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St. PETERSBURG, Russia (Reuters) - Russia, China and four Central Asian states pledged on Friday to step up action against international terrorism as Uzbekistan voiced fears of fresh Islamic extremism in regional hotspot Afghanistan.

Leaders of the so-called Shanghai Six, which also includes the former Soviet states of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, signed a charter to turn their organization into a fully-fledged international body.

At a summit in St. Petersburg, the countries of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) agreed to set up a new anti-terrorist body based in Kyrgyzstan. It was not clear what the functions of this body would be.

Uzbek President Islam Karimov, whose country borders northern Afghanistan, said the potential dangers still lurking there should not be underestimated.

``We should recognize that although the initial phase of the counter-terrorist operation has been completed and the terrorist infrastructure in Afghanistan has practically been destroyed, the situation in that country in our view is difficult to predict,'' Karimov said.

``In Afghanistan there is still a huge arsenal of military hardware, guns, mines and explosives which has accumulated over the years,'' he said, adding that the re-forming of armed groups could not be ruled out.

Referring to the decision to upgrade the SCO by creating a charter, Russian President Vladimir Putin said: ``The development of events in the world support the fact that its creation was correct and justified.''

Russia was swift to declare its support for the U.S.-led war on international terrorism in the wake of the September 11 hijack attacks on the United States, and several Central Asian states played host to U.S. troops during the strikes on Afghanistan.

RUSSIA LOOKS EAST AFTER LOVE-IN WITH WEST

Friday's meeting also provided an opportunity for Russia to reassure China and other traditional allies of its loyalty to old friends as well as new.

``Russia is ready to contribute wholeheartedly so that this organization can be an efficient instrument, and for it to play an independent, constructive and tangible role in international affairs,'' Putin said.

The top-level meeting in Russia's old imperial capital follows hot on the heels of a flurry of summits late last month, which saw Putin tie up major security agreements with the United States and NATO, as well as entertaining EU leaders in Moscow.

In particular, Beijing has watched warily as Russia and the U.S.-led military alliance have warmed to each other, concerned that in the long-term closer ties could bring NATO to China's borders.

And while Putin won accolades in the West for his pro-Western policies, analysts say eastern neighbor China could be forgiven for feeling a little neglected.

Putin and Jiang held bilateral talks in St. Petersburg on Thursday, but no details were released. Putin has reassured Jiang that all arms deals with China will be honored.

Before the September 11 hijack attacks on the United States, Beijing and Moscow had been forging a new strategic relationship based mainly on their opposition to Washington's planned missile defense systems and their opposition to international meddling in other countries' affairs.

The two presidents signed a friendship treaty in July last year that was supposed to cement that partnership. But much changed after September 11.

