing
on official SCO and RATS reporting, point to hundreds of disrupted terrorist cells, coordinated joint exercises, and
formalised anti-narcotics frameworks as evidence of organisational effectiveness (Hasnat & Awan, 2016; Alimov,
2018). Sceptical accounts, conversely, characterise the SCO as an instrument of authoritarian norm diffusion that
prioritises regime survival over substantive security governance, noting the organisation's systematic failure to
criticise member states' domestic repression or to produce independently verifiable security outcomes (Ambrosio,
2008; Omelicheva, 2017). A third stream points to structural limitations — organisational asymmetries between
China and Russia, RATS's limited operational mandate, and the absence of collective defence provisions — as
fundamental constraints on SCO effectiveness (de Haas, 2017; Maduz, 2018).

This article addresses a specific gap: the absence of a structured, domain-by-domain evaluation that
systematically distinguishes between SCO organisational outputs — what the organisation does — and security
outcomes — measurable changes in regional security conditions — while explicitly modelling rival explanations.
The research question is: To what extent has the SCO contributed to measurable security governance outcomes in
Central Asia across the "three evils" and drug trafficking domains between 2001 and 20247 Three hypotheses guide
the analysis. H1 posits that SCO's contribution is strongest in the counterterrorism domain, where institutional
mechanisms have generated routinised cooperation and verifiable organisational outputs through RATS. H2 holds
that SCO's contribution to antinarcotics outcomes is limited, because trafficking dynamics are driven primarily by
Afghanistan's production cycles and market-level factors beyond SCO's institutional reach. H3 argues that SCO
security governance tends to serve member states' regime-security priorities as much as it addresses genuine
population-level threats, reflecting an authoritarian regionalism dynamic (Ambrosio, 2008).

The article proceeds as follows. The next section reviews the relevant theoretical and empirical literature,
and is followed by the conceptual framework and methodology. Findings are then presented across four security
domains and discussed in relation to theory and competing explanations. The conclusion sets out theoretical
contributions, policy implications, and directions for future research.

Literature Review
Institutional Effectiveness and Regional Security Organisations

The question of whether regional security organisations produce genuine security improvements has
generated a substantial body of scholarship. Drawing on functionalist institutionalism, scholars argue that
organisations reduce cooperation costs, enable credible commitments, and produce information goods that alter state
behaviour (Keohane, 1984). Applied to the SCO, this framework predicts that sustained institutional interaction
through RATS and regularised summit diplomacy should progressively reduce information asymmetries and

facilitate joint responses to shared threats. Aris (2009) provides the most systematic application of this logic to the



SCO, documenting how the organisation has progressively institutionalised counterterrorism cooperation while
acknowledging significant gaps between formal mandates and operational delivery.

Buzan and Waver's (2003) Regional Security Complex Theory (RSCT) provides the foundational spatial
framework for understanding Central Asian security dynamics. RSCT identifies Central Asia as a distinct regional
security complex in which "a set of units whose major processes of securitisation, desecuritisation, or both are so
interlinked that their security problems cannot reasonably be analysed or resolved apart from one another" (Buzan &
Waever, 2003, p. 44). The SCO, in RSCT terms, constitutes an institution whose function is partly to manage the
security interdependencies of this complex and partly to mediate the penetration of external powers — primarily
Russia and China— into it (Lanteigne, 2018). Post-2022, this external penetration dynamic has intensified as Russia's
war in Ukraine eroded its geopolitical capacity in Central Asia, creating expanded space for Chinese security
influence through SCO mechanisms (Lukin et al., 2025).

More recent scholarship has emphasised the SCO's growing significance within a broader Eurasian security
architecture. The 2017 enlargement, incorporating India and Pakistan, introduced both new resources and new
tensions: Indian and Pakistani participation has complicated consensus-building on counterterrorism given
Islamabad's complex relationships with various armed groups operating in Afghanistan and the broader region (Pant,
2023).

Authoritarian Regionalism and Norm Diffusion

A parallel literature challenges the effectiveness framing by foregrounding the political functions of SCO
security cooperation. Ambrosio's (2008) seminal study demonstrates that the "Shanghai Spirit" — emphasising non-
interference, sovereign equality, and consensus decision-making — functions not only as a diplomatic norm but as a
systemic mechanism for insulating member state regimes from democratic pressure. By collectively legitimising each
other's domestic security practices, SCO members have effectively created a zone of mutual authoritarian
reinforcement. The organisation's refusal to condemn the Uzbek government's 2005 massacre of protesters in
Andijan, and its subsequent declaration of support for Tashkent's "fight against extremism," is the most cited
illustration of this dynamic (Ambrosio, 2008; Putz, 2015).

This authoritarian regionalism framework has gained renewed analytical traction in the post-2022
environment. The inclusion of Iran as a full member in 2023 and Belarus in 2024 — both under substantial Western
sanctions — confirms that SCO membership criteria are organised around regime compatibility rather than
governance quality (SCO Secretariat, 2024). Scholarly work on SCO's legal harmonisation of internet sovereignty
policies across member states further documents how security cooperation instruments are adapted to serve domestic
surveillance and information control objectives (US-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2020).
These developments support H3's proposition that SCO security governance reflects regime-security priorities as
much as genuine threat management.

SCO and Drug Trafficking: Structural Constraints

The SCO's drug control mandate is explicitly stated in successive summit declarations and operationalised
through a dedicated anti-narcotics programme (SCO Anti-Drug Strategy, 2011). Cooperation with the Central Asian
Regional Information and Coordination Centre (CARICC) and formal UNODC engagement through the Programme
for Central Asia 2022-2025 provide institutional architecture (CARICC, 2022; UNODC, 2022). However,



Omelicheva (2017) argues persuasively that neither RATS nor broader SCO mechanisms have successfully addressed
the structural drivers of Central Asian drug trafficking, noting that "a failure to address the trafficking/terrorism
nexus" characterises both the SCO and CSTO, because both organisations have focused on disrupting individual
networks rather than addressing the production-side dynamics emanating from Afghanistan.

External evidence supports this structural critique. UNODC Afghanistan Opium Surveys demonstrate that
trafficking volumes in Central Asia correlate strongly with Afghan production shocks rather than with SCO
enforcement interventions (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime [UNODC], 2025a). The 2022 Taliban opium
cultivation ban, which led to a 95% collapse in Afghan opium production between 2022 and 2023, produced more
dramatic narcotics disruption than any SCO enforcement action in the organisation's history — yet this outcome was
entirely exogenous to SCO governance (UNODC, 2023a). This pattern directly supports H2 and suggests that
attributing regional narcotics trends to SCO mechanisms risks fundamental causal misidentification.

Research Gap

Existing literature either evaluates SCO effectiveness holistically — producing contradictory overall
assessments — or focuses on a single domain, typically counterterrorism. No published study systematically applies
a common evidence-grading protocol across all four SCO security mandates while explicitly modelling rival
explanations and distinguishing outputs from outcomes. This article addresses that gap.

Theoretical Framework and Methodology
Conceptual Framework

The analysis is structured around a three-tier causal chain adapted from programme evaluation methodology:
(1) SCO institutional inputs (legal instruments, operational mechanisms, resource commitments); (2) organisational
outputs (actions the SCO and RATS demonstrably take, such as information sharing, joint exercises, watchlist
management); and (3) security outcomes (observable changes in regional security conditions, such as incident rates,
trafficking volumes, or the absence of secessionist conflict). The key analytical move is to explicitly resist collapsing
outputs and outcomes — a conflation that inflates official SCO effectiveness claims and that has, arguably, also
distorted some academic assessments.

Evidence confidence is rated on a three-point scale: High (output independently corroborated by multiple
non-SCO sources); Moderate (output corroborated by at least one independent source or triangulated with
circumstantial evidence); Low (output based primarily on SCO or member-state self-reporting without independent
triangulation). This grading follows practice established in comparative security governance evaluation (Aris, 2009;
Maduz, 2018).

Research Design

The study employs a qualitative document analysis combined with cross-domain process tracing. The
primary document corpus includes: the SCO Charter (2002); the Shanghai Convention on Combating Terrorism,
Separatism and Extremism (2001); RATS annual activity reports and official website data (ecrats.org); SCO summit
declarations from 2001 to 2024; and SCO Secretariat official communications. These are triangulated with external
sources including UNODC's World Drug Reports 2023 and 2025, the UNODC Afghanistan Opium Surveys for 2023
and 2025, and the UNODC Programme for Central Asia 2022-2025.



Rival explanations are explicitly specified for each domain prior to evidence evaluation. This pre-
specification guards against post-hoc confirmation bias — a methodological weakness in several prior SCO
effectiveness assessments. The study period runs from 2001 (SCO founding) through 2024, with analytical attention
to the pre-enlargement (2001-2016), post-enlargement (2017-2021), and post-Ukraine (2022-2024) sub-periods.
The 2017 India-Pakistan enlargement and the 2022 geopolitical disruption are treated as critical junctures that may
have altered the organisation's security governance capacity. Table 2 sets out the institutional milestones across the
period.

Scope and Limitations

This study is limited by the absence of independent operational data on RATS activities. RATS does not
publish granular operational reports accessible to external researchers, and member states do not systematically
release individual-country data on SCO-attributed enforcement actions. Consequently, "outputs" in the
counterterrorism domain rely substantially on official SCO and RATS communications, which are treated as
institutional self-reporting and evaluated with commensurate caution. The study does not involve human participants
and raises no research ethics concerns.

Findings: Security Governance Across Four Domains

Table 1 below provides a summary evidence matrix across the four security domains before the detailed domain

analysis that follows.
Table 1
SCO Domain Evidence Matrix

Domain SCO Claimed Output Evidence Key Rival Explanations
Mechanism Confidence
Separatism Non- No major | Moderate — absent | Absence of credible separatist
interference secessionist counterfactual movements; bilateral deals
norm; SCO | conflicts in CA

Charter Art. 1 since 2001

Extremism Shanghai Reduced Low — no | Domestic repression cycles;
Convention radicalisation independent China's Xinjiang policies

2001; RATS | through economic | metrics

watchlisting growth
Terrorism RATS 73 cells | Low — SCO self- | Domestic CT capacity; bilateral
intelligence suppressed and 69 | reporting; no | operations; US GWOT

sharing;  joint | attacks prevented | independent
exercises (2023); 650 | corroboration
terrorism-related
crimes disrupted

(2011-2015)




Domain SCO Claimed Output Evidence Key Rival Explanations

Mechanism Confidence
Drug SCO anti- | 14% of global | Low — driven by | Taliban opium policies; market
Trafficking narcotics seizures  2012— | Afghanistan economics; UNODC data
programme; 2017 production shocks
CARICC
cooperation
Separatism

The SCO's commitment to territorial integrity and non-interference is codified in Article 1 of the SCO Charter
(2002) and operationalised through the Shanghai Convention (2001), which explicitly prohibits member states from
supporting secessionist movements in other members' territories. The key political context for this commitment is
China's concern about Uyghur separatism in Xinjiang and the potential for Central Asian diaspora communities —
particularly in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, home to ethnic Uyghur populations — to provide political or logistical
support to the Eastern Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM) (Bhattacharji, 2008; Xu, 2014).

The empirical record since 2001 shows no significant secessionist conflict materialising within the Central
Asian member states. Kazakhstan's large Russian minority (approximately 15% of the population at the 2021 census)
has not coalesced into a political separatist movement, and no SCO member state faces an active territorial dispute
from within (Burkhanov, 2017). SCO's non-interference norm has been consistently upheld — including,
controversially, in cases where this norm shielded member governments from international criticism of domestic
repression.

Outcome attribution, however, is constrained by a fundamental counterfactual problem: the absence of
significant separatist conflict may reflect the absence of credible separatist movements rather than SCO deterrence
or governance. No significant indigenous separatist organisation has mobilised within Central Asia's five states in
the post-independence period. SCO's contribution in this domain is therefore best characterised as normative
consolidation — institutionalising a shared commitment that aligns with all members' pre-existing interests — rather
than causal prevention. Evidence confidence: Moderate.

Extremism

The "three evils" framework explicitly includes religious extremism alongside terrorism and separatism, but
the SCO has historically struggled to develop a coherent, operationally distinct counter-extremism strategy. The
Shanghai Convention defines extremism as "an act aimed at seizing or keeping power through the use of violence or
changing violently the constitutional regime of a State, as well as a violent encroachment upon public security,"
including the organisation of, or participation in, illegal armed formations for those purposes (Shanghai Convention,
2001, Art. 1). On its face the definition is narrow, since each limb requires violence. Its elasticity lies elsewhere: the
same article makes the offence one "criminally prosecuted in conformity with the national laws of the Parties," which
delegates the substantive content of extremism to domestic statute and so imports whatever each member state's own
law covers. The 2017 SCO Convention on Countering Extremism, adopted at the Astana summit, extends the

framework further by addressing extremist ideology and propaganda rather than violent acts alone (Alimov, 2017).



China's approach to extremism in Xinjiang — encompassing mass detention, "re-education" programmes,
and pervasive surveillance infrastructure — has been operationally shielded by SCO non-interference norms while
being implicitly endorsed by member states' collective posture toward ETIM-designation matters (Ambrosio, 2008;
Clarke & Kan, 2017). The 2005 Andijan events, in which Uzbek security forces killed several hundred protesters
following an uprising that the Karimov government characterised as "extremist," illustrate the consequences: the
SCO declined to condemn the repression and subsequently expressed support for Tashkent's "struggle against
extremism" (Putz, 2015; Rozanov, 2013).

In terms of measurable outcomes, the SCO has not developed independent metrics for extremism reduction.
China's principal counter-extremism instrument in Central Asia has been economic investment — the premise that
prosperity reduces the appeal of radical ideologies (Rozanov, 2013) — but no rigorous independent evaluation of
this pathway has been conducted. RATS does maintain watchlists of designated extremist organisations, and these
have informed member states' domestic enforcement actions, but the operational impact of watchlisting on actual
extremist activity cannot be isolated from broader domestic law enforcement effects. Evidence confidence: Low.
Counterterrorism

The counterterrorism domain represents the SCO's most developed and institutionally robust security
governance function. RATS, formally activated in Tashkent in 2004, constitutes a permanent operational body with
a Council of Representatives drawn from member states' security services, a staff of approximately 30 operational
personnel, and a mandate encompassing intelligence sharing, joint exercise coordination, watchlist management, and
analytical reporting (Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure [RATS], 2024).

RATS's own reporting documents substantial activity: between 2011 and 2015, member states under RATS
coordination are reported to have prevented 20 planned terrorist attacks, disrupted 650 crimes of a terrorist or
extremist nature, neutralised 440 training camps, and arrested more than 2,700 members of illicit armed groups, their
accomplices and persons suspected of criminal activity (Alimov, 2017). More recently, SCO authorities reported the
suppression of 73 clandestine cells of international terrorist organisations and prevention of 69 terrorist attacks during
2023 (Astana Times, 2024; SCO Secretariat, 2024). The organisation has also conducted regularised joint counter-
terrorism exercises — the "Peace Mission" series — involving increasingly complex military and law enforcement
scenarios.

Independent corroboration is thin. In October 2014 the Director of the RATS Executive Committee briefed
the UN Security Council’s Counter-Terrorism Committee, which welcomed the efforts undertaken by RATS in the
region and underscored the importance of cooperation with relevant regional organisations (United Nations Security
Council Counter-Terrorism Committee, 2014). That engagement predates the outputs reported for 2023 by nine years,
and the Committee’s language concerned regional cooperation in general rather than any assessment of RATS
performance. The most significant quantitative claims — hundreds of attacks averted — rely on member-state self-
reporting channelled through RATS, and the attribution methodology is not published. Their provenance compounds
the problem. Both the 2011-2015 series and the anti-narcotics seizure share discussed below trace to a single article
written by the SCO’s then Secretary-General and published in the UN Chronicle, a platform that states on each article
that it is not an official record and that contributors’ views are not necessarily those of the United Nations (Alimov,

2017). The figures are therefore SCO self-reporting carried on a UN platform, not United Nations corroboration of



SCO claims, and cannot be treated as independent triangulation. The 2016 suicide bombing attack on the Chinese
embassy in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, organised by the Turkistan Islamic Party (TIP), illustrates the persistent operational
limits: despite RATS's intelligence architecture, a major attack targeting a permanent member state succeeded
(Phillips, 2016). The continuing presence of Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) and TIP formations in Syria's
Idlib region, populated partly by Central Asian fighters who pose return-migration security challenges, further
underscores the limits of RATS's reach beyond the Central Asian geography (Clarke & Kan, 2017).

The primary rival explanation for whatever reduction in domestic terrorist activity Central Asian states have
experienced is domestic security services' own capacity expansion — aided by Russian, Chinese, and US bilateral
security assistance — rather than SCO/RATS-specific mechanisms (de Haas, 2017; Omelicheva, 2017). The CSTO's
rapid deployment force represents a parallel security governance instrument that cannot be disentangled from the
SCO in most case assessments. Nevertheless, the counterterrorism domain provides the strongest basis for a qualified
positive assessment, provided the basis is stated precisely. What can be established independently is institutional:
RATS exists as a permanent body with a standing secretariat, a Council of Representatives, a watchlist function and
a documented exercise programme. What cannot be established independently is operational performance, since
every quantitative claim rests on the organisation’s own account of itself. Evidence confidence: Moderate for
institutional outputs, Low for the reported operational results. H1 is supported on the former and unsupported on the
latter.

Drug Trafficking

Drug trafficking represents the domain where the gap between SCO institutional ambition and demonstrable
impact is widest. Afghanistan, which shares land borders with five SCO member states (China, Iran, Pakistan,
Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan), has historically supplied 80-90% of global heroin and morphine (UNODC, 2023b). The
Northern Distribution Route — the trafficking corridor running through Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Kazakhstan —
funnels a substantial proportion of this output toward Russian and European markets, traversing SCO territory
throughout (Paoli et al., 2007; UNODC, 2025a).

The SCO's formal engagement with this problem includes the 2011 Anti-Drug Strategy, the SCO-
Afghanistan Contact Group (established 2005), and cooperation with CARICC and UNODC (UNODC, 2022). The
SCO reports that 69 tonnes of heroin were seized in anti-drug operations across its territories over the five years to
2017, and that this amounts to approximately 14 per cent of drugs confiscated worldwide — a figure frequently cited
as evidence of anti-narcotics effectiveness (Alimov, 2017). However, this statistic measures the aggregate
enforcement actions of member states' national police and border forces across a vast territory, not the specific
contribution of SCO coordination mechanisms. As Omelicheva (2017) demonstrates, the seizure data does not allow
for isolation of the "SCO effect" from what national agencies would have done independently.

The most compelling evidence for the limitations of SCO governance comes from exogenous natural
experiments. The Taliban's unilateral opium cultivation ban, imposed in April 2022, led to a 95% collapse in Afghan
poppy cultivation by 2023 — from an estimated 233,000 hectares in 2022 to 10,800 hectares in 2023 — producing
a commensurate collapse in regional opium availability (UNODC, 2023a). This single unilateral policy decision by
anon-SCO actor produced more dramatic regional narcotics disruption than 22 years of SCO anti-drug programming.

Simultaneously, UNODC data shows that methamphetamine and synthetic opioid production has begun expanding



to partially substitute for opium — a market adaptation entirely outside the geographic and mandate scope of SCO
anti-narcotics governance (UNODC, 2025b).

The narco-state dynamics in Tajikistan further illustrate structural limitations. Paoli et al. (2007) documented
systemic collusion between Tajik border and law enforcement institutions and drug trafficking networks —
corruption dynamics that SCO's state-centric security framework is institutionally incapable of addressing. More
recent assessments suggest these dynamics persist, with trafficking networks demonstrating sophisticated adaptation
capacity in response to enforcement pressures (UNODC, 2025a). Evidence confidence: Low for SCO attribution; the
domain is driven by exogenous production dynamics, supporting H2.

Discussion

The domain-by-domain comparison indicates that the SCO's security role in Central Asia is best understood
as a governance mechanism that institutionalises cooperation routines rather than as an alliance producing directly
observable security outcomes. This finding aligns with Aris's (2009) characterisation of the SCO as an organisation
whose value lies primarily in routinised multilateral engagement — creating diplomatic habits, intelligence-sharing
channels, and joint exercise capacity — rather than in operational security delivery. At the same time, the finding
qualifies this position: the routinisation has been uneven across domains, with counterterrorism institutionalisation
running significantly ahead of extremism and drug control.

The authoritarian regionalism dimension (Ambrosio, 2008) receives sustained empirical support across the
extremism and separatism domains. The SCO's consistent refusal to independently evaluate member states' domestic
security practices — from Andijan to Xinjiang — reflects a structural feature of the organisation rather than isolated
political decisions. Where SCO security mandates overlap with regime-threatening domestic opposition, the non-
interference norm consistently overrides independent assessment. This does not necessarily render SCO governance
ineffective from a different analytical standpoint: if the primary reference group is member governments rather than
regional populations, the SCO delivers significant "governance outputs" in the form of mutual legitimisation,
diplomatic solidarity, and shared security vocabularies. But it does suggest that standard effectiveness metrics
calibrated to population-level security outcomes systematically overstate SCO performance.

The post-2017 enlargement has introduced structural tensions that are only beginning to be analytically
processed. India's participation — motivated in part by the desire to have a seat at the Central Asian security table —
coexists uneasily with Pakistan's membership given the two states' fundamental disagreement about designated
terrorist organisations, border security, and Afghanistan policy (Pant, 2023). China's SCO chairmanship for 2024—
2025 and the organisation's deepening digital governance agenda (including information sovereignty cooperation
frameworks) suggest an evolving security mandate that may increasingly overlap with, rather than substitute for,
domestic authoritarian control mechanisms (Ambrosio, 2008).

The post-2022 geopolitical realignment — in which Russia's diminished Central Asian capacity has
expanded Chinese influence, while US retrenchment from Afghanistan has removed a key external security actor —
reshapes the SCO's strategic environment in ways not yet fully captured by the literature. Lukin et al.'s (2025) recent
analysis suggests that Central Asian states are actively pursuing multivector foreign policies that use SCO

membership to balance Chinese and Russian influence rather than to subordinate their security to either power. This
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interpretation aligns with RSCT's emphasis on regional states as security actors in their own right rather than passive
recipients of great-power governance.

A key limitation of this study is the reliance on official RATS and SCO reporting for counterterrorism output
data. While the study has applied evidence confidence grading to distinguish self-reported claims from independently
corroborated findings, the absence of externally audited RATS operational data means that some positive findings
regarding counterterrorism coordination should be treated as provisional. Tracing the headline figures to their origin
illustrates the protocol’s value on a hard case: statistics that circulate in the secondary literature as established fact
resolve, on inspection, to a single institutional self-account, and the grading changes accordingly. Future research
should combine document-based mechanism tracing with structured event-data analysis using the Global Terrorism
Database (National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism, 2024) and elite interviews
with Central Asian security practitioners to evaluate whether reported cooperation translates into operational
performance improvements across member states.

Conclusion

This article has assessed the SCO's contribution to security governance in Central Asia through a structured
domain-by-domain evaluation covering the period 2001-2024. The findings support a differentiated assessment: the
SCO has generated genuine and routinised institutional outputs in counterterrorism through RATS, which supports
a qualified positive assessment at the level of outputs. It does not support a causal claim about outcomes: the
operational results reported for the domain rest on the organisation's own account of itself and cannot be
independently verified. In the extremism and separatism domains, the SCO's contribution is primarily normative,
institutionalising state-level commitments that align with pre-existing member interests and serve regime-security
priorities as much as they address genuine population-level threats. In the drug trafficking domain, the weight of
evidence points clearly toward exogenous production dynamics — principally Afghanistan's opium cultivation cycles
— as the primary determinants of regional narcotics trends, with SCO governance producing insufficient independent
effects to sustain strong causal claims.

Theoretically, the findings advance a nuanced position between the institutional effectiveness and
authoritarian regionalism frameworks. The SCO is neither the ineffective "talking shop" critics suggest nor the robust
security provider its official communications claim. It is better characterised as a governance mechanism whose
effectiveness is domain-contingent, correlated with the degree to which cooperation is routinised and operational
(counterterrorism), and inversely correlated with the degree to which outcomes are determined by structural market
forces or domestic political dynamics beyond SCO's institutional reach (drug trafficking; extremism).

For policy, the findings suggest that international partners engaging with the SCO — including UN agencies,
CARICC, and bilateral security assistance providers — should calibrate expectations to domain-specific evidence
rather than overall assessments. Anti-narcotics cooperation through UNODC-SCO channels may yield more
productive engagement on monitoring and information exchange than on enforcement coordination, given the
structural driver problem. Counterterrorism intelligence-sharing channels offer a more productive investment
domain, provided that political conditions can be created for independent output verification.

Future research should prioritise three directions: first, panel-data analysis of terrorist incident trends in

Central Asia using GTD and other open-source event datasets to test SCO counterterrorism claims quantitatively;
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second, comparative institutional analysis placing SCO alongside CSTO and bilateral China-Central Asia security
frameworks to isolate SCO-specific governance contributions; and third, qualitative elite interview studies with
Central Asian security practitioners to assess institutional performance from an insider perspective currently absent
from the English-language literature.
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Table 2

SCO Institutional Milestones, 1996-2025

Year ‘ Milestone ‘

1996 Shanghai Five established (China, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan) — border
demilitarisation

2001 SCO formally founded; Uzbekistan joins; Shanghai Convention on Combating Terrorism,

Separatism and Extremism signed

2004 RATS formally activated in Tashkent; Anti-drug trafficking cooperation framework launched

2005 Astana Summit: SCO issues statement questioning US military presence; SCO—Afghanistan

Contact Group formed

2011 SCO Anti-Drug Strategy adopted; cooperation extended to narcotics control

2017 Historic enlargement: India and Pakistan join as full members

2021 Taliban takeover of Afghanistan reshapes SCO security calculus; new drug production dynamics
emerge

2022 Samarkand Summit: Iran signs the memorandum of obligations for full membership

2023 Iran becomes a full member at the New Delhi Summit; Saudi Arabia joins as a dialogue partner;

Afghanistan opium production collapses by 95%

2024-25 Belarus becomes a full member at the Astana Summit, taking the organisation to ten; China assumes

the chairmanship amid post-Ukraine geopolitical realignment
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