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India will host the 19th meeting of the Council of Heads of Government on 30 November 2020. This 
will be the first meeting of the grouping’s second highest organ, hosted by India. The significance 
of the event lies in the timing – India’s relations with two fellow member-states, China and Pakistan, 
are at an exceptionally low ebb; yet the clear message from the SCO Secretariat and other member-
states is: India’s presence in the SCO is highly beneficial to the latter and should be fully leveraged 
to strengthen it as an important and upcoming intergovernmental organisation. This necessitates a 
fresh appraisal of options for India.

The SCO represents 42% of the world’s population, 22% of the land area and 20% of global GDP. 
Its goal, when it began two decades ago in June 2001, was to strengthen regional security and 
economic cooperation, and remains so. 

The group has expanded considerably from its six original member-states, China, Russia, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. India and Pakistan have joined as full-fledged members, while 
Afghanistan, Iran, Belarus and Mongolia are ‘Observers’ awaiting full membership. Besides, there 
are six ‘Dialogue Partners’ - Armenia, Azerbaijan, Cambodia, Nepal, Sri Lanka and Turkey - invited 
to the SCO drawing room as well.
 
It’s an odd mix of Asian nations – rivals and adversaries, neglected states and regions, the ambitious 
and the quiet, suppliers and consumers – with seemingly little in common. But that is precisely why 
attention must be paid to it. The SCO’s appeal for India increased when the latter secured Observer 
status in July 2005. Full membership came in June 2017 simultaneously with Pakistan, which made 
the SCO central to New Delhi’s concerns and priorities.

Geopolitically, the membership of China and Pakistan, India’s principal adversaries, poses a formidable 
constraint, especially after the Galwan clash between Chinese and Indian troops in June 2020 and 
the continuing conflict and impasse in eastern Ladakh.  Nevertheless, the presence of Russia and four 
Central Asian Republics (CARs) enhances the SCO’s attractiveness for New Delhi. The membership 
increases India’s political and strategic weight and provides extra leverage through the multilateral 
connections of other members such as Russia, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan which are members of the 
Eurasian Economic Union (EEU). As Professor Nirmala Joshi aptly observed, the SCO’s space is of 
“vital interest to India. The CARs are part of its extended/strategic neighbourhood.”1

For the SCO, India is a valuable potential asset, with its ability to connect the grouping to South 
Asia, Southeast Asia and the Indo-Pacific region through the Act East Policy.

Until recently, the SCO has been a regional grouping dedicated more to developing political and 
security partnership rather than economic cooperation.2 This has been changing gradually. India’s 
formal entry into this organisation, as a full member, coincided with the latter’s shift to strengthening 
commercial and economic linkages, both within and externally. 

1   Nirmala Joshi ‘The Shanghai Cooperation Organization: An Assessment’, Vivekananda International Foundation, Issue Brief, 
2015. https://www.vifindia.org/sites/default/files/the-shanghai-cooperation-organization-an-assessment.pdf 

2  Lecture on The Future Trajectory of the SCO and India’s Role’ by Ambassador Vladimir Norov, Secretary General, Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization, 13 January 2020. He observed: “I want to emphasize that the SCO was originally created as an 
organisation of interaction in security sphere. But gradually, there was a common understudying to actively develop and support 
the work in the area of trade and economic ties.” https://www.icwa.in/show_content.php?lang=1&level=1&ls_id=4610&lid=3483
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In the above context, two specific factors need to be reckoned with. First, the SCO’s ‘Development 
Strategy’ until 20253 spells out the goals and key areas of its interest: political cooperation, 
cooperation in security, trade and economic cooperation, cultural and humanitarian cooperation, 
and international cooperation (i.e. with the UN etc.). Second, the mandate of the Council of Heads 
of Government is essentially to approve “the budget of the Organization, consider and decide 
upon major issues related to particular, especially economic, spheres of interaction within the 
Organization.”4  

1. Trade and investment

The low level of intra-SCO trade is a defining reality. The present total trade turnover of the SCO 
countries is $6 trillion, while intra-SCO trade stands at $305 billion i.e. 5%. This is comparable with 
the dismal intra-SAARC trade at 5%, and compares poorly with the African Union’s 16%, ASEAN’s 
27% and the EU’s 50%. Clearly, SCO has a long way to go before its internal trade grows significantly. 

For India, focusing on increasing its trade with the larger SCO economies, (viz. China and Russia), 
bilaterally or within other shared groupings like BRICS and EEU, should be a continuing endeavour. 
All the four Central Asian countries are important, India could prioritise ties with two of them, based 
on their market size and economic potential - Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. 

Figure 1: Central Asian SCO Members - Population & GDP

Source: Compiled by the author

Kazakhstan

Uzbekistan

Tajikistan

Kyrgyzstan

18 million

34 million

9 million

6 million

$9,686

$1,831

$807

$1,293

Population GDP(nominal) per capita in USDCountry

3    https://policy.asiapacificenergy.org/node/1582

4  http://eng.sectsco.org/ 
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2.  Economic cooperation 

A major disincentive is that, despite multiple endeavours of the past and present, physical connectivity 
between India and the CARs remains inadequate.   Making a prudent choice of goods and services 
that can be transported by air or offered through e-platforms, can sidestep this constraint. Indian 
e-commerce sites like IndiaMart are already popular in several parts of the world, and its products 
preferred are over Chinese rivals.

With digitisation becoming a central commitment of the Modi government, expanding it to friendly 
countries will fulfil some of the Prime Minister’s HEALTH agenda which he put forward at the SCO 
summit in June 2019.5 

Under it, ‘E’ stands for ‘Economic Cooperation.’ This was reiterated at the video conference of the 
SCO foreign ministers, by India’s External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar on 13 May 2020. He pledged 
India’s commitment “to work towards creation of a favourable environment for mutually beneficial 
trade-economic cooperation among the SCO members.”6 

A close look at the recent statements made by the SCO secretary general7 and a senior Indian 
official8 underlines the need for action on the following issues: 

1. Active participation by India in the SCO Business Council and SCO Interbank Association. 
Forthcoming events to promote trade and investment linkages by FICCI and Invest India will be 
important milestones, 

2. Greater contribution by India in the domain of digitisation and Information and Communication 
Technologies, 

3. Startups and Innovation, 

4. Science and Technology cooperation, 

5. Traditional medicine, and 

6. Humanitarian cooperation covering diverse areas such as health, education, culture, tourism and 
developing contacts among youth. 

5    https://mea.gov.in/Speeches-Statements.htm?dtl/31442/
Translation+of+Prime+Ministers+intervention+at+the+SCO+Summit+2019+June+14+2019

6 ‘Video conference of the SCO Ministers of Foreign Affairs’ 13 May 2020, Ministry of External Affairs. https://www.mea.gov.in/press-
releases.htm?dtl/32687/Video_conference_of_the_SCO_Ministers_of_Foreign_Affairs 

7  Speech of the SCO Secretary-General Vladimir Norov at the webinar “India-SCO Engagement: The Next Steps” 2 September 2020. 

8  Speech of MEA Secretary (West) Vikas Swarup at the webinar “India-SCO Engagement: The Next Steps” 2 September 2020.
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3. New potential collaborations  

In the assessment of Gateway House, the list below of areas suitable for future collaboration 
between India and SCO member-states, more specifically the CARs, deserves to be given serious 
consideration: 

No.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

Creative and sustained drive to strengthen India’s trade 
and investment footprint in the Central Asian Region.  

E-commerce and digitisation

Information and Communications Technology (ICT)

Healthcare management (pharmaceuticals, 
tele-medicine, medical tourism and Aayush)

Tourism

Film production

Training and skill development

Enterprise and innovation

Micro, Small & Medium Enterprises (MSME) cooperation

Agri-education

Satellite cooperation

Fintech, especially banking services

Areas suitable for India-SCO collaboration
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4.  Recommendations

To move forward in the desired direction, three specific and practical measures are suggested below: 

• The Central Asian states need to take steps for creating a change in business perceptions 
regarding their region. India Inc’s apprehension and skepticism about a business-unfriendly 
climate, bureaucratic arbitrariness and apathy, and corruption in high places in the CARs need 
to be highlighted to the leadership. A sophisticated case needs to be made to persuade them 
for addressing these negative facets in their own interest. 

• A close harmonisation of India Inc and India’s miniscule band of SCO experts is essential. FICCI, 
the national apex chamber which serves as the lead for dialogue with the SCO, should be tasked 
to produce a detailed business study on short-to-medium-term prospects, with the help of a 
composite taskforce comprising business leaders and select representatives of the academic 
and strategic communities. 

• As and when the India-China equation regains a semblance of normalcy, the two counties could 
jointly propose an annual business dialogue between the SCO and ASEAN, thereby expanding 
the CARs’ potential market access and sources of investment. Both India and China have their 
ASEAN +1 dialogue platforms; they may have sufficient incentive to forge mutually beneficial 
cooperation with ASEAN in this domain. 




