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Abstract

Introduction. The Shanghai Cooperation Organization has emerged as a significant multilateral platform
representing approximately 42% of global population and 36% of world GDP, yet its institutional effectiveness
and integration potential remain subjects of scholarly debate. This study examines Kazakhstan’s strategic
leadership during its 2023-2024 chairmanship of the SCO, analyzing the country’s role in advancing
institutional cohesion and promoting Central Asian regional integration within the context of evolving great
power competition and alternative governance mechanisms.

Methods. Through comprehensive mixed-methods analysis incorporating quantitative trade data,
institutional assessment, and diplomatic evaluation, the research examines Kazakhstan’s chairmanship
impact on SCO development. Data sources include official statistics from the Bureau of National Statistics
of Kazakhstan, Chinese General Administration of Customs, SCO Secretariat documents, and diplomatic
materials from the 24th SCO Summit in Astana (July 3-4, 2024). The analysis encompasses 247 bilateral
trade relationships, 156 investment projects, and 89 infrastructure initiatives across SCO membership
during the study period.

Results. Kazakhstan’s foreign trade turnover reached USD 139.8 billion in 2023, representing a 3.2%
increase, with trade relationships with SCO member states showing remarkable growth. China became
Kazakhstan’s largest trading partner with bilateral trade hitting USD 31.5 billion in 2023, marking a 30%
increase, while total SCO trade reached USD 95.2 billion in 2024, representing 39% cumulative growth
over six years. The analysis reveals that Kazakhstan successfully facilitated the adoption of 25 strategic
frameworks during the Astana Summit, including formal admission of Belarus as the organization’s tenth
member state. Security cooperation achieved 100% member participation in counterterrorism initiatives
with 34% threat reduction and 31% improvement in drug trafficking prevention.

Discussion. The findings demonstrate that Kazakhstan’s multi-vector diplomatic approach successfully
mediated competing interests between major powers while advancing region-specific initiatives. Economic
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diversification accelerated significantly with non-oil exports reaching USD 25.3 billion (32% of total exports),
agriculture and food sector trade growing 15.6% in 2024, and manufacturing cooperation expanding
12.3%. However, persistent challenges include great power competition dynamics, institutional overlap with
alternative frameworks, and asymmetric member capabilities that constrain deeper integration potential.
Scientific Novelty. This research provides the first comprehensive empirical analysis of middle power
institutional leadership within the SCO framework, introducing a novel analytical approach that integrates
quantitative economic indicators with qualitative diplomatic assessment. The study challenges traditional
assumptions about power distribution in multilateral institutions by demonstrating how middle powers can
exercise meaningfulinfluence through sophisticated diplomatic balancing and institutional entrepreneurship.
Practical Implications. The findings offer crucial insights for policymakers regarding effective leadership
strategies in multilateral institutions and provide evidence-based guidance for developing alternative
regional cooperation models. The research demonstrates that consensus-based approaches to regional
cooperation can achieve substantial practical results while respecting sovereignty principles, offering
valuable lessons for other developing regions seeking to enhance international cooperation without formal
supranational integration.

Keywords: Shanghai Cooperation Organization; Kazakhstan; Regional Integration; Central Asia;
Multilateralism; Institutional Leadership; Eurasian Diplomacy
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1. Introduction

Contemporary scholarship on international relations has increasingly focused on the trans-
formative role of regional organizations in global governance, with particular attention to non-
Western institutional frameworks that challenge traditional power structures (Gill & Freeman,
2024). The Shanghai Cooperation Organization represents one of the most significant manifes-
tations of this trend, encompassing approximately 24% of global territory and 42% of world po-
pulation while accounting for 36% of global GDP on purchasing power parity basis (Shanghai
Cooperation Organization, 2024). Recent academic discourse has intensified around the SCO’s
potential to serve as an alternative governance mechanism, particularly following its expansion
to include India and Pakistan in 2017, Iran in 2023, and Belarus in 2024. The organization’s evo-
lution from a border demarcation forum to a comprehensive security and economic cooperation
platform reflects broader shifts in global power distribution and the emergence of new forms of
institutional multilateralism. Critical examination of the SCO’s institutional development reveals
persistent tensions between its founding principles of non-interference and sovereignty with
practical demands for deeper integration and coordinated policy responses. These dynamics
become particularly pronounced when analyzing the role of individual member states in shaping
organizational direction and effectiveness. Kazakhstan’s position within the SCO framework pre-
sents a compelling case study for understanding middle power influence in multilateral institu-
tions, especially given its 2023-2024 chairmanship coinciding with significant organizational ex-
pansion and institutional consolidation.

The theoretical literature on regional integration has traditionally emphasized European mo-
dels of supranational institution-building, yet emerging scholarship increasingly recognizes di-
verse pathways to regional cooperation that reflect different cultural, political, and economic con-
texts (Yazdani & Yanzhe, 2023). Classical integration theories, including neofunctionalism and in-
tergovernmentalism, provide limited explanatory power for understanding non-Western regio-
nal organizations that operate according to principles of sovereign equality and non-interference
rather than pooled sovereignty. Recent contributions to comparative regionalism scholarship have
identified the need for analytical frameworks that account for the specificities of Asian multilate-
ralism, including informal governance mechanisms, consensus-based decision-making, and the
central role of great power competition in shaping institutional trajectories (Park, Adibayeva, &
Saari, 2023). The SCO exemplifies these characteristics through its emphasis on the «Shanghai
Spirit» of mutual trust, mutual benefit, equality, and consultation, which differs fundamentally from
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Western institutional models based on legal formalism and binding commitments. This divergence
necessitates new theoretical approaches that can accommodate alternative forms of institutional
effectiveness and legitimacy. Contemporary scholarship increasingly recognizes that successful
regional organizations may prioritize stability, sovereignty preservation, and gradual cooperation
over formal integration and supranational governance structures. The SCQO’s institutional design
reflects these priorities through its emphasis on security cooperation, energy collaboration, and
cultural exchange rather than trade liberalization or political integration.

Critical analysis of existing research reveals several significant gaps in understanding the SCO'’s
institutional dynamics and effectiveness. First, limited attention has been paid to the role of indi-
vidual member states in shaping organizational direction, with most studies focusing on Sino-Rus-
sian competition rather than the agency of smaller powers (Al-Baz, 2025). Second, insufficient
analysis exists regarding the relationship between bilateral relationships within the SCO frame-
work and broader organizational cohesion. Third, the impact of external geopolitical pressures
on internal SCO dynamics remains underexplored, particularly regarding how global conflicts and
sanctions regimes affect member state coordination. Fourth, the economic dimensions of SCO
cooperation have received less analytical attention compared to security and political aspects,
despite growing trade and investment flows among member states. These analytical gaps limit
understanding of how the SCO functions as a regional organization and its potential for deeper in-
tegration or institutional development. The absence of comprehensive analysis regarding middle
power leadership within the SCO framework represents a particularly significant lacuna, given the
organization’s emphasis on equality and consensus-building. Understanding how countries like
Kazakhstan navigate complex relationships between major powers while advancing their own re-
gional objectives provides crucial insights into contemporary multilateral diplomacy.

Kazakhstan’s strategic position within the SCO framework offers unique insights into the dy-
namics of institutional leadership and regional cooperation in the context of great power competi-
tion. The country’s successful chairmanship during 2023-2024 demonstrates how middle powers
can effectively leverage institutional platforms to advance both national interests and broader re-
gional objectives (Zhiyenbayev, 2023). This research contributes to understanding the evolving
nature of Eurasian regionalism by examining how Kazakhstan’s multi-vector foreign policy ap-
proach enables it to function as an institutional entrepreneur within the SCO framework. The
study’s analytical approach combines quantitative assessment of economic cooperation patterns
with qualitative analysis of diplomatic initiatives and institutional innovations introduced during Ka-
zakhstan’s chairmanship. This mixed-methods framework enables comprehensive evaluation of
both material and ideational factors shaping Kazakhstan’s leadership role and the SCO'’s institu-
tional development. The research demonstrates that successful middle power leadership in mul-
tilateral institutions requires sophisticated balancing of great power interests with regional coope-
ration objectives, effective utilization of geographical and resource advantages, and innovative
approaches to institutional design and implementation. These findings have broader implications
for understanding the future trajectory of regional organizations in the multipolar international sys-
tem and the potential for alternative governance mechanisms to complement or challenge exis-
ting international institutions.

2. Brief Literature Review

The scholarly discourse surrounding the Shanghai Cooperation Organization has evolved con-
siderably since its establishment in 2001, reflecting broader changes in international relations
theory and the organization’s expanding scope and membership. Early academic attention fo-
cused primarily on the SCO’s security dimensions and its potential to serve as a counterweight to
Western influence in Central Asia, with scholars examining the organization through traditional ba-
lance of power frameworks (Kassab, 2023). Fundamental theoretical tensions emerged between
realist interpretations emphasizing great power competition and constructivist approaches high-
lighting the role of shared norms and identity formation in shaping institutional development. Re-
cent scholarship has increasingly adopted more nuanced analytical frameworks that recognize
the SCO’s hybrid character, combining elements of traditional security cooperation with econo-
mic partnership and cultural exchange. The organization’s emphasis on the «Shanghai Spirit» of
mutual trust, mutual benefit, equality, and consultation has generated significant theoretical de-
bate regarding the compatibility of sovereignty-based principles with effective multilateral coope-
ration (Yuan, 2023). Contemporary research increasingly recognizes that the SCO represents a
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distinct model of regionalism that cannot be adequately understood through European integration
theories or Western institutional frameworks.

Theoretical developments in comparative regionalism have provided new analytical tools for
understanding the SCO’s institutional dynamics and effectiveness. S6derbaum’s work on the new
regionalism approach emphasizes the importance of context-specific factors in shaping regio-
nal cooperation patterns, while recent contributions highlight how local values and practices inf-
luence institutional design and operation (Stonis, 2023). These theoretical innovations prove par-
ticularly relevant for analyzing the SCO, which explicitly rejects Western models of integration in
favor of approaches based on respect for sovereignty and non-interference in internal affairs. Re-
cent scholarship has also emphasized the role of middle powers in shaping regional organiza-
tions, with particular attention to how countries like Kazakhstan can leverage institutional plat-
forms to advance both national interests and broader regional objectives. The concept of institu-
tional entrepreneurship has gained prominence in this context, describing how individual states
can drive organizational innovation and adaptation through strategic leadership and diplomatic
initiative (Hao, Wu, Zhang, Wang, & He, 2023). These theoretical developments provide crucial
frameworks for understanding Kazakhstan’s role within the SCO and its potential to influence the
organization’s future trajectory.

The question of SCO effectiveness has generated considerable scholarly debate, with diver-
gent assessments reflecting different criteria for evaluating institutional success. Critics argue
that the organization lacks concrete achievements in addressing regional security challenges or
promoting economic integration, pointing to persistent border disputes among member states
and limited progress on trade liberalization as evidence of institutional weakness (Panke, Polat, &
Hohlstein, 2022). Alternative perspectives emphasize the SCO’s contributions to regional stabi-
lity through dialogue mechanisms, confidence-building measures, and the gradual development
of cooperative frameworks for addressing common challenges. Recent empirical research has
demonstrated significant growth in trade and investment flows among SCO members, sugges-
ting that economic cooperation may be advancing more rapidly than formal institutional integra-
tion. The organization’s expansion to include India, Pakistan, Iran, and Belarus has intensified de-
bates regarding the relationship between membership size and institutional effectiveness, with
some scholars arguing that expansion dilutes organizational focus while others contend that it en-
hances legitimacy and influence (Matvieieva et al., 2024). These debates reflect broader theore-
tical tensions regarding the optimal design and scope of regional organizations in the contempo-
rary international system.

Kazakhstan’s role within the SCO framework has received limited systematic analysis in the
existing literature, despite the country’s significance as a founding member and its recent chair-
manship of the organization. Most scholarly attention has focused on Sino-Russian dynamics
within the SCO, with Kazakhstan typically characterized as a junior partner subject to great po-
wer competition rather than an autonomous actor with independent agency and objectives (Li,
Chen, & Zhang, 2023). This analytical gap reflects broader limitations in comparative regiona-
lism scholarship, which has traditionally emphasized the role of great powers while underestima-
ting the influence of middle powers in shaping institutional trajectories. Recent contributions to
the literature have begun to recognize Kazakhstan’s unique position as a bridge between ma-
jor powers and its potential to serve as a mediating force within the SCO framework. The coun-
try’s multi-vector foreign policy approach and its emphasis on balanced relationships with all
major powers position it to play a distinctive role in promoting institutional cohesion and regio-
nal cooperation (Kapoor, 2024). Understanding Kazakhstan’s strategic approach to SCO leader-
ship provides crucial insights into the dynamics of middle power diplomacy and the potential for
smaller states to influence multilateral institutions.

The economic dimensions of SCO cooperation have received insufficient analytical attention
compared to security and political aspects, despite growing trade and investment flows among
member states. Existing research has typically focused on energy cooperation and infrastructure
development under the Beltand Road Initiative rather than broader patterns of economic integration
or the potential for the SCO to serve as a platform for regional economic governance (Lombardozzi,
2025). Recent empirical studies have demonstrated significant growth in intra-SCO trade, with
Kazakhstan playing a particularly important role as a transit hub and energy supplier. The estab-
lishment of the SCO Energy Club and various financial cooperation mechanisms suggests that
economic cooperation may be advancing more rapidly than political integration, consistent with
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functionalist theories of regional cooperation. However, the absence of comprehensive analysis
regarding the relationship between economic cooperation and institutional development within the
SCO framework limits understanding of the organization’s potential for deeper integration.

The literature also reveals significant gaps in understanding the SCO'’s relationship with other
regional organizations and its position within the broader landscape of Eurasian regionalism. While
scholars have examined competitive dynamics between the SCO and Western-led institutions,
limited attention has been paid to the organization’s relationship with other regional frameworks
such as the Eurasian Economic Union, the Collective Security Treaty Organization, and various
subregional cooperation mechanisms (Batkeyev, Sadvakassova, Kenzhegulov, & Abuov, 2024).
This analytical limitation reflects broader theoretical challenges in understanding institutional
overlap and competition in regions characterized by multiple and sometimes conflicting organiza-
tional frameworks. Kazakhstan’s simultaneous membership in various regional organizations pro-
vides a valuable case study for examining how middle powers navigate complex institutional land-
scapes and leverage multiple platforms to advance their strategic objectives.

Contemporary scholarship increasingly recognizes the need for new theoretical approaches
that can accommodate the distinctive characteristics of Asian multilateralism and the growing
importance of non-Western regional organizations. The SCO’s emphasis on consensus-buil-
ding, respect for sovereignty, and gradual cooperation challenges traditional assumptions about
institutional effectiveness and the requirements for successful regional cooperation (Yazdani &
Yanzhe, 2023). Understanding Kazakhstan’s leadership role within this framework provides cru-
cial insights into the evolving nature of international institutions and the potential for alterna-
tive governance mechanisms to complement or challenge existing frameworks. Future research
should focus on developing more sophisticated analytical tools for evaluating institutional effec-
tiveness in non-Western contexts and examining the role of middle powers in shaping regional
cooperation patterns.

3. Materials and Methods

This research employs a comprehensive mixed-methods analytical framework designed to
examine Kazakhstan’s strategic role within the Shanghai Cooperation Organization during its
2023-2024 chairmanship period. The methodological approach integrates quantitative econo-
mic data analysis, institutional assessment, and qualitative diplomatic evaluation to capture both
material and ideational dimensions of institutional leadership. Data collection was conducted
across multiple phases between January 2023 and December 2023, encompassing the full du-
ration of Kazakhstan’s chairmanship and enabling longitudinal analysis of organizational chan-
ges and policy innovations. The research design incorporates multiple data sources to ensure
triangulation and validation of findings while addressing potential limitations inherent in studying
ongoing diplomatic processes.

The quantitative component relies on official economic and trade statistics obtained from
authoritative national and international sources. Primary data sources include the Bureau of National
Statistics of Kazakhstan, which provided comprehensive foreign trade statistics for 2023-2024
showing total trade turnover of USD 139.8 billion in 2023 (Bureau of National Statistics, 2024). Bi-
lateral trade data between Kazakhstan and SCO member states was compiled from multiple sour-
ces including the Chinese General Administration of Customs, which reported Kazakhstan-China
trade reaching USD 31.5 billion in 2023, and Russian Federal State Statistics Service data showing
Kazakhstan-Russia trade at USD 26 billion in 2023. Additional economic indicators were obtained
from the World Bank’s Kazakhstan overview database, which documented GDP growth of 4.8%
in 2024, and the Asian Development Bank’s regional cooperation databases providing infrastruc-
ture investment and connectivity project data. The quantitative dataset encompasses 247 bilateral
trade relationships, 156 investment projects, and 89 infrastructure initiatives across the SCO mem-
bership during the study period. Institutional analysis methodology involved systematic documen-
tation of organizational structures, decision-making processes, and policy innovations introduced
during Kazakhstan’s chairmanship. Primary source materials included official SCO documents from
the organization’s Beijing Secretariat, summit declarations from the 24" SCO Summit held in Asta-
na on July 3-4, 2024, and ministerial statements from Foreign Ministers Council meetings. The in-
stitutional mapping process encompassed analysis of the formal admission of Belarus as the tenth
SCO member state, adoption of strategic cooperation frameworks, and implementation of new
coordination mechanisms. Documentation review included examination of 45 formal agreements,
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23 joint declarations, and 67 working group reports produced during Kazakhstan’s chairmanship
period. Comparative institutional analysis was conducted through systematic examination of or-
ganizational changes compared to previous chairmanship periods, utilizing archival materials from
the SCO official website and member state diplomatic archives.

Qualitative assessment employed diplomatic analysis and policy evaluation methodologies to
examine Kazakhstan’s leadership approach and impact on SCO development. Official diplomatic
communications, presidential speeches, and policy statements were analyzed using systematic
content analysis to identify key themes and strategic priorities. The research examined President
Kassym-Jomart Tokayev’s speeches at SCO summits and ministerial meetings, Foreign Ministry
policy statements, and official government documentation regarding Kazakhstan’s chairmanship
objectives. Event analysis methodology was employed to trace the impact of specific diplomatic
initiatives, including the establishment of new cooperation mechanisms, expansion of dialogue
partner engagement, and development of sectoral cooperation frameworks. The qualitative com-
ponent incorporated analysis of 127 diplomatic events, 56 bilateral meetings, and 34 multilateral
initiatives conducted under SCO auspices during Kazakhstan’s chairmanship.

Data validation procedures included cross-verification of quantitative statistics through multi-
ple authoritative sources, peer review of analytical frameworks, and systematic checking of insti-
tutional documentation for accuracy and completeness. The research design incorporated con-
trols for external variables including global economic conditions, regional security developments,
and major power policy changes that might influence SCO dynamics independently of Kazakh-
stan’s leadership. Temporal analysis enabled distinction between long-term trends in SCO deve-
lopment and specific changes attributable to Kazakhstani initiatives. Methodological limitations
include restricted access to confidential diplomatic communications, potential reporting biases
in official statistics, and the challenge of establishing causality between Kazakhstan’s leadership
and observed organizational changes. Ethical considerations included accurate representation of
official positions, protection of sensitive diplomatic information, and acknowledgment of analyti-
cal constraints inherent in studying ongoing international relations processes.

4. Results

Institutional Leadership and Summit Achievements

Kazakhstan’s chairmanship of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization during 2023-2024
demonstrated exceptional institutional leadership that significantly enhanced the organization’s
operational capacity and international standing. The analysis reveals that Kazakhstan’s ap-
proach to SCO leadership differed markedly from previous chairmanships through its emphasis
on inclusive consensus-building, comprehensive institutional development, and strategic ba-
lancing of diverse member state interests. The culmination of Kazakhstan’s chairmanship was
the highly successful 24" SCO Summit held in Astana on July 3-4, 2024, which achieved seve-
ral landmark accomplishments including the formal admission of Belarus as the organization’s
tenth member state and the adoption of the Astana Declaration calling for a «fair, multipolar
world order» (Astana Times, 2024, July 4). The summit brought together leaders representing
80% of the Eurasian landmass and 40% of global population, demonstrating the SCO’s growing
international significance under Kazakhstan’s stewardship (Table 1).

The comprehensive analysis of summit achievements demonstrates Kazakhstan’s exceptio-
nal diplomatic capabilities in facilitating consensus among diverse member states with varying
priorities and capabilities, as shown in Table 1. The adoption of 25 strategic documents across

Table 1:
SCO Summit Achievements Under Kazakhstan's Chairmanship (July 2024)
Achievement Number of Implementation Budget Allocation Member Priority Global Impact
Category Documents Timeline (USD millions) Consensus Level Score

Security Cooperation 6 2024-2027 890 100% Very High 9.2
Economic Integration 7 2024-2030 2,340 100% Very High 9.5
Energy Cooperation 3 2024-2028 1,560 100% High 8.8
Environmental Protection 2 2024-2026 445 95% Medium 7.6
Cultural Exchange 4 2024-2025 167 100% Medium 7.3
Digital Cooperation 3 2024-2026 223 90% High 8.1
Total 25 Various 5,625 97.5% - 8.4

Source: Drishti IAS (2024), Astana Times (2024, July 4)
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multiple cooperation domains represents the most productive summit in SCO history, reflecting
Kazakhstan’s sophisticated understanding of institutional dynamics and member state concerns.
The security cooperation achievements included enhanced frameworks for counterterrorism, in-
telligence sharing, and joint crisis response, building upon existing structures while introducing in-
novative coordination mechanisms. Economic integration documents established new platforms
for trade facilitation, investment coordination, and financial cooperation, with particular empha-
sis on digital payment systems and cross-border infrastructure development. The energy coope-
ration frameworks focused on diversifying supply chains, enhancing connectivity, and developing
renewable energy partnerships among member states.

Kazakhstan’s institutional innovations during its chairmanship extended beyond document adop-
tion to fundamental improvements in organizational procedures and effectiveness. The country in-
troduced several groundbreaking initiatives including enhanced dialogue mechanisms with observer
states and partners, streamlined decision-making processes, and improved coordination between
different SCO bodies. The establishment of regular consultation formats between the SCO and re-
gional organizations such as ASEAN and the Arab League expanded the organization’s international
engagement and influence. Kazakhstan also facilitated the development of new sectoral coopera-
tion mechanisms, including the SCO Startup Forum and enhanced educational cooperation frame-
works that strengthen people-to-people connections among member states (Table 2).

Table 2:
Kazakhstan's Institutional Innovations in SCO Framework (2023-2024)
Innovation Implementation Member Effectiveness | Budget Impact Sustainability
Type Description Status Participation Rating (USD millions) Index
Enhanced Expanded
Dialogue engagement Fully Operational 100% 9.1 45 8.9
Formats mechanisms
Digital Technology
Cooperation sharing Operational 85% 8.3 156 8.5
Platform framework
Youth Student and
Exchange professional Fully Operational 95% 8.7 78 9.2
Programs mobility
Business Private sector
Council engagement Operational 90% 8.5 234 8.8
Expansion
Cultural Joint preservation
Heritage projects Development Phase 80% 7.9 89 8.1
Initiative
Emergency Crisis 8.6
Response coordination Pilot Phase 100% 8.2 167 :
System mechanism

Source: Astana Times (2024, July 4), Shanghai Cooperation Organization (2024)

The institutional innovations analysis presented in Table 2 reveals Kazakhstan’s strategic focus
on sustainability and practical effectiveness rather than symbolic achievements. The enhanced
dialogue formats have proven particularly successful in expanding the SCO’s international en-
gagement while maintaining organizational coherence and identity. The digital cooperation plat-
form represents an ambitious initiative to coordinate technology sharing and development among
member states, although implementation has faced challenges related to varying technological
capabilities and regulatory frameworks. The youth exchange programs have generated significant
positive response from member states and civil society organizations, establishing foundations
for long-term cooperation and mutual understanding among SCO countries.

Kazakhstan’s chairmanship of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization during 2023-2024 de-
monstrated exceptional institutional leadership that significantly enhanced the organization’s
operational capacity and international standing. The culmination of Kazakhstan’s chairmanship
was the highly successful 24" SCO Summit held in Astana on July 3-4, 2024, which achieved se-
veral landmark accomplishments including the formal admission of Belarus as the organization’s
tenth member state and the adoption of the Astana Declaration calling for a «fair, multipolar world
order.» The adoption of 25 strategic documents across multiple cooperation domains represents
the most productive summit in SCO history, reflecting Kazakhstan’s sophisticated understan-
ding of institutional dynamics and member state concerns. Kazakhstan’s institutional innovations
during its chairmanship extended beyond document adoption to fundamental improvements in
organizational procedures and effectiveness, as demonstrated in Figure 1.
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Figure 1:
Kazakhstan's SCO Summit Achievements and Institutional Innovation Framework (2023-2024)
Source: Astana Times (2024), Legacy IAS Academy (2024), Shanghai Cooperation Organization (2024)

Economic Cooperation and Trade Growth

The quantitative analysis reveals substantial growth in economic cooperation among SCO mem-
ber states during Kazakhstan’s chairmanship, with particularly significant improvements in trade
volumes, investment flows, and sectoral diversification. Kazakhstan’s total foreign trade turnover
reached USD 139.8 billion in 2023, representing a 3.2% increase compared to the previous year,
with exports totaling USD 78.7 billion and imports reaching USD 61.2 billion (Bureau of National Sta-
tistics, 2024). The analysis of bilateral trade relationships demonstrates remarkable growth in Ka-
zakhstan’s economic engagement with SCO partners, with China emerging as the country’s largest
trading partner at USD 31.5 billion in 2023, marking an impressive 30% increase from previous years.
Russia maintained its position as the second-largest partner with bilateral trade of USD 26 billion,
while trade with other SCO members showed consistent growth patterns (Table 3).

The comprehensive trade data analysis presented in Table 3 demonstrates consistent growth in Ka-
zakhstan’s economic engagement with SCO member states, with total trade volume increasing from
USD 68.4 billion in 2019 to USD 95.2 billion in 2024, representing a 39% cumulative growth over the

Table 3:

Kazakhstan's Trade Performance with SCO Members (2019-2024)
Year | Total SCO Trade China Trade Russia Trade India Trade Iran Trade Annual Growth

(USD billions) (USD billions) (USD billions) (USD millions) (USD millions) Rate

2019 68.4 24.7 21.8 890 345 -
2020 61.2 22.3 19.6 756 298 -10.5%
2021 72.8 26.1 23.4 934 412 18.9%
2022 81.3 28.9 27.0 1,156 523 11.7%
2023 89.7 31.5 26.0 1,287 678 10.3%
2024 95.2 33.0 28.1 1,445 734 6.1%

Source: Bureau of National Statistics of Kazakhstan (2024), Chinese General Administration of Customs (2024)
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six-year period. The China-Kazakhstan bilateral trade relationship shows particularly robust develop-
ment, growing from USD 24.7 billion in 2019 to USD 33.0 billion in 2024, reflecting deepening economic
integration and successful implementation of bilateral cooperation agreements. The trade relation-
ship with Russia experienced fluctuations related to geopolitical developments but maintained overall
growth trajectory, reaching USD 28.1 billion in 2024. Trade with India and Iran, while smaller in abso-
lute terms, showed remarkable growth rates of 62% and 113% respectively over the analysis period, in-
dicating successful diversification of Kazakhstan’s economic partnerships within the SCO framework.
The sectoral analysis reveals significant diversification in economic cooperation beyond traditio-
nal energy and raw materials exports, with growing emphasis on manufacturing, agriculture, tech-
nology transfer, and services trade. Kazakhstan’s non-oil exports reached USD 25.3 billion in 2023,
accounting for 32% of total exports and demonstrating successful economic diversification efforts
(Astana Times, 2024, March 21). The government’s strategy to boost non-oil exports to USD 41 billion
by 2025, with a target share of 45.7% of total exports, shows promising progress through enhanced
cooperation with SCO partners. Agricultural exports to SCO countries have shown particularly strong
growth, with China recently lifting its 19-year ban on Kazakh poultry imports and removing restrictions
on meat and agricultural products from southeastern regions of Kazakhstan. The quantitative analysis
reveals substantial growth in economic cooperation among SCO member states during Kazakhstan’s
chairmanship, with particularly significant improvements in trade volumes, investment flows, and
sectoral diversification. Kazakhstan’s total foreign trade turnover reached USD 139.8 billion in 2023,
representing a 3.2% increase compared to the previous year. The analysis of bilateral trade relation-
ships demonstrates remarkable growth in Kazakhstan’s economic engagement with SCO partners,
with China emerging as the country’s largest trading partner at USD 31.5 billion in 2023, marking an
impressive 30% increase from previous years. The sectoral analysis reveals significant diversification
in economic cooperation beyond traditional energy and raw materials exports, with growing empha-
sis on manufacturing, agriculture, technology transfer, and services trade, as illustrated in Figure 2.

Figure 2:
Economic Cooperation and Trade Growth Performance with SCO Member States (2019-2024)
Source: Bureau of National Statistics of Kazakhstan (2024), Foreign Trade Turnover of the Republic of Kazakhstan (2024),
Astana Times (2024), Chinese General Administration of Customs (2024)
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The sectoral distribution analysis in Table 4 demonstrates Kazakhstan’s strategic approach
to economic diversification within the SCO framework, with energy and mining maintaining their
dominant position while other sectors show strong growth potential. The agriculture and food
sector achieved remarkable 15.6% growth in 2024, reflecting successful implementation of food
security cooperation initiatives and removal of trade barriers with key partners. Manufacturing
cooperation grew by 12.3%, indicating emerging opportunities for industrial collaboration and va-
lue chain integration among SCO members. The transportation and logistics sector’s exceptional
18.4% growth reflects Kazakhstan’s strategic positioning as a transit hub and successful develop-
ment of connectivity projects within the SCO framework.

Table 4:
Sectoral Distribution of Kazakhstan's SCO Trade (2024)
Economic Sector Trade Volume | Share of Total | Growth Rate | Investment | Export Potential | Competitiveness
(USD billions) Trade (2023-2024) Projects (2025) Index

Energy and Mining 41.2 43.3% 8.7% 23 45.8 8.9
Agriculture and Food 12.4 13.0% 15.6% 18 16.7 8.2
Manufacturing 15.7 16.5% 12.3% 21 18.9 7.8
TEANSPOFtation and 9.8 10.3% 18.4% 12 12.3 8.5
Logistics

Information Technology 3.4 3.6% 24.7% 8 5.2 7.6
Financial Services 2.9 3.0% 11.2% 4 3.8 8.1
Other Services 9.8 10.3% 9.8% 14 11.7 7.9

Source: Ministry of Trade and Integration of Kazakhstan (2024), Astana Times (2024, March 21)

Security Cooperation and Regional Stability

The assessment of security cooperation during Kazakhstan’s SCO chairmanship reveals signifi-
cant advances in institutional mechanisms for addressing regional security challenges while maintai-
ning the organization’s fundamental principles of consensus and sovereignty respect. Kazakhstan’s
diplomatic leadership facilitated the development of comprehensive frameworks for counterterro-
rism cooperation, border security coordination, and crisis response mechanisms. The analysis de-
monstrates that Kazakhstan’s approach emphasized practical effectiveness and mutual benefit rather
than formal military alliance structures, resulting in broad member state participation and measura-
ble improvements in regional security coordination. The organization’s Regional Anti-Terrorist Struc-
ture (RATS) reported successful prevention of over 600 terror plots and extradition of 500 terrorists
through enhanced cooperation mechanisms developed during Kazakhstan’s chairmanship.

The comprehensive security cooperation framework presented in Table 5 demonstrates remar-
kable success in building consensus and achieving practical results across diverse security do-
mains. The counterterrorism initiatives achieved full member participation and the highest effec-
tiveness rating of 9.2, reflecting successful implementation of intelligence sharing protocols, joint
training programs, and coordinated response mechanisms. The 34% reduction in terrorist threats
within the region represents a substantial achievement in regional security cooperation. Border se-
curity cooperation, with 95% member participation, focused on standardizing procedures, enhan-
cing coordination among national border agencies, and developing joint response capabilities for
cross-border incidents. The cybersecurity domain, while achieving lower participation rates due
to technical capacity variations, established important foundations for future cooperation in digital
security and information protection. The assessment of security cooperation during Kazakhstan’s
SCO chairmanship reveals significant advances in institutional mechanisms for addressing regio-
nal security challenges while maintaining the organization’s fundamental principles of consensus
and sovereignty respect. Kazakhstan’s diplomatic leadership facilitated the development of com-
prehensive frameworks for counterterrorism cooperation, border security coordination, and crisis

Table 5:
SCO Security Cooperation Framework Under Kazakhstan's Leadership (2023-2024)
Security Domain Initiatives Member Effectiveness | Budget Allocation Threat Coordination
Implemented Participation Rating (USD millions) Reduction % Index

Counterterrorism 8 100% 9.2 456 34% 8.9
Border Security 6 95% 8.8 234 28% 8.5
Cybersecurity 4 85% 8.1 178 22% 7.8
Drug Trafficking 7 100% 8.9 312 31% 8.7
Information Security 3 80% 7.9 89 18% 7.6
Crisis Response 5 100% 8.6 167 25% 8.4

o

Source: Astana Times (2024, January 23), Yuan (2023)
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response mechanisms. The organization’s Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) reported suc-
cessful prevention of over 600 terror plots and extradition of 500 terrorists through enhanced coo-
peration mechanisms developed during Kazakhstan’s chairmanship. The analysis demonstrates
that Kazakhstan’s approach emphasized practical effectiveness and mutual benefit rather than for-
mal military alliance structures, resulting in broad member state participation and measurable im-
provements in regional security coordination, as demonstrated in Figure 3.

Kazakhstan’s leadership in security cooperation was characterized by inclusive consultation,
respect for national sovereignty, and emphasis on building trust and confidence among mem-
ber states. The country’s approach avoided the creation of formal military alliance structures
while providing practical mechanisms for enhancing security coordination and regional stabili-
ty. The drug trafficking cooperation achieved full member participation and high effectiveness ra-
tings, reflecting the universal nature of this challenge and the practical benefits of coordinated re-
sponses. The crisis response mechanisms developed during Kazakhstan’s chairmanship provide
frameworks for rapid consultation and coordination during regional emergencies while respecting
member state sovereignty and decision-making autonomy.

Figure 3:
Security Cooperation Framework and Regional Stability Enhancement
Source: United Nations (2017), Astana Times (2024, January 23), SCO RATS Committee Director Highlights
Achievements in Security Collaboration (2024), Yuan, J. (2023), Observer Research Foundation (2025)

5. Discussion

The empirical findings demonstrate that Kazakhstan’s chairmanship of the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization during 2023-2024 represents a watershed moment in the organization’s institutional de-
velopment and regional influence. The comprehensive analysis reveals that Kazakhstan’s strategic
approach to institutional leadership combined pragmatic problem-solving with sophisticated diplo-
matic balancing, enabling the country to advance both organizational effectiveness and regional coo-
peration while managing competing great power interests. The successful facilitation of 25 strategic
documents, substantial growth in economic cooperation reaching USD 95.2 billion in SCO trade, and
enhancement of security coordination mechanisms provide compelling evidence that middle powers
can exercise meaningful influence within multilateral frameworks when they possess appropriate
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strategic assets and employ effective diplomatic strategies (Astana Times, 2024, July 4). Kazakh-
stan’s leadership demonstrates that institutional entrepreneurship by middle powers can contribute
significantly to organizational development and regional integration, challenging traditional assump-
tions about power distribution and influence in international institutions. The theoretical implications
of these findings extend beyond the specific case of Kazakhstan and the SCO to broader questions
about the nature of regional cooperation and institutional effectiveness in the contemporary interna-
tional system. The success of Kazakhstan’s chairmanship supports arguments that effective regional
organizations need not conform to Western models of integration based on supranational institutions
and binding legal commitments (Gill & Freeman, 2024). Instead, the SCO’s approach to cooperation
based on consensus-building, respect for sovereignty, and gradual institutional development may
represent a viable alternative model that better reflects the preferences and capabilities of many de-
veloping countries (Stonis, 2023). This finding contributes to evolving scholarship on comparative re-
gionalism and the diversity of institutional pathways available for promoting international cooperation
and addressing shared challenges. The emergence of such alternative frameworks reflects broader
shifts in global governance patterns, where traditional Western-led institutions face increasing chal-
lenges from new multilateral arrangements that prioritize sovereignty and non-interference while still
achieving practical cooperation outcomes (Panke, Polat, & Hohlstein, 2022).

The economic cooperation results provide particularly significant insights into the potential for
regional integration in Eurasia and the role of institutional frameworks in facilitating trade and in-
vestment flows. The 39% increase in Kazakhstan’s trade with SCO partners over six years, reaching
USD 95.2 billion in 2024, demonstrates that regional economic cooperation can achieve substan-
tial results even without formal trade agreements or comprehensive economic integration schemes
(Bureau of National Statistics, 2024). The sectoral diversification evident in the data suggests that
SCO economic cooperation is evolving beyond traditional resource-based trade toward more so-
phisticated patterns of exchange involving manufacturing, services, and technology transfer (Li,
Chen, & Zhang, 2023). These developments indicate that the SCO may be emerging as a signi-
ficant platform for economic governance in Eurasia, complementing rather than competing with
other regional frameworks. The success of such economic cooperation models in the SCO context
contrasts with challenges faced by other international organizations in achieving effective regula-
tory coordination, as evidenced by difficulties in global business regulation across different sectors
and regions (Ralston et al., 2024). This comparison highlights the importance of context-specific
approaches to international cooperation that respect cultural and political differences while achie-
ving practical outcomes. The security cooperation findings reveal the potential for effective multi-
lateral security coordination without formal alliance structures or collective defense commitments.
Kazakhstan’s leadership in developing enhanced frameworks for counterterrorism, border secu-
rity, and crisis response demonstrates that regional organizations can address pressing security
challenges while respecting member state sovereignty and maintaining political flexibility (Astana
Times, 2024, January 23). The high participation rates and effectiveness ratings for security ini-
tiatives suggest that consensus-based approaches to security cooperation may be more sustaina-
ble and politically acceptable than more formal alliance structures, particularly in regions characte-
rized by diverse political systems and complex great power relationships.

However, the analysis also reveals significant challenges and limitations that constrain the
SCO’s institutional development and effectiveness. The persistent tension between organizatio-
nal expansion and institutional coherence remains unresolved, with the addition of new members
potentially diluting focus and complicating decision-making processes (Matvieieva et al., 2024).
The competing interests of major powers within the SCO framework continue to create challenges
for developing unified approaches to external relations and strategic issues. The limited progress
in some areas, particularly political cooperation and dispute resolution, suggests that the SCO’s
consensus-based approach may be better suited to technical cooperation than to addressing
controversial political issues or conflicts among member states. These challenges reflect broader
patterns observed in the evolving global order, where power vacuums and shifting geopolitical dy-
namics create both opportunities and constraints for regional organizations (Kassab, 2023). The
ongoing transformation of Central Asia’s energy sector, with China’s growing influence as Russian
dominance wanes, exemplifies how external power dynamics continue to shape regional coope-
ration patterns and institutional effectiveness (Lombardozzi, 2025).

The research findings have important implications for understanding the future trajectory of the
SCO and its potential role in regional and global governance. Kazakhstan’s successful chairmanship
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demonstrates that the organization possesses significant institutional capacity and diplomatic re-
sources that can be mobilized effectively under appropriate leadership. The comprehensive frame-
works developed for economic and security cooperation provide foundations for future institutio-
nal development and expanded cooperation. However, the organization’s continued effectiveness
will depend on its ability to manage the challenges associated with membership expansion, great
power competition, and evolving regional and global circumstances. The environmental dimension
of regional cooperation also presents both opportunities and challenges, as evidenced by efforts
to coordinate sustainable development policies and green transition initiatives across Central Asia
(Batkeyev et al., 2024). Furthermore, the broader Eurasian partnership framework faces increa-
sing complexity as traditional alliances evolve and new partnerships emerge in response to chan-
ging global dynamics (Kapoor, 2024). These developments suggest that the SCO’s future success
will require continued adaptation and innovation in institutional design and operational approaches.

6. Conclusion

The comprehensive analysis of Kazakhstan’s strategic role during its 2023-2024 chairmanship
of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization reveals transformative leadership that significantly en-
hanced institutional effectiveness and regional cooperation dynamics. The empirical evidence de-
monstrates that Kazakhstan’s diplomatic approach successfully balanced competing member state
interests while advancing substantive cooperation across security, economic, and cultural domains,
resulting in the historic 24th SCO Summit in Astana that welcomed Belarus as the tenth member
state and established new frameworks for multilateral engagement. Kazakhstan’s foreign trade
turnover reached USD 139.8 billion in 2023 with a 3.2% growth rate, while trade with SCO members
grew to USD 95.2 billion in 2024, representing a 39% increase over six years and demonstrating the
practical benefits of enhanced institutional cooperation. The country’s innovative diplomatic initia-
tives, including comprehensive security cooperation frameworks achieving 100% member partici-
pation in counterterrorism and crisis response, established new precedents for consensus-building
and practical multilateral engagement. The successful adoption of 25 strategic documents across
diverse cooperation domains, combined with effectiveness ratings averaging 8.4 across all securi-
ty initiatives, provides compelling evidence that Kazakhstan’s chairmanship marked a significant in-
flection point in SCO institutional evolution and regional integration potential.

The quantitative indicators reveal unprecedented cooperation trajectories with China emerging
as Kazakhstan’s largest trading partner at USD 31.5 billion in 2023 representing 30% growth, Russia
maintaining strong ties at USD 26 billion, and emerging partnerships with India and Iran showing 62%
and 113% growth respectively over the analysis period. The security cooperation framework achieved
remarkable threat reduction percentages of 34% in counterterrorism, 31% in drug trafficking preven-
tion, and 28% in border security enhancement, demonstrating successful implementation of coope-
rative mechanisms and practical security coordination. Economic diversification accelerated signifi-
cantly with non-oil exports reaching USD 25.3 billion accounting for 32% of total exports, agriculture
and food sector trade growing 15.6% in 2024, and manufacturing cooperation expanding 12.3%,
indicating successful movement beyond traditional resource-based economic relationships toward
more sophisticated cooperation patterns. The institutional innovations including enhanced dialogue
formats, digital cooperation platforms, and youth exchange programs achieved participation rates
ranging from 80-100% among member states with sustainability indices averaging 8.6, providing
foundations for long-term organizational development and member engagement.
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