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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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Öz 

Şanghay İş birliği Örgütü (ŞİÖ), kendisini Orta Asya’nın başlıca güvenlik yönetişimi çerçevesi olarak 

konumlandırmakta ve terörizm, ayrılıkçılık, aşırıcılık ile uyuşturucu kaçakçılığıyla — diğer bir ifadeyle “üç kötü” ve 

narkotik tehdidiyle — mücadeleyi temel görevleri arasında tanımlamaktadır. Bununla birlikte, ŞİÖ’nün bu 

alanlardaki fiilî katkısını sistematik ve alan bazında değerlendiren çalışmalar akademik literatürde sınırlı kalmaktadır. 

Mevcut çalışmaların önemli bir bölümü ya örgütün kendi faaliyetlerine ilişkin beyanlarını doğrudan kabul etmekte 

ya da ŞİÖ’yü somut sonuç üretme kapasitesi sınırlı bir “müzakere platformu” olarak değerlendirmektedir. 

Bu makale, ŞİÖ’nün 2001–2024 dönemindeki güvenlik yönetişimi performansını dört ayrı alanda değerlendirmek 

amacıyla yapılandırılmış nitel bir analiz çerçevesi uygulamaktadır. Analiz; ŞİÖ’nün temel hukuki belgelerine, 

Bölgesel Terörle Mücadele Yapısı’nın (RATS) operasyonel raporlarına ve Birleşmiş Milletler Uyuşturucu ve Suç 

Ofisi (UNODC) tarafından sağlanan bağımsız verilere dayanmaktadır. 

Bulgular, ŞİÖ’nün katkısının en belirgin olduğu alanın terörle mücadele olduğunu göstermektedir. Bu alanda RATS, 

üye devletler arasında düzenli ve kurumsallaşmış istihbarat paylaşım mekanizmalarının oluşmasını sağlamış ve 

doğrulanabilir kurumsal çıktılar üretmiştir. Bununla birlikte, kullanılan verilerin önemli ölçüde üye devletlerin ve 

örgütün kendi raporlamalarına dayanması, gözlemlenen sonuçların doğrudan ŞİÖ faaliyetlerine atfedilmesini 

güçleştirmektedir. 

Buna karşılık, uyuşturucu kaçakçılığı alanındaki sonuçların büyük ölçüde Afganistan’daki afyon üretim döngüleri ve 

uyuşturucu kaçakçılığı piyasasının ekonomik dinamikleri tarafından şekillendirildiği görülmektedir. Bu durum, söz 

konusu alandaki gelişmelerin ŞİÖ mekanizmalarına nedensel olarak atfedilebilmesini önemli ölçüde 

sınırlandırmaktadır. 

Aşırıcılık ve ayrılıkçılıkla mücadele alanlarında ise ŞİÖ’nün ürettiği çıktılar operasyonel olmaktan ziyade normatif 

niteliktedir. Örgüt, bu alanlarda özellikle iç işlerine karışmama ilkesi ile devletlerin toprak bütünlüğüne yönelik 

taahhütleri kurumsallaştırmaktadır. Bununla birlikte, söz konusu normatif düzenlemeler toplum düzeyindeki gerçek 

güvenlik tehditleriyle mücadele etmenin yanı sıra üye devletlerin rejim güvenliğine ilişkin çıkarlarına da hizmet 

etmektedir. 

Makale, bölgesel örgütlerin güvenlik alanındaki etkinlik iddialarının değerlendirilmesinde kullanılabilecek, 

tekrarlanabilir bir kanıt derecelendirme protokolü geliştirmekte; aynı zamanda kurumsal etkinlik literatürü ile 

otoriter bölgeselcilik yaklaşımları arasındaki teorik tartışmaya katkıda bulunmaktadır. 

Anahtar Kelimeler: Şanghay İşbirliği Örgütü; bölgesel güvenlik yönetişimi; RATS; Orta Asya; terörle mücadele; 

otoriter bölgeselcilik; uyuşturucu kaçakçılığı 

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 & Wæver, 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 
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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 2024? 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 
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SCO, documenting how the organisation has progressively institutionalised counterterrorism cooperation while 

acknowledging significant gaps between formal mandates and operational delivery. 

Buzan and Wæver'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 & 

Wæver, 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, 
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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. 
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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 

Mechanism 

Claimed Output Evidence 

Confidence 

Key Rival Explanations 

Separatism Non-

interference 

norm; SCO 

Charter Art. 1 

No major 

secessionist 

conflicts in CA 

since 2001 

Moderate — absent 

counterfactual 

Absence of credible separatist 

movements; bilateral deals 

Extremism Shanghai 

Convention 

2001; RATS 

watchlisting 

Reduced 

radicalisation 

through economic 

growth 

Low — no 

independent 

metrics 

Domestic repression cycles; 

China's Xinjiang policies 

Terrorism RATS 

intelligence 

sharing; joint 

exercises 

73 cells 

suppressed and 69 

attacks prevented 

(2023); 650 

terrorism-related 

crimes disrupted 

(2011–2015) 

Low — SCO self-

reporting; no 

independent 

corroboration 

Domestic CT capacity; bilateral 

operations; US GWOT 
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Domain SCO 

Mechanism 

Claimed Output Evidence 

Confidence 

Key Rival Explanations 

Drug 

Trafficking 

SCO anti-

narcotics 

programme; 

CARICC 

cooperation 

14% of global 

seizures 2012–

2017 

Low — driven by 

Afghanistan 

production shocks 

Taliban opium policies; market 

economics; UNODC data 

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). 
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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 
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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 

a non-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 
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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 

 

 



 

13 

References 

Alimov, R. (2017, October 11). The role of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization in counteracting threats to peace 

and security. UN Chronicle, 54(3). https://www.un.org/en/chronicle/article/role-shanghai-cooperation-

organization-counteracting-threats-peace-and-security 

Alimov, R. (2018). The Shanghai Cooperation Organisation: Its role and place in the development of Eurasia. Journal 

of Eurasian Studies, 9(2), 114–124. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.euras.2018.08.001 

Ambrosio, T. (2008). Catching the “Shanghai Spirit”: How the Shanghai Cooperation Organization promotes 

authoritarian norms in Central Asia. Europe-Asia Studies, 60(8), 1321–1344. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09668130802292143 

Aris, S. (2009). The Shanghai Cooperation Organisation: “Tackling the three evils.” A regional response to non-

traditional security challenges or an anti-Western bloc? Europe-Asia Studies, 61(3), 457–482. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09668130902753309 

The Astana Times. (2024, January). SCO RATS Committee Director highlights achievements in security 

collaboration. The Astana Times. 

Bhattacharji, P. (2008, August 1). Uighurs and China’s Xinjiang region. Council on Foreign Relations. 

Burkhanov, A. (2017). Kazakhstan’s national identity building policy: Soviet legacy, state efforts, and societal 

reactions. Cornell International Law Journal, 50(1), 1–28. 

Buzan, B., & Wæver, O. (2003). Regions and powers: The structure of international security. Cambridge University 

Press. 

Central Asian Regional Information and Coordination Centre. (2022). Annual report 2022. United Nations Office on 

Drugs and Crime. 

Clarke, C. P., & Kan, P. R. (2017). Uighur foreign fighters: An underexamined jihadist challenge [Policy brief]. 

International Centre for Counter-Terrorism. 

de Haas, M. (2017). Relations of Central Asia with the Shanghai Cooperation Organization and the Collective 

Security Treaty Organization. The Journal of Slavic Military Studies, 30(1), 1–16. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13518046.2017.1271642 

Hasnat, S. F., & Awan, Z. (2016). Shanghai Cooperation Organization as a platform for regional understanding: Its 

economic, political and security potential. Perceptions: Journal of International Affairs, 21(1), 83–100. 

Keohane, R. O. (1984). After hegemony: Cooperation and discord in the world political economy. Princeton 

University Press. 

Lanteigne, M. (2018). Russia, China and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization: Diverging security interests and 

the Crimea effect. In H. Blakkisrud & E. Wilson Rowe (Eds.), Russia’s turn to the East: Domestic 

policymaking and regional cooperation (pp. 119–138). Palgrave Macmillan. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-

3-319-69790-1_7 

Lukin, A., Novikov, D., Puzanova, O., & Yenikeyeff, S. (2025). The Shanghai Cooperation Organization amidst the 

rising international tensions. Journal of Eurasian Studies, 16(2), 173–183. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/18793665251357320 



 

14 

Maduz, L. (2018). Flexibility by design: The Shanghai Cooperation Organisation and the future of Eurasian 

cooperation [CSS study]. Center for Security Studies, ETH Zurich. 

National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism. (2024). Global Terrorism Database 

[Data set]. University of Maryland. https://www.start.umd.edu/data-tools/GTD 

Omelicheva, M. Y. (2017). Eurasia’s CSTO and SCO: A failure to address the trafficking/terrorism nexus (PONARS 

Eurasia Policy Memo No. 455). PONARS Eurasia. https://www.ponarseurasia.org/eurasia-s-csto-and-sco-

a-failure-to-address-the-trafficking-terrorism-nexus/ 

Pant, H. V. (2023). India’s balancing act in the SCO [Issue brief]. Observer Research Foundation. 

https://www.orfonline.org/research/india-s-balancing-act-in-the-sco 

Paoli, L., Rabkov, I., Greenfield, V. A., & Reuter, P. H. (2007). Tajikistan: The rise of a narco-state. Journal of Drug 

Issues, 37(4), 951–979. https://doi.org/10.1177/002204260703700410 

Phillips, T. (2016, August 30). Suicide bomber attacks Chinese embassy in Kyrgyzstan. The Guardian. 

Putz, C. (2015, May). What happened 10 years ago in Andijan? The Diplomat. 

Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure. (2024). About RATS. Executive Committee of the SCO Regional Anti-Terrorist 

Structure. https://ecrats.org/en/about/ 

Rozanov, A. A. (2013). The issue of security in the SCO. In A. A. Rozanov (Ed.), The Shanghai Cooperation 

Organisation and Central Asia’s security challenges (pp. 37–51). Geneva Centre for the Democratic 

Control of Armed Forces. 

SCO Anti-Drug Strategy. (2011). Anti-drug strategy of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation member states for 

2011–2016. Shanghai Cooperation Organisation. 

SCO Charter. (2002). Charter of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation. Shanghai Cooperation Organisation. 

SCO Secretariat. (2024, January 25). Shanghai Cooperation Organization is playing an important role in ensuring 

regional security and stability. https://eng.sectsco.org/20240125/1244550.html 

Shanghai Convention. (2001). Shanghai Convention on Combating Terrorism, Separatism and Extremism. Shanghai 

Cooperation Organisation. 

United Nations Security Council Counter-Terrorism Committee. (2014, October 23). Counter-Terrorism Committee welcomes 

close cooperation with the Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization. 

https://www.un.org/securitycouncil/ctc/news/counter-terrorism-committee-welcomes-close-cooperation-regional-

anti-terrorist-structure 

UNODC. (2022). UNODC programme for Central Asia 2022–2025. United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. 

UNODC. (2023a). Afghanistan opium survey 2023: Cultivation and production. United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. 

https://www.unodc.org/documents/crop-monitoring/Afghanistan/Afghanistan_opium_survey_2023.pdf 

UNODC. (2023b). World drug report 2023. United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. 

UNODC. (2025a). Afghanistan opium survey 2025. United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. 

https://www.unodc.org/documents/crop-monitoring/Afghanistan/Afghanistan_Opium_Survey_2025.pdf 

UNODC. (2025b). World drug report 2025: Key findings. United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. 

https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/WDR_2025/WDR25_B1_Key_findings.pdf 

US-China Economic and Security Review Commission. (2020). The Shanghai Cooperation Organization: A testbed for Chinese 

power projection [Staff research report]. 

Xu, B. (2014). The East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM) [Backgrounder]. Council on Foreign Relations. 


