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Multilateral Cooperation 1n

India-Russia Ties: A Decadal

Review of BRICS and SCO

Nivedita Kapoor

BRICS and SCO are two key non-Western multilateral platforms
where India and Russia cooperate closely. In the past decade, both
these countries have seen shifts in their foreign policies, which has also
impacted their approach towards multilateralism. At the same time,
BRICS and SCO have also seen their initial agendas widen to include
a greater engagement with regional and global issues, including the
creation of a multipolar world order. Along with an expansion of their
membership, this has brought into sharper focus the convergences
and divergences in India’s and Russia’s respective approaches to these
organisations. This brief examines these developments and reflects on
the effectiveness of BRICS and SCO, exploring what the future may
hold for both groupings.
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s the only two multilateral organisations that are entirely non-

Western in membership, the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation

(SCO) and BRICS have remained relevant since their inception.

While their core agendas relate to specific security and economic

issues, they have also been calling for and working towards a
fair,’ democratic, and just multipolar world order.? The achievement of these
varied goals in the multilateral format necessitates a successful integration
of organisational goals with the national interests of member states and their
respective visions for the international system. This brief focuses on two key
members of the SCO and BRICS—i.e., India and Russia—and explores how
their respective foreign policies have evolved in the past decade and what it
means for their cooperation in these multilateral formats.

For Russia, the annexation of Crimea in 2014 led to a new post-Cold War
low in relations with the West and a heightened focus on the emerging
contours of a new world order; its 2022 invasion of Ukraine strengthened
this direction, tipping its foreign policy into an anti-Western orientation. This
made engagement with the East fundamental to Russia’s ambitions. Meanwhile,
India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi, with his landslide victory in 2014,
sought to redefine India’s image at the global level but with clear elements of
continuity in foreign policy. The evolving structural shifts have both brought
global attention to India and raised its aspirations for a place in the international
order,” even as it confronts multiple domestic development challenges. While
India has followed an overall multi-alignment approach, the past decade has
seen a steady increase in relations with the United States (US) against the
backdrop of rising tensions with China, where a de-escalation agreement on the
border was reached only in October 2024.*

The past decade has also seen India and Russia ramp up their respective
multilateral engagements to secure their interests at the regional and global
levels. Cooperation in multilateral fora is also an important part of India-Russia
bilateral engagement,” highlighted regularly in their joint summit statements.
As an emerging power, India views multilateralism pragmatically for the
pursuit of its own interests, through the formation of “coalitions within the
developing world” in negotiations with the developed world as well as through
membership of regional groups, including ones with “informal institutions”.°
For India, varied multilateral engagement, besides allowing it to expand its
influence, is also driven by economic development needs and the desire for
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a fair multipolar world.” While dissatisfied with global governance structures,
New Delhi is not currently seeking to alienate the West in the pursuit of a
reform of existing multilateralism, instead using available institutions to further
its national interests.

On the other hand, Russia has expressed dissatisfaction over its engagement
with European or Western-led multilateral institutions and blames the “crisis”
of the “UN-centric system” on the US’s pursuit of rules-based order’.® Experts
argue that a combination of “anti-Americanism” and the practical consideration
of securing its own interests has led Russia to focus more on regional multilateral
frameworks, including in the post-Soviet space, to avoid the domination of the
region by outside powers.? Overall in Asia, Russia has been a pragmatic player
in cooperating with multilateral institutions, where its economic limitations
have led to it engaging with regional multilateral frameworks regardless of
their effectiveness.'’

Both India’s and Russia’s approaches are driven less by principles and more
by pragmatism. This allows them to build cooperation in the pursuit of goals
such as rule-making and rule-shaping in an evolving world order, striving for
reformed multilateralism, coordinating on shared concerns, managing a rising
China, building a balanced foreign policy, and promoting their national goals.
Over the years, these priorities have also transformed for both countries, thus
impacting their cooperation at the multilateral level.
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t the establishment of the SCO in 2001, Russia, a founding

member, was confronting terrorism and extremism, with the

war in Chechnya raging. This made the SCO’s objectives of

fighting terrorism, extremism, and separatism directly relevant

to Russian interests. Russia was also keen on not losing its
position as the key security partner to most Central Asian states. This led to
the formation of the Collective Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO), a military
alliance that took the form of an international regional organisation, in 2002."
This was preceded by the Eurasian Economic Community, established in 2000
by Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan, and overlapping with these
countries’ SCO engagement.

This coordination at the economic level among post-Soviet states became
important as China sought to promote economic cooperation in the SCO by
proposing a free trade agreement and development bank—ideas that were
resisted by the weaker economies of Russia and Central Asian states which
preferred project-based cooperation.'? Russia was also attempting to manage
both, US presence in the region after 9/11, through SCO-level cooperation,
and China’s growing power in the neighbourhood. Its support for India’s
membership to the SCO was viewed as being in line with the latter goal."

While these objectives remain relevant for Russia’s Eurasian positioning, a
key shift has taken place in the Sino-Russian relationship since 2014, with both
sides calling it a “no-limits partnership” in 2022."* While the relationship does
have its limits, given the centrality of cooperation with China under Western
sanctions, Russia is more closely engaged with its neighbour than before.”” In
the contest with the West, the role of the SCO for Russia has moved beyond
handling non-traditional security issues or managing China to becoming a
part of its policy to promote a new world order. This is envisioned through
an increased SCO role in regional and global affairs. The 2023 foreign policy
concept lists the SCO (and BRICS) as part of the “establishment of an equitable
and sustainable world order” with the aim of enhancing their “capacity and
international role”.'® The role of the SCO in Eurasia is further clarified, which
includes enhancing its role in regional security and promoting development
as well as being part of Moscow’s vision for the Greater Eurasian Partnership,
which further entails a close relationship between the Russia-led Eurasian
Economic Union and China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).!”
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India’s approach to the SCO began similarly to Russia’s, arising from concerns
about Eurasian security as a result of terrorism, extremism, and separatism as
well as instability in Afghanistan. The Indian position on managing a rising
China coincided with Russia’s position.”® Involvement in the SCO was also
seen as a way to be included in discussions on important security issues in
Eurasia that affect India while also helping improve relations with member
states, especially Central Asia. In line with its economic growth, there was a
desire to be a “rule-shaper” by working with other states'? as it shed its earlier
“suspicions” of regional institutions.*

The Modi government continued to push for India’s SCO membership. In
2014, against worsening Russia-West ties, the SCO adopted the documents for
procedure to expand its membership,?! and the formal accession procedure for
India began in 2015. By the time India became a full member in 2017, it had to
contend with Pakistan’s simultaneous entry, backed by China. It was also dealing
with the rise of tensions with Beijing, which made it wary about deepening
cooperation within the SCO framework. Meanwhile, its overall influence in
Eurasia remained limited as China expanded its economic relations, with the
BRI symbolising its growing presence. Within the SCO, India remains the only
member that opposes the BRI.

BRICS, for its part, began to flourish in the aftermath of the 2008 global
financial crisis.* Moscow played a key role in the first BRIC summit in 2009,
which was held alongside the SCO summit in Yekaterinburg, when the
grouping called for a reform of international financial institutions to give an
equitable voice to emerging powers.*

Russia’s sense of the West’s unfair treatment in the post-Cold War period
converged with concerns of the developing world being left out of key
decision-making organisations. BRICS was decidedly focused on economic
issues: dissatisfaction with existing financial governance institutions brought
the countries together, along with their growing economic power and the
ineffectual responses of the developed world to the financial crisis.

Unlike in the SCO, India was a founding member of BRICS. India’s growing
economy had propelled its status to that of an emerging power, and efforts to
reform the Bretton Woods institutions were relevant to the country. BRICS
was also an opportunity to build institutions that would provide an alternative
framework for multilateral decision-making. In 2012, India proposed the

a  The financial crisis is seen as marking a key point in the decline of US unipolarity and giving an
impetus to Chinese ambitions, coinciding with a rising Russian scepticism of the West driven by
events in Europe. See: https://www.brookings.edu/articles/brics-and-chinas-aspiration-for-the-new-
international-order/


https://www.brookings.edu/articles/brics-and-chinas-aspiration-for-the-new-international-order/
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formation of the New Development Bank (NDB) in BRICS that, in 2014,
became the first institutionalised mechanism of the organisation alongside the
Contingency Reserve Arrangement (CRA). NDB and CRA have had limited
success® but continue to be important for the future of BRICS. The NDB,
with its authorised capital base of US$100 billion, could become an important
additional venue for its members to raise financing for infrastructure and
sustainable development projects. The US$100-billion CRA, aiming to help
deal with any financial crisis, can provide aid to member states. While the fund
is currently small and is not a counter-weight to the International Monetary
Fund, its potential cannot be ruled out just yet.*

For Russia, faced with sanctions after 2014," the economic agenda of BRICS®
presents an opportunity to not just reform existing institutions but build
alternative institutions that would limit the West’s exercise of financial power.
This effort gathered pace after 2022, when Russia began pushing for an
alternative payment system for SWIFT, with some Russian officials and state
media even discussing the creation of a common currency.” While the reform
of international financial institutions resonates with India, it does not at present
seek to establish an alternative to the US dollar within the BRICS framework.

Thus, while India’s and Russia’s initial rationales for joining the SCO and
BRICS continue to be relevant, the relations between member states and
their plans for these organisations have evolved, impacting their multilateral
cooperation.

b Western sanctions led by the US and EU were imposed on Russia after the latter annexed Crimea
from Ukraine in February 2014. These included restrictions on trade, asset freezes and travel bans on
specific individuals, officials and businesses from Russia.

¢ The western sanctions on Russia after 2014 began with restrictions on trade and slowdown in financial
investment from abroad, increasing the importance of strengthening economic relations with the
developing world. Here, BRICS countries play an important role for Russia, especially as they do not
comply with non-UN sanctions. BRICS members also coordinate their positions on the G20 agenda
when common concerns are involved. The BRICS strategy for economic partnership focuses on
cooperation on areas important for the Russian economic agenda including trade and investment,
manufacturing and mineral processing, energy, agriculture cooperation, science and technology,
connectivity, financial cooperation and people-to-people contact.
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oth the SCO and BRICS have their origins in specific issues.
For the SCO, the driving force was the security of the region,
including combating terrorism, separatism and extremism, arms
trafficking, and drug trafficking.?® For BRICS, the focus in the
first joint statement was on economic issues following the 2008
global financial crisis, with leaders calling for a reform of international financial
institutions to better represent emerging and developing economies.?”

In line with its core agenda, the SCO set up two permanent bodies: the
Secretariat, and the Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS), whose tasks
include maintaining relations with member state institutions dealing with
terrorism and extremism and curbing resources on the internet that promote
terrorism.*

For almost a decade, Russia and China were the main contributors to SCO
joint exercises in terms of the number of troops sent, while others mostly
participated as observers.?” This trend has improved in recent years, with Peace
Mission 2014 being the largest military exercise under the SCO in a decade,”
though the overall number of participating troops keeps fluctuating. Following
Pakistan’s membership to the SCO in 2017, and despite India’s tensions with
Pakistan, New Delhi has continued to participate in these joint exercises to
strengthen ties with other Eurasian states on non-traditional security issues.
However, New Delhi remains dissatisfied with Pakistan’s continued support to
cross-border terrorism—an issue that has been repeatedly highlighted at SCO
summits.”’ At present, given the presence of both China and Pakistan in the
SCO, India may not want to further deepen security cooperation within the
platform.

Meanwhile, the broader effectiveness of RATS has come under scrutiny,
with experts noting its limited budget and staft’® and the need to improve
institutionalisation.®® To be sure, however, such limited institutionalisation is a
deliberate choice to avoid ceding much control to multilateral mechanisms.**
Russia, the leading power in the CSTO, has sought to promote cooperation
between the military alliance and RATS.*> Meanwhile, Moscow maintains its
presence in Central Asian security affairs through the CSTO, which also has an
anti-terrorism structure.



The Institutionalisation of

BRICS and SCO

©RF

Similarly, while the NDB has secured high international ratings and allots
equal voting power to founding members, it has had limited success in terms
of project financing and expansion of membership. China, for its part, set up
the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) in 2016, where it exercises
disproportionately higher influence.”® The NDB has limited lending in local
currency, with two-thirds of its loans being in US dollars, which has forced it to
stop its activities in Russia due to the threat of Western sanctions.*

Other efforts to expand BRICS institutionalisation have met with little success.
Especially after 2022, Russia has called for the establishment of an alternative
payment system to bypass SWIFT, while the Russian state press has extolled the
virtues of de-dollarisation and the formation of a BRICS currency. However,
these ideas have not translated into multilateral efforts under the framework of
BRICS. President Vladimir Putin has himself admitted that “time has not come
yet” for a common BRICS currency.” With the dollar still accounting for over
80 percent of trade finance,* any process of de-dollarisation will be a long-term
process.

At the same time, there has been a change in the “currency composition of
trade finance in 2022-23” in “China-leaning countries”, as China pushes for an
increase in the use of RMB at the international level.*” Mechanisms that would
reduce the developing world’s dependence on the dollar would in turn weaken
the leverage that the US can exert on the rest of the world, especially through
sanctions. This reflects an ongoing concern in the developing world, even as it
has yet to translate into concrete action on the ground.*

In this case, India has sought to strike a balance by slightly reducing dollar
dependence by pursuing trade in its national currency while refusing to cede
to initiatives that would strengthen China’s hand or building a cooperation
that can be eventually exploited.” India has consistently reiterated its desire
to build on trade in the national currency but has not lent support to a BRICS
currency, both to avoid alienating the US and due to its wariness about China,
while recognising the lack of an existing economic rationale to do so. It has also
been more cautious about an alternative payment system.*’
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s BRICS and the SCO have grown, their agenda and ambitions

have expanded, despite limited success in key areas of

cooperation. The annual declarations of both organisations now

include pronouncements not just on core issues but also about

various regional and global concerns, including ongoing conflicts
and issues of economic development.

The 2014 BRICS Fortaleza Declaration was half the length of the 2024
document, with the majority of its points either directly related to BRICS or
focused on economic and security issues in the developing world.** However,
over the past decade, while there has been a sharp increase in the number
of issues of regional or global concern noted in the BRICS declaration, they
remain mostly declaratory in nature, expressing concern without seeking to
take any action. The expansion of BRICS and the SCO agenda is important,
highlighting the leaders’ desire to work collectively and arrive at a consensus on
complex issues that is acceptable to all members. The discussion on economic
and development issues have the potential to promote partnership on issues
like climate change, sustainable development, environment, and disaster
management.

The discussions at these multilateral forums can help build coordination on
specific issues in other multilateral institutions, as in the case of Brazil using
its G20 presidency to call for action on global governance reform, which also
reflects the BRICS agenda. The BRICS/SCO agenda also carries specific
benefits for member states, such as the inclusion of BRICS concerns about
“illegal sanctions” in the 2024 Kazan Declaration, which aligns with the Russian
position. This is more than just a statement, given that the support from BRICS
countries has directly impacted Western efforts to successfully implement
sanctions on Russia. Despite India not supporting the war, its opposition to non-
UN sanctions has come to the aid of the Russian position. Even on issues like
de-dollarisation, it is likely that emerging powers will be interested in seeking
long-term solutions that allow them to avoid Western pressures by reducing
their dependence on the dollar.

Nevertheless, given that a large number of issues included in the declaration
do not prescribe any implementation mechanisms nor plans backed by financial
measures, there is not a high cost attached to signing up. For instance, BRICS
declarations have repeatedly called for a reform of the UN Security Council,

10
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which is also a long-standing Indian demand, but this has not persuaded
tellow BRICS member China to support New Delhi’s candidature. The 2024
declaration notes the importance of freedom of navigation in the Red Sea,
where Houthi attacks have impacted the movement of ships bound for India.
However, BRICS members Russia and Iran are suspected of aiding Yemeni
rebels.* Annual compliance reports*® on BRICS indicate that, while member-
states are acting on various issues of economic development mentioned in the
declarations, the bilateral track is preferred over BRICS-level cooperation.

Afghanistan is another issue that recurs in BRICS declarations; however,
member states have not operated within the organisational framework to
address the issue, preferring other multilateral arrangements. Indeed, despite
the SCO having its own contact group on Afghanistan, it has not been an
effective cooperation mechanism. While discussions under the SCO framework
are helpful, Russia leads its own Moscow format of talks. Meanwhile, India,
which benefited from US presence in Afghanistan, remains in contact with
Russia both in the multilateral and bilateral formats, with most action taking
place outside the SCO remit.

The SCO declaration has itself grown from a five-page document in 2014
to almost four times the volume in 2024. The 2014 Dushanbe Declaration
contained 19 points, of which 14 were related to the SCO agenda on security
and economic cooperation, and the remaining focused on security-related issues
in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region, Syria, Iran, Ukraine, and
non-proliferation.”” In 2017, the year India joined as a full member, the Astana
Declaration remained focused on security issues with a slightly more expanded
section related to economic cooperation.* The tone of the annual declaration
in 2024 was considerably different, noting the “tectonic shifts” in international
relations and highlighting the “independent” political and economic choices of
states.* The implicit rebuke of the Western approach and the increasing role of
emerging powers found takers in both India and Russia.

India’s initiatives in the SCO have focused on economic issues,” reflecting its
desire to build economic cooperation with Central Asian states to improve its
regional positioning. In the early years of the SCO, Russia was seen as not being
interested in pursuing economic cooperation through the SCO, thus hindering
Chinese proposals in this direction.’! After 2014, this stance gradually changed,
but talks about an SCO Development Bank and an SCO Development Fund
remain at the consultation stage.’® Even the idea of an energy club proposed by
Russia in 2006 remains in a “consultative” format.*

11
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Overall, the economic cooperation agenda of the organisation remains stalled,
even as Beijing’s bilateral initiatives gather steam.”* Moscow’s Greater Eurasian
Partnership has also been acknowledged by others without commitment.*
Russia remains interested in cooperation between its Eurasian Economic
Union and the BRI, even though the BRI is executed through bilateral means.
The opposition of India to the BRI is noted in the SCO annual declarations
alongside the support of all other SCO members to the Chinese connectivity
project.”®

Like the BRICS declaration, the SCO declaration does not impose any
requirements on member states, providing flexibility on the pace and direction
of cooperation that states want to pursue—an approach that suits both India and
Russia. The annual statements, while vague, highlight the changing contours of
the international order without offering a joint action plan that would upend
the current system, thus revealing the different goals being pursued by member
states amid the declining effectiveness of the originally stated goals of the two
organisations.

12
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RICS and the SCO have attempted to shape a new world order,

through demands for reform and new standards of norms

and behaviour in the existing multilateral framework. The

institutionalisation, regular summit meetings, annual ministerial

meetings, and expanded agenda of BRICS and the SCO have
been accompanied by a call for the establishment of a multipolar world order
that is just and democratic. Both India and Russia also aspire for a place in
the multipolar world order, including through their membership of BRICS*
and the SCO.”® Without a collective voice, individual states will find it difficult
to upend the established rules. The question is how successful BRICS and
the SCO have proven to be in helping India and Russia undertake this order-
building via multilateralism.

The record presents a mixed picture, with differences in Indian and Russian
approaches having their own impact on the functioning of BRICS and the
SCO. While BRICS and the SCO were initially thought to provide India and
Russia with a chance to manage China,” this goal is far from being achieved.
China has built its economic influence throughout Eurasia, and Russia has
now extended its support for bringing together the Eurasian Economic Union
(EAEU) and the BRI, which also finds mention in the 2024 SCO Declaration.
On the other hand, India is becoming increasingly wary of an assertive China
in its neighbourhood, which is reflected in India’s responses to Russia’s
proposals within BRICS; India remains cautious of its level of cooperation with
China and wary of Russian plans to turn the SCO or BRICS into anti-Western
institutions.®® This has resulted in differences in how the two countries perceive
issues such as the future of Eurasian security and benefits of engagement with
Western powers."!

The extent and composition of the expansion of these organisations has also
been a contentious topic, with Russia focusing on the value of BRICS expansion
amid Western efforts to isolate it. Despite India’s reservations about Pakistan’s
membership, Russia has publicly lent support to the latter’s request for joining
BRICS.%> While India supports the idea of expansion that raises the “global
representation”® of organisations like BRICS, it wants to prevent a China-
centric bloc from emerging through a more careful process that defines clear
criteria for expansion of membership.**

Another sign that BRICS and the SCO have had limited success in shaping a
multipolar world order is that its members have regularly sought alternatives.

13



1011S 111 an

Multilateral Organisat
Emerging Multipolar Order

©RF

For instance, Beijing established, and controls, the AIIB, which has a larger
membership than the NDB. This raises questions about how effectively it will
contribute to a BRICS initiative where power has been divided equally among
founding members. Neither India nor Russia have been able to prevent this
impulse to create alternative institutions, with the latter being the leading
power in the CSTO and the EAEU. While Russia sees an expanding BRICS as
the strength of the non-Western world, reflecting the aspirations of the “global
majority”,% China and India have their own ambitions in the Global South,
which they pursue through formats like G77+China and the Voice of Global
South Summit, respectively. This reflects their desire for rule-making outside of
BRICS and the SCO.

India and Russia are not solely responsible for weak institutionalisation; the
instinct to maintain state control is also shared by other members. This instinct
has long been highlighted as a net positive that attracts the membership of
other states to these organisations due to the assurance that they will retain
control of how the organisations operate. The consensus format of decision-
making means that a more powerful state cannot use its resources unfairly to
achieve a majority in favour of its own agenda, thus constraining its actions.
However, even as the ambitions of BRICS and the SCO have expanded,
member states have lacked effective institutions that could influence the norms
of a future multipolar world order or have a united voice to shape rule-making
in other multilateral formats. The expansion of BRICS and the SCO could
further constrain this decision-making process through consensus, making it
difficult for states with divergent interests to reach a common understanding
on complex issues.

The vague and non-committal nature of BRICS and SCO declarations on
global issues is another sign that member states do not operate as a group to
pursue solutions to key challenges facing the world. Instead they operate on a
case-by-case basis. It also points to different ideas about the path to a multipolar
world and a lack of clarity about how to impact larger rule-making processes.

14
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he changing world order, demands for the reform of multilateral

institutions, and the developing world’s dissatisfaction with

established rules are ongoing trends that continue to be

relevant. In this context, it is difficult to overlook the potential

of BRICS and the SCO, given their memberships and the
importance of issues that they seek to address. The value of these organisations
to India and Russia will be judged on the basis of how well they help these
countries achieve their national goals as well as aid their positioning in the
international system. At present, both India and Russia perceive an advantage
in their continued association with BRICS and the SCO, even though India
leans into incremental rather than the rapid changes that are preferable to
Russia.

Despite being invested in multilateral cooperation, in the past decade, New
Delhi and Moscow have also diverged on core and expanded agenda items
within BRICS and the SCO. Their convergence—on weak institutionalisation—
has constrained the functioning of organisations that they seek to promote. It
remains to be seen whether India and Russia can cooperate on core agenda
items of BRICS and the SCO through dedicated financing, time-bound
deliverables, and innovative thinking. Their common concerns have not
bridged the gap in their disagreements, leading to limited collective action.
It also remains to be seen whether competition within these groupings can
be curtailed, which will also depend on other member states and the global
geopolitical situation, or whether differences will remain insurmountable even
as membership expands.

With growing non-Western demand for the reform of the existing
international order, the legitimacy of BRICS and the SCO will depend on
how effectively they can deliver results that would highlight their value for the
Global South. India and Russia will have to figure out how to pursue effective
agenda-making within these organisations amid the challenges discussed in
this brief. At present, there are limited gains, and there is much work to be
done if BRICS and the SCO are to retain their relevance, including for the
Indo-Russian strategic partnership.@RF

Nivedita Kapoor s Assistant Professor; Faculty of World Economy and International Affairs,
HSE University, Moscow.
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