
       
 

                       

 

Factoring Mongolia’s non-Membership 
In the Shanghai Cooperation Organization 

 

By Mendee Jargalsaikhan 

 
 

The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) is 
often presented as the flagship of the new region-
al dynamics in Central and Inner Asia. When dis-
cussing the status of observer countries, the in-
ternational attention is focused on the complex 
role of Iran, India, and Pakistan in the organiza-
tion, and how their potential upgrade to a full 
membership could impact the regional balance or 
even the world order. With the new status of ob-
server given in June 2012 to Afghanistan, and 
dialogue partner status offered to Turkey, it is 
worth highlighting the position of small countries 
in this regional organization dominated by the 
most rapidly rising powers in Asia.  
 
Mongolia has had observer status in the SCO 
since 2004 and, contrary to Iran, India, and Paki-
stan, is not interested in becoming a full member. 
When the Shanghai Five was founded in 1996, 
Ulaanbaatar did not join any of its activities be-
cause all of the major issues, which concerned the 
founder members – border delimitation and de-
militarization, and fighting against non- 
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Key Points 
 
-In past two decades Mongolia has integrated with North-
east Asia more than with Central Asia.  
 
-Mongolia does not need more integration with Russia and 
China for economic development, and Mongolia’s political 
regime and foreign policy independence will be better 
preserved outside the SCO framework than inside it.  
 
-Despite the organization’s declaration about regional 
integration and cooperation, the SCO is perceived in 
Ulaanbaatar as an “authoritarian club” whose members’ 
main concern is regime security. 
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traditional threats – were not relevant for the 
country:  the Sino-Mongolian border was demar-
cated in 1962; bilateral relations with China were 
normalized in 1989; the Soviet military withdrew 
completely by 1992;1 and the so-called “three 
evils” (terrorism, extremism, and secessionism), 
as coined by the Shanghai Five members, did not 
exist in Mongolia.  Even when the SCO began to 
focus on wider regional issues, Mongolia re-
sponded cautiously, with selective participation 
in SCO political, economic, and cultural events, 
but took a reluctant stance towards security-
oriented activities.  
 
Even within the SCO emblem, Mongolia’s blank 
mark indicates the organization’s incomplete 
regional representation in Inner Asia.  This paper 
explores Mongolia’s reasons for its non-
membership stance and argues that this attitude 
signals its growing Northeast Asia identity, its 
commitments to democracy, and its independ-
ence from its powerful neighbors.  
 
 

 
 
Mongolia’s prominent Northeast Asian Identi-
ty  
 
After a lot of debate about the country’s geopolit-
ical orientations in early 1990s, Mongolian elites 
agreed to pursue integration with both Northeast 
and Central Asia, given the country’s historical, 
ethnic, and cultural ties with both sub-regions.2 
However in past two decades Mongolia has inte-
grated with Northeast Asia more than with Cen-
tral Asia.  
 
Economic and cultural interaction with all the 
Northeast Asian countries has shaped Mongolia’s  

 
evolution since the collapse of the Communist 
regime. Today its trade with Russia revolves 
around fuel imports and shuttle trade with 
neighboring Siberian and Far Eastern regions. 
Despite traditional anti-Chinese sentiment, China 
is considered Mongolia’s main gateway towards 
the Asia-Pacific region, which is a major source of 
investment, and a reliable market.  Beijing’s soft 
policies of visa exemptions, access to Chinese 
medical facilities, and educational opportunities 
lure many Mongolians for whom the Chinese 
market, infrastructure, and goods are more ac-
cessible.  
 
Japan has been Mongolia’s leading donor since 
early 1990s and now eyes its natural resources, 
especially rare minerals and uranium. Through 
sustained cultural exchanges, Mongolians also 
have a growing exposure to Japanese culture, as 
can be seen from the anecdotal evidence of Mon-
golian wrestlers leading the Japanese sumo since 
2003.  Mongolia also has relations with both Ko-
reas.  Around 30,000 Mongolians currently work 
in South Korea whereas over 2,000 North Kore-
ans and 3,000 South Koreans work in Mongolia.3 
Thanks to a growing number of air routes estab-
lished with Northeast Asia, visitors from China, 
South Korea, and Japan are increasingly leading 
the annual statistics of tourism in Mongolia.4 Fur-
thermore, Ulaanbaatar also concluded a strategic 
partnership agreement with China in 2011, and 
similar documents are in negotiation with Japan 
and South Korea.5   
 
Mongolia’s integration with the Central Asian 
region is in stark contrast with this rising North-
east Asian identity, despite the acknowledgement 
of important historical links and a strong political 
commitment. Mongolia established diplomatic 
relations with the five Central Asian countries 
immediately after their independence and con-
cluded a number of treaties and agreements, but 
they were not followed by any substantive inter-
actions.  Only Kazakhstan and Mongolia have 
embassies in respective capital cities, and notice-
able economic, educational, and cultural ties, 
mainly due to the Kazakh ethnic diaspora in 
Mongolia.6  Mongolia also has political ties with 
Kyrgyzstan, as both countries are considered 
democratic outposts and shared nomadic herit-
age and lifestyles.7 With the three other coun-
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tries, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan, 
relations are minimal, or nonexistent. 
 
Mongolia’s desire to be better integrated with 
Central Asia is constrained for three reasons. 
First, all are landlocked states with similar econ-
omies mostly based on extractive industries, and 
agriculture – or animal husbandry for some.  This 
geo-economic factor shapes their foreign policies 
to look outward – towards Europe, China, Japan, 
and Middle East – for foreign investment and 
export markets. Second, the Soviet policies inter-
rupted centuries’ long ties between both sub-
regions. During the twentieth century, Ulaanbaa-
tar was dealing only with Moscow, with no direct 
contact with the federated Central Asian repub-
lics. The Soviet Union was also careful not to al-
low any shared border between the Kazakh Re-
public and Mongolia,8 and today, this physical 
separation – despite being only about 40 kilome-
ters – further complicates in-land routes between 
both countries. Third, for two decades all interna-
tional organizations and major external powers 
have treated Mongolia separately from Central 
Asia, which precludes mutual interactions. Alt-
hough Mongolia considers itself as both a North-
east Asian and Central Asian state, this second 
identity over the last two decades has waned 
noticeably. 
 
Mongolia’s refusal of the SCO as an “authori-
tarian club” 
 
Among the Communist and post-Communist 
Asian countries, Mongolia is the only one that can 
legitimately claim to be a democracy. Although 
the Kyrgyz Republic makes similar commitments, 
Mongolian democratization process has been 
firmer and less chaotic.  Since 1991, Mongolia has 
been rated as an electoral democracy on par with 
Czech Republic, Poland, Slovenia, and Baltic 
states, and higher than all former Soviet repub-
lics.9  A parliament-dominated political system 
and democratic elections are seen as the “only 
game in town” to obtain political offices.10 The 
most recent revision of the election law intro-
duced proportional representation, quotas for 
more female candidates, and financial transpar-
ency.11  The space for civic activities and volun-
tary associations is protected by the state; and 
local civil society organizations and media are 
influential players in politics.  

This strong commitment to democracy strength-
ens the idea of Mongolia’s specific identity among 
the Central Asian and East Asian former com-
munist countries like Laos or Vietnam.  It pro-
vides opportunity for Mongolia to garner sub-
stantial financial assistance from donor nations 
(Japan, Germany, United Kingdom), international 
financial institutions (the World Bank, the Inter-
national Monetary Fund, the Asian Development 
Bank), and Western powers, mostly the United 
States. Joining the SCO could therefore weaken 
both Mongolia’s domestic democratization ef-
forts, and its international image with the Euro-
pean Union or the United States. Despite the or-
ganization’s declaration about regional integra-
tion and cooperation, that works in theory with 
Mongolia’s own agenda, the SCO is perceived in 
Ulaanbaatar as an “authoritarian club” whose 
members’ main concern is their own regime se-
curity.12 Observer states like Iran, and Pakistan, 
and dialogue partners like Belarus, and Sri-Lanka 
intensify Mongolia’s perception of the SCO as a 
political club whose regional narrative is only of 
secondary or tertiary importance. 
 
Independence  
 
As one of the frontier states of Inner Asia, Mongo-
lia’s concern has always been to secure its politi-
cal and economic independence from its powerful 
neighbors, Russia and China. Albeit not a Soviet 
republic, Mongolia’s foreign policy during most of 
the twentieth century was largely dictated by 
Moscow.  Following the disintegration of the 
Communist bloc, the country has enjoyed true 
independence and advanced its own ‘third neigh-
bor’ policy, directed at developed democracies in 
order to obtain political support, diversify econ-
omy, and increase cultural ties.13   
 
To avoid causing concerns in Beijing and Moscow 
the ‘third neighbor’ policy has no intention to 
develop closer security ties with Western coun-
tries.  All military-to-military cooperation with 
NATO members focuses for instance on develop-
ment of peacekeeping capabilities.14 Ulaanbaatar 
also developed a multilateral diplomacy aiming to 
increase its international visibility and participa-
tion in international organizations (United 
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Nations, Group 77, Non-Aligned Movements, and 
the ASEAN Regional Forum).  
 
In the security field, Mongolia has made two ma-
jor achievements: institutionalizing its nuclear 
weapon-free status and contributing to peace-
keeping operations. The nuclear weapon-free 
zone, along with non-aligned principle (i.e., not 
hosting any foreign military forces and not join-
ing military alliance), enhances Mongolia’s bal-
anced geopolitical positioning. Subjecting itself to 
the SCO internal rules and geopolitical strategies 
might drastically reduce its independent foreign 
policy. It could also increase leverage capabilities 
from Moscow or Beijing, and limit Mongolia’s 
‘third neighbor’ strategy, especially towards the 
United States, India, and Turkey.   
 
Views of Political Elites and Public Opinion 
 
Mongolian political elites may have differing 
views in regards to their country’s identification 
with either sub-region. However, the most pre-
vailing one is to maintain the non-membership 
stance so as to not jeopardize Mongolia’s sover-
eignty and independence, until the SCO objec-
tives, rules of and intentions of member states 
become clear.  
 
Nonetheless Mongolian political elites are also 
interested in cooperation with the SCO on differ-
ent aspects. First, the organization offers unique 
opportunity to interact with many state leaders 
to discuss bilateral issues and advance Ulaanbaa-
tar's concerns alongside other small states.  Se-
cond, the SCO is likely to evolve as a regional 
network to develop economic, cultural, and edu-
cational ties. In this area, Mongolia hosted the 
SCO Business Forum and actively participates in 
it. Third, the SCO collaboration against drug traf-
ficking and terrorism is in the interest of Mongo-
lian law enforcement agencies – as there are an 
increasing number of drug-trafficking cases in 
Mongolia. As expressed by the Mongolian Presi-
dent at the 12th meeting in June 2012, Mongolia is 
also interested in the SCO initiatives of energy 
and food security collaboration.15 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Mongolian public Opinion on the SCO Mem-
bership16 
 

 
 
 
Public views are similar to those of the elites. In 
2009 only 14.5 percent respondents preferred to 
join the SCO while 32.3 percent answered to 
maintain the observer status, and 15.4 percent 
opposed to joining.  Again in a 2010 poll, 34.4 
percent responded to remain as an observer 
while 18.8 percent opposed to joining the SCO. 
 
However, the Mongolia’s public views Russia as 
their best partner.  According to the 2011 opinion 
survey of the Sant Maral Foundation Research 
Center, Mongolians feel better communicating 
and cooperating with Russians (54.5%), Chinese 
(32.9%), South Koreans (30.2%), and Japanese 
(20.5%).17   
 
The Best Partner Question18 
  
Which country is the best partner for Mongolia? 

 April 
2010 

May 
2011 

April 
2012 

Russia 75.7% 71.3% 68.2% 
China 18.8% 20.6% 19.6% 
USA 27.4% 29.8% 31.8% 
European 
Union 

10.6% 11.5% 13.5% 

Japan 15.8% 21% 22% 
South Korea 11.4% 12.1% 11.6% 
Others 5.3% 7.1% 7.2% 
Total  100% 100% 100% 
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In three consequent opinion surveys (2010, 2011, 
2012), public opinion maintains its view of Russia 
as Mongolia’s best partner, even if in last two 
decades interactions between Mongolians and 
Russians have been reduced to minimal levels 
and people-to-people exchanges have been fur-
ther complicated by Russia’s abolition of its visa 
waiver policy for Mongolia in 1995.  
 
Conclusions 
 
Mongolia sends regular signals about its com-
mitment to maintaining its SCO non-membership 
status, but this positioning could become difficult 
in the years to come, depending on regional de-
velopments.  
 
In a scenario of amicable Sino-Russian relations, 
and non-revival of tensions between Russia and 
China on one side, and the United States on the 
other, Mongolia can continue to enjoy balanced 
relations with all its partners with no pressures 
from Moscow and Beijing in terms of its geo-
strategic orientation. In case of a rift in Sino-
Russian relations, Mongolia’s neutrality would be 
at risk, with pressure from both sides for choos-
ing one against the other. In this case, Mongolia’s 
non-membership in the SCO appears to favor 
Russia, as Mongolian public opinion sees Moscow 
as the ‘lesser evil’ when compared to China. In a 
third scenario where both Russia and China con-
sider their interests threatened by other great 
powers (Japan during the First and Second World 
Wars; the United States at the early period of Cold 
War, or in the post 9/11 period), small countries 
become symbols of a larger global competition. 
Mongolia’s multi-vectored strategy and its ‘third 
neighbor’ policy could therefore be undermined 
by Moscow and Beijing’s interpretation that these 
policies are a pro-American stance. 
 
Whatever the SCO’s future will be in the years to 
come, Mongolia will continue to promote its 
Northeast Asian identity more than its Central 
Asian one, and its non-membership strategy to-
ward the organization. Its economic development 
does not need to be further integrated with Rus-
sia and China, and Mongolia’s political regime and 
foreign policy’s independence will be better pre-
served outside the SCO framework than inside it. 
Moreover, the unknown impact of post-2014 on 
Central Asia and Afghanistan, with a potential 

revival of security concerns, does not constitute a 
push factor for Ulaanbaatar to integrate into the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization. 
 
 
 
The opinions expressed here are those of the author 
only and do not represent the Central Asia Program. 
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