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Abstract. The article is devoted to the analysis of the activities of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization to overcome
the latest threats to socio-economic and political security in its area of responsibility. Recently, membership in the SCO
has been updated for the countries of Central Asia in the context of the deteriorating situation in Afghanistan, the fight
against the COVID-19 pandemic and post-coronavirus recovery. Standing up against such challenges highlights a
number of problems specific to the SCO itself, the effect of which is obvious to the Central Asian members of the
Organization.
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AnpnaTtna. Makana LWaHxah blHTEIMakTacTblk ¥MbIMbIHbIH OHbIH >KayankepLlinik anmMarblHAafbl aneymeTTik-
3KOHOMMKArbIK >X8He CasiCu Kayincisaikke TOHreH COHFbl KaTepriepai eHcepy XeHiHAeri KbI3MeTiH Tangayra apHarnfaH.
Byrinae AyraHcTangarbl xafgaviablH Hawapnaysl, COVID-19 naHgeMusCcbIMEH KypecC XoHe KOPOHaBMPYCTaH KeniHri
kannbiHa kenTipy ascebiHga Optanblk Asus engepi ywiH WblY¥-Fa MywenikTiH MaHbI3bl apTbin OTbip. MyHAan CbiH-
kaTepnepre kapcbl Typy LUbI¥-HbIH e3iHe ToH GipkaTtap macenenepiH awbin kepcetyae, onapabiH acepi ¥MbIMHbIH
OpTtanblk A3ns MyLLenepi ywiH aiwWwbIKTbl 60nbInN oThIp.

Tywnin ce3pep: WaHxan blHTbIMakTacTbk ¥ibiMbl, OpTanbik Asua engepi, AyraHctaH, COVID-19, kopoHaBupycTaH
KeniHri kannbiHa kenTipy, «bip 6enaey - Gip xon».

JEL koaTap: F53, F55, F52

AHHOTaumsa. Cratba nocesieHa aHanudy paesitenbHoctn Llanxarickon Opranmsauun CoTpygHuMyecTBa Mo
NPeodONEHNI0  HOBEWLUMX Yrpo3 COLManbHO-3KOHOMWYECKON, nonuTuyeckon 6e3onacHOCTM B CBOEN 30He
OTBETCTBEHHOCTM. Ha cerogHAwHWn aeHb udneHcTtBo B LWLOC aktyanuaupyetca ans ctpad LleHtpanbHon Asuu B
KOHTEKCTe yxyaweHuns cutyauun B AdraHuctaHe, 6opbbbl npoTve naHaemum COVID-19 M NOCTKOPOHOBMPYCHOTO
BOCCTaHOBMEHWs. [poTMBOCTOSHME NMPOTMB TakMxX BbI3OBOB OTTEHSET psg nNpobnem, xapakTepHbix anst camon LLOC,
3P EKT KOTOPBIX OYEBUAEH ANS LieHTpanbHoasaTckux YneHos OpraHnsaumm.

KnioueBble cnoBa: LaHxaickas OpraHusaumsa CoTpygHuyecTsa, cTpaHbl LieHTpansHon Asun, AdranmctaH, COVID-
19, nocTkopoHaBMpycHoe BoccTaHoBreHne, «OanH NOSAC - OAUH NyTby.

JEL kopabl: F53, F55, F52

Introduction

The Shanghai Cooperation
Organization is one of the pillars of the
security system in Eurasia. Today this
Organization uniting countries with large
human and natural resources has become a
tangible factor in world politics. For
Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan,
Tajikistan the SCO is one of the necessary
platforms for discussing pressing problems,
improving interstate cooperation in the
absence of intraregional integration
mechanisms. The SCO membership means
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the aiming for ensuring both national and
regional security in the most essential
aspects — from economy to the threat of
terrorism and extremism for them.

The SCO as an organization for
security and cooperation on the vast territory
of the Eurasian continent reacts sharply to
challenges that can undermine socio-
economic and political stability in its area of
responsibility. In recent years the COVID-19
pandemic has become a key factor in global
security, casting doubt on all previous
achievements of globalization. Today the
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world community is solving the difficult tasks
of restoring the economy affected by the
pandemic. The countries of Central Asia are
also experiencing the socio-economic
difficulties that have arisen due to COVID-19.
The withdrawal of Western coalition forces
from Afghanistan in the summer of 2021
multiplied the threats to the security of
neighboring  regions and  countries,
especially affecting the Central Asian region.

Such factors determine the relevance
of the topic of this article and require an
analysis of the latest trends in the SCO that
affect the states of Central Asia. A study of
the phenomena and events associated with
the SCO in recent years has made it possible
to put forward a hypothesis that the further
strengthening of China's role in the
Organization is obvious due to the socio-
economic vulnerability of member states,
primarily Central Asian ones, as a result of
the coronavirus pandemic. The post-
coronavirus recovery of the region will also
contribute to a greater expansion of the
Chinese presence in Central Asia in the
nearest future. But along with this, the
Chinese factor in the SCO has not yet
contributed to the regulation of the Afghan
problem which is extremely topical for the
countries of Central Asia.

Methodology

The participation of the above-
mentioned countries in the SCO can be
analyzed on the basis of neoclassical
realism, which echoes the Thucydides'
formula, that “the strong do what they can
and the weak suffer what they must” (Rose,
1998). Proceeding from these two
assumptions can be made: first, the
membership of weak states in organizations
with the participation of stronger ones is
imposed by the first to the seconds; second -
within the framework of the organization,
weak states have the role of obedient
performers without any pretensions. If
neoclassical realism sees in weak states the
executors of the will of superpowers, then
liberal institutionalism leaves them chances
for some independence. The strengthening
of globalization processes, whose central
idea is liberalization, promises the further
development of liberal institutionalism. “The
institutionalist ~ research program in
international relations is a promising one.
The logic of institutionalist theory, with its
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focus on the informational role of institutions,
appears solid” (Keochane, Martin, 1995).
With the strengthening of the role of the
institutional ~ foundations  of interstate
relations, weak states using their
membership in international organizations
may play their role as an equal member of
the international community in the future.
Being the members of certain international
organizations, such states, along with
obtaining a guarantee of economic, military
security, get a hypothetical opportunity to set
medium and long-term objectives for the
realization of their national interests.
Moreover, the conditions of the COVID-19
pandemic once again clearly highlighted the
importance of striving for greater mutual
understanding and interactions based on
previous theoretical visions and international
institutions for all countries of the world.
Research methods included the study
of primary sources, systematization, and
analysis of the opinions of experts,
researchers, typical for desk research.

Relevant issues of membership of
the CAR countries in the SCO

There is a self-positioning of the SCO
as a unigue unification in the world. The
“Shanghai spirit” is called upon to promote

the idea of a democratic, innovative
character of the Organization. «The
Shanghai spirit Cooperation in the

framework of the SCO is distinguished by the
spirit of mutual trust, mutual benefit, equality,
mutual consultation, respect for the diversity
of cultures and the desire for joint
development. These principles, called the
“Shanghai spirit,” will continue to lie at the
heart of relations between the SCO member
states». This explanation is given to this
phenomenon in the “Development Strategy
of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization till
2025” (2020). The declaration of “equality,
mutual consultation, respect ...” is confirmed
by the fact that all members have the right to
preside in the Organization and no one has
the prescribed privileges for decision-
making. But it's not a secret that decisions on
matters of principle are taken at the highest
level, during bilateral meetings of leaders
(although not only in the SCO, but in the
entire world practice the decision-making
process is not yet fully transparent). The
predominance of bilateral relations and the
closeness of the decision-making process,
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the inaccessibility of a number of important
documents cause difficulties for the Central
Asian members of the SCO in pursuing their
goals and interests within the Organization.

Because of the proximity of a
dangerous source of insecurity such as
Afghanistan these Central Asian countries
naturally try to fit into systems promising to
maintain security at the national and regional
levels. The closest international environment
represented by two major actors in the
international politics such as China and
Russia that almost seal off the region, does
not leave much choice to these countries.
Some experts consider efforts of Kazakhstan
or Uzbekistan and other countries in the
region to defend their positions and security
by diversifying their international relations at
least as short-sightedness and an
inconsistency in their foreign policy course.
Most likely the SCO is a variation of ways to
ensure their national security for the Central
Asian countries. To date, the multifactor
security system has cemented its place in
Central Asia, where the Collective Security
Treaty Organization and NATO are involved
in addition to the SCO. R. Allison justifies the
participation of the Central Asian countries in
the SCO in the following way: «The US
military presence in Central Asia since
autumn 2001 may tempt Moscow and Beijing
to try to instrumentalize the SCO as a
regional balancing structure  against
Washington. But this goal will not be
accepted by its Central Asian members,
keen on exploring the limits of their new
bilateral security ties with the United States.
In any case, for these regional states the
uniqueness of the SCO lies in the opportunity
it offers to bandwagon with both Russia and
China in a framework where the Chinese
presence increasingly offsets any Russian
efforts to impose unwanted aspects of its
integration agenda on the Central Asian
states, while the Russian presence equally
provides reassurance about Chinese policies
and therefore enables the SCO to act as a
vehicle to incorporate Chinese interests in
developing joint responses to selected
security challenges in Central Asia. In this
arrangement the Central Asian member
states retain some latitude to advance their
own priorities and leave their imprint on the
agenda of the SCO» (Allison, 2004).

But on the other hand, it is also obvious
that the participation of these countries in
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regional security structures is not obligatory
for military cooperation on a bilateral basis.
For example, if we draw parallels with the
Collective Security Treaty (hereinafter the
CSTO), Uzbekistan had temporarily
suspended its membership in it, but this did
not in any way affect the Russian Uzbek
military cooperation. On the contrary with the
administration of the new president of
Uzbekistan Sh. Mirziyev the military
cooperation between the two countries has
been intensified. An agreement was signed
on the development of military-technical
cooperation and Uzbekistan was given the
opportunity to purchase, repair and
modernize weapons at domestic prices, and
train officers in Russian military universities.
In addition, it became possible for the Uzbek
military to participate in Russian military
festivals, joint military exercises (the first in
12 years was held in October last year), send
delegations to exchange experiences. In
fact, Uzbekistan received the same
privileges as CSTO members, only Russia
does not have formal duties to protect
Uzbekistan, as it does under the SCTO
(Starchak, 2017). In the case of the SCO, the
situation would be similar: if any member of
this organization leaves temporarily or
permanently, China will still continue to
maintain bilateral relations with it. That is,
regardless of membership in the SCO or the
CSTO, the Central Asian states will be in
close contact with Russia and China in a
bilateral format. It turns out that the SCO is a
convenient tool for China to optimize its
relations with these countries and a marker
that outlines its zone of interests in the region
to the West from it.

It was China from all the members of
the Organization that first benefited from the
establishment of tht SCO: the harmonization
of delimitation and demarcation of borders
between the Central Asian countries, on the
one hand, and China on the other. However,
border contradictions, closely related to the
water and energy pool of problems within the
region, remain frozen, and the organization
is not used as an effective institutional
mechanism for their resolution, despite the
fact that one of the principles prescribed in its
Charter is precisely the peaceful settlement
of disagreements among the participating
countries, and one of the areas of
cooperation is the provision of rational use of
water resources (Charter of the Shanghai
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Cooperation Organization, 2002). It turns out
that the solution of interstate problems in the
CAR, which theoretically is possible to
provide within the Organization, is not a
priority or completely uninteresting for
China?

The hasty withdrawal of Western
alliance troops from Afghanistan not only
increased the security threats in the SCO
zone, but also revealed all problems within
the Organization of a conceptual and
functional nature. The situation has become
especially threatening for the countries of
Central Asia located in close proximity to
Afghanistan.

Afghanistan is the problem that the
SCO has dealt with specifically during almost
all of its activities. It is hard to argue that the
withdrawal of Western troops from this
country was a big surprise for the SCO. At
least the Central Asian members, especially
those bordering Afghanistan, considered the
possibility of such a scenario and were not
shocked by the Taliban advance.
Theoretically the SCO Regional Anti-
Terrorist Structure and the SCO-Afghanistan
Contact Group were supposed to have some
preparations in case the Western allies left
and the Taliban attacked. But as practice
shows the Organization is not yet actively
involved in the Afghan settlement process
and has not distinguished itself by effective
measures in this matter.

In the final Declaration of the 20th
anniversary of the SCO, all member states
advocated the formation of an inclusive
government with the participation of
representatives of all ethnic, religious and
political groups of Afghan society. “The
continuous political and diplomatic support of
the inter-Afghan dialogue, carried out
through the SCO member states, made it
possible to outline encouraging prospects in
the search for recipes for a peaceful
settlement of the conflict in the country. At
the same time, the SCO member states
provide all kinds of support and assistance to
Afghanistan on a bilateral basis, as well as
develop ties in various fields,” Secretary
General V. Norov said at a meeting of the
foreign ministers of the SCO member states
in the format of the SCO-Afghanistan
Contact Group in July 2021 (2021). In fact,
the Organization has not yet developed a
joint, collective plan of action, still relying on
bilateral relations. "Meanwhile, at the
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meetings of the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization (SCO), Russia and China
agreed that it is necessary to coordinate the
actions of all SCO members regarding
Afghanistan, which is under the rule of the
Taliban, but they did not announce the
development of a road map or detailed
proposals for joint work™" (Sinovits, 2021).

For the SCO the change in the political
regime in Afghanistan has complicated the
process of consolidation on resolving the
Afghan issue. According to most experts,
Russia and China have their own
geostrategic interests both in Central Asia
and South Asia, which are still being held
back by them as part of their partnership in
confronting the West. But in the event of a
critical deterioration of the situation in
Afghanistan, they will be forced to act more
actively, and as a result, the Russian
Federation and China may find themselves
in some degree of conflict. So far they like
other regional and global actors are vigilantly
watching the situation in Afghanistan and are
directly or indirectly forming the context that
seems chaotic and at the same time
manageable.

The lack of unanimity on the Afghan
issue also concerns the Central Asian
members of the SCO. According to German
expert Beata Ashment, the Central Asian
countries have two different positions in
relation to the change of power in
Afghanistan: "Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan
are in favor of contacts with the Taliban who
came to power, representatives of Tashkent
even took part in negotiations with the
Taliban in Doha. Tajikistan, on the contrary,
it is an opponent of the Taliban. Such a
different attitude towards the Taliban in the
region is due to several reasons.
Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan have, first of
all, a pronounced economic interest.
According to the data given by Beate
Ashment, the trade turnover between
Uzbekistan and Afghanistan is $234 million”
(Pozdnyakova, 2021).

The coronavirus pandemic has also
highlighted a number of issues that are
important for the long-term activities of the
SCO and its Central Asian members.

Digitalization and the fight against
coronovirus within the framework of the
SCO

In recent years, there has been a close
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relationship between such factors as
digitalization and the fight against the
coronavirus pandemic in the activities of the
SCO. The “Digital Silk Road”, announced by
Chinese President Xi Jinping at the first
OBOR forum in 2017, has certainly been
integrated into the SCO as a relevant area of
cooperation within the Organization. The
COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated
informatization and digitalization in all
countries of the world, here the countries of
Central Asia, of course, are no exception.
Thus, the pandemic created additional
conditions  for  strengthening  China's
influence on the Central Asian countries
within the framework of the SCO.

China, which has become the
undisputed leader in 5G technology by 2019
met the pandemic in full digital readiness,
having completed ahead of schedule the
“‘Plan of State Informatization for the 13th
Five-Year Plan”, adopted in December 2016
(Silk-Road - Review, 2019). Informatization
and digitalization, which have been rapidly
developing in China in recent years, have
become even more relevant in the conditions
of closedness, restrictions during the
coronavirus pandemic, having received
further development and spread in all
spheres of public life. After the most critical
year of 2020 already in January 2021 as part
of the 20th anniversary of the SCO the first
expanded business meeting "Shanghai
Business Connect” was held in Shanghai.
The purpose of the meeting was to establish
contacts and exchange experience between
companies from China and the SCO
countries in the field of electronic commerce,
artificial intelligence and financial
technology, as well as the creation of
innovative projects in the field of information
technology and the digital economy. During
the meeting the importance of developing the
digital economy and using modern digital
technologies, which can play a decisive role
in overcoming the negative consequences of
the COVID-19 pandemic and creating new
sources of economic growth in the SCO
countries was emphasized. Attention was
drawn to the fact that the SCO is a huge
market for the implementation of joint
innovative projects in the field of IT and the
digital economy (The Shanghai Cooperation
Organization. Business Council, 2021).

In this context a new trend in China's
relations with the countries of Central Asia as
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the predominant Chinese participation in the
digitalization of the economies of the region
is expected. The visits of the presidents of
Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan to China in 2019
were notable for their special attention to the
Chinese experience in creating “safe cities”.
Immediately after returning from China the
President of Kazakhstan K.K. Tokayev
instructed the government to adopt the
Chinese experience in digitizing citizens'
personal data. (Mamyshev, 2019). Now
Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan (half
with Russian patrticipation) and Tajikistan are
implementing a digital system for ensuring
social stability based on Chinese technology.

Naturally, cooperation in the field of
digitalization is closely linked to the general
line of the SCO, as recorded in the
"Dushanbe Declaration of the twentieth
anniversary of the SCO»: “Noting the need
for targeted attention to overcoming the
socio-economic consequences of the digital

divide between member states, they
emphasize the importance of deepening
mutually  beneficial  cooperation and

exchange of experience in the field of the
digital economy and the use of digital
technologies” (Shanghai Cooperation
Secretariat, 2021a).

The holding of the China-SCO Digital
Economy Forum in Chongging, China in
August 2021 announced by Chinese
President Xi Jinping at the 2020 SCO
Summit was an expected event. Digital
Technology Exhibition Smart China Expo
2021 (SCE 2021), which occupied 70
thousand square meters and demonstrated
Chinese achievements in the field of smart
technologies, became the central event
during the forum (PR Newswire, 2021).

China, a leader in the field of digital
technologies, will undoubtedly further
expand the areas of implementation of the
5G  communication  format, artificial
intelligence, big data, the industrial Internet,
the Internet of things in its zone of influence,
primarily within the SCO. Of course, this has
a positive effect on the Central Asian
members of the SCO. On the other hand,
here the Central Asian countries are
considered as the main consumers of
Chinese digital products and the object of
testing its capacities, since other SCO
members, for example, Russia and India,
have their own technological developments
and can themselves offer services in this
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area. The expansion of Chinese influence in
the digital sphere in the CAR is also
predictable, given the emergence and
spread of new strains of coronavirus that
require rapid response, monitoring and
accounting based on digital technologies.
The topic of combating the COVID-19
pandemic was promptly included in the
agenda of the SCO. During the Moscow SCO
Summit in November 2020, a separate
“‘Statement on joint counteraction to
coronavirus infection and implementation of
comprehensive measures of a sanitary and
epidemiological nature” was adopted, which
identified the main areas of cooperation
between the members of the Organization in
this area. An additional impetus to this work
was given at the summit held in Dushanbe

this year, at which the "Plan of
recommendatory  joint  measures to
overcome the negative socio-economic

consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic
for 2021-2023" was approved (Norov, 2021).
The adoption of the “Statement of the SCO
Member States “On Joint Countering the
Threats of Epidemics in the Space of the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization” on
June 10, 2018 suggests that even then there
was some vision of a plan of action in case
of disasters like the coronavirus pandemic. |
n 2018 at the SCO summit in Qingdao a
special statement was adopted on jointly
countering the threat of epidemics. Also,
shortly before the start of the pandemic in
China, on June 14, 2019, during the Bishkek
SCO summit, the "Plan of basic measures for
the development of cooperation in the field of
healthcare for 2019-2021" was adopted,
which contained a number of tasks for
cooperation between member states to
improve prevention and management of
infectious diseases. In fact, the SCO was
conceptually prepared for cases of viral
epidemics.

According to SCO Secretary-General
V. Norov: “During the acute period of the
pandemic, the SCO countries provided moral
and political support to each other, there was
an exchange of epidemiological and
organizational experience, and financial,
economic and food assistance was provided
to the SCO members most affected by the
virus” (Shanghai Cooperation Organization
Secretariat, 2021b).

The fight against the spread of the
coronavirus pandemic within the framework
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of the SCO has brought China to the forefront
as a country with experience in combating
COVID-19 and as a potential donor to help
member states. Since the start of the
pandemic, China has been building
relationships with high-profile humanitarian
and medical missions and by promoting its
digital technologies as a way to limit the
spread of the virus. In this situation, Beijing
has become the main source of assistance
for Central Asia (Central Asian Analytical
Network, 2021). In 2020 alone, China
provided about $10 milion worth of
humanitarian aid to Kazakhstan, which
accounted for more than half of all
humanitarian  materials  received by
Kazakhstan. China is the country that
provided Kazakhstan with the largest amount
of anti-epidemic assistance and all kinds of
auxiliary materials (Embassy of the People's
Republic of China in the Republic of
Kazakhstan, 2021). Kazakhstan has
purchased 3 million doses of the Chinese
vaccine Sinovac. By September 2021, China
had provided 2.8 million doses of vaccines to
Tajikistan, which is more than half of the total
number of vaccines received by Tajikistan
(Kurbanova, 2021). According to some
reports, Uzbekistan purchased 1 million ZF-
UZ-VAC 2001, created by the Chinese Anhui
Zhifei Longcom Biopharmaceutical (Central
Asia News, 2021). In Kyrgyzstan, people are
being vaccinated with the products of the
Chinese pharmaceutical company
Sinopharm. In December 2021, the Chinese
side transferred 1.5 million doses of the
vaccine to Kyrgyzstan (Xinhua news, 2021).

In fact, the PRC is actively promoting
its vaccine diplomacy in the CAR and takes
a position almost on a par with Russia in
terms of its results. According to Alexander
Cooley, Director of the Harriman Institute at
Columbia University: “For China vaccine
diplomacy is another commodity offered
under the «Belt and Road Initiative» and the
«Health Silk Road», which usually comes
bundled with other goods” (Murataliyeva,
2021). Specialists point to a number of
conveniences that are typical for Chinese
vaccines, such as relatively easy storage and
transportation conditions, which make them
more preferable. In the case of Kazakhstan,
many people prefer the Russian vaccine, but
the Chinese vaccine benefits from the fact
that, for example, Sinovac is recognized in
the West, and you can enter a number of
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European countries with a passport
confirming that you have been vaccinated
with it.

Along with recognizing the role of
China in the fight against the coronavirus
pandemic, there are opinions that the
eastern neighbor is not fully using its
capabilities to help the Central Asian
member states of the SCO to overcome the
consequences of COVID-19. «In the years
before the pandemic Chinese President Xi
Jinping promoted the «Health Silk Road
Initiative» in Central Asia to promote
traditional Chinese medicine and health
cooperation through the Belt and Road
mega-project. In the context of the rapid
spread of COVID-19, the initiative has
gained particular relevance, but its vague
concept has practically not taken on any
concrete forms” (Central Asia News, 2021).
At the most difficult, initial stage the Central
Asian countries, especially Kyrgyzstan and
Tajikistan, which have borders with China,
did not particularly rely on Chinese
assistance because of the difficult situation in
China itself and the closure of borders, the
cessation of supplies. For example, in such a
situation Tajikistan has requested financial
assistance from the European Union and

international financial organizations
(Akhunov, 2020).
China quickly recovered from the

pandemic, began to provide humanitarian
assistance to other countries, share
experience in treating and countering the
further spread of the virus, and send teams
of medical experts to the Central Asian
countries for practical assistance. Various
online events were held with the participation
of Chinese doctors and specialists within the
framework of the SCO. But if we remember
that the Central Asian countries themselves
provided humanitarian assistance to the
PRC during a difficult period for it, then,
naturally, the expectations from China, which
has recovered from the pandemic, with its
enormous potential in terms of assistance
and assistance, were greater than it actually
provides. Especially, this concerns the
technological assistance of the PRC in the
development of its own vaccines of the CAR
countries; China supports only Uzbekistan to
develop and produce its own vaccine, which
is very important for the state with the largest
population in the Central Asian region.
According to Chinese specialist Zhang
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Xin, “in response to the pandemic, the SCO
has essentially limited itself to a number of
formal statements. Declarations previously
adopted by the SCO have already mentioned
the problem of the spread of infectious
diseases, but no practical steps have been
taken in this direction” (Ivanova, 2020). The
bilateral format of relations between the
members of the Organization has been fully
reflected in cooperation to combat the
pandemic within the framework of the SCO.
In this aspect, we can agree with the «Valdai
Club» expert F. lbragimov: “Of course,
contacts are maintained, there are deliveries
of the vaccine, partnerships are developing.
But this most often happens on the basis of
bilateral relations: Chinese Uzbek, Russian-
Uzbek, etc. The problem is not only with the
SCO - the problem concerns the whole
world” (Cherkassova, 2021). Moreover,
official information on actions to overcome
COVID-19 within the framework of the SCO
is limited to listing how certain member states
of the Organization are fighting the
pandemic. Nevertheless, for all its
limitations, the role of the SCO, largely
through the Chinese factor, is important for
the CAR countries both in confronting the
coronavirus pandemic and in socio-
economic recovery.

SCO and post-COVID recovery of
Central Asian Countries

“The unfolding of the COVID-19
pandemic in Central Asia in early 2020
caused huge social and economic upheavals
in the region, which at that time had not yet
recovered from the effects of the global
financial crisis of 2008-2009 and the
commodity price shock of 2014-2015. The
reduction in growth potential from mining, in
particular hydrocarbons, has even affected
countries that were not among the leading
exporters of fuels and metals, such as
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. Thus, the
countries of Central Asia were already
struggling to regain momentum and lay the
groundwork for new growth patterns when
the COVID-19 pandemic hit the region, first
through trade channels and then with the
emergence of the virus itself” (OECD, 2021).
Along with other socio-economic problems,
the pandemic has exacerbated the debt
problem of the CAR countries: today
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan are dangerously
close to a debt crisis. “The debt of Tajikistan
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and Kyrgyzstan is highly dollarized and is
particularly susceptible to the influence of
China. If China does not write off part of the
debt to Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, revenue
collection and the ability to service other
outstanding loans in both countries will be
further weakened” (Taliga, 2021). The
closure of borders, interrupted trade chains
have led to a reduction in the volume of trade
between SCO member states. The economic
systems of the CAR countries, which are
highly dependent on foreign trade, except for
Uzbekistan, found themselves in a crisis
situation. The decrease in foreign direct
investment also has become a test for them
(only Kazakhstan restored the pre-
coronavirus indicators of investment inflow).
In such conditions, the question naturally
arises about the possibilities, ways of post-
COVID recovery of the CAR countries, which
can count on bilateral and multilateral ties,
both at the global and regional levels. In this
vein, great hopes are pinned on the SCO, the
main core of which is China and Russia due
to their geographical proximity and power.

The topic of post-COVID recovery has
been voiced in all official documents of the
SCO over the past two years. The
reconstruction process itself is perceived as
a factor requiring closer cooperation, greater
mutual understanding, and trust among
member states in all areas. As expected,
China whose influence on the region is
multidirectional and has been established in
the process of implementing bilateral
relations under the auspices of the SCO,
should logically become a stabilizer in the
post-coronavirus economic turbulence in the
CAR. For this it has an effective tool, such as
the further implementation of the «One Belt -
One Road» initiative. As a Chinese specialist
writes: “As a regional public product the Belt
and Road Initiative is having an ever-deeper
impact on relations between China and the
countries of Central Asia. Ultimately, the
epidemic not only failed to weaken the Belt
and Road, but also contributed to the
expansion of its significance ...The adverse
effects of the disruption of ties with China
during the epidemic also has made the
countries of Central Asia more aware of the
role of cooperation between the two parties
and their policy towards China became more
objective and rational” (Central Asian
Analytical Network, 2021).

The «One Belt - One Road» initiative
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as a geostrategic project is designed for the
long term and will gain momentum along with
the further growth of China's economic
power. Even during the most depressing
period during the pandemic, this project
continued to grow in influence on a regional
and global scale. «Since November 2018 the
list of BRI projects has included 203 bridges
(road and rail); 199 power plants and 41
pipelines. China has signed 200 cooperation
agreements with 138 countries and regions
and 30 international organizations as of May
2020 under the BRI, according to the China
Global Television Network (GCTN)» (Taliga,
2021). In this context, further expansion of
the geography and increase in the
capitalization of the initiative will be
associated with the post-COVID recovery of
China itself and, in principle, will positively
affect the Central African Republic in terms
of  achieving pre-COVID  economic
indicators. According to Russian specialist A.
Bugaenko: “The coronavirus crisis will not
lead to a fundamental change in priorities in
the implementation of the Belt and Road.
However, the epidemic will become a
catalyst for new processes within the
framework of the Chinese initiative. Previous
trends will take root: The Belt and Road will
become more focused on China's practical
goals. In the coming vyears, China's
resources will be used to restore its own
economy, but China will return to active
investments, primarily in the resources
necessary for the Chinese economy, as well
as in the transfer of simple types of
production to the Belt and Road countries.
The countries of Central Asia will be
increasingly involved in the economic orbit of
China, but thanks to this they will be able to
adapt to the new realities of the world after
the pandemic” (Central Asian Bureau for
Analytical Reporting, 2020).

As it is all known all CA countries have
adopted programs  for accelerated
industrialization and innovative
development, the implementation of which
has become more difficult due to COVID-19.
Therefore, the restoration of the socio-
economic sphere in these countries will go
hand in hand with industrialization requiring
more and more new investments. Moreover,
“two or three years ago, China began to
diversify its investments in Central Asia,
moving from large infrastructure projects of
the previous period to manufacturing
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industries” (Taliga, 2021), which makes
Chinese investments even more attractive
for the countries of the region.

“The post-pandemic period may open
up new opportunities for industrial
cooperation. In the next five years, China will
consolidate its technological advantage”
(Alimov, 2021). Thus, China will have
additional opportunities to get rid of
technologically obsolete, environmentally
harmful industries, transferring them to the
territory of the Central African Republic. But
at the same time, Chinese companies will
expand markets for the sale of products
based on the latest technologies in the field
of informatization and digitalization, as well
as greening (for example, solar panels, with

which the Chinese market is already
oversaturated).

“According to experts, infrastructure
development  projects are not just

investments for the countries of Central Asia,
but also a means of connecting to world
trade. Governments expect that investments,
primarily in infrastructure projects, will open
the doors to the region's economies that do
not have maritime borders and attract more
diversified projects and increased attention
from countries around the world” (Taliga,
2021).

The opinions of experts and
researchers on the consequences of the
Project for the countries of Central Asia are
ambiguous, sometimes diametrically
opposed. But the further strengthening of
China's influence in the CAR countries as a
result of the implementation of its
infrastructure initiative and post-COVID
recovery is recognized by most experts.
Opinions differ on the nature and
consequences of China's active presence in
the region. The positive effect of such
presence is emphasized as opportunities for
industrial, innovative development, and as a
result, the improvement of the situation in the
social sphere for the CAR countries. OBOR
in the best way reveals the resource, transit
potential of the region. With the help of the
Chinese megaproject, the Central Asian
countries will be able to overcome
continental isolation, gaining infrastructural
and logistical access for supplies, trade in all
directions and connecting to international
trading networks.

The negative effect of the Chinese
initiative, according to experts, is as follows:
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China implementing the One Belt - One Belt
initiative sets far-reaching strategic goals for
its own development, prosperity and for it
Central Asia is a platform for transferring
excess human resources, outdated
production capacities. In the era of economy
4.0, the region will become a testing ground
for China to test the latest technologies. All
this will be carried out without regard to the
vital interests of the countries of the region,
the environment, the rights of local workers
employed in Chinese or joint ventures. The
expanding Chinese presence in the CAR will
not contribute to the solution of the topical
socio-economic problems of the region, but
will only lead to their conservation, hindering
the strengthening of civil, democratic
institutions. And the political elites, who see
Chinese loans and investments as a pillar for
innovative development, underestimate the
risks associated with the growth of China's
influence.

Conclusion

Today the SCO as a regional
organization for cooperation and security is
being tested for strength by the difficult
situation in Afghanistan that has developed
after the withdrawal of Western forces and
the activation of the Taliban. The close
proximity of Afghanistan to the area of
responsibility of the SCO requires the
Organization to take urgent measures to
ensure the security of member states, in
particular, the countries of Central Asia. But
while we have to state that the SCO has not
shown itself properly, the Organization has
not yet worked out a coherent plan of action.
The fact that the Organization remains
inactive in relation to Afghanistan has a
negative impact on the security system in
Central Asia. The Chinese influence in the
Organization has not acted as a catalyst for
accelerating the  development and
implementation of a common policy to
reduce the negative consequences of the
establishment of the Taliban regime on the
region.

The coronavirus pandemic has made
certain adjustments to the activities of the
SCO. Closing borders, limiting, or stopping
direct contacts, alienation in the context of
the pandemic have updated cooperation in
the field of digitalization. And China as a
leader in the field of informatization and
digitalization sets the tone for interactions in
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this area. In this capacity it becomes the
main partner of the Central Asian states in
the implementation of digital technologies.

China with its colossal economic
potential and extensive experience in fighting
the pandemic, is seen as a key factor in
overcoming COVID-19 and post-COVID
recovery within the SCO. Eastern neighbor is
actually a donor of aid in the fight against the
pandemic, a supplier of vaccines to the
Central Asian countries and the initiator of
many events that promote the exchange of
experience in overcoming a dangerous virus.
At the same time, the PRC could provide
more assistance and support to the Central
Asian countries based on its potential,
especially in developing the production of
their own vaccine.
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