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Preface

This volume examines the unprecedented alignment between the Russian Federation and the People’s Republic of China (PRC) that has developed in recent years. It analyzes the main drivers of the Sino-Russian relationship—its sources, nuances, and manifestations in detail—and assesses its consequences, especially for the United States. Over the past three decades, Moscow and Beijing have moved increasingly close in critical security, economic, and regional areas. They have pursued harmonious regional policies toward the Korean Peninsula, Central Asia, and the Middle East while better institutionalizing and integrating their security ties. China has become Russia’s leading national trade partner, gateway to other Asian markets, and an important energy importer. The leaders of both countries have engaged in numerous high-level exchanges, made many mutually supportive statements, and manifested other dimensions of their developing strategic partnership. Both regimes view their improved ties as a tremendous success that they must sustain. Their nonconfrontational relationship benefits both countries. Russian leaders can focus on advancing their interests in the former Soviet republics, Europe, and the Middle East, while Beijing can pursue primacy in the Indo-Pacific region. Shared opposition to the United States and its values partly explains their tightening ties. As a result, Moscow and Beijing have adopted coordinated as well as separate policies to counter U.S. power and influence.

The Sino-Russian relationship has moved considerably closer than many expected in recent years. Scholars have traditionally downplayed the potential for an enduring and comprehensive Russia-China alignment against the United States. Many analysts have argued that Sino-Russian cooperation is constrained by the two countries’ interest in sustaining favorable ties with the United States and the relatively benign nature of U.S. hegemony, which provides many benefits to Russia and the PRC. It was thought that Moscow’s and Beijing’s centuries-long history of conflict and distrust as well as Russia’s and China’s strong capacity to defend against external military threats presented additional barriers. Until recently, the concept of “triangular diplomacy” has been out of fashion in Washington. Whereas Russian and Chinese writers have regularly employed a triangular framework in their discourse on great power politics, most U.S. foreign policies have typically addressed each country separately rather than considering their combined weight. For many years after the end of the Cold War, U.S. national security decision makers rarely considered how U.S. dealings with Moscow or Beijing would affect the Sino-Russian alignment, let alone what tactics Washington could use to shape the relationship. In contrast, Russian and Chinese policies have striven to exploit U.S. tensions with the other state. Prudence warrants more consideration of the effects an enduring Sino-Russian alignment could have on the United States. Not only do strong Russian-Chinese ties look likely to persist for years, and they could plausibly broaden and deepen this alignment in the future, but Russia and China have also already experienced an impressive geopolitical resurgence since the Cold War. U.S. policy makers need to acknowledge and understand how U.S. decisions and other factors impact Sino-Russian ties. At a minimum, U.S. policy makers should make a greater effort to assess how Russian-Chinese collaboration presents a more challenging environment for U.S. foreign policy. Even better, U.S. leaders could try to redirect the relationship in ways that benefit U.S. interests. Toward that end, this manuscript examines several complementary case studies encompassing geographic and functional issues that are critically important for all three countries. These cases reveal various pathways, events, and drivers that have most impacted the dynamics shaping the Russia-China relationship.

The first part of this book reviews the changing nature of Sino-Russian ties since the Cold War, focusing on their governments’ strengthening connections and increasingly anti-American worldviews. The Russian and PRC political systems have become more similar under their current national leaderships. Since the end of the Cold War, both governments have become more authoritarian under preeminent leaders who dominate national policies. Neither country tries to export its authoritarian ideology as ardently as their Cold War–era predecessors, who adhered to (and fought over) Marxist-Leninist principles. Yet, both governments have become less tolerant of domestic and international opposition. Since becoming Russia’s president in 2000, Vladimir Putin has suppressed the limited political and economic pluralism that arose during the presidency of his weaker predecessor, Boris Yeltsin. The PRC had been moving in a more politically liberal direction in the late 1990s, with previously rigorous controls slightly loosened, while the ruling Chinese Communist Party (CCP) maintained the requirement for a more collective leadership and the obligatory rotation of political elites. After Xi Jinping became the country’s paramount leader, however, the PRC became even more authoritarian. In 2018, the CCP National Party Congress abolished the two-term limit (i.e., two periods of five years) on presidential terms, while Xi has assumed a cult of personality, and Chinese censorship, drawing on technological advances, has become more severe. Xi is scheduled to remain China’s unelected president until 2022, while Putin’s presidency extends until 2024, but both presidents seem able to extend their limits indefinitely. Along with other members of governing elites in both Moscow and Beijing, the presidents display resolute ideological opposition to Western values. They view U.S. professions of promoting democracy and human rights as a conceptual guise to subvert their regimes and those of their allies while advancing U.S. commercial and strategic interests. They vehemently insist that the United States and other foreign governments should respect traditional interpretations of state sovereignty, territorial integrity, and national autonomy—which includes nonintervention in their internal affairs. At the same time, both regimes violate these principles in their foreign policies while employing nationalism and anti-Americanism to rally domestic support behind their policies. They emphatically oppose U.S. interference in their perceived regional spheres of influence, especially Washington’s siding with their neighbors in their disputes with Beijing and Moscow.

The second section of this book details several major geographic regions of trilateral interaction. In the Arctic, Beijing has scaled back its previously expansive status and resource claims, which aroused unease in Moscow, to facilitate Sino-Russian collaboration on joint energy extraction and other commercial projects. In East Asia, the two countries have aligned their policies regarding the Korean Peninsula, to include launching joint peace plans; neither country wants near-term regime change in Pyongyang even as they promote peace and nonproliferation. In contrast, Russian-Chinese coordination has remained minimal regarding Japan and South Asia. Though China has gingerly increased its economic and political influence in the adjacent region of Central Asia, PRC officials have taken care not to overtly challenge Russian security interests in the region’s group of former Soviet republics, which still purchase primarily Russian weapons. For decades, South Asia had been a region central to Sino-Soviet rivalry. Following independence from the United Kingdom, India became a de facto Soviet ally, buying enormous quantities of weapons from the Soviet Union and aligning with Moscow against Beijing. Meanwhile, Pakistan became the PRC’s closest foreign ally, receiving privileged access to Chinese defense and even nuclear technology. Since the Cold War, however, New Delhi has improved relations with Washington, while Islamabad has largely reconciled with Moscow. The Middle East, Africa, and South America present a more mixed picture. Moscow and Beijing have no open disagreements in the region, but they tend to prioritize different countries, employ different policy tools, and do not closely coordinate their policies.

The third part of this text surveys several critical functional areas of Sino-Russian interaction that transcend geographic regions. Moscow and Beijing have become each other’s most important security partners. Their governments have adopted several arms control and confidence-building measures, broadened contacts between their national security establishments, and institutionalized their defense and regional security dialogues, military exchanges, and strategic consultations within both bilateral and multilateral frameworks. Their common security objectives encompass averting bilateral conflicts, maintaining border security, sustaining arms transfers, and influencing third parties such as the United States. Following several years of stagnation, Russia has resumed large-scale arms sales to China. These transfers were prominent in the 1990s and included complete warships and warplanes before sharply declining in the mid-2000s due to concerns about Chinese violations of Russian intellectual property agreements and Beijing’s demands that Russia offer more advanced weapons than the surplus Soviet-era systems sold in the 1990s. The past few years have seen a rapid renewal of these sales, as Russia has delivered some of its most advanced fighter planes and air defense missiles. The scale, scope, and sophistication of Russian-Chinese military exercises have also grown remarkably in the past decade. There are now several major drills each year that occur in multiple domains to include ground, sea, air, and aerospace forces. Importantly, neither Moscow nor Beijing views the other as a near-term military threat. In September 2001, the two countries signed the Sino-Russian Treaty of Good-Neighborliness and Friendly Cooperation, with provisions for nonaggression and mutual security consultations. Sino-Russian economic and energy ties have also increased though not as extensively as their security ties. In the diplomatic realm, though Russian and Chinese opposition to U.S. defense alliances and military policies in Europe and the Indo-Pacific region are long-standing, both governments have more assertively challenged these alliances in recent years. Moscow has strived to impede further North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s (NATO) enlargement and more vigorously contested the alliance’s ties with the former Soviet republics. Whereas PRC leaders previously prioritized cooperating with foreign partners to achieve economic growth, they now aim to become the dominant Asian power without war by pushing U.S. military forces away from China’s borders. Moreover, following many years of false hopes and frustrated deals, the two countries have consummated their long-anticipated energy partnership. Russia’s large but undeveloped Asian hydrocarbon deposits, combined with China’s increasingly voracious demand for imported energy, make them natural energy partners. For years, inadequate transportation infrastructure, diverging pricing perceptions, and novel energy technologies kept Chinese purchases of Russian energy at relatively low levels. However, recent oil and gas deals as well as newly built energy pipelines have secured Russia’s position as one of the PRC’s largest foreign energy suppliers, probably for decades. The two countries are considering extending cooperation in the cyber and outer space realms, such as by launching joint projects to pool their scientific and technical resources to affirm their sovereignty claims in these domains.

The final section of this volume considers possible future scenarios for Russian-Chinese relations, assesses the impact of these developments on U.S. foreign policy, and offers some recommendations for U.S. policy makers to drive future events in favorable directions. Importantly, the degree of Russian-Chinese cooperation has varied substantially—by location, issue, and time. In some cases, they cooperate closely against U.S. interests; in other instances, Moscow and Beijing pursue policies marked by mutual indifference and even rivalry. The manifestations of the Sino-Russian alignment are global but most evident in only a few geographic regions, such as Central Asia. In terms of functional issues, their security and diplomatic cooperation is greater than their still minimal social and humanitarian collaboration. Bilateral economic exchanges between the two countries also remain modest compared to those found between most friendly countries, let alone allies. Russian and Chinese approaches to a range of significant subjects remain frequently uncoordinated.

The “Return of Great Power Competition” is the term used in many U.S. national security documents to describe the deterioration of U.S. political-military relations with Russia and China. Yet, the three legs that comprise the Russia-China-U.S. strategic triangle display clear differences. The Sino-Russian relationship is much more stable and stronger than the ties either state has with the United States. Whereas Russian-U.S. exchanges remain dominated by Cold War–era issues such as arms control and regional security, the Sino-U.S. and even Russian-Chinese dialogue extends to encompass many more nonmilitary issues. While relations between Moscow and Beijing have never been better, Russian-U.S. ties have never been worse, at least since the Cold War. However, the third leg of the triangle, the Sino-American connection, is still in flux. Beijing and Washington have a mixed relationship in which they cooperate in some areas and compete in many others, though the divergences have grown considerably in recent years. Current Sino-American differences range from unfair trading and investment practices to cyber confrontations to human and civil rights. In any case, all three countries enjoy substantial strategic autonomy, which they freely exercise through unilateral actions, due to their great power.

One could imagine scenarios that could lead the Sino-Russian relationship to regress to its traditional state of tensions and troubles. Demographic developments, leadership changes, and other transformations could eventually undermine their current alignment. Russian concerns about China could grow if the PRC continues to ascend to superpower status, displacing Russia as the main global rival to the United States. Alternatively, Russian plans to create an European Union (EU)-like arrangement among the former Soviet republics could provoke Beijing’s resistance since such a development could impede China’s economic access to Central Asia. Beijing’s growing economic interests in the Arctic and Central Asia, combined with the improving power projection capabilities of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA), could induce the PRC to cease deferring to Moscow’s lead in these regions. If the PLA establishes bases in the former Soviet republics surrounding Russia, or the Chinese economic and military presence in these states displaces Russian companies or arms sales, many Russians will become alarmed. But these and other potential divisive developments are unlikely to occur soon if, as seems probable, Russian and PRC diplomats continue to manage adroitly possible pitfalls in their bilateral relationship. In some cases, critical time periods may arise that create windows of opportunity or vulnerability for U.S. influence. Like all authoritarian systems, the selection of leaders in either country is opaque and prone to factional infighting. At some point, new leaders will arise in Russia and China who could, as in the past, be more wary of cooperating with the other country and be more open to cooperating with the United States. But forecasting when and how this may occur is probably impossible.

The growing Sino-Russian collaboration has already challenged important U.S. security, economic, and ideological interests. These challenges could intensify if Moscow and Beijing align even more strongly behind anti-American positions. For instance, Russia may sell more advanced weaponry to the PLA as well as begin buying substantial military technologies from Chinese manufacturers. Since their strategic partnership is not binding, constraining, or exclusive, their low-cost, multidimensional alignment is resilient against many potential U.S. countermeasures. The United States should apply more resources to evaluating Sino-Russian defense ties, understanding the evolving dynamic in order to prepare for its future evolution, and ensuring that U.S. defense dialogues with allies and friends address this issue. Washington should do more to discourage technology transfers and other exchanges that can strengthen Sino-Russian military cooperation. Enhancing U.S. alliances and security partnerships with other countries is also imperative since these networks provide the United States with unique strategic advantages regarding Russia and China. Furthermore, the United States can profitably apply some of the tools it has developed to counter Russian sub-conventional aggression to constraining PRC assertiveness in this domain as well. At some point, arms control issues could give Washington a tool to divide Beijing from Moscow, since some Russian officials would likely share U.S. concerns about China’s rising military power and stubborn strategic opacity. But overall, there are no easy policy solutions by which Washington can break apart the Russian-Chinese partnerships. Some developments and U.S. policies might eventually drive Moscow and Beijing apart, but the United States and its allies should prudently plan for this Sino-Russian alignment to persist for decades.

The author would like to thank the Smith Richardson Foundation for providing funding for this project. He would also like to thank his colleagues and interns for the numerous insights they have offered over the years regarding the issues addressed in this book.


Introduction

Trilateral Great Power Politics in Theory and History

President Joe Biden has called the challenge presented by the Russian Federation and the People’s Republic of China a “fundamental debate about the future and direction of our world.”1 Like its predecessor, the Biden administration perceives Russia and China as the most substantial great power strategic competitors of the United States. The “Interim National Security Strategic Guidance,” released in early March 2021, states that the PRC “has rapidly become more assertive. It is the only competitor potentially capable of combining its economic, diplomatic, military, and technological power to mount a sustained challenge to a stable and open international system.” The Guidance further affirms that “Russia remains determined to enhance its global influence and play a disruptive role on the world stage.” In short, “[b]oth Beijing and Moscow have invested heavily in efforts meant to check U.S. strengths and prevent us from defending our interests and allies around the world.”2 These interests include maintaining favorable regional balances of power, defending allies against military aggression, bolstering partners against coercion, reinvigorating and modernizing U.S. alliances and partnerships, developing new capabilities for emerging technologies, and augmenting the competitiveness of the U.S. defense economy and supply chains.

Until recently, U.S. national security planners had shown little public concern regarding Sino-Russian cooperation. They may have presumed that the partnership was inherently limited due to the well-known differences between the countries, downplayed the military potential of both countries’ armed forces given U.S. military strengths and the superior U.S. global network of allies and partners, or feared that expressing open unease about their collaboration would encourage it or at least make Moscow and Beijing believe that they gained leverage in Washington from cooperating with each other. The closest link U.S. officials used to make would be criticizing both Russia and China for violating international norms or when justifying some recent U.S. defense and foreign policy initiatives, such as to strengthen U.S. cyber defenses or fortify international security institutions upholding Western liberal values. The idea that Moscow and Beijing will not form a comprehensive anti-U.S. alignment—one that encompasses multiple geographic regions and functional areas and attracts other partners—has been one of the most widely accepted propositions in contemporary international relations thought and practice. According to many scholars, economic interdependence, mutual distrust, nuclear deterrence, and the U.S. contribution to maintaining the global commons mean that Moscow and Beijing will accept, if with resentment and sometimes under protest, U.S. military and political supremacy in managing global affairs.3 Analysts have perceived Moscow and Beijing as sharing important interests in maintaining good ties with the United States, recalled the lengthy legacy of Russian-Chinese conflict and distrust, and depicted U.S. primacy as benign and beneficial for all countries due to the U.S. role in preserving peace and stability in the “global commons”—the maritime, air, outer, and cyberspace domains.4 Additionally, the advent of nuclear weapons makes an all-out war between Russia, China, and the United States both unthinkable and unnecessary since countries that possess robust nuclear deterrents are largely invulnerable against external threats.5 This interpretation holds that Russian and Chinese leaders will avoid actions that could jeopardize their national security or economic health—something best achieved in a peaceful world without major military conflicts or other impediments to commerce. In September 2018, U.S. secretary of defense James Mattis said that “I see little in the long term that aligns Russia and China.”6

While the conventional wisdom may prove correct, accepting untested assumptions regarding such an important issue is dangerous. Influential analytical and political figures have challenged this consensus. International relations theorists have long predicted that balances of power tend to form naturally, both at the regional and at the global levels. Great powers strive to prevent the enduring primacy of one of their members out of fear that it would exploit its preeminent status to their detriment.7 History has regularly witnessed such balancing coalitions. In Europe, Britain would often serve as an offshore balancer against a potential hegemon on the continent, which at various times has included Spain, France, Germany, and Russia. Power transitions are primed for problems no matter which actors are involved. The rise and fall of great powers due to major changes in resource distributions among countries have produced power vacuums and hegemonic transitions, sometimes with violent consequences. Ascending powers typically try to apply their growing economic and military capacity to alter international institutions and norms to their advantage as well as pursue territorial, commercial, and other concrete gains. By the same token, existing hegemonic powers strive to maintain the prevailing world order of norms, institutions, rules, and practices that benefit them.8 When confronted by rising powers, the established state can respond in several ways, from graceful retrenchment, as occurred during the transition from British to U.S. leadership, to preemptive war, as several powers responded to the growing power of Germany.

Today, Russia and China are the most prominent great power balancers against the United States; they sometimes enjoy backing from other dissatisfied countries, such as Iran and North Korea. Prominent analysts have faulted U.S. policies for driving Russia and China together in alignment against the United States. For example, University of Chicago professor John Mearsheimer has argued that the last few years have seen a great power politics renewal in which the United States again faces, as during the Cold War, near peer rivals for preeminence. He has also criticized U.S. policy for confronting both states simultaneously, thereby driving them together, rather than trying to maneuver between them.9 When Donald Trump ran for president, he and his advisers criticized previous U.S. administrations for not doing more to avert a stronger Sino-Russian alignment against the United States. Global developments in recent years have further challenged conventional wisdom. The Russian and Chinese governments have over time more consistently supported one another in these challenges against U.S. leadership. Whereas Washington might have largely ignored Moscow’s and Beijing’s opposition to U.S. policies in the 1990s, this approach has become less tenable. The U.S. position in the triangular relationship between Russia and China has deteriorated since the Cold War ended. As Sino-Russian ties have improved, U.S. relations with both countries have worsened. Through their diplomatic and security cooperation, Russia and China have threatened more U.S. national interests. If these trends continue, the United States could confront a potentially greater challenge than Washington encountered during the Cold War due to the complex asymmetries involved in countering two nuclear-armed states that possess a diverse, complementary, and historically unique range of assets.

Russia’s Resurgence

Under its current government, the Russian Federation is a dissatisfied, revisionist power seeking to comprehensively replace the existing U.S.-led world order with one more favorable to Russian interests. Russia is one of the most important global security actors besides the United States. In addition to having a permanent seat on the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) and remaining a leading exporter of oil and natural gas, the Russian armed forces possess sufficient offensive nuclear forces to destroy the United States or any other country. Putin has overseen an upsurge in Russian defense spending and foreign military interventionism. The Syrian war has also confirmed the improved effectiveness of Russia’s conventional military capacity following its decay in the post-Soviet era. Additionally, the Russian national security establishment has adroitly applied political-military “hybrid” tools in the gray zone between peace and war, such as internet-enhanced media and cyber instruments. Russia also regularly uses arms and energy exports as foundational instruments to develop more comprehensive ties. Since the Soviet era, Russian diplomacy has become more flexible in pursuing short-term pragmatic partnerships, prioritizing foreign engagements, and exploiting U.S. diplomatic setbacks.10 Moscow has been striving to establish buffers against Western influence by promoting international disorder through ambiguous actions that impede Western governments from reaching a consensus on an effective response against Moscow.

During the 1990s, the newly created Russian Federation underwent several traumatic transformations. The breakup of the Soviet Union in 1991 consummated the dissolution of the previously integrated Soviet political, economic, and military structures that sustained Moscow’s status as the capital of a global superpower. As Russia’s first president, Yeltsin identified his main tasks as dismantling the Communist Party’s legally enshrined political monopoly, reining in the Russian security services, ending the inherent economic inefficiencies of the country’s command economy, and ending Russia’s alienation from the West. At home, Yeltsin not only empowered a group of young free-thinking economists who introduced radical and rapid free market reforms that destroyed the vestiges of the Soviet command economy but also enriched a select group of nouveau riche oligarchs and harmed the well-being of many Russians.11 Yeltsin’s rule was marked by protracted struggles among the factions within his administration, between the president and a parliament filled with influential opposition legislators, and between the central federal government in Moscow and several semiautonomous regional entities that at times appeared out of Moscow’s control. On the international stage, Yeltsin more frequently aligned Russia with the United States and the other Western democracies while curtailing the direct use of Russian military power beyond the former Soviet space. Though the Russian military retained a presence in some other Soviet republics, and Moscow exploited divisions within and between these states, Moscow’s influence in many of the former Soviet republics atrophied even as innumerable Russian national security managers perceived threats in the strengthening security ties of some of these newly independent states with Western countries.

Since Yeltsin’s surprising resignation as president at the end of 1999, the Russian Federation has experienced a remarkable geopolitical resurgence. The previously chaotic politics of the Yeltsin years were replaced by a tightly controlled political process under Putin. The president and his closest allies have regained control over the country’s political parties, judicial branch, media, corporations, and other key national actors. Due to higher world oil prices and other favorable developments, the Russian economy stabilized as did Moscow’s international influence. However, the extent and duration of Russia’s great power revival remain uncertain since the economy suffers from serious problems, including underinvestment in critical infrastructure and next-generation technological sectors, dismal demographic and health figures, and limited progress in diversifying the economy away from hydrocarbon exports. President Putin’s foreign policy has also alienated Western states, while the country’s post-Putin political transition remains unresolved. The Russian-U.S. relationship is more confrontational now than at any time since the Cold War. Moscow perceives major threats in North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s (NATO) enlargement, Western democracy promotion, and other U.S. policies. The Russian government has strived to minimize U.S. influence in neighboring countries where Moscow claims a special sphere of influence. Beyond the former Soviet space, the Russian government has also contested U.S. influence in Europe, Asia, and the Middle East. Suspicions linger that Russian leaders have adopted a firmer nationalist posture to compensate for Russia’s domestic shortcomings. Hostility to the West benefits the Moscow elite politically but harms the nation. Russian national security officials regularly presume malign motives behind almost any U.S. policy affecting their country. For instance, influential Russians frequently claim that Washington wants to force regime change in Russia and elsewhere under the guise of advancing liberalization and democracy. In response, Russian officials have severely curtailed U.S. government and Western-backed nongovernmental organizations’ (NGO) involvement in their internal affairs. Besides overstating the desire and capacity of the U.S. government to threaten their regime, these curtailments weaken the socioeconomic foundation needed for better long-term Russian-U.S. ties. The chances of a direct military conflict are low given Russian conventional inferiority to NATO, but the adverse consequences of a war due to misunderstanding or miscalculation would be catastrophically high.12 The Obama administration addressed these challenges by enhancing Western defense and deterrence capabilities while trying to cooperate with Moscow on areas of mutual interest. The Trump and Biden administrations generally continued and augmented these policies by further strengthening U.S. military capabilities in Europe, reinvesting in intelligence and other enabling capabilities, pushing for higher European defense spending, supporting Europe’s energy independence, and fortifying U.S. allies against Russian non-kinetic challenges. Presidents Putin and Trump continued to praise each other in public, but governmental relations below the presidential level remain overwhelmingly confrontational. President Biden initially tried to work out a modus vivendi with Putin so that the United States could concentrate on managing China’s rise, but the Russian invasion of Ukraine that began in February 2022 brought Russian-U.S. relations to their worst state since the end of the Cold War.

China’s Rise

China’s unprecedented growth in economic, diplomatic, and military power has propelled the PRC to the forefront of global players for the first time in centuries. During the past three decades, the country has grown more rapidly than any other large economy while maintaining domestic stability and increasing its international clout. Following its decisive turn toward economic reforms and openness to the outside world in the 1980s, the PRC overtook many other countries and has become the world’s second-largest economy after the United States. China is now the largest energy consumer and importer and depends on reliable access to foreign markets and resources. From the mid-1980s until a few years ago, the PRC transformed from a revolutionary state whose government advocated global revolution into a “status quo” power that sought gradual integration into the existing international system instead of trying to overthrow it. Former paramount leader Deng Xiaoping adeptly described this foreign policy as “Observe calmly; secure our position; cope with affairs calmly; hide our capacities and bide our time; be good at maintaining a low profile; and never claim leadership.”13 Through pacific speeches and announcing generous economic aid, trade, and investment deals, PRC leaders strived to portray China as a benevolent rising power pursuing a peaceful development path that does not threaten other countries. PRC foreign policy has continued this pro-globalism line and “win-win” rhetoric of mutual benefits. In his speech at the 2019 Munich Security Conference, Yang Jiechi, Director of the Office of the Central Commission for Foreign Affairs, said, “Guided by a vision of global governance featuring consultation, cooperation and benefit for all, China has actively engaged in the reform of the global governance system… . We believe that the purpose of the reform is not to overturn the current system or start something new, but to improve the existing framework to reflect new realities and increase the representation and voice of emerging markets and developing countries.”14

Even so, the demise of the mutual Soviet threat ended the de facto security alliance that had existed between China and the West during the late 1970s and 1980s. At the same time, the international outrage over the military crackdown at Tiananmen Square induced Western governments to impose an arms embargo on China. These developments led to a substantial reorientation in PRC strategic concerns. Previously, the focus had been on defending against a Soviet attack along China’s northern and western borders, whereas since the early 1990s, the PRC national security establishment has worried more about maritime and aerospace clashes with the United States and its Pacific allies. The Chinese government has used its improving economy to acquire more powerful warships, warplanes, and unconventional space and cyber capabilities. For example, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) Navy has been acquiring a “blue-water” naval force with modern oceangoing vessels, including aircraft carriers as well as a fleet of modern military aircraft.15 Defense reforms have enhanced inter-service cooperation under new joint commands. There have also been substantial investments in asymmetric warfare capabilities for cyber and space warfare and a small but growing nuclear deterrent. Furthermore, Chinese diplomats have been active in building a China-centric network of bilateral and multilateral institutions. Xi’s “Chinese Dream” envisages a resurgence of scientific, technological, cultural, and military power intended for both civilian and military purposes, within the framework of a national spirit of “rejuvenation.” The Chinese military-civilian fusion strategy, as outlined in the 2016 “Opinions on the Integration of Economic and National Defense Building,” aims to expand collaboration between the country’s military and civilian sectors, especially in the realm of technology and know-how.16

The fundamental question facing the world is whether the international system can manage China’s rise without large-scale loss of life and strife. Power transition theory posits that the PRC has the same general goal as other rising powers—to apply its growing economic, military, and other capabilities to remake the international order more in line with Beijing’s preferences. Even though China’s rise benefited from the U.S.-made global order, Beijing is now trying to replace that order with institutions and norms that PRC leaders believe would better advance its economic and security interests under current conditions. Historically, rising powers tend to free ride off the global hegemon and only challenge it when they conclude that they have accumulated sufficient strength to overthrow the international system. China is a rising power whose recent actions suggest that it is following this opportunistic path through carefully calibrated actions to strengthen its position in Asia, with the goal of establishing a Sino-centric order in the region, while benefiting from the U.S.-sustained world order in the interim. Like earlier rising great powers, the PRC might use its growing economic and military power to uphold common interests, but such a benign power transition is rare and certainly cannot be presumed. These power transitions often lead to major wars between the rising and the already dominant powers, a development sometimes referred to in Sino-American discourse as “The Thucydides Trap,” which Chinese and U.S. policy makers are striving to avoid.17 Beijing aims to dominate the Indo-Pacific region without war. Chinese leaders have demanded more influence within the world’s key international institutions while making excessive claims to sovereignty over neighboring territories. The United States and other countries are torn between wanting to benefit from China’s economic rise and fearing its political-military implications. Like Russia, however, China faces major obstacles to its great power ambitions. Its economic model relies on high rates of growth driven by large state-directed corporations supported by massive public subsidies, loans from state-owned banks, and access to global markets now focused inward due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The lack of a free media, an independent judiciary, and popular elections all encourage official corruption and abuses of power. The government continues to deny Chinese citizens basic civil and political rights, making integration with the mainland unattractive to countless people in Hong Kong and Taiwan. Rising prosperity could lead more PRC citizens to demand political rights to correspond with their new economic power, which would challenge the political monopoly of the ruling Chinese Communist Party (CCP).

A Developing Alignment

Soviet president Mikhail Gorbachev’s landmark visit to Beijing in 1989 signified the dissipation of Cold War–era animosity between Moscow and Beijing. Since then, Russian-Chinese relations have been on an upward trajectory. Following the 1991 demise of the Soviet Union, Russia again became an important source of defense products and technology for China as well as an important economic and diplomatic partner. The PRC’s growing need for raw materials and energy due to its expanding economic activity has aligned with Russian export priorities and need for foreign investment. Putin has accurately described the relationship as both “comprehensive”—involving diverse political, economic, and military ties—and “strategic” in that Beijing and Moscow consider their partnership fundamentally important.18 In 2017, President Xi argued that, in an era of global complexity and uncertainty, good Sino-Russian relations promote revitalization of both nations as well as international peace and stability.19 Developments between Russia and China since the Cold War are at odds with earlier periods of world history. Moscow and Beijing have often been rivals, not partners. Their relationship has most often been characterized by bloody wars, imperial conquests, and mutual denunciations. Sino-Russian ties have been particularly uneasy for the past few centuries. Although China was the strongest power in the 17th and 18th centuries, during the 19th century, Tsarist Russia surpassed China in terms of economic and military power. The growing power imbalance between a rising Russia and a weakening China enabled the Russian empire to annex territories claimed by China. These “unequal treaties” resembled how the divided Chinese were also suffering humiliating treatment at the hands of the Europeans, Japanese, and eventually Americans. Later in the 20th century, the Soviet Union and Maoist China were initially close allies due to their shared Marxist-Leninist outlook. Following a decade of close partnership after World War II, however, diverging ideological interpretations and personality issues turned into fierce rivals over leadership of the world communist movement. Their 1969 border skirmishes raised the risk of escalating into a nuclear war as PRC leaders raised the issue of revising the unequal treaties and Soviet leaders considered a preventive war before China could develop a secure nuclear deterrent. Sino-Soviet relations remained tense during the 1970s, with proxy wars in Angola, Mozambique, and Vietnam. In the 1980s, China aligned with the United States as a less threatening global power than the Soviet Union. The PRC and the United States collaborated to expel the Soviet occupation forces from Afghanistan, which in turn helped precipitate the collapse of Soviet power worldwide. Seeking to break the Chinese-U.S. alignment against Moscow, Gorbachev made major concessions to overcome the “three obstacles” that PRC leaders had identified to improved relations by curtailing the Soviet military presence in Afghanistan, Cambodia, and the Sino-Soviet border region. This process culminated in Gorbachev’s 1989 state visit to Beijing, where Soviet and PRC leaders pledged to overcome their decades-long split and launch a new era of cooperation.

Since the Cold War, Russian policy makers have been striving to improve relations with the PRC. The disintegration of the Soviet Union essentially negated the threat from Russia in China’s eyes and vastly reduced the element of their great-power rivalry. Though Yeltsin ended Moscow’s Cold War rivalry with the West and the Sino-U.S. alignment atrophied due to the absence of the mutual Soviet threat, Sino-Russian relations stalled for a few years as both governments became preoccupied with domestic challenges. Russian leaders confronted the simultaneous need to transition their new country from single-party rule to a multiparty state, convert a command economy to one respecting market principles, and manage the loss of a Soviet multinational empire and the Russian military withdrawal from most of its foreign bases. PRC leaders had to sustain their CCP-dominant political system and global influence in the face of mass protests and years of political ostracism by Western governments following the armed repression of peaceful protesters in 1989. Russian and Chinese leaders convened regular high-level meetings, but it took some time before Sino-Russian cooperation began to resolve tensions such as their boundary dispute and develop mutual economic and diplomatic interests. Though Yeltsin faced major domestic opposition to transferring some disputed territory to Beijing, Putin managed to concentrate sufficient power to override this resistance. In July 2008, the Russian and Chinese governments demarcated the last pieces of their 4,300-km frontier, one of the world’s longest land borders. They then demilitarized this area through arms reduction and confidence-building measures. Some Russian authors have developed a new conceptual framework to characterize the Russia-China relationship, that of the “Greater Eurasian Partnership.” The term embeds growing Sino-Russian ties within a broader group of non-Western countries, and their multilateral frameworks, on the Asian mainland that Russian experts believe will fortify Russia’s influence in East Asia and revitalize the Russian Far East’s connections with the rest of Russia.20 Russian leaders hope to harness China’s rise to advance the two countries’ shared interests. Russian officials would welcome greater Chinese investment to help modernize the Russian economy. The current Kremlin leadership is unenthusiastic about political reform as a means of imparting greater dynamism to the Russian economy. They appreciate how the PRC has been able to combine an authoritarian political system with a vigorous economy. Throughout his years in power, but especially in the last decade, Putin has made developing strong relations with the PRC a foreign policy priority. Russians describe their alignment with China as both comprehensive and enduring. In January 2017, Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov observed, “Our relations with China … are rich, trusting, friendly and effective like never before with regard to bilateral cooperation in all areas and our cooperation and coordination of steps in the international arena. I do not think that prospects for the development of relations with any country in the world should call into question Russian-Chinese strategic partnership and multilateral cooperation.”21 At his December 2017 news conference, Putin observed “that there is a nationwide consensus in Russia concerning the development of relations with China… . Russia and China will remain strategic partners for the long-term historical perspective.”22 In an October 2019 presentation to the Valdai International Discussion Club, Putin said that the Sino-Russian connection had become “an allied relationship in the full sense of a multifaceted strategic partnership.”23

Though numerous factors account for better Sino-Russian relations, one of the drivers has been the two governments’ similar foreign-policy outlook and shared opposition to many U.S. policies. In October 2021, presidential spokesperson Dmitry Peskov acknowledged, “There is quite a common ground between Moscow and Beijing in terms of what we dislike in Washington’s politics.”24 Russia and China are now the most influential revisionist powers seeking to alter the U.S.-designed economic and security structures established after World War II, which they perceive as failing to adequately recognize their status or ensure their security and other national interests. Neither Russia nor China is content with the existing U.S.-led global order rooted in liberal internationalist principles, norms, and institutions. They dismiss U.S. claims to stewardship in upholding benign principles of international behavior as hypocritically deceptive professions to obscure how Washington pursues U.S. interests under the guise of defending universal values. They further denounce U.S.-led military alliances as anachronistic legacies of the Cold War and reflections of an outdated “bloc” mentality of containing Moscow and Beijing. Maintaining traditional interpretations of international law upholding national sovereignty, dispersing power away from the United States, and preserving their UNSC veto have been important tools for constraining U.S. foreign policy and buttressing their claims to great power status. Both governments have tried to weaken U.S. alliances by driving wedges between U.S. partners and pulling them toward its orbit. Moreover, Russian and Chinese representatives vehemently insist that they do not view each other as military threats and avoid publicly expressing concern about the other’s military activities, the potential for future Sino-Russian rivalry, or other issues that might challenge their official line of an enduring Sino-Russian strategic partnership.

Moscow and Beijing both want a more powerful United Nations and UNSC, where Russian and PRC delegates can veto U.S.-backed resolutions that authorize sanctions or military force against Russia, China, or any governments friendly to them. Since the Cold War, Russia has cast more UNSC vetoes than any of the other four permanent Council members. In his 2015 speech before the UN General Assembly (UNGA), Putin said, “The United Nations is unique in terms of legitimacy, representation and universality.”25 The 2016 “Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation” also highlighted Moscow’s view that the United Nations had a “central and coordinating role” in regulating international relations.26 In contrast, the PRC’s involvement in the United Nations was initially circumscribed. Although “China” is technically one of the charter members of the United Nations, the PRC only assumed China’s UN seat from the government of Taiwan in 1971. At first, Beijing sought to avoid directly confronting other countries and regularly abstained on resolutions that China opposed rather than veto them. The PRC also became a leading contributor to UN peacekeeping missions, supplying a substantial number of medical, engineering, and transportation assets to these UN “blue helmet” missions. Besides highlighting China’s commitment to world peace, participating in UN missions allowed the PLA to gain valuable foreign military experience. In recent years, however, PRC representatives have become more assertive in defending Beijing’s interests through UN speeches as well as casting vetoes. In a 2015 interview with the Wall Street Journal, Xi described the United Nations as the “most representative and authoritative international organization” and insisted on “the central role” of the United Nations and the UNSC in maintaining peace and security.27 Beijing has aligned its own UN stances closer to those of Moscow in recent years. Their solidarity within the UNSC can include casting joint affirmative votes, issuing parallel vetoes, or arranging for one country (typically China) to abstain on resolutions that the other will unilaterally veto in any case.28 Russian foreign minister Lavrov has attacked Western governments’ use of the term “a rules-based order” as an attempt to denigrate the United Nations and international law in order to “uphold their exclusive position on these issues and do not want to negotiate.”29 The Russian and Chinese delegations to the UNSC have frequently collaborated to dilute resolutions seeking to impose sanctions on governments they consider friendly, including vetoing resolutions they have opposed in tandem several times since 2011.30 Russia has vetoed more than a half dozen resolutions condemning the Moscow-backed government of Syria in the past five years. Beijing has joined Moscow on some of those vetoes while abstaining on others. Their 2016 Joint Declaration on Promotion and Principles of International Law calls for acceptance of the primacy of the UNSC in ensuring peace and security and for the resolution of disputes through predominately diplomatic and peaceful means.31 Beyond voting on, or vetoing, UN actions, the United Nations provides Russian and Chinese representatives with a stage to express mutual diplomatic solidarity, share aversion to Western policies, and prominently enjoy equal status with the United States. Cooperating within the United Nations makes it harder for Western governments to isolate or ignore them. They also see the United Nations, which enjoys great international legitimacy, as a key tool to support their vision of a new system of global governance. Whereas the Trump administration withdrew the United States from various international bodies such as the UN Human Rights Council, Russia and especially China doubled down on their professed commitment to multilateralism and international organizations and strove to fill a perceived multilateral leadership vacuum. Moscow and Beijing have regularly pushed to have their candidates assume leadership positions in the United Nations and other major international institutions, insisting that their relative global importance warrants their having a share of senior positions. Western governments and NGOs have resisted these demands due to concerns about the commitment of Moscow and Beijing to defend UN values like human rights and rule of law. Russia and China also similarly employ the UNGA, despite its having only nonbinding votes, as another platform along with the UNSC to advance their positions on international issues. In particular, they have both used the opening fall session of the UNGA, attended by world leaders, to affirm similar principles on world-order issues. Nonetheless, despite their shared preferences for a powerful United Nations, their financial contributions to UN operations typically lag behind those of the United States.

Russian and Chinese leaders engage in numerous other high-level exchanges, make innumerable mutually supportive statements, and manifest other displays of Sino-Russian cooperation in what both governments regularly describe as their best relations in history. In March 2017, Putin said Sino-Russian ties have reached an “unprecedentedly high level” and served as “a model of interaction between great powers in the modern world.”32 On June 8, 2017, PRC president Xi Jinping emphasized the importance of the Sino-Russian strategic partnership as “vital to the revitalization of both nations, as well as to world peace and stability.”33 Russian leaders perceive the PRC’s growing economic, diplomatic, and military weight in the world as an unavoidable development that in any case offers Moscow important benefits. Whatever their private feelings, PRC leaders make sure to show public respect for Russia and Putin’s achievements, with the Chinese media emphasizing Xi’s knowledge of, and admiration for, Russian history and culture. (Russian leaders reciprocate through fulsome praise of China’s achievements.) PRC leaders are solicitous of Moscow’s hurt pride and make sure to show deference to the former superpower in public, praising Russian culture, Putin’s skilled leadership, and anything else that resonates well in Moscow. Chinese officials have described their goal as striving to build a new type of great power relationship with Russia based “on non-conflict, non-confrontation, mutual respect and common development through win-win cooperation.”34 Since Xi had his first meeting with Putin in Moscow in 2013 as the PRC’s president, the two leaders have made countless similar anti-American speeches. Yet, Putin regularly denies that Sino-Russian collaboration has been driven by common hostility toward the United States. Rather, the Russian president claimed that “Russia and China are not directing their policy against anyone,” and instead, “we are just consistently implementing our plans for expanding cooperation.” Putin asserted that such plans were based on the goals laid out in their 2001 bilateral friendship treaty.35 This “Treaty of Good-Neighborliness and Friendly Cooperation between the People’s Republic of China and the Russian Federation,” signed by Chinese president Jiang Zemin and Putin in 2001, has established a flexible legal instrument for bilateral collaboration. Its five core principles include “mutual respect of state sovereignty and territorial integrity, mutual non-aggression, mutual non-interference in each other’s internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit and peaceful co-existence.” Article 2 has a mutual nonaggression clause in which Russia and China agree to never employ or threaten the use of military force against each other. The article also extends their earlier nuclear missile nontargeting pledge to include mutual adoption of a “no first use” nuclear weapons posture toward each other. Articles 3–5 affirm that each party will not challenge the others’ political-economic orientation or territorial integrity, which in Moscow’s case includes reaffirming recognition of Beijing’s sovereignty over Taiwan. In Article 7, the parties commit to supporting arms reduction and confidence-building measures along their joint border. Article 8 contains a standard nonaggression clause: “The contracting parties shall not enter into any alliance or be a party to any bloc nor shall they embark on any such action, including the conclusion of such treaty with a third country which compromises the sovereignty, security and territorial integrity of the other contracting party.” Article 9 provides for holding immediate mutual consultations “when a situation arises in which one of the contracting parties deems that peace is being threatened and undermined or its security interests are involved or when it is confronted with the threat of aggression.” Article 10 calls for regular meetings “at all levels” to allow both sides to exchange views and “co-ordinate their stand on bilateral ties and on important and urgent international issues of common concern.” Article 13 states that they will work to strengthen “the central role of the United Nations as the most authoritative and most universal world organization composed of sovereign states in handling international affairs, particularly in the realm of peace and development.” Article 20 states that both governments “shall actively cooperate in cracking down on terrorists, splittists [commonly referred to as ‘separatists’ in later declarations] and extremists, and in taking strong measures against criminal activities of organized crimes, illegal trafficking of drugs, psychotropic substances and weapons.” The treaty’s initial duration is 20 years, but the accord automatically renews every 5 years unless a party notifies the other, one year prior to expiration, of its intent to terminate the treaty.36 Unlike the earlier bilateral Cold War defense treaty signed between China and the Soviet Union in 1950, the 2001 treaty lacks a mutual defense clause in which both parties commit to providing military assistance, in case the other is attacked by a third party. In fact, the document resembles more of a declaration of mutual goodwill than a treaty of alliance. Much of the text affirms policies of noninterference and nonaggression toward the other country or pledges to consult on issues of mutual security concern.

In their joint statements, Russian and Chinese officials present a shared vision for global affairs, profess their commitment to enhancing bilateral security cooperation and mutual support, express solidarity against transnational terrorism and other mutual menaces, affirm mutual trust and understanding, and advocate nonaggression, antiterrorism, and international law. They also castigate the United States, sometimes by name but normally by allusion, by calling on all countries to abide by international rules, avoid expanding exclusive alliances and political-military blocs and eschew actions that enhance their own security at the expense of other states. Russian and PRC officials uphold traditional interpretations of national sovereignty, which severely limit the right of external actors to challenge a country’s domestic policies. They both resent what they perceive as Washington’s proclivity to interfere in their internal affairs as well as in their geographic regions. Russian and PRC strategists both think in terms of buffer states and spheres of influence. For Moscow, the U.S. presence in the former Soviet republics is a major irritant, whereas for Beijing, U.S. intervention in China’s Indo-Pacific territorial conflicts and support for Taiwan’s autonomy from the mainland represent major sore spots. Russian and Chinese officials openly call on their U.S. counterparts to stay out of these issues, which they view as vital interests for Moscow and Beijing but of only peripheral concern for Washington. Moscow views Ukraine as a barrier between Russia and NATO, while China views North Korea as a buffer from the U.S. military forces stationed in South Korea and Japan. Moreover, a recurring feature of Sino-Russian statements has been the call for a “multipolar” world in which Russia and China would occupy key positions, and no one great power—such as the United States—would predominate. In their historical narratives, both see themselves as victims of Western policies.37 The Russian and Chinese governments make these joint statements because they often resonate louder than unilateral pronouncements. In the words of their March 2007 summit declaration, “The shared position on major international political issues of principle and the common or similar positions on important international and regional issues between China and Russia enable them to take part in international cooperation more effectively and meet new challenges and threats.”38

A combination of aversion and opportunity fuels Sino-Russian revisionism. The governments of Russia and China are dissatisfied with various elements of the U.S.-led “global order.” They each believe that it unduly constrains their power and prestige. Both greater powers are surrounded by weaker and divided countries—presenting an inviting security vacuum that the United States has only partly tried to or been able to fill. They also have specific territorial grievances and ambitions. Many Russians believe that, for various historical and cultural reasons, eastern Ukraine and other former Soviet territories should fall under Moscow’s rule. In Asia, the Chinese widely believe that the contested islands in the East and South China Seas belong to China due to considerations of history and geography. Over the years, Russian and PRC writers have developed a shared narrative of U.S. hostility. They perceive Washington as pursuing “absolute” rather than “equal” security, thereby disregarding Russian-Chinese interests surrounding missile defense among other issues, misapplying sanctions selectively to promote U.S. commercial rather than multinational interests, and overlooking misbehavior by regimes and nonstate actors friendly to the United States. According to this Sino-Russian narrative, Washington took advantage of the weakness of its main geopolitical rivals after the Cold War to construct an exclusionary world order that privileged U.S. interests and values at the expense of Russia, China, and other countries. In Putin’s words, Western leaders “chose the road of globalization and security for their own beloved selves, for the select few, and not for all. But far from everyone was ready to agree with this.”39 Confronted by obstacles, the United States intended to contain Russian and Chinese power and subvert regimes aligned with Beijing and Moscow through the use of propaganda, terrorism, and other unconventional means under the guise of promoting democracy, humanitarian intervention, and mass-based “social revolutions.”40 Putin apparently blamed the Obama administration for instigating the mass street protests that arose in Russia after he declared his intent to return to the presidency in September 2011, as well as the 2013–2014 demonstrations that catalyzed regime change in Ukraine. Like Russian leaders, Xi has criticized U.S. unilateralism and the U.S.-led world order, stating that “[t]he global governance system is built and shared by the world, not monopolized by a single country.” He also joined Putin in averring that “[n]o country can maintain absolute security with its own effort, and no country can achieve stability out of other countries’ instability.” Just like his Russian counterpart, Xi called for an end to a “Cold War mentality in all its manifestation.”41 Russian and Chinese leaders perceive the United States as constantly manipulating global rules and principles for its benefit. According to the Sino-Russian narrative, when the rules favor Washington, the United States upholds them. When the rules impede the realization of U.S. interests, U.S. decision makers disregard even long-standing practices to create new rules more to their liking. They cite examples such as the U.S. withdrawals from the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty and Paris Climate Accords. They also object to the frequent U.S. military interventions in foreign countries, especially those without UNSC approval such as the U.S.-led wars in Kosovo and Iraq or the U.S. military activities in Syria without the approval of the pro-Russian Assad government in Damascus. They worry that Washington might intervene militarily to defend Taiwan against Beijing or assist separatists in Chechnya, Xinjiang, or other regions of Russian or Chinese concern. Throughout the COVID-19 crisis, Russian and Chinese officials have defended each other’s responses to the pandemic—in unilateral, bilateral, and multilateral settings. In May 2020, Russian deputy foreign minister Sergei Ryabkov said, “There is no reason to blame China for doing something untimely, wrong or inadequate during the entire period of the fight against COVID-19,” and criticized U.S. political leaders who “literally on a daily basis multiply the list of complaints addressed to China and try to impose anti-Chinese discourse in the entire international community.”42 Benefiting from the declining dominance of Western global news outlets, Russia and China have rapidly built influential state-owned broadcast networks, supplemented by additional state-controlled media and other influential outlets. During the pandemic, Russian and PRC broadcast and social media outlets have reinforced one another’s messaging that has been critical of the Western response to the crisis.43 When U.S. and European Union (EU) institutions criticized their propaganda campaigns, Ryabkov denounced the “accusations hurled at Russia and China for spreading ‘disinformation’ about COVID-19 [a]s nothing but the West demonstrating its anti-Russian and anti-Chinese prejudice” as well as reflecting a Western attempt to exploit the pandemic and compensate for its loss of global influence by scoring points against its geopolitical rivals.44 Still, one continuing difference between Russia and China is that only Moscow has been annexing new territories, supporting armed proxies in neighboring countries, and regularly making implicit and explicit nuclear threats against other states. PRC leaders have generally been more subdued in their language, warning that others’ actions will threaten regional stability but eschewing threats of force.

In essence, since the Soviet Union’s disintegration in the early 1990s, Moscow and Beijing have achieved a benign geopolitical equipoise in which neither state immediately threatens the other and both regimes have incentives to cooperate in important areas. Whereas in the past one country tended to have clear power superiority over the other, now a multilevel balance has arisen. China’s superior economic performance has allowed the PRC to catch up with Russia’s previous lead, but Russia has more energy assets than China, whereas Russia sells oil and gas to many countries, the PRC has become highly dependent on imported energy. Although Russia and China are both military great powers, their relative strength differs. Russia’s strength lies in its nuclear forces as well as its land and air power, whereas China’s main power projection instrument has rapidly become its navy. Russia retains more advanced military weapons, but China is located at a distance from the core of Russian military power, which remains oriented toward the European theater. Both governments have carefully avoided taking provocative public actions against the other. Many earlier suspicions between Russian and Chinese nationals have dissipated as it has become clear that the PRC leadership has no intention of soon challenging their historically disputed Sino-Russian border and that, while large numbers of Chinese citizens work and travel in eastern Russia, few become permanent residents there. The constant anti-Americanism in the Russian and Chinese media has also diverted popular concerns away from each other and toward the United States. Furthermore, Russian and Chinese security concerns emanate from different areas with the exceptions of Central Asia and North Korea. Most Russian analysts, typically based in Moscow, perceive their main security challenges to the west and south as well as in Washington. They discount the emergence of a genuine military threat to Russia from China for at least the next decade. With their blessing, the Russian defense industry has sold the Chinese military billions of dollars’ worth of weapons, though these systems have typically been optimal for fighting a maritime war in the Pacific rather than a land war in the Russian Far East. In light of the powerful U.S. military forces in the Pacific and potentially threatening developments in Taiwan, Japan, India, and North Korea, PRC policy makers eagerly bought these weapons. Russian policy makers believe that stronger ties with Beijing will help realize their long-term ambition of rebalancing economic ties away from the West, diversifying its exports beyond hydrocarbons, all while increasingly integrating Russia into the dynamic economy. While Western sanctions did not alone cause Moscow’s turn eastward, they have probably reinforced it. Like others, Russian officials see China’s rising power as unstoppable, at least by Moscow. Russian analysts think that even if the PRC surpasses the United States as the world’s leading global power, Beijing would never be able to attain the kind of primacy that allowed the United States to construct a Washington-centered world order, whose norms and institutions allow Washington to sanction and constrain both Russia and China. Moscow has set aside its concerns over Beijing’s Arctic ambitions; the two sides increasingly collaborate on natural resource exploitation and infrastructure development in northern Russia and on developing the maritime Northern Sea Route connecting Asia to Europe via polar regions newly opened due to melting ice. The PRC offers investment funds and commercial shipping demand for northern transport routes that shave one-third of the time and expense of sending goods from China to Europe via the Suez Canal, while Russia brings land and long experience in the region. Moscow and Beijing have managed to agree to disagree even on issues where they differ—this compartmentalization helps sustain in other areas. Moscow has attempted but failed to reach out to other Asian players to pursue a more geographically diverse, less Sinocentric, Asia policy.

Still, the relationship is fluid, even in the short term. Several recent developments have abruptly altered the negotiating balance between Moscow and Beijing. A turning point in Sino-Russian relations occurred in 2014, when Moscow confronted the West over Ukraine’s foreign-policy orientation, annexed Crimea, and supported rebel movements in eastern Ukraine. The 2014 Ukraine crisis placed China in a more advantageous relationship with Russia due to the Western sanctions and the resulting greater desire of Moscow to obtain PRC investment, technologies, and markets. Russia’s economic problems, exacerbated by the depreciation of both its currency and world hydrocarbon prices, helped shrink Russia’s gross domestic product to one-tenth of the Chinese economy. Having severely degraded relations with the West, Russian leaders believed that they had no choice but to pursue stronger ties with China. In effect, Moscow’s “turn to Asia” strategy has become a “bet on China” policy, with President Putin leading the charge. Russia set aside the reservations that had limited its cooperation with China in areas such as energy, regional infrastructure development, security in Central and South Asia, and the sale of advanced weaponry. Furthermore, the Ukraine crisis advanced Beijing strategically by diverting U.S. rebalancing efforts in Asia, thereby enhancing China’s leverage vis-à-vis both Russia and the United States. For example, Moscow became more open to transferring some of its sophisticated weaponry to the PLA. Yet, Russian leaders soon realized that China’s economic and diplomatic support for Russia in its confrontation with the United States would remain circumscribed due to China’s economic slowdown, desire to keep doors open to the West, and unrelenting Chinese hard bargaining.45 To Moscow’s annoyance, President Trump was unable to realize his stated goal of improving relations with Russia, though Moscow has arguably benefited from Trump’s anti-Chinese measures and Beijing’s interest in securing Russian support for its Eurasian integration initiatives such as the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). With China’s economy recovering more rapidly than Russia from the COVID-19 pandemic, however, Russian dependence on its Chinese ties may even increase.


Part I

Regional Alignments


Chapter 1

Korea

For decades, Russia, China, and the United States, in coordination with Japan and the Republic of Korea (ROK, also known as “South Korea”), have endeavored to prevent the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK, commonly referred to as “North Korea”) from possessing nuclear weapons. However, neither diplomacy nor sanctions nor military countermeasures have yet curbed North Korea’s nuclear or missile ambitions. For years, the DPRK has developed nuclear weapons and long-range missiles in violation of UN resolutions and its international commitments. Pyongyang pursues nuclear weapons for leverage, power, prestige, and money. The DPRK employs nuclear weapons to extract concessions and blackmail Moscow and Beijing as well as Washington. Past diplomatic deals involving North Korea, such as the 1994 Agreed Framework that froze the DPRK’s nuclear activities and the 2005 Six Party accord that established an agreed path toward denuclearizing the Korean Peninsula, have failed to halt the DPRK programs for any significant period. UN resolutions and sanctions have not proven more successful. The Pyongyang regime has reportedly circumvented even the tighter sanctions enacted in recent years through creative cyber theft of bitcoins and other innovative criminality, which provides the regime’s core members and supporters resources to sustain their rule.1 The DPRK seeks security assurances, sanctions relief, and diplomatic recognition from the United States. North Korea’s definition of peace requires total regime security—something the ROK and the United States can pledge but not guarantee. In January 2021, Kim Jong-un insisted that the regime was now a permanent nuclear weapons state and that Washington must deal with it as such.2 The United States and its allies have continuously refused to accept a mutual deterrence relationship with an aggressive, congenitally anti-American, and frighteningly unpredictable DPRK regime.

North Korea is one of the few places on the globe where Russia and China jointly border a third country in a tripoint. During the Cold War, Beijing and Moscow aligned with Pyongyang against Washington and its regional allies. More recently, Russian and Chinese leaders have shared some U.S. concerns regarding Korea. For example, they want to avert war on the Peninsula or a DPRK nuclear arsenal. Russian and Chinese officials have opposed the DPRK’s testing of nuclear weapons or of long-range ballistic missiles because these actions have led to U.S. defense enhancements in East Asia, such as the deployment of more advanced missile defenses in the ROK and Japan. Russian and Chinese analysts do not think that North Korea would deliberately attack their countries, the United States, or other states. More generally, North Korea’s belligerence harms Sino-Russian strategic interests, complicates their regional economic ambitions, and arouses Sino-Russian angst about the DPRK dragging them into conflict.

Nevertheless, Moscow and Beijing have prioritized preservation of the DPRK regime over competing objectives. Though Russia, China, and the United States oppose North Korea’s nuclear weapons program, that issue has not consistently been Moscow’s and Beijing’s highest priority among the issues related to the Korean Peninsula. The Russian and Chinese governments have often been more concerned that the two Korean states might reunify and within the framework of a U.S.-led political-military alliance system— precisely what happened with the reunification of Germany at the end of the Cold War. To address this concern, they have striven to avert instability in the DPRK, especially trying to avoid the collapse of the Kim regime, or a strengthening U.S. military presence in South Korea or Japan. Moscow and Beijing still consider the regional chaos that could follow the precipitous collapse of the DPRK a more severe menace than the potential adverse impact of Pyongyang’s nuclear and missile development programs, which they see as primarily motivated by defense and deterrence concerns. For this reason, they have regularly opposed U.S.-led efforts to impose strong sanctions on the DPRK—and at times, Moscow and Beijing have combined forces at the UN Security Council (UNSC) to defend North Korea from potentially destabilizing coercive measures promoted by the United States and its allies. Russian and Chinese officials calculate that pressing too forcefully to coerce North Korea’s behavior could backfire and lead Pyongyang to engage in still riskier behavior. They regularly call on the United States to eschew military threats, promote diplomatic solutions, and make concessions to reduce tensions on the Korean Peninsula. Moscow and Beijing favor incremental disarmament with reciprocal reductions in international sanctions—a “step-by-step” approach—and have not backed U.S. demands for the complete, verifiable, and irreversible DPRK denuclearization. In 2017, the two governments called for a halt to major ROK-U.S. military drills along with a suspension of DPRK missile and nuclear tests.3

More recently, Russia and China encouraged the Trump administration’s reconciliation with North Korea while urging Pyongyang to refrain from further nuclear and missile testing. Russian and Chinese leaders were generally pleased by the lessening of tensions on the Peninsula that occurred in 2018 and 2019. These manifestations have included a cessation of DPRK nuclear and missile testing, curtailment of major ROK-U.S. military exercises, and renewal of intra-Korean economic and diplomatic engagement to include some family reunifications, inter-Korean sports and cultural exchanges, and modest confidence- and security-building measures. Nonetheless, plans for major joint Korean economic cooperation or an inter-Korean peace regime remained largely unrealized. Moscow and Beijing are now pressing for a removal of sanctions on North Korea and a further reduction of U.S. military activities in South Korea in exchange for more DPRK disarmament measures. However, they still fear that their strategic interests could suffer with reunification. As a result, trilateral collaboration regarding North Korea has waxed and waned over the years. Looking ahead, U.S. diplomacy must persuade Russian and Chinese leaders that they no longer need the DPRK to act as a strategic buffer against the United States. Furthermore, Washington must convince Moscow and Beijing that Russia and China would attain more net strategic and economic gains from the return of a unified Korean state under Seoul’s democratic and benign leadership than from a continuation of the dangerously unstable division of the Peninsula. Long-term regime change and reunification, which are the optimal enduring solutions to the Korean crisis, will invariably require extensive Russian, Chinese, and U.S. (as well as South Korean and Japanese) cooperation to achieve.

Russian Goals and Policies

The DPRK’s military activities present Russia with a thorny dilemma. Various considerations give Moscow an ineluctable strategic interest in all Korean questions. The Russian Federation shares a land border with North Korea, with Russia’s main Pacific port of Vladivostok situated nearby. Accordingly, the Russian government does not want North Korea to have nuclear weapons, test missiles, or take other provocations that could spur U.S. missile defenses or other U.S. military activities in the Indo-Pacific region. At the same time, Moscow wants to avert U.S. unilateral action against North Korea and reduce the U.S. military presence in the region. Russian officials also fear the potential geopolitical repercussions of regime collapse in Pyongyang, which could generate a regional economic crisis, large refugee flows, and armed conflicts in its proximity. Furthermore, the prospect of an alliance between the United States and the reunified Korea alarms the Kremlin.

To promote these goals, Russian policies insist on Moscow’s having a prominent role in negotiations regarding North Korea and related issues. The Russian Federation has always officially rejected the DPRK’s claims to nuclear weapons status, urged restraint on its missile launches, and declined to sell weapons to North Korea or directly assist the DPRK’s military programs. Yet, President Putin has reversed the previous Russian policy of distancing Moscow from the DPRK while aligning closer to the ROK. For the past two decades, Russian officials have typically devalued threatening North Korean military advancements, argued that the DPRK seeks advanced weapons primarily for defensive purposes, urged more U.S. concessions in negotiations with North Korea, called for reduced U.S. military activities in Northeast Asia, and protected the DPRK from Western coercion while pressing Pyongyang to voluntarily restrain from provocative activities. Moscow has, unsuccessfully, tried to coax the DPRK into accepting limits on its nuclear and missile testing in exchange for international economic assistance and security assurances. Furthermore, Moscow has regularly employed public diplomacy and UN vetoes to constrain the ROK-U.S. response to DPRK provocations.

Russia had accepted some multilateral sanctions on North Korea to generate leverage on Pyongyang, discourage additional DPRK actions that Moscow opposes, and obviate tougher Western responses that could threaten the country’s stability. Russian diplomats regularly resist more severe sanctions on the grounds that all parties must minimize tensions. As one of the five permanent members of the UNSC, Russia can veto resolutions that would impose harsher multilateral sanctions on the DPRK or authorize the use of force against North Korea. Jealous of its veto power, Moscow has therefore considered any sanctions adopted by U.S. authorities outside the UNSC, especially those levied against Russian entities, as unacceptable. When the United States imposed unilateral sanctions on North Korea following the assassination of Kim Jong-un’s half-brother, which Kim allegedly ordered, Russia condemned the measures as “illegitimate” since they lacked the UNSC’s approval.4 Besides preventing actions Russia opposes, exercising its veto power makes it harder for the United States and its allies to ignore Russian interests regarding the Korean Peninsula.

In a parallel track, Moscow pursues expanded economic ties with both Koreas. Securing greater South Korean trade and investment helps stimulate Russia’s growth and modernization as well as reduce Russia’s economic dependence on China. Increasing connectivity with both Koreas deepens Russian integration into the prosperous East Asian region, which enhances the Russian national economy, in general, and the Russian Far East, in particular. Toward this end, Russian entrepreneurs have sought to construct trans-Korean railroads, pipelines, and other conduits linking eastern Russia with the Koreas. Specific projects have aimed to expand Russia’s role as a transit country for trade between Europe and East Asia while increasing Russian energy and economic exports to Asian countries. For instance, Russian energy conglomerate Gazprom seeks pipelines that pass through the Koreas in order to shift Russian energy sales toward Asia. Moreover, Russian businesses would like to develop North Korea’s minerals and other natural resources. Like earlier Soviet economic assistance to North Korea and other clients, Russian economic activity with the DPRK has the added benefit from Moscow’s perspective of helping to fortify the DPRK government against regime change. Despite Moscow’s aspirations, the adverse security situation in Northeast Asia has impeded both intra-Korean economic collaboration and Russian ambitions for regional connectivity. Officially declared bilateral trade between Russia and North Korea has remained severely limited. Investors are concerned about potential disruptions of pipelines and other conduits by the North and other risks. Despite major efforts, Russia has also proved unable to secure substantial South Korean high-technology investment.

China’s Goals and Policies

PRC policy makers favor denuclearization since North Korea’s nuclear program provides a rationale for U.S. military deployments and a possible pretext for U.S. military intervention in the North. It also prompts U.S. regional allies such as Japan and South Korea to strengthen their defensive capabilities, which Beijing also perceives as inimical to China’s security. Beijing therefore favors a dual-track approach that involves “phased and synchronized” steps by the DPRK and other states toward denuclearization and peace on the Korean Peninsula. Chinese leaders fear that abrupt regime change in Pyongyang could harm their country’s economic and security interests by leading to a unified Korean state that would distance itself from Beijing and align with Washington and other Western partners. PRC policy makers also strive to avoid antagonizing the DPRK leadership to the extent that North Korea would retaliate against Chinese interests. Although Beijing wants Pyongyang to end its nuclear program, the Chinese perception is that denuclearization should be an end goal of negotiations rather than a precondition for talks.5 Furthermore, some PRC writers sympathize with Pyongyang’s motivations. They see the DPRK responding to plausible U.S. threats by seeking nuclear weapons to deter them as synonymous with the way China reacted to earlier U.S. nuclear intimidation.6 Conversely, PRC officials have long seen direct DPRK-U.S. engagement, in support of a wider multinational process, as a critical prerequisite for achieving a more enduring resolution of the Korean nuclear crisis.

In this context, PRC representatives have consistently downplayed concerns about North Korea’s missile and nuclear activities while sounding the alarm about U.S., ROK, and Japanese defensive countermeasures. As U.S. and allied officials try to build pressure on Pyongyang, PRC policies strive to construct escape paths for the DPRK. They perennially urge Washington and its partners to offer more negotiations and compromises rather than employ punitive measures that they argue could deepen Pyongyang’s alienation and intransigence. For example, PRC representatives have urged Washington and its partners to make more concessions to the North—including normalizing diplomatic relations, offering Pyongyang security guarantees, and providing more economic assistance—to secure its denuclearization. PRC diplomats propose that the international community offer Pyongyang more economic inducements, such as a reduction in sanctions pressure and the resumption of limited economic aid, as incentives for negotiations. In November 2021, PRC Foreign Ministry spokesperson Wang Wenbin told the media that “China believes the crux of the Peninsula issue lies in the fact that the denuclearization measures the DPRK has taken have not won due attention, and the country’s legitimate concerns have not received due response. The US should face the crux of the problem squarely, propose attractive plans for dialogue and take real actions instead of simply shouting slogans.”7 Conversely, they argue that sanctions and measures designed to increase the isolation of North Korea may induce the DPRK to make erratic and destructive decisions. At a UNSC meeting in April 2017, Foreign Minister Wang Yi urged the parties to set aside questions of “who is right, who is wrong” and instead reach “for low-hanging fruits, defuse any flashpoint endangering peace on the Peninsula, and create conditions for stability in the region.”8

Despite the international sanctions, the PRC remains the DPRK’s main economic partner, providing critical imports, investment, trade, and internet connectivity to the larger world. Rather than exploiting North Korea’s economic dependence on China to pressure the DPRK to change its policies, PRC officials have primarily sought to promote economic reform to stabilize the DPRK regime, reduce aid demands on China, and refocus North Koreans’ attention toward domestic economic well-being. Beijing also seeks access to the DPRK’s labor, natural resources, and trade. PRC decision makers fear that excessively pressuring North Korea would reduce Beijing’s influence in Pyongyang or lead DPRK authorities to cut back economic ties with China. Meanwhile, the economic benefits that China gains through its relationship with the DPRK have given influential Chinese figures yet another stake in averting additional economic sanctions. PRC representatives have unsurprisingly vocally opposed the application of U.S. sanctions to PRC companies that engage in certain business with North Korea. Beijing further strives to avert U.S. military actions against the DPRK, including the deployment of missile defenses in South Korea, major U.S.-ROK military exercises, and, worst of all, U.S.-led offensive operations against North Korea. When the United States and South Korea deployed the Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) missile defense system despite Chinese objections, Beijing engaged in one of its most assertive influence operations in recent history. The pressure campaign included critical PRC leadership speeches, alarming media commentary, and coercive economic measures such as trade and tourism boycotts. Ultimately, the Chinese government overreached. Beijing’s heavy-handed pressure made it harder for the ROK government to back down without losing credibility and suffering embarrassment.

Despite their strategic and economic interests in sustaining positive ties with North Korea, Chinese officials have occasionally employed sharper rhetoric and tactics in response to Pyongyang’s nuclear and missile provocations. Bilateral relations reached their nadir soon after DPRK chairman Kim Jong-un gained power in late 2011. For his first few years in power, Kim snubbed China; PRC officials in turn evinced more willingness than ever before to pressure North Korea despite potential economic and security costs. In July 2014, President Xi broke with precedent in deciding to visit Seoul before Pyongyang. Further, the PRC Ministry of Commerce limited petroleum exports to North Korea, banned exports of natural gas, and ceased importing North Korean textiles. On occasions, PRC officials have reluctantly cooperated in imposing collective UN sanctions on the North in the hopes of heading off more severe unilateral U.S. measures. Even when supporting sanctions, however, PRC officials have insisted that such coercive measures can only represent an intermediate step toward the ultimate objective of “bring[ing] the Korean peninsula nuclear issue back to the negotiation table and to seek a final solution through negotiation, until the denuclearization of the Korean peninsula and the long-term peace and stability of the Korean peninsula become reality.”9 An immediate goal has been to avert pressures for escalation between the two sides. On March 8, 2017, Foreign Minister Wang characterized the “two sides [as] like two accelerating trains coming towards each other with neither side willing to give way,” such that China’s “priority now is to flash the red light and apply brakes on both trains.”10

Russian-Chinese Interactions

Moscow and Beijing have often pursued parallel or congruent policies toward the Korean Peninsula. Neither wants Washington to pursue a change in the DPRK regime, rapid Korean unification, or military actions against North Korea. Both countries strive to avoid a sudden change of government in Pyongyang, regardless of how difficult it may be to deal with Kim Jong-un, and have sought to play the role of mediator between Pyongyang and Washington. Russian and Chinese analysts argue that North Korea seeks nuclear weapons mainly for deterrence and defense, especially against the United States, rather than as offensive instruments. Russia and China have been more concerned about the regional chaos that would result from the DPRK’s abrupt collapse than the adverse impact of Pyongyang’s nuclear and missile development programs. For this reason, and to avert measures that could impede their economic projects involving North Korea, they have both opposed strong sanctions on North Korea and, more recently, called for reducing those already levied. The Sino-Russian stance at times seems to presume that Pyongyang will probably continue its prickly policies regardless of Moscow’s and Beijing’s actions, so they are disinclined to engage in potentially costly confrontations with North Korea that would likely yield few positive results.

Although neither Moscow nor Beijing perceives the DPRK as a direct military threat to their own countries, they have long sought to end North Korea’s testing of long-range ballistic missiles and nuclear weapons because these actions encourage other nations, particularly the United States and its allies, to take military measures that could be employed beyond the North Korean context, potentially against Russia and China. Indeed, the United States, Japan, and South Korea have strengthened their ballistic missile defenses and other military capabilities in Northeast Asia to counter the DPRK’s nuclear and missile programs. Both Moscow and Beijing also expressed alarm about the initially aggressive rhetoric of the Trump administration regarding North Korea. In his first address to the UN General Assembly in September 2017, Trump admonished the DPRK about the potential consequences of its nuclear provocations, warning that the United States was prepared “to totally destroy North Korea” in self-defense against the regime’s “suicide mission.”11 Russian and Chinese security experts argue that military measures and threats counterproductively encourage Pyongyang’s intransigence and pursuit of nuclear weapons technology. Indeed, they blame past U.S. pressure on North Korea for making the DPRK leadership pursue nuclear weapons in the first place. Further, some Russian and Chinese officials believe that Washington’s goal is to achieve eventual regime change in Pyongyang despite the high risks to Moscow, Beijing, and others. In the interim, they suspect that the United States is exploiting the DPRK threat to justify the U.S. “rebalancing” of its military power to Asia. Until recently, Russian officials objected less vocally than Chinese officials to ROK-U.S. military exercises and other South Korean-American defense cooperation, except in the case of their long-standing concern about U.S. missile defense projects in Asia. In their joint peace plan for the Korean Peninsula, however, Moscow and Beijing have called for a freeze on major ROK-U.S. military drills in return for a suspension of DPRK missile and nuclear tests.12 (For reasons unrelated to this appeal, North Korea and the United States adopted this dual-freeze path in 2018.)

Russian and Chinese policy makers have employed similar strategies and tactics to achieve their overlapping goals pertaining to the Korean Peninsula. Following particularly egregious DPRK acts, they have employed sharp rhetoric against Pyongyang and have accepted modest international sanctions in order to avert more severe ones, keep the UNSC as the centerpiece of the global response to the Korean crisis, and preclude a U.S.-led coalition that could exclude Russia and China. In place of denunciations, sanctions, and military measures, Moscow and Beijing have generally been trying to induce North Korea to change its behavior voluntarily, through international assistance and security assurances, in an effort to create a climate that facilitates evolutionary, but limited, internal and external reforms and gradual improvements in the DPRK’s external behavior. Similar to their position regarding Iran, Russian and Chinese policy makers argue that an incentive-based strategy and renewed multilateral talks offer the optimal means for persuading Pyongyang to denuclearize. Moscow and Beijing together focus on achieving a gradual resolution of the Korean crisis through “step-by-step” negotiations and mutual concessions in pursuit of long-term progress. In recent years, they have jointly backed a three-phased peace process that incorporated cessation of military activities, initiation of bilateral summits, and resumption of multilateral talks. Although they primarily engage in parallel bilateral diplomacy with Pyongyang, as well as regular deputy ministerial level meetings on Korean issues, they do occasionally meet in a trilateral format with a DPRK representative. For example, in October 2018, Russian deputy foreign minister Igor Morgulov, PRC vice foreign minister Kong Xuanyou, and DPRK vice foreign minister Choe Son Hui met together in Moscow.

In the UNSC, the Russians and the Chinese delegations have employed their veto power to block proposed resolutions that would impose severe sanctions on the DPRK or authorize the use of force against the regime. For example, both Russian and Chinese diplomats blocked U.S. efforts in the UNSC in 2018 to impose an embargo on DPRK imports of refined oil products.13 In 2021, Moscow and Beijing blocked Western efforts in the UNSC to censure the North’s missile tests.14 They have also proposed in recent years to relax UN sanctions on North Korea, citing several reasons to justify their position:


First, it is aimed to strengthen the trajectory of a political settlement to the Korean Peninsula issue and create an enabling atmosphere to facilitate the early start of dialogue. Second, given that the DPRK has taken multiple denuclearization measures in recent years, its legitimate and reasonable concerns deserve attention and response. Third, the negative impact of international sanctions and COVID-19 on the DPRK’s economy and people’s livelihood is a cause for concern, so the Security Council should facilitate external support and assistance to the country. Fourth, the Security Council should activate provisions on modifying sanctions in DPRK-related resolutions at an appropriate point to make adjustments to some sanctions concerning the economy and livelihood, which is in line with the spirit of the resolutions. Fifth, to improve inter-Korean relations and promote reconciliation and cooperation is the overriding trend, which the international community and relevant parties should all support by creating necessary conditions.15



In essence, Moscow and Beijing want to reward North Korea for simply eschewing bad behavior like nuclear and missile testing rather than for pursuing good behavior, such as ending its nuclear program.

Furthermore, Russian leaders desire that their Chinese counterparts perceive Moscow as a reliable partner in regional security issues such as that involving North Korea. Joint Sino-Russian statements concerning Korean affairs also help Moscow maintain a high-profile role in the Koreas. Additionally, their senior diplomats engage in regular consultations on Northeast Asian security questions. Moscow and Beijing regularly ask to restart the Six-Party Talks or pursue some other multinational negotiating format. Though this format has been in disuse during the past decade, the framework does guarantee Russia and China (along with both Koreas, Japan, and the United States) seats at the table on discussions concerning North Korea’s nuclear program. Though favoring an eventual multilateral peace framework, Russia and China have encouraged direct DPRK-U.S. and intra-Korean discussions as a precursor to a broader dialogue. Moreover, in order to enhance their leverage as well as their defenses, Russia and China have strengthened their military power and engaged in joint exercises near North Korea. These preparations could facilitate their ability to render military and technical support to Pyongyang in possible Korean War scenarios.

Atypically, Beijing has employed more coercive measures toward the Koreas than Moscow has ever utilized. When tensions were high with the current North Korean leadership, Beijing curtailed bilateral economic trade and other exchanges as a form of pressure. Toward South Korea, PRC officials have engaged in harsh criticism of ROK leadership, disseminated threatening media commentary, and implemented strong economic measures, including trade and tourism boycotts, to discourage Seoul from deploying U.S. missile defenses on its territory. Though Russian officials have been willing to criticize the policies of both Koreas, they have limited their intimidating measures against either. One reason for this difference may be that Beijing has more economic tools than Moscow for applying pressure in the case of North Korea. This amplifies Beijing’s leverage both with Pyongyang and with other governments that strive to induce the PRC to pressure North Korea. In contrast, Russian-DPRK commercial ties remain minimal despite Moscow’s efforts to build a better economic partnership. As a consequence, Russia’s primary tools of influence in Asia consist of diplomatic remonstrations, threats of military action, and weapons and energy sales. Whereas China sought to prevent South Korea’s deployment of THAAD by leveraging Seoul’s economic relations with Beijing, the Russian government has had to resort to threatening vague military retaliation for the ROK-U.S. deployment decision. Even so, Russian and Chinese economic considerations regarding the DPRK are generally harmonious. Russian entrepreneurs and policy makers have visions of developing north-south trans-Korean connectors, such as an energy pipeline and rail links, to integrate Russia more deeply into the prosperous Indo-Pacific region and to resurrect the Russian Far East from its economic lethargy. Although the actualization of Russia’s vision of a trans-Korean energy pipeline would slightly weaken China’s economic dominance in North Korea, the PRC recognizes that a better integrated North Korean economy would bring benefits to China too. Discussions about trilateral economic transportation and other economic projects on the Peninsula have also occurred, though actual progress on the ground has proved elusive due to unresolved Korean security issues.

Another potential emerging difference between Moscow and Beijing is their partial divergence relating to nuclear weapons proliferation. Though the Russian government formally opposes the acquisition of nuclear weapons by additional countries, some Russian strategists maintain that limited regional nuclear proliferation in Northeast Asia could benefit Russia. They reason that, if South Koreans and Japanese sought nuclear weapons, these countries would both alienate the United States and better balance China’s rising power. Furthermore, though Moscow no longer has a bilateral security treaty with Pyongyang, the PRC and North Korea have allowed the Sino-DPRK Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation and Mutual Assistance, initially signed in 1961, to renew automatically in 1981, 2001, and, most recently, in 2021. The treaty’s mutual defense clause gives Beijing flexibility to claim legal justification to engage in military activities on the Korean Peninsula.16 In practice, though, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) would probably consider intervening on Pyongyang’s behalf only if the United States and South Korea attacked the DPRK first. If North Korea initiated a conflict, China would not necessarily render military assistance to the North, as it did in 1950.

In addition to Sino-Russian differences in influence and capabilities regarding the Koreas, Russian leaders at times have seemed more open than their Chinese counterparts to future Korean reunification if it would advance Moscow’s long-term economic and security interests. For example, some Russians might welcome a reunified Korea that could more effectively balance Chinese influence in northeast Asia and be more independent from the United States. President Putin said in a Korean Broadcasting System interview in late 2013, “We definitely support the aspiration of Koreans for national unification because it would advance regional security and prosperity … [but] it should be exclusively peaceful and take into account the interests of the North, as well as of the South.”17 However, the erosion of Russian-U.S. relations in recent years has aligned Russian policy regarding the Koreas closer to that of China. Russians have become more reticent to risk ROK-led Korean unification that could permit U.S. forces to deploy on the entire Korean Peninsula.

Implications and Recommendations

U.S. cooperation with Russia and China regarding North Korea has therefore waxed and waned over the years. During the Cold War, Moscow and Beijing aligned with Pyongyang against the United States and the ROK. A few years ago, there was a more harmonious trilateral alignment against North Korean assertiveness. Russia and China joined the United States in pressing Pyongyang to suspend its nuclear and long-range missile tests. In recent years, however, Moscow and Beijing have decreased their support for U.S. coercive policies toward the DPRK. North Korea’s value to Russia and China has grown due to Moscow’s and Beijing’s deteriorating relations with the United States. Not only does the DPRK serve as a buffer separating Russian and Chinese territory from the U.S. forces in South Korea but the tensions between Washington and Pyongyang also distract the Pentagon from concentrating against Russia and China. The DPRK-U.S. differences also generate leverage for Moscow and Beijing with Washington on Korean issues.

Moscow and Beijing presently diverge from Washington in their assessment of the severity of the DPRK threat and the tactics they favor to address it. Russia and China typically have been less willing to accept the risks of regime change in Pyongyang and therefore resist imposing severe sanctions against North Korea. They believe that pushing too hard for concessions could reduce their ability to shape DPRK behavior without realizing concrete results. Conversely, they favor rewarding Pyongyang in advance of any positive steps simply to create a more favorable environment for DPRK moderation. The United States has rejected this approach and instead called on Russia and especially China to apply greater pressure on the DPRK to make more progress on denuclearization. In November 2021, Pentagon spokesperson John Kirby said that China has important levels of influence in Pyongyang, including a lengthy border and “significant economic influence,” and needed “to put some bite” into their enforcement of UN sanctions. According to Kirby, “They haven’t used the influence they have to try to steer Pyongyang to a better, more sustainable path” toward “denuclearization of the peninsula, which one has to assume is also in China’s interest as well.”18 The differences between Russia, China, and the United States have been evident in recent UNSC deliberations. In 2021, the U.S. delegation opposed a draft resolution Russia and China submitted to the UNSC in 2021 that would have removed some sanctions on North Korea. In 2022, Moscow and Beijing blocked a U.S.-sponsored draft to levy new UN sanctions on the DPRK for its escalating missile testing.

Furthermore, the United States is significantly more open to Korean reunification than Beijing or even Moscow. If a single Korean state reemerged, Washington would try to retain a greater U.S. military presence in the reunified Korea than either Russia or China would want. Though a new DPRK regime would be welcomed in the United States as a means of solving the North Korean security and human rights problems, many in Russia and China would see such a scenario as more dangerous than a nuclear-armed DPRK. They both anticipate that state failure in North Korea could generate a regional economic crisis, large refugee flows, and military conflict on their doorstep as DPRK warlords and foreign troops battle for control of Korean territory. They also fear Washington’s potential geopolitical gains from a powerful reunified Korean ally.

Given these views, Russia and China have objected whenever the United States and its allies have imposed sanctions on North Korea without UNSC’s approval. Russian and Chinese officials maintain that the overzealous use of sanctions could provoke unpredictable and destructive outbursts by Pyongyang. They call on Washington to demonstrate greater negotiating flexibility and tend to favor dialogue with North Korea without major preconditions. At the same time, Moscow and Beijing both call on the international community to provide North Korea with international assistance and security assurances to promote a fertile environment for DPRK internal reforms and improved international behavior. They argue that dialogues and negotiations leading to the denuclearization of the Peninsula would best advance regional peace and stability. Unsurprisingly, many proposals in that vein would also yield important strategic benefits for Moscow and Beijing, such as a suspension of large ROK-U.S. military drills and the removal of U.S. missile defenses from South Korean territory. However, Russia and China do accept some multilateral sanctions as a way to censure DPRK actions that they oppose and to generate leverage to induce North Korean concessions. Such sanctions are also accepted to avert tougher U.S. measures, including U.S. national sanctions or military measures. Nevertheless, in the past, the Russian and Chinese governments have not fully applied the sanctions they have formally adopted. Numerous media reports relate that Russian and Chinese entities are inadequately applying the sanctions, suggesting either weak national enforcement or deliberate circumvention.19

The Trump administration pursued a wide range of policies to restructure DPRK-U.S. ties, ranging from military threats to intensified sanctions and unprecedented leadership diplomacy. The first year of the administration, 2017, saw the risks of war rise higher than at any time in decades. The administration’s policies further presumed that, given the right combination of incentives and disincentives, Russia and China would apply greater economic and diplomatic leverage over Pyongyang to force the DPRK to end its missile and nuclear programs. Besides pressing Moscow and Beijing to apply stronger economic sanctions against the DPRK, including limiting trade and investment on a wide range of items, the Trump administration made greater use of U.S. national sanctions as well as extraterritorial sanctions on Russian and Chinese entities that violate these unilateral measures. The Trump administration renounced the “strategic patience” policy of the Obama administration of waiting for verifiable changes in DPRK policies after its initial policy review concluded that the approach possessed unacceptable risks. Instead, the Trump administration eventually pursued a “grand bargain” approach in which the DPRK would end its nuclear and ballistic missile programs in return for the other parties providing substantial economic assistance, diplomatic initiatives, and security assurances to North Korea. The most unprecedented feature of Trump’s policy toward North Korea was his willingness to break decades of taboo against having a U.S. president meet with a DPRK leader in the absence of a denuclearization agreement and engage in personal diplomacy with Kim Jong-un without elaborate preconditions. The administration’s diplomacy strategy initially focused on reassuring South Korea and Japan while concurrently inducing Russia and especially China to increase pressure on Pyongyang to end its nuclear and missile tests. These efforts in 2018 led to the first meeting between a U.S. president and a DPRK chairman and to other direct engagements between senior North Korean and U.S. diplomats. The Singapore summit in June of that year produced a joint statement that repeated the language of earlier commitments to improve relations and denuclearize the Peninsula, though the document lacked a sequence of concrete verifiable steps toward this objective or a timeline for compliance. The most tangible effect of the Singapore Summit was the suspension of major ROK-U.S. military exercises and a continuation of the freeze on DPRK nuclear detonations. Additional presidential meetings occurred in Hanoi on February 28, 2019, and at the truce village of Panmunjom in the Korean Demilitarized Zone on June 30, 2019. Like Singapore, these were high-profile meetings that focused attention on the issue but failed to resolve fundamental differences over sequencing regarding sanctions relief and disarmament. Washington and Pyongyang diverged over the definition of denuclearization and how to synchronize steps toward achieving denuclearization, creating a new bilateral relationship, and establishing a peace regime. The Trump administration insisted on up-front DPRK concessions that would achieve irreversible progress on complete nuclear disarmament, with comprehensive and intrusive international inspections of DPRK nuclear assets. In contrast, the North demanded near-term sanctions relief and depicted denuclearization as a result, rather than the cause, of improved relations between Washington and Pyongyang. By 2019, things had regressed to deadlock, stalemate, and mutual patience.

The Biden administration’s DPRK policy review, while reaffirming opposition to North Korea’s nuclear and missile programs, adopted a “calibrated, practical approach” rather than pursuing Obama’s strategic patience approach or Trump’s quest for grand bargains.20 Administration officials have offered to talk with DPRK representatives without preconditions. U.S. officials have also continued dialogue with Russia, China, South Korea, and other interested governments on the DPRK question. Still, the Biden administration has kept the sanctions adopted by the Obama and Trump administrations despite Russian and Chinese pressure to relax them. Thus far, the North Korean government, while eschewing testing of long-range missiles or nuclear weapons, has continued to test shorter-range missiles and refused to engage in direct dialogue with the United States. Despite their different tactics, the Obama, Trump, and Biden administrations have all insisted on DPRK denuclearization because a nuclear-armed DPRK would threaten U.S. allies, destabilize the region, undermine the international treaties, and encourage other states, including U.S. allies as well as adversaries, to seek weapons of mass destruction (WMD).

To be effective, sanctions on North Korea require Moscow’s and Beijing’s strong support. Yet, Russia’s and China’s willingness to implement and execute sanctions is suspect because they fear the consequences of regime collapse more than the prospect of a nuclear-armed North Korea, and they do not want to restrict their economic activities in the North. Through poor enforcement and liberal humanitarian exemptions, Russian and Chinese officials have not fully applied the sanctions that their governments formally supported.21 Moscow and Beijing might demand restrictions on U.S. military activities in Asia or other conditions in exchange for more comprehensively pressuring the DPRK. U.S. diplomacy needs to persuade Russian and Chinese leaders that they no longer need the DPRK as a strategic buffer against the United States and that they would achieve greater net strategic and economic gains with a unified Korean state under Seoul’s democratic and benign leadership than with the current dangerously unstable division of the Peninsula. Washington should also insist that Japan and South Korea are fully consulted regarding the Korean peace process. Inadequate consideration of Tokyo’s and Seoul’s security concerns, above all regarding medium-range missiles, could strengthen the arguments of those in both countries who favor acquiring their own nuclear weapons. U.S. officials must also strive to remain as supportive as possible of Seoul’s approach to building a peace regime on the Peninsula while discouraging excessive exuberance in the Blue House. In the diplomatic realm, U.S. leaders need to raise the DPRK issue repeatedly with their Russian and Chinese counterparts to elevate the matter’s priority in their decision making. Washington must insist that cooperation concerning North Korea, especially its nuclear weapons program, is critical for U.S. relations with Russia and China.


Chapter 2

Japan

Japanese foreign policy is invariably embedded in the Russia-China-U.S. triangle. Tokyo seeks a peace treaty with Russia and return of Japanese islands seized by Moscow but without jeopardizing critical U.S. defense guarantees). Japan’s leaders and public alike have expressed alarm at China’s growing foreign-policy assertiveness. Sino-Japanese animosity primarily originates in historical tensions and a territorial dispute over some islands situated between the two countries (known as the Diaoyu Islands in Chinese and the Senkaku Islands in Japanese). Chinese ties with North Korea and Japan’s alliance with the United States also divide the two states. The Obama administration initially accepted Japanese efforts to strengthen ties with Russia but became unenthusiastic about their engagement after Moscow seized Crimea from Ukraine. The Trump administration was initially more tolerant about Tokyo’s Russian outreach, but the Russian government relied on an unproductive coercive approach, demanding that Japan weaken its defense ties with the United States in exchange for improved relations with Moscow. Following the February 2022 Russian attack on Ukraine, Japan suspended these unproductive talks with Russia and fully supported international sanctions against Moscow. Japanese leaders have been strengthening their national defense efforts and security ties with the United States due to fears that Beijing might follow Moscow’s example and try to seize Taiwan by force.

Russian Goals and Policies

The Russian-Japanese sovereignty dispute over four islands north of Japan, which the Japanese term their Northern Territories and the Russians call the Southern Kurils, presents a major impediment to improved relations. The 1875 Treaty of St. Petersburg ceded all the Kuril Islands to Japan and assigned the Sakhalin Island to Russia. At the end of World War II, the Soviet government abruptly abrogated the Japan-Soviet Neutrality Pact. The Red Army then rapidly occupied the entire Kuril Island chain in the final days of the war even after the Japanese government had agreed to surrender—including the four islands (Kunashir, known in Japanese as Kunashiri; Iturup [Etorofu]; Shikotan; and Habomai) never historically considered Russian territory near the Japanese island of Hokkaido. Subsequently, the Soviet authorities expelled most of the original inhabitants from the islands and settled Soviet citizens in their place. Though the Joint Declaration between Japan and the Soviet Union of 1956 ended the state of war between the two countries and restored commercial and diplomatic ties between them, the unresolved sovereignty dispute has prevented their signing a formal peace treaty, leaving the Russia-Japan dispute as the only legally unsettled conflict from World War II.1 The Japanese public has substantial sympathy for these individuals, who have been displaced from their ancestral homes, making any Tokyo government averse to accepting a compromise that would renounce Japan’s formal sovereignty over any of the islands. Whenever prominent Japanese have endorsed potential compromises, they have experienced sharp criticism at home. Russian and Japanese historians can cite competing evidence to support their legal claims. The Russian government justifies its possession of the islands by citing several World War II agreements. The Japanese government’s position is that, while Tokyo did cede control of the Sakhalin and Kuril Islands to the USSR under the 1951 San Francisco Peace Treaty, which the Soviet government never signed, the treaty’s provisions did not apply to the four islands of the Northern Territories because Tokyo has never recognized them as part of the Kuril chain. However, historical or legal reasoning is largely irrelevant since the question has become entangled in competing national interests, opposing economic and military interests, national prestige, and diverging national opinion. Japanese officials have demonstrated flexibility concerning how and when Moscow could return the islands to Tokyo’s control and pledged to respect the rights of Russian citizens on the islands. Yet, as a reflection of Japanese public opinion, the government officials have always insisted that Moscow acknowledge Tokyo’s sovereignty over all of them. Polls show widespread Russian public opposition to making further territorial concessions.2 President Putin flatly remarked in 2016 that “[w]e do not trade territories.”3 Soviet propaganda glorified the islands’ seizure as symbolic of Moscow’s proud victory in the great war of liberation against fascism in the 1940s. Russians still favorably recall how the occupation resulted from the successful Soviet military campaign at the end of World War II, which marked Moscow’s recovery in Asia from its disastrous defeat in its 1904–1905 war with Japan. Russian politicians regularly burnish their nationalist credentials by stressing their opposition to returning any island. Accordingly, Russians are equally adamant that Japan recognize Russian sovereignty over the islands as a prerequisite for negotiations, offering Tokyo merely administrative rights over the disputed territory rather than sovereignty. Further, economic considerations discourage Moscow from accepting a loss of the islands, which are surrounded by rich fishing grounds, possible offshore oil and gas reserves, and other valuable natural resources.4 Additionally, the Russian government has invested millions of dollars to develop the islands’ civilian infrastructure as well as to construct military facilities there. The islands’ strategic value for Russian naval operations and Japan’s homeland defense (the closest point lies 15 kilometers away from Japan’s northern island of Hokkaido) presents another obstacle to a territorial settlement. A Japanese-U.S. military presence on the islands, such as the deployment of antiship or antiair missiles or ballistic missile defense (BMD) systems, could threaten Russia’s Pacific Fleet, especially the nuclear missile–launching submarines conducting patrols in the Sea of Okhotsk.5 Russian negotiators want assurances that Tokyo would not permit U.S. military deployments, though the islands fall under the Japanese-U.S. mutual defense treaty. Since any compromise settlement would engender sharp criticism from nationalist politicians, Russian and Japanese leaders typically have found it easier to stand firm on principle regardless of their opportunity costs—notably, the postponement of a formal peace treaty and thwarted commercial deals. Various proposals to divide control of the islands or establish a creative shared sovereignty arrangement have never gained decisive support in both governments simultaneously. Both sides have plausibly believed that time was on their side and that they could firmly hold to their positions and wait for the other to blink first.

When Abe Shinzo became prime minister again in December 2012, he deliberately aimed to expand economic ties with Russia to establish a more benign tone for Russo-Japanese relations and induce Moscow into making territorial concessions to Japan that would lead to an eventual peace treaty. Abe’s desire to improve ties with Russia was understandable. Japan has troubled relations with China and both Koreas. Having confrontations with all four neighbors simultaneously constrains Tokyo’s leverage and diplomatic opportunities in Asia. Moscow’s hope was that Abe would finally lead a strong Japanese government capable of making substantial concessions on their territorial dispute. For the first time in decades, Russia and Japan both had strong leaders with solid nationalist credentials who could have negotiated a territorial compromise and then sell it domestically. Before Abe, Tokyo had a series of weak leaders who lacked the political support to negotiate a compromise deal with Russia and then secure its domestic approval in the Diet and among the Japanese public. Abe had the nationalist credentials and domestic political strength to sell at home the kind of compromise settlement that Moscow has repeatedly offered—that Japan and Russia each agree to accept control over fewer than all four islands in return for a peace treaty, stronger economic relations, enhanced diplomatic ties, and liberal visiting rights to all the islands.6

Furthermore, both countries could benefit from improved ties. The Japanese seek expanded access to Russia’s abundant natural resources, especially its oil and natural gas. Having greater access to Russian hydrocarbons would reduce Japan’s dependence on tanker transits through the South China Sea, where Beijing’s assertive sovereignty claims potentially put this shipping at risk and help compensate for setbacks in Japan’s nuclear energy development owing to the 2011 Fukushima nuclear plant disaster. For Moscow, Japan can serve the roles of investor, balancer, and gateway. Russians would like to secure more Japanese investment, high technology, and access to Japanese consumer markets to modernize their industries and to develop the Russian Far East. Russians also hope that Japan can serve as a gateway to help them access other East Asian markets and thereby add substance to Moscow’s weakening pivot to the Pacific and Asia. Russia and Japan could both benefit from Japanese investment and access to Russia’s considerable hydrocarbon deposits in the Arctic as well as the Northern Sea Route, consisting of direct maritime shipping lanes Moscow is developing through the Arctic Ocean between Europe and Asia. The two countries are complementary economic partners, but levels of Russian-Japanese commerce have remained relatively modest. Only a small share of Japanese exports and investment flows to Russia, while Japanese investment in Russia remains low compared with its levels in other countries.7

The pace of Japanese-Russian diplomacy accelerated after Abe returned as prime minister; Abe and Putin frequently met at bilateral and multilateral events. However, Moscow and Tokyo have never reached a comprehensive bilateral settlement on the islands or a peace agreement. In April 2013, Abe became the first Japanese prime minister to conduct an official state visit to Russia since Junichiro Koizumi’s trip a decade earlier. In a joint statement, he and Putin instructed their foreign ministries to accelerate their search for “mutually acceptable options” for settling their territorial dispute and signing a peace accord. In November 2013, Russia and Japan held their first “2 + 2” joint meeting of foreign and defense ministers. On February 6, 2014, Abe was one of the few Western leaders to attend the Opening Ceremony of the Sochi Olympics, boycotted by many Western leaders due to the Russian government’s newly adopted antigay legislation and other objectionable domestic policies. Japan also avoided confronting Russia in Syria.8 Though Japan did yield to U.S. pressure to impose sanctions on Russia over Ukraine, Abe strived to keep them modest, almost symbolic, to balance an affirmation of Western solidarity while maintaining dialogue with Moscow. Russian officials questioned the autonomy of Japanese foreign policy, but bilateral talks continued. In December 2016, Putin made his first state visit to Japan since 2005, but the trip yielded no major improvement in relations. Tokyo tried both economic pressure and inducements, to no avail. Japanese attempts to restrict investment, technology transfer, and other economic relations with Russia in order to pressure Moscow to make concessions on the island dispute failed. Conversely, the Japanese government decision in the mid-2010s to expand Russian-Japanese economic projects also proved insufficient to mollify Moscow’s hardline stance on territorial concessions. The growth in Russian-Japanese trade and investment during the 2010s reduced the opportunity costs for Russia from not negotiating a territorial settlement. Moscow had less incentive to compromise since bilateral economic ties were developing despite the sovereignty dispute and lack of a formal peace treaty. Indeed, Russian leaders threatened that, should Japan fail to meet Russian economic needs, Russia would turn to other Asian partners.9 Meanwhile, the military units in the Russian Far East have engaged in larger and more frequent exercises, deployed additional military capabilities, and conducted more air patrols near Japan, sometimes in joint strategic aviation patrols with China. Under Prime Minister Kishida Fumio, the Japanese government adopted a strong stance against the Russian attack on Ukraine that began in February 2022. Japan joined other members of the Group of Seven (G-7) industrial states in imposing severe sanctions on Russia, even at the cost of suspending the peace and sovereignty talks with Moscow.

Chinese Goals and Policies

Japan’s relationship with China, burdened by history and intermittent geopolitical disputes, is complex, made even more so by the meteoric rise of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in recent years. The two countries have a troubled shared history of geopolitical competition and national confrontation. During Japan’s invasion of mainland China from 1931 to 1945, Japanese soldiers committed many atrocities; controversies also arise when Japanese officials visit the Yasukuni Shrine, a memorial dedicated to the memory of Japan’s fallen war soldiers, and in the context of Japan’s portrayal of World War II in its history textbooks, which the Chinese see as negating Japanese apologies for past actions by showing insincerity. PRC officials exploit Japan’s wartime aggression to inflame anti-Japanese sentiment in other countries, especially the Koreas. Conversely, the Abe government pointed to China’s growing strength and assertiveness to campaign for the repeal of Article 9 of Japan’s pacificist constitution, which prohibits some military activities, in order to increase defense spending and enhance Japan’s contribution to collective self-defense in partnership with the United States. Japan’s security concerns include the PRC’s expanding and opaque defense budget as well as Beijing’s territorial claims. Many Japanese believe that the PRC is trying to control the Western Pacific, while Chinese analysts complain about Japan’s growing military capabilities, expanding security role in the Indo-Pacific region, efforts to revise the pacifist clauses in the Japanese constitution, growing security cooperation with the United States, and Japan’s military and industrial potential, including the country’s latent nuclear weapons capacity.10 Coinciding with Japan’s decades of economic stagnation, China has enjoyed rapid industrial growth and has surpassed Japan as the world’s second-largest economy. It is true that Sino-Japanese economic connections have become much more extensive than those between Japan and Russia. The PRC is a major destination for Japanese direct investment and exports, while Japan imports an enormous volume of Chinese goods. During the 1990s, Japanese aid, investment, and technology transfer helped drive Chinese growth. Yet, the two countries compete for energy imports, and their businesses compete for markets now that Chinese companies have equaled the sophistication of Western corporations. Tokyo has been especially wary of Beijing’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and other Chinese efforts to bind countries to the PRC economy, as they represent a direct challenge to Japan’s program to build economic ties with these countries through its “Free and Open Indo-Pacific Strategy.”11 Furthermore, Beijing’s militarization of the South China Sea poses a direct threat to Japanese economic and energy security since more than half of Japan’s oil and gas imports pass through that body of water.12

The greatest source of current Sino-Japanese tensions is the East China Sea, centered on an island chain that the Japanese, who administer them, call the Senkaku Islands and the Chinese, who claim them as well, name the Diaoyu Islands. The islands are situated amid rich energy reserves and fishing grounds that fall within both countries’ overlapping 200-nautical-mile exclusive economic zones (EEZ).13 In 2005, anti-Japanese protests in China escalated from a boycott of Japanese goods into mass demonstrations against Japan. In 2014, the United States accepted the Japanese assertion that the islands fall under the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty, meaning the United States would assist Japan to defend them from external attack. In December 2018, PRC sent a research expedition to Okinotori Island, which Tokyo claims as its southernmost territory. The Chinese navy and air force now routinely patrol in the East China Sea region and denounce similar activity conducted by the United States as a “provocative” threat to China’s “rights and interests.”14 The bilateral negotiations that began in 2004 to resolve their conflicting sovereignty and territorial claims over the East China Sea have neither ended the dispute nor established an agreed mechanism for joint exploitation of the energy reserves, which lie within the two countries’ overlapping maritime economic zones. After Russia attacked Ukraine in February 2022, Japanese anxieties that China would also employ force to seize disputed territories increased still further.

Russian-Chinese Interactions

Though Russia, China, and Japan all support the denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula, Moscow and Beijing have criticized Tokyo for conditioning any nuclear settlement on resolution of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea’s (DPRK) past abductions of Japanese citizens. During his September 2002 summit with then Japanese prime minister Junichiro Koizumi, Kim Jong-il admitted that Pyongyang had kidnapped more than a dozen Japanese nationals between 1977 and 1983 to serve as language instructors for DPRK intelligence agents. The acknowledgment backfired after an outraged Japanese government and public opinion demanded more information about the issue than the secretive DPRK leadership proved willing to provide. Many Japanese remain unconvinced that most of the abductees died in North Korea, while DPRK representatives have continued to demand compensation for Japan’s colonial occupation and removal of Tokyo’s sanctions on DPRK commercial activities.

Russia and China have remained detached from each other’s territorial disputes, including the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands, the South China Sea, and the Kurils. Neither Moscow nor Beijing has a strong interest in seeing either side resolve their respective disagreements with Japan and has therefore not made any notable effort toward that end. A Russian-Japanese reconciliation would diversify Moscow’s portfolio of partnerships to reduce dependence on China. Japanese leaders have made clear that they sought closer ties with Moscow to pull Russia away from China and allow Tokyo to better balance against Beijing.15 Some Russians may have aimed to use better ties with Tokyo to gain leverage with China. Still, the continuation of both disputes gives each party more leverage over Tokyo since Japanese officials, and their U.S. allies, cannot concentrate their response on the other and concurrently worry about driving Russia and China closer to each other. Russia indirectly aides China’s aspirations regarding the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands by selling its advanced weapons technologies, though this is not a primary purpose of these sales. This practice makes their partnership less brittle, but the flexibility does limit the depth of their collaboration on some issues. They have essentially decided to agree to disagree, though some recent developments suggest that they may coordinate their policies more extensively toward Japan. In June 2016, Russian and Chinese naval vessels both sailed into contested East China Sea waters. Starting in 2019, the Russian and Chinese air forces have conducted joint aviation patrols over waters claimed by Japan and South Korea. Russia’s aggressive independent air patrols against Japan aim to punish Tokyo for joining other Western countries in imposing sanctions on Russia over Ukraine, provide Russia with information about Japanese defense capabilities as well as the U.S. forces based on Japan, and pressure Tokyo to make concessions on their territorial dispute. But they may also aim to curry favor in China at Japan’s expense by distracting Tokyo from concentrating its military resources against Beijing—or they may intend to send a subtle warning to China about contesting Moscow’s hold over the Russian Far East.

Yet, some differences exist between Russia and China regarding Japan. Moscow finds the status quo acceptable since Russia possesses the disputed islands of the Southern Kurils, whereas Beijing’s outlook is fundamentally revisionist, aiming to take control of islands currently administered by Tokyo. In this regard, Japan stands as a revisionist actor toward Russia, wanting to recover its Northern Territories, but as a status quo state regarding China, seeking to ward off Beijing’s claims to the East China Sea. Russian officials have been less concerned than their Chinese colleagues about Abe’s military reform program. Whereas Chinese media and officials issued warnings pertaining to renewed Japanese militarism and wars of aggression, the Russian Foreign Ministry said that Moscow did “not want to reach hasty conclusions” concerning the issue and wanted to see its practical effects on Japanese defense policy.16 The militaries of Russia and China conduct frequent incursions against Japan for different reasons. While Russia attempts to monitor and harass the U.S. military forces based in Japan, Beijing aims to press its territorial claims through displays of its growing power projection capabilities. Whereas Russia’s military assertiveness represents a return to Cold War norms, China’s growing military power and presence is a new and more disturbing development for the Japanese. Additionally, concerns about the PRC partly shape Moscow’s policies toward Japan. One reason Russian and Japanese officials wanted to strengthen bilateral ties was to expand their diplomatic options and gain leverage with third parties, such as China and the Koreas.17 Tokyo would like to decrease Russian dependence on the PRC as well as Russian military assistance to the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) since these Russian arms transfers are bolstering the PLA’s ability to project power against Japan and its allies.18 A Russian-Japanese reconciliation could have induced Beijing to moderate its policies toward Japan. From the converse perspective, Russian officials strived to weaken Japanese-U.S. defense ties and hoped that Tokyo might help ease Western sanctions by acting as a bridge between Moscow and other Western governments.19 Although not publicly stressed, Russians likely desired to attract more Japan investment to reduce their dependence on China’s economy and develop the Russian Far East. That region’s lagging economic development and population outflows present Moscow with a long-term challenge given its proximity to the PRC, with its large population and booming economy. Bringing more Japanese investment to eastern Russia would simultaneously help promote the region’s development and avert the Russian Far East falling under Beijing’s de facto control. Before one of his trips to Japan, Putin observed, “A considerable part of Russia’s territory is located in Asia but we are aware—and so is Japan—that the population density is very low there but the resources are enormous … the same time we would like to hope that our relations would be gradually diversified, primarily, as I have said, in the sphere of high technologies.”20 Despite falling behind China in terms of size of aggregate gross domestic product (GDP), Japan still has enormous economic potential, including advanced technology that could help Russia raise the lagging socioeconomic conditions in the Russian Far East. Yet, neither Moscow nor Tokyo has realized this goal. In recent years, Russia’s ties with China have strengthened, while Japan has moved closer in the military domain to the United States in response to China’s growing regional assertiveness. In 2014, Russia’s aggression against Ukraine led the United States to press a reluctant Tokyo to impose economic and diplomatic sanctions on Russia related to Moscow’s annexation of the Crimea.21 The Russian government termed Tokyo’s imposition of sanctions “unfriendly and short-sighted” since Japan was allegedly sacrificing its own interests to please Washington.22 In 2022, the Japanese government took the lead in organizing Asian opposition to Moscow’s attack on Ukraine, partly due to anxieties that China would follow Russia’s example and try to resolve Beijing’s territorial disputes in Asia with force.

Implications and Recommendations

U.S. strategists consider Japan the anchor of U.S. strategy in the Indo-Pacific region because of its strategic location, vast economic influence, sophisticated self-defense capabilities, and willingness to host the largest U.S. military presence (more than 50,000 troops) in the region. The two countries have frequently restructured the guidelines of the alliance in accordance with global, regional, bilateral, and unilateral requirements. The United States benefits tremendously from its military bases in Japan, enhancing its power projection and rapid response capabilities in the Pacific. Japan’s defense budget has been increasing, as has the capability of the country’s air, sea, and ground forces to operate with the U.S. military. Despite doubts over U.S. extended security guarantees, and Japan’s possession of the technological capabilities to develop nuclear weapons, mainstream Japanese and U.S. policy makers maintain the country’s tradition of nuclear abstention. The alliance between the United States and Japan faces difficulties, but these two countries share common values and security challenges, including proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, terrorism, and threats from North Korea, Russia, and China. The United States offers critical support to Tokyo in the face of these threats. Although the United States has excluded the Northern Territories from the 1960 Japan-U.S. security treaty since they are not administered by Japan (and occupied by foreign troops), Washington has affirmed that the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands are protected under Article 5 of the mutual U.S.-Japan security treaty.23 The United States deploys thousands of troops in Japan and engages in large exercises not only in Japanese territory but also in adjacent maritime zones and air space.

The Japanese armed forces have enhanced their capacities to repel and reverse any Chinese military seizure of contested islands. But the Chinese, like the Russians, employ nonmilitary hybrid tactics, such as sending paramilitary forces or even unarmed people to the region. Although threatening, these kinds of activities do not constitute “an armed attack against Japan,” so the previous 1997 Japan-U.S. defense cooperation guidelines do not provide definitive direction regarding how the U.S. and Japanese militaries should respond. To address what the Japanese described as these “gray area” challenges, Tokyo has been shifting to a more proactive security policy, which includes the formation of a National Security Council and the reinterpretation of Article 9 of the national constitution to allow the Japanese Self-Defense Forces to support a wider range of international missions, including collective defense in alliance with the United States. Tokyo has also relaxed its traditional arms export restrictions and now only stipulates the prohibition of selling weapons to countries that violate international treaties Japan is a party to, countries that have violated UN Security Council resolutions, and countries involved in international conflict, as determined by the Security Council. The United States should support these initiatives as well as intensify the new Japanese-U.S. focus on the potential for reinforcing Sino-Russian aggression. Since trilateral security arrangements help balance both Russia and China, the United States should actively promote ROK-Japan reconciliation.


Chapter 3

South Asia

India is an attractive partner for Russia, China, and the United States owing to its large economy, expanding military power, and quest for a larger international role. During the Cold War, Moscow was New Delhi’s prime economic and security partner, but in recent years, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) has become India’s most significant economic associate, while the United States is becoming India’s most important defense partner. For decades, Russian officials have tried to form a trilateral bloc between Moscow, Beijing, and New Delhi, but these efforts have repeatedly foundered due to persistent Sino-Indian tensions and the countries’ diverging priorities. While all three governments want a multipolar order in which they exert greater influence, they differ in their preferred visions. Whereas Russian leaders want to overhaul the existing Western-dominated world order with an entirely new one, their PRC counterparts have tried to reform rather than uproot the current system. In contrast, India’s new post–Cold War generation of foreign policy makers want their country to become a more significant actor within the existing international system, including by attaining permanent membership in the UN Security Council (UNSC). While trilateral cooperation among Russia, China, and India is possible, bilateral engagement has been the three countries’ preferred mode of engagement. This complex web of agreements and disagreements has prevented these countries from consistently aligning against the United States. Washington has readily taken advantage of these divergences. With Russia no longer able or willing to serve its Cold War role as regional balancer against China and primary great power patron of India, New Delhi has been open to U.S. efforts to deepen military and other ties with the United States.

Russian Goals and Policies

The foreign policies of Moscow and New Delhi, like those of Moscow and Beijing, have rarely been in conflict. In 2000, Russia and India signed a strategic partnership agreement in which each pledged to develop economic, security, and other ties and to convene regular senior-level meetings. However, their earlier extensive multidimensional ties of the Cold War have since degraded into more intermittent, narrow, and shallow collaboration centered on energy, security, and diplomacy. Regarding the latter, both countries’ regular attendance at major bilateral and multilateral meetings, such as at the Brazil-Russia-India-China-South Africa (BRICS) group, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), and the UNSC, has kept Russian-Indian diplomatic ties robust. Furthermore, New Delhi has refrained from fully supporting the West’s sanctions against Moscow for the Soviet military occupation of Afghanistan in the 1980s, its occupation of Georgian territory since 2008, or its annexation of Crimea in March 2014 and subsequent interference in eastern Ukraine and other countries. The two countries jointly oppose radical Islamic terrorism, political separatism, and regional instability in Eurasia.

The collapse of the Soviet Union severely reduced bilateral trade, resulting in a sharp fall in Russian purchases of Indian manufactured goods, declining Indian purchases of Russian raw materials, tightening terms for Russian financing of Indian enterprises, and the virtual disappearance of Russian direct investments in India. Russian-Indian trade has yet to recover. Russians still sell mostly weapons, nuclear reactors, and raw materials to India while importing agricultural products, textiles, packaged medicaments, and some equipment.1 In comparison, India’s commerce with other countries, especially China, has progressed at a considerably more rapid pace. In particular, Russian businesses infrequently engage with India’s rapidly developing private sector, whose ties are focused on Chinese and Western firms.2 Realization of the proposed International North-South Transport Corridor (INSTC) connecting India, Iran, Azerbaijan, and Russia, which could spur renewed Indian-Russian commerce, has been stalled.3

Russian-Indian energy ties remain comprehensive, embracing hydrocarbons and nuclear power, while Russian and Indian companies have invested billions of dollars in each other’s oil and gas sector. Specialists have considered multiple conduits for delivering Russian oil and gas to India via pipelines, but the high costs and major geopolitical challenges of building pipelines through a war-torn Afghanistan, a sanctioned Iran, or an antagonistic Pakistan have impeded their execution so far. India suffers from a perennial energy shortage and hopes that nuclear power will provide a larger share of the country’s energy requirements. Despite this expansive need, Russia is the only country to have delivered working nuclear reactors to India; other foreign companies have been wary of India’s extremely demanding nuclear accident liability law, in which nuclear suppliers rather than local plant operators are held primarily accountable for nuclear accidents. Russian nuclear providers typically offer more generous terms to Indian buyers than their foreign competitors since Russian public companies enjoy extensive state financial backing. Furthermore, Russian nuclear firms pledge to transfer substantial technology to India, deliver uninterrupted uranium fuel supplies to any Russian reactors India purchases, and conduct joint research and development (R&D) on leading nuclear technologies in return for sales. However, the Indian government has recently cut its planned nuclear power plant construction, challenging Russian plans for this sector.

Russia and India maintain substantial security-related interactions despite the burgeoning Sino-Russian and Indian-U.S. military ties. Not only do Russia and India hold frequent consultations on mutual national security challenges but India has also acquired more weaponry from Russian/Soviet suppliers than from any other country. Moreover, the Russian and Indian armed forces conduct regular military exercises, including, since 2003, the “Indo-Russian Activity” (INDRA) naval maneuvers in varying locations in the Indian and Pacific Oceans. Their fleets have rehearsed maritime law enforcement, sharing intelligence, surface warfare, antiair/anti-sub defense, and countering piracy, terrorism, and narcotics trafficking.4 The two militaries also hold less frequent joint air force drills. In 2017, Russia and India upgraded their military ties by holding exercises involving personnel from all three military branches for the first time.5 The goal of all these exercises is to promote mutual interoperability and strengthen other defense ties. Importing weapons from Russia has been especially important to New Delhi since the Indian defense industry has lacked a strong domestic arms industry. During the Cold War, India bought almost all of its major military systems from the Soviet Union. Since 2000, the Russian-Indian Governmental Commission on Military Technical Cooperation, which involves yearly dialogue between defense ministries, has overseen bilateral military industrial collaboration, including arms sales, under 10-year framework agreements. Although Russia’s share of the Indian defense market has fallen in the past decade—with Israel, European countries, and especially the United States enjoying greater defense sales—the aggregate value of Russia’s defense exports to India has remained large since India has become the leading importer of foreign military technologies, of which Russia still accounts for more than half, measured by value.6 The large number of weapons Moscow has sold to New Delhi over the years has provided Russian defense companies with many opportunities to sell spare parts, service existing systems, and upgrade some weapons. Indian military platforms consist overwhelmingly of planes, tanks, and warships of Soviet or Russian origin, so they depend heavily on Russian firms for upkeep and upgrading. Based on already planned deliveries and orders, Russia will likely sustain its dominant position as India’s arms supplier for at least several more years.7 Until recently, Russian arms suppliers had a distinct competitive advantage over Western weapons suppliers in India’s market due to their lower prices and willingness to transfer more sophisticated defense technologies to India. The Indian government requires any large foreign arms transfer to come with the extensive transfer of technology, large offsets, purchases of source components and subsystems from local companies, eventual production of some imported weapons under license, and shared maintenance and repair work. To meet New Delhi’s demands, Moscow has demonstrated flexibility and reconfigured the bilateral relationship from that of buyer-to-seller—through which Russia delivers “turnkey” (ready-to-use) weapons—into a partnership founded on binational research, development, and production of weapons systems for both countries’ armed forces as well as for other possible buyers. Besides the convenience of continuing to employ Russian and Soviet defense technologies, some Indians may hope that continued collaboration in this area may preserve New Delhi’s influence in Russia despite the growing Sino-Russian military cooperation.

Even the Russian-Indian defense relationship, however, has experienced challenges. The Indian government has always sought to diversify its foreign weapons suppliers despite the higher costs and complexity involved in maintaining a variety of platforms. As a result, the Indian military began buying large quantities of Soviet weapons in the 1960s but always complemented these purchases with European (and later Israeli) systems. India has also regularly equipped the platforms it buys from Russia (such as warplanes and warships) with non-Russian systems and components, either domestically made or purchased from other countries. Furthermore, India has long complained about quality problems with some Russian weapons, lengthy delays in acquiring them, and massive cost overruns on major contracts, such as for a former Russian aircraft carrier India added to its fleet. These problems with past Russian sales, growing competition from the United States and other suppliers, and modest improvements in India’s indigenous defense industry have led New Delhi to purchase fewer Russian weapons in recent years. Moscow’s developing security partnership with Pakistan, promoted by China, could also present a challenge to Russian-Indian collaboration since Moscow has begun selling weapons to Pakistan (such as four Mi-35M combat helicopters), training Pakistani officers, engaging with the Islamabad-backed Taliban, and conducting joint Russian-Pakistani military exercises.8 Nevertheless, India will remain a leading global arms buyer for many years owing to its unmet defense needs, growing economy, and weak indigenous defense industry.

Russian-Indian ties may decline further in the future. Russia is less able to provide the kind of economic and security assistance that India needs to address its main development and security priorities. Russia’s share of India’s total arms imports has fallen steadily over the past decade as New Delhi has bought more Western weapons. Indians have been concerned that Moscow is moving too close to China, a relationship that Beijing might exploit to New Delhi’s disadvantage, as well as Pakistan, while Russians are wary of growing Indian-U.S. security ties. Nonetheless, Russians and Indians seem comfortable with their current relationship, in which they have good bilateral ties but not an alliance or exclusive partnership. Since Russian leaders also value their strategic autonomy, they understand Indians’ quest for foreign-policy flexibility. Although India’s rise has made the country less reliant on Moscow, most Russian analysts have welcomed New Delhi’s ascent as contributing toward a more multipolar world order, especially in Asia.

Chinese Goals and Policies

Sino-Indian relations reflect a mixture of collaboration and conflict. During the Cold War, New Delhi was de facto aligned with Moscow against Beijing. Relations between India and the PRC from 1962 until 1976 were practically frozen. Although the two governments never formally severed relations, diplomatic and economic ties were severely degraded. Both sides accused the other of supporting insurgent movements in each other’s territories while competing for influence with Moscow, a competition New Delhi won due to the Sino-Soviet split. In August 1971, India and the Soviet Union signed a Treaty of Peace, Friendship, and Cooperation. Emboldened by Moscow’s support, New Delhi exploited the widespread popular protests in East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) that year and eventually used its military to separate that region from West Pakistan (modern-day Pakistan), leading to the establishment of Bangladesh despite Beijing’s opposition. In 1976, India and China upgraded relations and exchanged ambassadors. Beijing viewed Moscow’s invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979 as an attempt to encircle China, leading Beijing to improve its relations with India to counterbalance the Soviet Union. However, New Delhi demanded greater border concessions than Beijing was willing to provide. India also stood by Moscow despite Chinese and Western pressure over Afghanistan. The intermittent border talks throughout the 1980s yielded little, as Indians protested Chinese military deployments near India while Beijing refused to recognize New Delhi’s sovereignty over Arunachal Pradesh. In 1988, Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi, encouraged by Moscow to reduce Sino-Indian tensions, became the first Indian head of government to visit the PRC since Nehru’s 1954 visit to Beijing. The outcome was to set aside the boundaries issue while reciprocal visits continued, and commercial and cultural ties expanded. The 1993 signing of the Agreement on the Maintenance of Peace and Tranquility along the Line of Actual Control in the India-China Border Areas was followed by many additional rounds of border talks, joint statements affirming shared economic and security interests, reciprocal visits by Chinese and Indian leaders, and some confidence-building measures such as mutual force reductions, small-scale joint military exercises, and regular defense dialogues. Despite these efforts at reconciliation and their growing trade ties, China and India remain divided by many major sources of tension. Neither country is entirely satisfied with the current situation along the so-called Line of Actual Control, which divides the areas governed by Beijing and New Delhi along the Tibetan Plateau and the Himalayan mountain chains. The disputed territories include the Aksai Chin, controlled by China, and Arunachal Pradesh, in eastern India but claimed by Beijing as an extension of southern Tibet. Indian officials would prefer to use the boundary drawn in 1914 by the British, known as the McMahon Line, as the current delineation between India’s northeastern territory and Chinese-occupied Tibet, but Beijing wants a new demarcation of the border. Some PRC actions appear to contest India’s influence in Bhutan and Nepal. Beijing and New Delhi also compete for influence in Bangladesh, Myanmar, and Sri Lanka. India has invested in Iran’s strategically located Chabahar Port, mainly for economic reasons but partly to develop a transportation route that will circumvent China and Pakistan.9 Indian support for the Dalai Lama, whom many Tibetans consider their political as well as spiritual leader, represents another source of bilateral conflict.

New Delhi has also warily watched Beijing expand its economic and military footprint around India’s neighborhood. Beijing has long cultivated close ties with its “all-weather” ally Pakistan, India’s main South Asian rival. Chinese officials have traditionally considered Pakistan a counterweight to India in South Asia, an important foundation for enhancing Beijing’s influence in Central Asia, and a significant economic partner, both directly and as a transit country. Beijing’s extensive diplomatic, military, and economic cooperation with Pakistan continues to be a major point of contention with New Delhi. India’s national security community has viewed Pakistan as an existential threat, while Chinese leaders have seen Pakistan as a valued partner. The PRC and Pakistan have been militarily aligned almost since both states were founded in the late 1940s. Though they have since developed deep economic ties, their shared strategic interests remain the primary binding force in their relationship. PRC officials consider Pakistan a counterweight to India in South Asia, an important base for projecting Beijing’s influence in the Muslim world, and a significant economic partner, both directly and as a transit country. PRC policy has been to fortify Pakistan, India’s main South Asian rival, with economic and military help, thus preoccupying New Delhi with Islamabad’s activities and allowing Beijing to focus on other relationships. The PRC provided Pakistan with vital assistance to develop its civilian and military nuclear programs, including technologies that Islamabad used to create ballistic missiles that target India. In justifying its May 1998 nuclear weapons test, the Indian government cited the threat from China rather than Pakistan.

Interestingly, Indian policy makers have regularly seen China as a much greater threat than PRC policy makers have perceived an Indian military threat to China. Whereas Indian strategists are often fixated on the direct military balance between India and the PRC, Chinese security experts have focused on the balance of power between China and other countries. They seem to discount the prospects of a Sino-Indian war or believe that, if they build forces sufficient to match Japan and the United States, they will have the capacity to deter and defeat India. From New Delhi’s perspective, Beijing’s strategic and economic relations with Bangladesh, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, the Maldives, and Burma/Myanmar—which include the construction of ports and other potentially militarily useful infrastructure—seemingly aim at surrounding India with PRC clients. Some analysts have referred to this approach as a maritime “String of Pearls” strategy or a “a necklace of refueling and resupply arrangements” in which Beijing, though eschewing the acquisition of official military bases, gains access to military naval and intelligence facilities in South Asian and Southeast Asian countries. These facilities would support a People’s Liberation Army (PLA) Navy presence, including submarines as well as surface ships, along the conduit through which tankers carry oil and gas from the Middle East to China through the Malacca Strait and other potential chokepoints. These transit zones are vulnerable to not only pirates but also Indian, U.S., or other foreign maritime interdiction.10 The PLA Navy base in Djibouti on the Horn of Africa and growing PRC presence in other ports add to this chain defending China’s critical sea lines of communication. Beijing and New Delhi also maneuver globally to contain the others’ rise. Indians see China as a potential obstacle to their country’s great power aspirations despite India’s newly accelerated economic growth, stronger ties with Western countries, and other achievements. PRC strategists are aware that India has cultivated ties with China’s potential rivals in the Pacific Ocean, including Japan, Vietnam, Singapore, and, above all, the United States. The Indian navy has begun participating in regular joint exercises with these countries in East Asian waters, establishing security ties that make Chinese analysts uneasy. Furthermore, Beijing’s opposition presents a major obstacle to India’s acquisition of a permanent seat on the UNSC as well as membership in the Nuclear Supplier Group (NSG). Even China and India’s growing economic ties are not without tension. India runs a large trade deficit with China, which buys mostly raw materials from India and sends back higher value-added manufactured products.11 PRC and Indian firms also compete for international hydrocarbon supplies and other markets. India has also resisted Beijing’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) since, besides worrying about the leverage China will gain through its loans and other economic ties, the proposed PRC-Pakistan Economic Corridor would run through Pakistan-occupied, India-contested Kashmir and develop Pakistan’s Gwadar Port, which China might convert into a naval base.12

Russian-Chinese Interactions

The Soviet Union also played an important role in Sino-Indian relations, especially after the 1962 Sino-Indian War. Just as Beijing allied with Pakistan to counter India, so too Moscow saw India as an ally against the PRC as Soviet-Chinese relations deteriorated. India started purchasing Soviet weapons in 1959 to address immediate threats from Pakistan and China. The Soviets offered easy terms (long-term payments of nonconvertible rupees), so India did not need to use its valuable hard currency reserves.13 Despite being allied to Beijing, Moscow adopted a neutral stance during the 1959 China-India border dispute and the 1962 war, furthering the Sino-Soviet split. The massive Soviet economic assistance Indians received, exceeding Moscow’s provisions to China, deepened Beijing’s irritation. The 1971 Russian-Indian 20-year Treaty of Peace, Friendship, and Cooperation had a security clause that each party would remain neutral if the other were to go to war, which resulted in Moscow’s backing New Delhi’s war against Pakistan and its occupation of Bangladesh. The treaty acted as a deterrent to an increasingly assertive China, but this dynamic changed after the Soviet Union’s collapse. Moscow sought warmer ties with Beijing. The new 1993 Treaty of Peace, Friendship, and Cooperation removed language implying a Chinese threat. For decades, Moscow has strived to reconcile Sino-Indian differences over Kashmir and other issues, without noticeable success. In particular, under Yevgeni Primakov, foreign minister from January 1996 until September 1998, and then prime minister until May 1999, Moscow strived to build a “strategic triangle” that would align both China and India with Russia in support of a multipolar world, powerful state sovereignty, noninterference in their internal affairs, and countering separatism in Chechnya, Kashmir, and Taiwan. Nonetheless, not even Primakov’s deft hand could persuade Beijing and New Delhi to abandon their historic rivalries or support Moscow explicitly against Washington. More recently, Russia’s split with the West over Ukraine and the exceptional growth of the Chinese and Indian economies have renewed Russian interest in trilateral collaboration. Yet, while Beijing has accepted India’s elevation to full membership in the SCO, renewed Sino-Indian border tensions and Indian opposition to China’s BRI have constrained trilateral cooperation even when embedded in a broader multilateral framework. While the Russian, Indian, and Chinese foreign ministers have met formally every year since 2001, this troika has also produced little beyond joint declarations. They tend to vote the same way, or at least not against one another, in the UN General Assembly.14 Nonetheless, the three governments have also not cooperated extensively within the United Nations, the G20, or other larger multinational institutions.

In recent years, the underlying nature of Russia-Indian ties has changed in ways similar to the Russia-China relationship. Both Beijing and New Delhi have become less reliant on economic ties with Moscow since the Cold War as they have opened their borders to Western trade and investment. The Russian government faces strong third-party competition even in its defense and civilian nuclear collaboration with India though not from China. During the Cold War, Moscow was New Delhi’s dominant partner in these profitable high-technology sectors, but Western governments and companies have recently undertaken vigorous campaigns to expand their presence in both areas. In addition, the Indian government is striving to increase the share of indigenous production. In the past, Russia routinely sold certain cutting-edge weapons to India before offering them to China, but as India has developed closer defense industrial ties with the United States, Moscow has ceased its preferential treatment of India. Like China, India is decreasing its previously heavy dependence on Russia for advanced weapons systems. For instance, India has pulled out of developing the Russian-Indian Fifth Generation Fighter Aircraft (FGFA) after more than a decade of joint R&D due to technical problems related to its engines, avionics, sensors, and stealth capabilities, as well as disagreements over the project’s cost and work shares. Though New Delhi aspires to follow Beijing’s path to enhanced domestic defense industrial production, India can, unlike the PRC, import Western weaponry. The reciprocal military modernization programs of China and India both reflect, and contribute to, conventional, nuclear, and missile proliferation in neighboring countries. The PRC has surpassed India in the fifth-generation stealth fighter jet business, building on its own stealth jets. Beijing now depends on foreign imports only for select cutting-edge advanced technologies, such as high-performance warplane engines. The decreasing Russian-Indian defense relationship will, however, reduce one source of Sino-Russian tension, as Beijing dislikes Russian military assistance to countries like India that could engage in armed conflicts against China.

Moscow’s changing priorities have been evident in how Russian-Chinese collaboration regarding Pakistan has increased, further decreasing Indian enthusiasm for joining a Sino-Russian bloc. For decades, relations between Moscow and Islamabad were severely strained. Russian analysts described Pakistan as a state sponsor of terrorism and worried how the country’s extremist groups might seize control of Pakistan and its nuclear weapons.15 Russia and China diverged sharply on the Kashmir issue. Moscow backed New Delhi’s position that Kashmir was a bilateral issue between India and Pakistan and should be resolved through direct talks between them, while Beijing supported Islamabad’s call for multilateral diplomacy to address the dispute. Over the past decade, however, Moscow and Islamabad have reconciled, with diplomatic and military exchanges increasing. For example, in November 2014, Sergey Shoigu became the first Russian defense minister to visit Pakistan since 1969. During his sojourn, the two governments signed an unprecedented bilateral defense cooperation agreement that provided a framework for more specific collaboration, such as holding joint military exercises. Russian and Pakistani officials have also engaged in a broad dialogue on Afghanistan, arms sales, terrorism, and regional security issues. Furthermore, Russia has begun its first direct weapons transfers to Pakistan and permitted China to coproduce with Pakistan JF-17 fighter planes powered by Russian-made RD-93 engines.16 Moscow had previously eschewed such sales to avoid antagonizing India. Beijing has taken advantage of the Russia-Pakistani reconciliation to collaborate with both countries on Afghanistan, including by holding high-level diplomatic meetings that have included Iran, India, and the Afghan government. Still, the deepening defense relations between Russia and Pakistan may turn Moscow into an arms sales competitor with China in the Pakistani market.

Implications and Recommendations

During the Cold War, Washington and New Delhi often found themselves on opposite sides of great-power issues. Whereas the United States wanted partners against Soviet communism, Indian leaders strove for nonalignment between the East and the West. In the 1970s, the United States pursued better relations with China to balance Moscow’s expansionism, leading to Washington backing Beijing’s ally Pakistan during the 1971 war with India, a decision that strained U.S.-Indian relations for years. The conflict drove India and Pakistan to seek nuclear weapons, which, due to U.S. nonproliferation policies, impeded U.S. security cooperation with both parties.17 Fearing a nuclear war in South Asia as well as incentives for further nuclear weapons proliferation, U.S. officials imposed sanctions on both India and Pakistan for their nuclear weapons activities. New Delhi’s Cold War tilt toward Moscow, despite India’s commitment to nonalignment, also posed a perennial challenge for U.S.-India relations. During the 1980s, the Reagan administration gave Pakistan billions of dollars in economic and military aid to assist the armed resistance against the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan. To India’s chagrin, the United States continued providing Pakistan substantial additional military and economic assistance after the Cold War.18 Following the Cold War, however, Indian-U.S. ties have strengthened considerably. The two countries have established stronger military, economic, and political ties based on mutual interests in promoting democracy, countering Islamic terrorism, preventing weapons of mass destruction (WMD) proliferation, and addressing China’s ascent. During his September 2018 visit to New Delhi, Secretary of Defense James Mattis said that the U.S. goal was “together to enhance and expand India’s role as a primary major defense partner to elevate our relationship to a level commensurate with our closest allies and partners.”19 The Trump administration’s 2017 National Security Strategy, like those released by the Obama and Bush administrations, delineated that the administration “welcome[s] India’s emergence as a leading global power and stronger strategic and defense partner” and offered Washington’s support in the “geopolitical competition between free and repressive visions of world order taking place in the Indo-Pacific region.” The 2018 National Defense Strategy says the United States “look[s] to India to assume greater responsibility as a stakeholder in the international system, commensurate with its growing economic, military, and soft power.” Reflecting the Pentagon’s increased attention to the Indian Ocean region, on May 30, 2018, the U.S. Pacific Command was renamed as the Indo-Pacific Command (INDOPACOM). During his two-day trip to India in late February 2020, Trump joined with Narendra Modi in pledging to work together to make 5G technology more secure. Though they did not finalize negotiations on a bilateral trade deal, Indian Oil signed agreements with Exxon Mobil to increase liquefied natural gas (LNG) imports from the United States.20

Through increased defense ties with New Delhi, Washington hopes to strengthen India against China while limiting Russian-Indian military cooperation. Compared with their minimal military interaction during the Cold War, India and the United States now engage in a robust series of arms sales, joint exercises, and other interactions. The growth in defense-industrial ties has been impressive, beginning with the lifting of some U.S. defense-related sanctions in 2001, the 2004 Next Steps in Strategic Partnership, the Defense Technology and Trade Initiative (DTTI) launched in 2012, and the 10-year framework agreement on bilateral defense cooperation that was adopted in 2005 and renewed in 2015. The DTTI is designed to facilitate India’s obtaining more advanced U.S. military technologies and support joint R&D projects by decreasing bureaucratic and legal impediments to bilateral defense industrial cooperation. Since India is not a formal U.S. military ally, the Obama administration created a new category of “Major Defense Partner of the United States,” which is categorically equivalent to that of a non-North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) ally without using such sensitive language, in order to facilitate arms sales and bilateral defense collaboration. In August 2018, the Trump administration promoted India to the U.S. Department of Commerce’s Tier 1 Strategic Trade Authorization level, which allows Indians to purchase many hi-tech “dual-use” U.S. products without applying for specific licenses or using a streamlined process. For example, India has received U.S. authorization to purchase two dozen MH-60 Romeo anti-submarine helicopters from Sikorsky-Lockheed Martin. New Delhi was also one of the first foreign buyers of the P-8 Poseidon maritime surveillance aircraft, purchasing a dozen of the planes for more than $3 billion, and became the first non-NATO member to receive permission to buy U.S.-manufactured armed drones.21 Furthermore, Indian and U.S. officials have signed several major defense cooperation agreements that build a foundation for enabling broader and deeper security ties. The first major bilateral military accord, adopted in 2016, was the Logistics Exchange Memorandum of Agreement (LEMOA), which allows the Indian and U.S. armed forces to access each other’s facilities and supplies. In September 2018, the two governments finalized the bilateral Communications Compatibility and Security Agreement (COMCASA), which had been under discussion for more than a decade. The COMCASA permits the two armed forces to exchange secure data and enables the United States to install state-of-the-art encrypted communications technologies on the U.S.-provided weapons systems India has already purchased, such as C-17 Globemaster, C-130J Super Hercules, and P-8I Poseidon aircraft.22 Not only will this allow for more secure messaging with U.S. forces than the commercial systems they already possess but Indian forces will also be able to access more U.S. regional defense data networks in real time and thereby enhance local situational awareness.23 In October 2020, the two governments signed the Basic Exchange and Cooperation Agreement (BECA) on geospatial cooperation, the last of the foundational defense agreements. The BECA permits the exchange of several types of real-time imagery, maps, and other data useful for navigation, targeting, and other military operations. The agreement also allows India to acquire more advanced avionics and navigational equipment from the United States. Sovereignty concerns made New Delhi reluctant to sign these admittedly intrusive agreements. However, India’s interest in employing more cutting-edge U.S.-origin weaponry, sharing intelligence with the Pentagon on mutual threats, and achieving greater interoperability with Western countries as well as between the Indian Armed Forces’ own services apparently overrode these objections.24 The United States has also become the main foreign military exercise partner of the Indian Armed Forces. In the past decade, the two militaries have participated in dozens of bilateral exercises and multinational drills, while senior defense officials from both countries hold frequent consultations. Indian-U.S. exchanges have included regular meetings between civilian and military national security leaders, formal military exercises, defense dialogues, and additional interactions. In 2019, the U.S. and Indian armed services held Tiger Triumph. This first tri-service drill demonstrated how their exercise program has expanded beyond single-service army, air force, and navy engagements. Their maritime Malabar drills have included Australian and Japanese warships as well as the Indian and U.S. fleets. These exercises have improved military interoperability, maritime domain awareness, and mutual operational understanding. India and the United States have also stationed liaison officers at each other’s major military commands, including the deployment of a U.S. liaison officer in the Indian navy’s Information Fusion Centre for the Indian Ocean Region and the deployment of an Indian officer to the U.S. Naval Forces Central Command.

Furthermore, the two governments have enhanced cooperation against South Asian terrorism threats, including al-Qaeda, the Islamic State group, and Pakistani-backed extremists. The Trump administration fully “de-hyphenated” the India-Pakistan relationship, treating India as a great power in its own right. The newly created hotlines between senior Indian and U.S. officials could help them manage major regional crises, including those involving Pakistan. In their frequent regular meetings, Indian and U.S. representatives have exchanged information about the financing, recruitment, and cross-border movements of Pakistani-based terrorist groups such as and Hizb-ul-Mujahideen, Jaish-e-Mohammed (JeM), and Lashkar-e-Tayyiba (LeT). The Trump administration cut or suspended millions of dollars in anti-terrorism aid to Pakistan due to complaints about Islamabad’s half-hearted measures against terrorist proxies that use its territory for international operations primarily in India and Afghanistan. India and the United States collaborate on other regional security issues, such as Afghanistan. At the inaugural September 2018 meeting of the U.S. and Indian defense and foreign ministers, this “2 + 2” group reiterated support for “an Afghan-led, Afghan-owned, and Afghan Government-controlled reconciliation process.”25

Despite these strengthened ties, New Delhi and Washington still diverge on important issues. Indian-U.S. economic differences have increased in recent years. Dissatisfied with the large bilateral trade deficit in India’s favor, the Trump administration imposed tariffs on imported Indian aluminum and steel. Indians still object to what they see as excessive limits on their access to some U.S. defense technology, despite the Industrial Security Annex augmentation to the DTTI signed in December 2019, which further protects the classified data associated with the U.S. defense technology transferred to India. The deterioration of Russian-U.S. ties has made U.S. officials more concerned about potential Russian access to U.S. defense technologies provided to India. Current friction regarding Indian-U.S. relations has centered around India’s impending purchase of the S-400 missile system. Among other concerns, U.S. experts worry that operating these sophisticated Russian air defense systems near the F-35, which will be the mainstay of the U.S. and many Western air forces for decades, could compromise the security of the plane’s stealth and other advanced technologies.26 Though the U.S. Countering America’s Adversaries through Sanctions Act penalizes countries that conduct a “significant transaction” with Russia’s defense sector, Russian analysts have argued that Western sanctions have not adversely affected their arms trade with India.27 Indeed, despite Washington’s pressing India not to buy the S-400s, and threatening India with sanctions under the act, New Delhi went ahead with the purchase.

Conversely, Indian-U.S. differences regarding Iran may decrease. Indian analysts still see Pakistan and China rather than Iran as the primary source of nuclear threats in Eurasia. They welcomed the 2015 nuclear deal with Tehran, which removed many U.S. sanctions on Indian-Iranian commercial ties. Indian officials and analysts were displeased by the 2018 U.S. decision to withdraw from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) and reapply nuclear sanctions on Iran, which forced Indians to curtail their purchases of Iranian oil. If Iran and the United States reach a new nuclear deal, then these sanctions may be removed. Above all, shared Indian-U.S. concerns regarding China, which have grown during the past decade, have been a key driver of recent U.S.-Indian security cooperation. Washington and New Delhi have overlapping, if not identical, security concerns relating to Beijing’s growing military power. The United States and India’s democratic model of governance also contrasts with China’s one-party political system. Under Modi, the Indian government has become more comfortable confronting Beijing on various issues. Though neither India nor the United States has expounded an explicit strategy for containing the PRC, their national security communities recognize that a stronger U.S.-Indian partnership would better position them both to manage the challenges posed by Beijing. According to media reports, the Pentagon supplied the Indian Armed Forces with military intelligence on the PLA forces facing off against Indian troops in Doklam, helping to overcome Indian hesitations about COMCASA.28 Future areas of likely deeper cooperation include public health, 5G technologies, securing shared supply chains from undue reliance on China, outer and cyberspace, and expanding multilateral partnerships with Australia, Japan, and other democracies.


Chapter 4

Eurasia

The Sino-Russian interaction in Eurasia has generally been harmonious. Collaboration has been greatest in Central Asia but lags in the South Caucasus, East Central Europe, and the Balkans. In all these regions, the role of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) has been primarily economic, while Russia has had a greater military presence. PRC policy makers have seemed content with Moscow’s having the lead security role in these countries since Russia has not leveraged this asset to try to impede Chinese economic activities in Eurasia. Though this balance of Russian and Chinese interests has persisted for several decades, future developments could disrupt this alignment.

Russian Goals and Policies

Russian diplomacy seeks to induce the United States and its partners to accept Moscow’s primacy in the former Soviet space. Moscow has historically seen the regions of Eurasia as central to its security and prosperity. Russian diplomats believe that the North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s (NATO) primacy negates the core principle of indivisible and equal security by placing nonmembers like Russia at a disadvantage. They also object to the alliance’s use of military force without the approval of the UN Security Council, which circumvents Moscow’s veto power. They also insist that important European security agreements be legally binding rather than mere reciprocal declarations of intent. Under former Russian president Dmitry Medvedev, Moscow pressed NATO countries to adopt a new European Security Treaty that would embody these principles and dilute the dominant role of Western security institutions. NATO governments objected that Europe’s existing institutional architecture already established the principles Moscow sought to embody in the treaty and that Russia could exercise sufficient influence on European security deliberations through the NATO-Russia Council, the Organization for the Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), and other extant institutions. Although the Russian government deemphasized the proposed treaty after Medvedev retired from the presidency, Moscow had recently revived and expanded these demands in its new draft European security treaties Moscow submitted to Washington and NATO in December 2021. These make evident that the Russian leadership aspires to restore the sphere of influence Moscow enjoyed during the Cold War. The new treaties called for the removal of all foreign NATO forces deployed in countries that joined the alliance since 1997, a ban on additional countries joining NATO, and a cessation of all NATO military activities in Eastern Europe, Ukraine, the South Caucasus, and Central Asia. During the past decade, Russian military activities in Georgia, Ukraine, and other countries have radically altered the security equation in the Black Sea region, transforming the area into an acutely competitive arena between Russia and NATO. Russia continues to occupy Georgian and Ukrainian territory and contest these countries’ sovereignty, territorial integrity, and ties with NATO and the European Union (EU).

Russia has taken steps to increase its regional multinational structures to complement its bilateral relations in Eurasia with Moscow-controlled multilateral institutions. Russia’s main military structure in Eurasia is the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), a Moscow-controlled defense alliance that consciously tries to imitate NATO. Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan are members but not China. The CSTO allies hold regular meetings, exercises, and other activities. Russia also subsidizes arms sales to the other members’ militaries and Moscow’s dominant position allows Russia to control when the CSTO is employed. In the cases of the crises in Belarus, Kyrgyzstan, or Nagorno-Karabakh, Moscow chose not to use the CSTO, but after widespread violence erupted in Kazakhstan in January 2022, Russian troops led the “peacekeeping force” that entered Kazakhstan to restore order. Moscow manipulates periodic war scares in the former Soviet republics to keep these countries out of NATO, secure concessions from them and Western governments, and probe for divisions between the United States and its allies.

Large Russian companies, often partly owned or controlled by the Russian government, have retained a large presence in some Eurasian countries, especially Central Asia. These firms employ many local workers, invest in critical national economic sectors, and manage important trade flows with the Russian Federation and other Eurasian states. For example, some Russian energy corporations help extract oil and gas from Azerbaijani and Central Asian hydrocarbon deposits and transport these outputs to China and other states. Moscow also exerts leverage in Central Asian states whose populations send large numbers of migrant workers to Russia. For example, a significant share of Tajikistan’s national income derives from the millions of Tajik laborers in Russia who remit parts of their salaries to their families in Tajikistan. Russian policies can expand or reduce the size of this foreign labor pool and their remittance flows. Yet, Russia’s potentially most valuable instrument, the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU), was crippled at birth. Putin personally proposed forming the Union in 2011 in order to create a tightly integrated bloc of former Soviet republics under Moscow’s leadership that would rival the EU, the United States, and the Asia Pacific Economic Community. Its formal goal was to enhance its members’ economic prosperity and political influence by promoting the free flow of capital, goods, labor, and services and coordinating their agricultural, energy, industrial, and transportation sectors. Putin’s language also suggested a degree of political and potential security integration that many saw as recreating elements of the former Soviet Union, whose population and territory were substantially greater than that of the Russian Federation, but the other members resisted pursuing this course when the Treaty on the Eurasian Economic Union was signed in May 2014 and after it entered into force in January 2015. The leaders of the other former Soviet republics have jealously guarded their sovereignty and sought to constrain Moscow’s influence over their policies, including by developing ties with alternative powers such as China. In addition to these impediments to deeper integration among EEU members, the breadth of the Union has remained less than Moscow has hoped. Most important, a popular revolution deposed the pro-Moscow government in Ukraine that was seeking to join the EEU, depriving the bloc of Ukraine’s 50 million people, substantial territorial connections with other Eurasian countries, and other resources. In addition, Azerbaijan and Georgia along with Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan have stayed out of the Union, denting its potential. One reason Moscow may have attacked Ukraine again in 2022 was to reverse this setback. As a result, its members consist solely of Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Russia. Furthermore, Putin’s efforts to integrate the EEU closely with Beijing’s BRI, Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), and other non-Western economic blocs have proven largely unsuccessful. Due to its limited size and powers, the EEU’s powers and influence have lagged far behind the former Soviet Union, depreciating its value to Moscow as a foreign policy tool and thwarting Putin’s goal of leading a multinational bloc of tightly bound former Soviet republics. Though Moscow has made some gains recently by exploiting crises in several of these states, including Belarus and Kazakhstan, Russia’s economic and technological power lags behind that of China in most of Asia and that of the EU in almost all countries in Europe.

Chinese Goals and Policies

Since the Cold War, China has considerably expanded its economic and diplomatic presence in most of Eurasia. Through loans, investments, energy pipelines, and transportation networks, the PRC has become a leading trade and investment partner with many countries in Central Asia, the South Caucasus, and Eastern Europe, especially in the infrastructure and natural resource sectors. Many Eurasian leaders view China as an attractive source of investment, loans, trade, tourists, and technology, as well as a potential balancer and source of leverage with Russia and Western countries. Just as Russia’s economic difficulties have provided China with opportunities to expand its economic role in the former Soviet republics, so the 2009 Eurozone crisis helped the PRC overcome EU resistance to PRC investment since European governments desperately needed more capital. Chinese foreign direct investment (FDI) rose substantially until 2016.1 China’s loans and investment have concentrated in the large countries of Western Europe, but the shares going to East Central Europe have increased in recent years. China’s economic power has grown most in Central Asia, whose governments earn substantial revenue from the massive PRC purchases of their natural resources and would like China to finance large infrastructure projects that they cannot afford to build unilaterally. To remove barriers to PRC trade and investment by assuaging popular misgivings about the growing Chinese role in national economies, PRC diplomacy has emphasized mutual benefits through “win-win” cooperation with Chinese businesses. PRC representatives have strived to align Beijing’s flagship BRI (previously known as the One Belt, One Road initiative) with other east-west silk road integration programs, such as those of Kazakhstan, Turkey, and Russia. Chinese firms often enjoy a critical commercial advantage over their Western, Russia, or Indian competitors due to Beijing’s ability to force PRC entities into package deals. For example, the government can make proposed PRC investments more attractive by offering Chinese financing and various side payments, including bribes to local officials. The BRI has also benefited from its minimal requirements compared with the EEU or EU, which require partners to institute major changes in their economic laws and practices. Yet, China’s economic magnetism, especially in Europe, has weakened in recent years due to setbacks affecting its BRI integration projects, partners’ unfulfilled employment and revenue expectations, Beijing’s assertive foreign policies, and its increasingly repressive domestic policies. Although the PRC and local partners frequently announce enormous commercial deals in memoranda of understanding, concrete projects in many Eurasian countries, including Russia, have been surprisingly few in number and limited in scope. In 2020, Chinese FDI in Europe fell to a 13-year low.2

Beijing’s foreign security stakes have not grown as much as its international economic presence. Except in Central Asia, where the PRC has regularly conducted counterterrorism and border security drills with neighboring countries as well as provided some weapons and training, China’s security role in most Eurasian countries remains small. PRC policy makers perceive the most serious security threats to Eurasia as the “three evil forces” of regional terrorism, religious extremism, and ethnic separatism. Being unconventional military threats, Beijing deals with them through counterterrorism, informational, diplomatic, and economic instruments. In almost all cases, the PRC works through the national governments, empowering and coercing them into suppressing local terrorists, religious extremists, and advocates of separatism within the PRC. That said, Beijing has several red lines, including insisting that Eurasian governments recognize Beijing’s sovereignty over Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Xinjiang. Since Xinjiang lies in western China adjacent to several Eurasian countries, PRC policy makers are also concerned that the large diaspora of Uighurs, a Muslim Turkic people, in Central Asia will fight for greater autonomy and rights for Uighurs in China. Beijing has employed various coercive measures to control Uighurs and other minority ethnic groups in China. Concurrently, PRC diplomacy has pressed Eurasian governments to prevent Uighurs from organizing against Beijing’s policies in Xinjiang.

Great power dynamics have substantially impacted China’s status in Europe. In the early 2010s, the PRC benefited from the deterioration of Russia’s relations with many European countries since Beijing was seen as a more palatable partner than Moscow. As U.S. tensions with the PRC rose during the late 2010s, however, Washington increasingly pressured European countries to curtail their ties with Beijing. The Trump administration particularly discouraged European states from developing close economic and security ties with either China or Russia. The Biden administration has continued this approach. As a result, institutional formats such as the EU-PRC “17 + 1” have not provided the benefits the participating states had hoped to see. Some EU members, such as the government of Hungary, have persisted in expanding economic relations with Beijing, while many European leaders want China to cooperate on managing global climate change, limiting nuclear proliferation, and other vital transnational issues. The PLA Navy and the EU Naval Force (EU NAVFOR) have collaborated on anti-piracy missions in the Gulf of Aden through Operation Atlanta.3 EU countries also maintain scientific and academic exchange programs with Chinese universities. Yet, most European governments, seeking to strike a balance between benefiting economically through interactions with Chinese while limiting PRC leverage over EU vital interests, have been adopting a firmer line on Chinese investment in critical infrastructure such as ports and communication services. For example, under U.S. pressure, many European governments, including the United Kingdom, reversed earlier decisions to collaborate with China’s Huawei corporation in building their 5G telecommunications networks. Pressure from Washington led Poland exclude Chinese involvement in the construction of its Central Communication Port and limited Huawei’s access to Poland’s 5G infrastructure market.4 Additionally, the European Commission has been pressing Beijing to accept certain conditions aimed at guaranteeing reciprocity in research access and is asserting its right to block China from sensitive joint research projects, such as quantum technology, out of concern for intellectual property theft.5 They also have been increasingly vocal in denouncing PRC repression in Hong Kong and Xinjiang. Some European countries have been sending warships to conduct freedom of navigation operations in Pacific waters claimed by Beijing. The Chinese government has responded with denunciatory rhetoric and, in some cases, economic sanctions. For example, the PRC curtailed economic ties with Lithuania after Beijing opposed the establishment of a “Taiwanese Representative Office in Lithuania.” The PRC demands that foreign governments use “Chinese Taipei,” “Taiwan Province,” or other names that do not imply that Taiwan is an independent country.

Russian-Chinese Interactions

Russian and Chinese policies regarding many Eurasian countries and issues have generally remained harmonious. In the past three decades, the PRC has achieved significant trade and investment throughout Eurasia, with minimal Russian opposition even as China’s trade with several former Soviet republics has exceeded that of Russia. Moscow has not overtly complained about Beijing’s expanding economic presence in Eurasia because Russian leaders do not want to risk worsening relations with the PRC and perceive advantages in China’s balancing the EU’s economic power. Though Russian and PRC businesses sometimes compete for trade and investment opportunities, they often focus on different geographic and commercial sectors. Additionally, Russian and Chinese firms have sometimes joined the large multinational projects that seek to finance and operate major infrastructure projects, such as the consortium established to extract hydrocarbons from Kazakhstan’s offshore undersea deposits in the Caspian Sea. They both can benefit also from projects that help develop Eurasian markets. If China finances construction of east-west transportation infrastructure, Russian firms can use them to expand its activities as well. Russian and Chinese policies have independently supported integrating Eurasia into their regional integration initiatives since Moscow’s EEU and Beijing’s BRI both traverse many Eurasian countries. Russian and PRC diplomats insist that their regional initiatives are complementary, though in practice they can at best be seen as nonconflicting countries can join both initiatives if they wish. In the Balkans and Black Sea regions, Russia has not obstructed China’s growing economic presence, probably because the PRC commercial activities supplant or replace potential ties between these states and the EU, which is viewed in Moscow as a more hostile bloc. Russian and Chinese information campaigns have both tried to undermine the EU’s reputation for competency by criticizing how the body has dealt with pan-European challenges such as the COVID-19 pandemic and illegal migration into the EU. The Balkans have proven most receptive to this anti-EU messaging due to their historical ties with Russia, relatively weaker economies than most Western countries, and popular alienation from the EU (several Balkan states have yet to gain EU membership).

In Central Asia, Sino-Russian cooperation has sometimes extended beyond noninterference to encompass deeper coordination. Russian and PRC policy makers have agreed on the need to prevent Eurasian countries from becoming regional hotbeds of religious extremism, ethnic separatism, and other transnational threats. Concern about terrorism is at the forefront of Moscow’s and Beijing’s security calculations. Both Russian and Chinese authorities are concerned by the thousands of Central Asian nationals who joined the anti-regime forces in Syria, where they learned new combat skills that they could apply against their own governments if they return to their homelands. They have also become alarmed by how events in Afghanistan could result in transnational terrorist movements like the Islamic State—also known as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), or its Arabic language acronym Daesh—spreading into neighboring Central Asian, Russian, and Chinese border territories. When the Taliban ruled Afghanistan in the late 1990s, they supported Islamist terrorists in Russia’s North Caucasus and Xinjiang. Moscow and Beijing at times sharply criticized the U.S.-led military campaign in Afghanistan, especially its inability to suppress narcotics trafficking, and clearly do not want to see a long-term military presence in their backyard. They also castigated U.S.-backed movements that threaten to undermine authoritarian Eurasian governments aligned with Moscow or Beijing. Russian information campaigns have specifically accused Washington of orchestrating the overthrow of Russian-friendly governments in Ukraine and Georgia as well as failed attempts to depose other Eurasian regimes. Even so, the Russian and Chinese national security establishments have also worried that the Western military withdrawal from Afghanistan could worsen instability in neighboring countries and undermine their regional integration projects. Russian and PRC policy makers have consulted frequently about the terrorist threats in Central Asia and have, sometimes jointly, taken initiatives to fortify these states against potential terrorist threats.

Moscow’s and Beijing’s dual leadership of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), established in 2001, has helped buffer Sino-Russian differences as well as underscore each other’s intent to cooperate in the region. Though the organization has only a small permanent staff and few organic structures besides a modest Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure in Tashkent, the SCO enjoys a broad mandate to promote economic cooperation, counterterrorism efforts, and societal ties among its members. Besides Russia and China, the SCO also includes the Republic of Kazakhstan, the Republic of India, the Kyrgyz Republic, the Republic of Tajikistan, the Islamic Republic of Pakistan, and the Republic of Uzbekistan as full members. Though the organization lacks substantial authority or structures, its existence has provided Russia and China with a flexible multilateral framework to manage their sometimes-diverging policies in Central Asia. At times, Moscow and Beijing have utilized the SCO’s unanimity rule to block one another from promoting some initiatives. For example, Moscow used the organization’s unanimity rule to block PRC proposals to create a SCO-wide free trade zone, energy hub, or well-resourced development organs. Even so, the SCO’s existence allows Russia and China to pursue essentially unilateral initiatives under the SCO’s multinational gloss. Beijing has been particularly skilled at describing its economic deals with individual Eurasian countries as part of its SCO and BRI partnership programs. In practice, it is hard to see how these projects would have changed had the SCO or BRI never existed. Conversely, Russian and Chinese defense cooperation in Central Asia has been circumscribed. Russia has a considerably larger military presence than China that includes military bases, subsidized weapons sales, and more extensive multinational exercises, often undertaken within the Moscow-led CSTO. China is not a CSTO member and lacks a comparable foreign military alliance. Whereas the PLA deploys only a few times each year to Central Asia on exercises, the Russian armed forces have long-term facilities in several states. Throughout Eurasia, PRC officials have taken care not to overtly challenge Russia’s security interests in these regions. In Central Asia, Beijing has welcomed Russian efforts to strengthen the national governments, including the January 2022 CSTO intervention in Kazakhstan, since political instability would threaten China’s growing assets in these states while terrorist and extremist movements could threaten the PRC’s internal security as well.

In European countries, Russian and PRC leaders both try to coopt sympathetic Western politicians and governments through information operations and economic inducements such as Russian energy deliveries or large Chinese investments. But their engagement with European countries occurs almost exclusively independently, with little if any over Sino-Russian coordination. Despite its Cold War history of confrontation with NATO, Russia has traditionally been more open to partnership activities with the alliance as an institution than China, which has distrusted the organization since the accidental NATO airstrike against the PRC Embassy in Belgrade during the Kosovo War, which many Chinese believe to have been intentional. Even the stunted PRC-NATO dialogue that developed during the 2000s to discuss Afghanistan and other regional issues has largely withered. China has yet to develop a major military presence in Europe. Despite conducting joint naval exercises in the Baltic Sea with the Russian navy in 2018, Beijing remains wary of being dragged into European conflicts. Conversely, Russia has the largest military forces deployed in Europe. The Russian armed forces regularly conduct large military exercises in Europe and have stationed forces in Moldova, Georgia, and Ukraine despite the opposition from their governments. NATO governments constantly fear Russian military aggression against member or partner governments, such as Ukraine. The Black Sea has become an area of constant clashes as Russian and NATO naval and air forces operate in close proximity. Regarding the EU, Russia has sought to circumvent the EU as an institution and cultivate good relations with individual European leaders, whereas the Chinese government more comfortably deals with the EU as an organization as well as its individual member governments. Still, both Moscow and Beijing try to find friendly Western governments so that they can exploit the EU and NATO consensus requirements that permit a single member government to block sanctions, such as the imposition of sanctions on Russia or China. Although Russia and China do not visibly coordinate their policies toward Europe, from Moscow’s perspective, the large PRC economic presence in Europe usefully weakens U.S. influence on the continent. Furthermore, China’s large sales of industrial and consumer goods to Europe do not compete strongly with Russian sales to the EU, which focus on oil and gas.

The loose but harmonious Sino-Russian relationship regarding Europe has been evident in their policies toward the political crisis in Belarus that began when incumbent Alexander Lukashenko claimed an implausible 80% victory margin in the August 2020 presidential ballot despite widespread evidence of electoral fraud. The Russian and PRC governments recognized the declared election results soon after the ballot. Since then, Moscow and Beijing have both accepted Lukashenko’s strategy of slowly dismantling the opposition by decapitating its leadership while they have been striving to prevent external (i.e., Western) interference. Yet, though Russia and China have adopted a similar public stance toward the crisis, their concrete cooperation on the issue has been minimal beyond their joint position at the UN Security Council that the Belarus election issue fell outside the Council’s responsibility because the disputed ballot did not represent a threat to international peace and security. Otherwise, the PRC has not adopted a high-profile diplomatic initiative on the Belarus issue with Russia or anyone else. One reason for this paucity of Sino-Russian collaboration toward Belarus might be that Moscow’s and Beijing’s historical ties with that country have been very different. The Russian leadership’s relations with Lukashenko had long been troubled. Lukashenko constantly carped at various Russian policies, demanded various Russian subsidies and subventions, and dragged his feet regarding Moscow-proposed regional bilateral and multilateral integration initiatives. The two countries are formally part of a common Union State as well as members of the Moscow-led CSTO, but Belarusian backsliding on its integration commitments has kept these ties rudimentary. Until the recent fraudulent election and mass government repression that followed, the United States and some European governments were searching for ways to exacerbate these Belarusian-Russian fissures to pull Minsk away from Moscow. Nonetheless, the Russian leadership tacitly backed Lukashenko’s suppression of opposition protests, criticized Western governments for interfering in Belarus’ internal affairs, and offered to deploy militarized police in the country on his behalf. The Russian government feared that the opposition, which was not originally anti-Russian, might nonetheless move closer to the West if it came to power. Moscow dreaded seeing another color revolution, as occurred in Ukraine and Georgia, in Belarus, which they view as machinations of the United States and its allies. The Kremlin understood that Lukashenko, while having tried to build ties with Western countries to gain leverage with Russia, had through his electoral fraud permanently alienated himself from the West as well as his own people, leaving him at the Kremlin’s mercy. In contrast, China has avoided engaging in Belarusian domestic political affairs and focused on economic issues. The PRC’s economic presence in Belarus has been growing for years, with Chinese entities financing highways, ports, railways, and other infrastructure to support the BRI connecting Asia and Europe. After the Ukraine revolution of 2014, the transfer of the Crimean Peninsula (where the PRC aimed to build a massive deep-water port) to Russia, and the subsequent large-scale fighting in that country, the more stable country of Belarus rapidly emerged as China’s preferred “gateway to Europe.” President Xi visited Belarus in 2015, the first Chinese leader to do so in over a decade. Conversely, Moscow’s 2014 seizure of Ukrainian territory and support for separatists in eastern Ukraine intensified Belarusian interest in strengthening ties with the PRC to balance Russia’s economic primacy in Belarus and hedge against the prospect of Russian intervention in their affairs.6 Fueled by Lukashenko’s frequent visits to China, PRC direct investment in Belarus grew by 200 times during the past decade.7 Bilateral trade has also grown, propelling the PRC to the status of Belarus’ third-highest trading partner, after Russia and Ukraine. The Russian government—perhaps confident of its primary position in Belarus, hopeful of benefiting economically from any China-Belarus transit through Russian territory (which also gives Moscow influence with Beijing), and following its overall foreign-policy priority of sustaining good relations with the PRC—has not openly objected to China’s growing economic presence and other activities in Belarus. Yet, though Lukashenko remains in office, the mass protests in Belarus and the war in Ukraine will encourage the PRC’s diversification of its Eastern European contacts even more to hedge against further instability. Unlike Russia, China wants Belarus and the PRC’s other partners in East Central Europe to have good economic ties with the EU to facilitate the transit of China’s trade to the large EU market through these countries. Furthermore, Beijing will likely prepare for the possibility that Lukashenko’s opposition will at some point come to power. The PRC has therefore adopted a low political profile, partly to avoid engendering opposition to China’s growing economic presence.

Implications and Recommendations

The U.S. decision to accept a major role in Central Asian security after the 9/11 attacks was an anomaly driven by the need to secure regional support for the U.S. counterterrorism objectives in Afghanistan. With the U.S. military withdrawal from that country, U.S. interests and influence in Central Asia have naturally declined. Due to their physical proximity and historical ties, the interests of both Russia and China in the region are larger and more sustainable. Central Asian countries welcome the U.S. presence as a balancing factor but are conscious that Russia and China have enduring interests due to their proximity, while the United States’ role in Eurasia will remain more ephemeral. Moscow, in particular, has boosted its regional leadership among some former Soviet republics through its successful conflict mediation and military interventions in Belarus, Kazakhstan, and the Armenia-Azerbaijan conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh. Now that the Pentagon has withdrawn from Afghanistan, the U.S. military needs to rely on “over the horizon” drone strikes and other remotely based means of projecting power into the heart of Eurasia. The United States and its allies have never been able to offer Eurasian states an effective alternative to the massively resourced BRI. U.S. businesses still have a major presence in some commercial areas, such as Kazakhstan’s hydrocarbon sector, where U.S. energy corporations have been active since the collapse of the Soviet Union, but the U.S. economic role is generally declining relative to those of Russia and China under the dual pressure of domestic nationalism and Sino-Russian economic penetration. The United States could amplify its impact by concentrating on a few niche areas—such as promoting female businesses and various rule-of-law initiatives—as well as better coordinating its regional initiatives with other Western partners such as the EU, Japan, and India. Nevertheless, the main challenge to the Sino-Russian alignment in Central Asia is that Moscow may not prove sufficiently powerful to maintain Eurasia’s security with NATO’s withdrawal from Afghanistan. Thus far, Beijing has assigned less strategic importance to the region than Moscow. PRC leaders also appreciate how Russia pursues many policies favorable to Chinese interests, such as suppressing regional instability and promoting Eurasian transit. In future years, however, China’s growing economic interests in Eurasia, especially Central Asia, could lead Beijing to reconsider its policy of regional deference if Moscow seems incapable or unwilling of sustaining a favorable climate for the PRC’s expanding commercial activities. The vacuum resulting from the decreasing Western military presence in Central Asia, combined with Russia’s economic weakness and China’s growing Central Asian equities (as well as PLA power-project capabilities), could drive Beijing (whose leadership has already crossed traditional red lines against PRC foreign activism) to elevate its security role in Central Asia regardless of Russian preferences.

In contrast, the United States retains major interests and influence in the Black Sea region. The U.S. military presence in the Black Sea has been growing. Since 2014, U.S. warships have regularly entered the Black Sea and expanded bilateral and multilateral military drills in the region. Yet, the U.S. deterrence mission in the Black Sea region faces a substantial capabilities challenge, given the complexities of mobility and logistics when operating in southeastern Europe in the face of Russia’s local military superiority. The Montreux Convention Regarding the Regime of the Straits limits the time nonregional warships can deploy in the Black Sea, requiring their constant rotation. Major NATO powers such as France and Germany have not been very active in the region. Turkey faces constant Russian pressure to limit the presence of nonregional navies as well as restrict its security ties with NATO members and partners. Russian threats have also impeded the aspirations of Georgia and Ukraine to become full-scale NATO members since offering them full membership would require the unanimous support of all NATO governments, some of whom are unwilling to risk a possible armed conflict with Moscow over the issue. Recent U.S. diplomacy has instead focused on supporting those European governments willing to deepen economic and security ties with Russia’s Eurasian neighbors independent of these organizations. Washington will need to continue this approach for the foreseeable future as well as, through diplomacy, encourage EU members to sustain their sanctions on Russia and China despite the costs. EU governments will continue to find it challenging to compartmentalize their economic cooperation with Russia and China from their deteriorating political-military relations with Moscow and Beijing.


Chapter 5

The Arctic

In the past, the Arctic has seen substantial international cooperation, but regional and global developments have been challenging collaborative norms. The region encompasses the seas and land north of the Arctic Circle. Eight countries possess territories there: Canada, Denmark (through possession of Greenland), Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden, and the United States. The Arctic’s warming temperature and melting ice have been making the region’s economic resources and sea-lanes more accessible. The prospect of accessing these Arctic riches has catalyzed international interest in the region, in a process that some compare to the great power scramble for Africa in the 19th century.1 The melting of the polar ice caps can make it easier and more efficient for ships to carry goods and people through the area. Two major trans-Arctic shipping routes are potentially traversable: the Northwest Passage (NWP), which links Northeast Asia to northeastern North America via the Canadian Arctic Archipelago, and the Northern Sea Route (NSR), a system of sea-lanes above the Russian coast. The shorter distances of the trans-Arctic shipping routes compared with the longer maritime distances connecting Europe and Asia around Africa can reduce travel time, piracy threats, fuel consumption, and other shipping costs. Furthermore, the thinning ice sheets and melting ice caps are facilitating access to the Arctic’s repository of fish, fossil fuels, and other natural resources. In addition to the massive deposits of oil and natural gas, the Arctic contains significant amounts of other metals and minerals. Many of these, including coal, copper, lead, tungsten, zinc, gold, silver, nickel, diamonds, manganese, chromium, and titanium, play critical roles in industrial production. Hitherto available only at a great financial cost, offshore extraction of oil and natural gas and the mining of seabed minerals would become easier with warmer temperatures and less icy waters. Yet, the Arctic melting could adversely impact many Russian, Chinese, and U.S. interests as well as those of other countries.2

The future of Arctic shipping and natural resource extraction is promising in the long term, but for the next few years, developing the Arctic will remain exceptionally challenging. The growth of fracking, renewable energy technologies, and liquified natural gas (LNG) have decreased interest in the region’s still largely inaccessible hydrocarbon deposits. Forecasts of how soon the world can exploit the Arctic’s riches have perennially been overly optimistic. The Arctic has long been discussed as a possible energy source, but the high costs and difficulty of operating in the region, and the existence of more easily accessible deposits elsewhere, made it an undesirable option. Even as the Arctic’s physical geography becomes more favorable in some respects for commercial activities due to rising temperatures, many Arctic natural resources still require highly specialized equipment and complex logistical planning to acquire. Only a few Arctic shipping lanes have become marginally viable for limited summertime use. Polar ice is a serious threat to normal vessels and even more dangerous to ships and platforms that must maintain an exact position while drilling to avoid damaging equipment. The Arctic conditions necessitate expensive customized equipment and training of skilled laborers who can operate in the frigid temperatures, which affects the viscosity of oil and gas, raising the costs of storage and transportation. Climate change could improve access to Arctic waters in the coming decades, but meaningfully, Arctic shipping and resource extraction will require substantially more infrastructure investment. Many of the technologies required to fully develop the Arctic’s resource and shipping potential remain to be developed. Until then, exploring, evaluating, and exploiting undersea resources will continue to prove difficult, expensive, and time consuming. The remoteness and severe climate of the region are major impediments to the construction of energy pipelines and transportation infrastructure. Tankers need icebreakers as well as modern navigation aids, precise hydrographic maps, port facilities, and search-and-rescue capabilities. In addition, environmentalists want to limit human activities that could jeopardize the Arctic’s ecosystem. The rights and interests of the region’s indigenous peoples will also need to be addressed. Preparing for and responding to a major oil spill in the frigid Arctic waters is a major challenge, requiring great expense and capacities that are not yet fully developed. Countries and firms need a more robust capacity to respond to potential environmental crises given the vulnerabilities of energy extraction efforts in the hostile climate.

The overlapping territorial claims of Arctic states also impede prospective exploitation of natural resources. Resolving the competing territorial claims and other resource management issues will require international agreement on guidelines regarding what resources may be developed, under what conditions, and by whom. The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), adopted in 1982, offers each of the five littoral countries the opportunity to claim a 200-mile exclusive economic zone (EEZ) from their shoreline as well as exclusive rights to all the natural resources within the zone. Countries can also try to extend their EEZs beyond the standard 200 miles by convincing the UN Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf (CLCS) that the Arctic seafloor’s underwater mountain ranges are geological extensions of their own continental shelves through rendering persuasive acoustic, visual, and other data. The UN Commission, which consists of expert geographers and hydrographers, evaluates these extension claims. All five Arctic circumpolar countries have launched exploratory missions, projects, or studies in order to advance their territorial claims in the Arctic, which sometimes overlap. For example, Russia, Canada, Norway, and Greenland all claim the Lomonosov Ridge, an underwater mountain range with vast fossil fuel deposits.3 The five polar states have pledged to abide by the May 2008 Ilulissat Declaration, which affirms their commitment to resolve national territorial disputes in the Arctic on a peaceful basis, but the Arctic’s economic opportunities have also enticed non-littoral states, namely, China, to seek greater assured access to the region. Since the United States is one of the few countries not to have ratified the UNCLOS, U.S. policy does not recognize EEZ extensions by other countries and stands on the traditional principle of freedom of the seas.

In addition to its scientific and economic value, the Arctic is a militarily important region. The United States and especially Russia have been sending ballistic missile–launching submarines under the Arctic for decades, since the ice helps conceal these nuclear deterrence patrols. These vessels are designed to be able to break through the Arctic ice to launch missiles, thus maximizing operational surprise and survivability through stealth. In addition, the flight paths of many Russian and U.S. strategic bombers and missiles pass through the Arctic Circle, as this is the most direct route between Russian and U.S. territories. The United States has joined with Canada to detect and defend against threats to North America from the Far North. As China’s presence in the Arctic has grown, the Sino-Russian relationship has increasingly extended to encompass this region. Since Western sanctions have limited Russia’s ability to effectively exploit the area’s resource potential and develop NSR shipping lanes, Russian firms have turned to Chinese investments to fill the gap. However, the long-term endurance of Sino-Russian partnership in the Arctic is questionable given the two states’ potentially diverging objectives.

Russian Goals and Policies

Russia possesses more territory, residents, and military forces in the Arctic region than any other country. Its northern coast comprises one-third of the entire length of Russia’s national frontiers and extends from Norway on the Kola Peninsula eastward to the Bering Strait, encompassing the Barents, Kara, Laptev, East Siberian, and the Chukchi Seas. Several million Russians live above the Arctic Circle; the region generates almost one-fifth of the country’s gross domestic product (GDP). The Russian military has several permanent bases in the region and sends additional forces there frequently on exercises. The Russian government’s primary objectives in the Arctic are to maximize access to the region’s natural resources, control emerging shipping lanes, secure Russia’s northern borders from military threats, constrain the North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s (NATO) military activities in the region, and leverage Moscow’s Arctic activities for international influence and domestic prestige. The last objective has achieved an almost myth-like status in Russian political discourse, with Deputy Prime Minister Dmitri Rogozin having called the Arctic a “Russian Mecca.”4 Many Russians see the Arctic region as a core element of their national identity, and Russians take pride in their Arctic achievements. High-profile events, such as the 2007 stunt of having the Arktika research expedition plant a Russian flag on the seafloor at the North Pole, rally popular support behind the government’s Arctic vision. Despite the perennial gap between Russian aspirations and Arctic realities, Moscow is unwavering in its long-term regional ambitions.

Following the Cold War, the newly established Russian government’s interest and capabilities in the Arctic declined significantly from Soviet times. Drastic funding cuts and personnel reductions led the Russian military to curtail its Arctic presence. Meanwhile, since Russia lacked the capital and technology to develop the region’s resources, Russian policy makers sought foreign partners and investment. More recently, the Putin years have seen a resurgence in interest and activity in the Arctic region. In 2014, Putin declared that the Arctic was “a concentration of practically all aspects of national security—military, political, economic, technological, environmental and that of resources.”5 Core Russian policy documents, such as its 2009 and 2020 Arctic strategies, affirm ambitious sovereignty claims and intentions to expand Russian resource and transportation development while calling for international scientific and economic collaboration to keep the Arctic a zone of peace.6 Russian policies toward the Arctic also reflect this dual-track policy combining security and sovereignty competition with economic and scientific cooperation.

Moscow has ambitious territorial and resource claims regarding the Arctic, pursuing them through a combination of cooperative and coercive means, including both international legal instruments and an assertive stance. In 2010, Moscow signed a delimitation treaty with Norway, which resolved a 40-year dispute over boundaries in the Barents Sea. Yet, though Russia already has the largest internationally recognized EEZ in the Arctic region, Moscow has been eager to extend it. The Russian government makes claims to a number of underwater ridges, citing their connections with the Russian continental shelf, such as the Alpha Ridge, Mendeleev Ridge, and the Lomonosov Ridge, which runs directly under the North Pole.7 The United States and other countries dispute some of Russia’s territorial claims, including over the NSR and other Arctic sea-lanes. Even so, Moscow has been undertaking scientific research expeditions and other measures to substantiate its extensive claims. Though the CLCS has confirmed Russian claims in the Barents Sea and the Pacific Ocean, the Commission rejected Russia’s 2001 submission, the first made by a national government, to claim the Lomonosov Ridge (which is also claimed by Canada and Denmark) due to insufficient supporting evidence. Russian scientists subsequently made substantial efforts to acquire such proof. In August 2015, Russia filed a claim with the United Nations for an additional 1.2 square kilometers of Arctic territory, where it hopes to encompass the Lomonosov, Mendeleyev, and Gakkel Ridges.8

Moscow aims to leverage its advantageous position in the Arctic Ocean to gain influence over other countries seeking commercial opportunities in the region. Russian firms have been building new maritime infrastructure to support expanded Arctic shipping, energy drilling, and other economic activities.9 Developing the 5,000-km NSR, a system of sea-lanes that links the Barents and Kara Seas with the Bering Strait, represents an economic and strategic priority for Russia. Though a few large vessels have transited the route even without icebreakers, the environmental conditions severely constrain the movement of most ships through the NSR. Russians hope to make the NSR, hitherto used mostly by small craft in the summer traveling between Russia’s northern ports, a viable conduit for international shipping. In this regard, the NSR would offer a commercial alternative to the Northwest Passage, which links Northeast Asia and northeastern North America via the Canadian Arctic, and the Suez Canal, which connects the Mediterranean Sea with the Red Sea in the Indian Ocean. The NSR has the potential to reduce travel time for goods transiting the Northern Hemisphere between Northeast Asia and northern Europe by approximately 10–15 days during the warmer months of the year. The government is building ports and rescue stations to support expanded shipping in the zone. President Putin has decreed that, while 20 million metric tons were carried across the Arctic in 2018, this figure should increase to 80 million by 2025.10 In August 2019, Russia’s Minister for the Development of the Far East and Arctic Alexander Kozlov said that the government and its partners “plan to synchronize the construction of icebreakers, cargo ships, the emergency rescue fleet, and port infrastructure” to attain this goal.11 That year, the state nuclear corporation, assumed responsibility for developing the NSR, including the coastal infrastructure and Russia’s fleet of polar icebreakers.12 To provide electricity to remote Arctic locations, Russia has been developing floating nuclear power plants. Russian commercial ships have begun using the NSR for maritime transportation and Arctic voyages between Russian ports. In 2018, the Venta Maersk became the first civilian container vessel to convey goods along the NSR from Vladivostok to St. Petersburg.13 Russian companies are trying to develop the region’s hydrocarbon resources—oil, gas, and high-quality coal. Moscow’s regulatory demands in its Arctic waters are extensive and aim to generate revenue and leverage from companies and countries seeking to benefit from the faster route. Russian authorities must issue permits to foreign vessels to use the NSR with assistance from Russian icebreakers and Russian pilots. Russia has several dozen functioning icebreakers, including some with nuclear power, which can undertake lengthy trips without the need for remote refueling.

Russia has found it difficult to manage its two tracks of economic cooperation combined with security competition. Nonetheless, in increasing its civilian and commercial presence in the Arctic, Russia is also buttressing its territorial aspirations and military potential in the High North. Some of these “dual-use” capabilities that have both civilian and military purposes include search-and-rescue stations, Coast Guard vessels, and Russia’s fleet of dozens of icebreakers of various capabilities and sizes. This civil-military fusion became evident in March 2015, when the Russian government appointed Rogozin, who also oversees the Russian defense industry, as head of a new federal commission for developing the Russian Arctic.14 Russia is the only country that has been building nuclear-powered icebreakers in recent years; their extra power enables these ships to break through thicker ice. Following the Soviet Union’s collapse, many of these icebreakers fell into disrepair, came under the control of private corporations, or were loaned to foreign countries, but the Russian government has since recovered control of many of these vessels and has devoted significant resources to building new ones for military and civilian use. Putin boasted that by 2035, Russia would have more than a dozen heavy-duty icebreakers, mostly nuclear-powered.15

Defensive and offensive considerations have produced a greater Russian military presence in the region. The Arctic provides a critical barrier against attacks from Russia’s north and a bastion in which Russia’s navy, including most of its strategic ballistic missile submarines, can patrol in relative safety under the protection of Russian land-based airpower and air defense missiles. The Eurasian landmass of Russia is effectively “walled in” by Siberia and the Pacific to the east, Asia and the Middle East to the south, and Europe to the west. The Arctic has for centuries served as the “fourth wall,” restricting not only Russian but also foreign maritime activity near Russia. Russian doctrinal statements stress the military’s role in protecting Russian interests in the Arctic. In peacetime, the mission of Russia’s conventional forces is to sustain comprehensive maritime surveillance, protect northern sea-lanes, keep foreign submarines out of these waters, and support Russian sovereignty claims. In wartime, the Russian military must defend Russia’s strategic submarines and northern coast from foreign attack. In addition to defensive considerations, the Arctic provides the Russian military a potential platform for projecting power into the North Atlantic, northern Europe, and the Pacific Ocean. The changes in the Arctic Ocean provide Moscow with economic and strategic advantages, opening more waters to Russian navigation and making it easier for Russian warships to circumvent NATO-controlled bottlenecks in the Baltic and Black Seas. But these changes also make Russia’s northern ports more vulnerable to foreign attack, particularly those in the Kola Peninsula that house the majority of the country’s ballistic missile submarine fleet—the Russian navy regularly test launches ballistic missiles from submarines sailing under the Arctic ice. Foreign warships will face fewer obstacles from floating ice when approaching the Russian coast. Russian concerns were evident in how Moscow has objected to Norway’s growing defense cooperation with the United States, such as the decision to upgrade the Vardo radar station that monitors Russian naval activity, and Russian interference with allied Global Positioning System (GPS) communications during the 2019 NATO exercises in the Arctic.16

The Russian government, citing alleged NATO threats, has been upgrading its forces and facilities in the Arctic. In late 2014, Russia established the new Joint Strategic Command North for all Russian military forces in the region. Its main component is the navy’s Northern Fleet, which has a variety of surface vessels, submarines, and naval aviation aircraft. The Command also includes additional air, ground, space, and other units.17 The Northern Fleet’s flagship is Russia’s only Kirov class Project 11442 heavy guided missile cruiser, the PyotrVelikiy (Peter the Great). The fleet also has the Project 11435 Admiral Kuznetsov aircraft carrying cruiser, along with destroyers, corvettes, landing ships, strategic and attack submarines, carrier- and land-based aircraft, and helicopters. The Northern Fleet has been receiving some new ships and additional personnel in recent years. Russia has established several specialized Arctic fighting units and equipped other units with specialized military equipment designed to deal with the extreme weather conditions. Russia is also constructing a regional sensor network based on air and satellite coverage as well as maritime surveillance systems. On January 1, 2021, Russia elevated the status of its Arctic units into a New Northern Command, giving it the same status as its other four regional commands.

The Russian military has been building a multilayered forward line of defense in the northwestern regions of its Arctic territory by reactivating former Soviet-era military bases and constructing new ones. Moscow currently has several dozen military facilities in the region that includes major airbases and minor airstrips, search-and-rescue stations, air defense radar stations and missile batteries, and ports.18 Russia’s Alexandra Land Island, New Siberian Island, and Novaya Zemlya bases provide multilayered surveillance, early warning, and radar support for long-range interdiction and short-range coastal defense. The Tiksi North Air Base, on the Laptev Sea coast (Kola Peninsula), hosts the S-400 long-range air and missile defense system. The modernized Nagurskoye air base, located more than 1,300 kilometers north of Murmansk, has a hardened 3,500-m runway to allow for the deployment of most advanced modern bombers, fighters, and transport planes. Russia is laying deep-sea communication fiber-optic cables to connect many of these military facilities and considering serving some with floating nuclear power plants. Though many of these facilities serve a dual civilian-military purpose, supporting the coast guard and border patrol as well as the armed forces, Russia has been reinforcing its Arctic air-and-missile defense network by placing additional antiair, anti-surface, and anti-submarine missiles at some bases. Russia’s deployment of missile defense systems on remote Arctic islands and the bolstering of its naval assets, including ice-capable corvettes armed with cruise missiles and enhanced anti-submarine warfare capabilities, aim to deny NATO forces access to the area, especially through control of the narrow sea passages in the region. The goal is to create a network of dispersed airfields, search-and-rescue stations, deepwater ports, air defense radar stations, missile batteries, and other facilities at strategic points throughout Russia’s Arctic coast for multilayered air, sea, and ground defense. From the Pentagon’s perspective, Russia’s militarization could turn the Arctic into a A2/AD zone against NATO, building northward Russia’s A2/AD wall, which already extends from Syria through the Black and Baltic Seas.

Not only has Russia been deploying additional military capabilities in the Arctic but its forces have also been more active in the region. The level of Russian submarine activity in the Arctic is the highest in decades, with many sightings throughout European and Scandinavian waters. The number of Russian strategic bomber flights flying near the Arctic territory of Norway, Canada, and the United States has also been increasing. More Russian ground forces are based, or rotate through, the Arctic region. During the past decade, the Russian military has conducted longer, larger, and more frequent exercises. These units rehearse air-assault drills, amphibious landings, dispersing and regrouping forces reinforcing remote outposts, and training for extreme weather conditions. At the tactical level, Russian exercises have practiced reconnaissance and surveillance, electronic warfare, and other combat procedures in harsh Arctic conditions. Defensive exercises focus on keeping foreign militaries away from Russia’s northern frontier. Offensive drills have included rehearing maneuvers to disrupt NATO activities in the North Atlantic Ocean, such as through the routes connecting Greenland, Iceland, and the United Kingdom (the GIUK gap).

Chinese Goals and Policies

China has not commonly been seen as an Arctic country since the People’s Republic of China (PRC) possesses no territory above the 60°N parallel, but China has strived to be seen as a legitimate Arctic stakeholder, influencer, and resource claimant. Beijing worries that other countries’ sovereignty claims could constrain Chinese access to the Arctic. The PRC has therefore sought greater influence through expanded participation in Arctic governance mechanisms and increasing its economic and scientific presence in the region while striving to avoid provoking negative responses from other Arctic states. After years of lobbying, the PRC in 2007 became an ad hoc observer member of the Arctic Council. Comprising both Arctic countries and indigenous peoples, the Council is the most influential intergovernmental organization dedicated to Arctic issues. Though the Council acts by consensus and can only reach nonbinding decisions, membership bestows status as an important Arctic player. PRC officials initially argued that all countries, regardless of their geographic or historical connections with the Arctic territory, should have equal access to its resources since the region should be a “global commons” available to all. For example, People’s Liberation Army (PLA) Rear Admiral Yin Zhuo maintained that the Arctic “belongs to all the people around the world, as no nation has sovereignty over it… . China must play an indispensable role in Arctic exploration as we have one-fifth of the world’s population.”19 Chinese officials soon moderated their public position to avoid antagonizing Russia and the other Arctic states, specifically eschewing taking a position of the various sovereignty claims in the region. As in other regions, PRC discourse now characterizes its research, commercial, and infrastructure-building activities in the Arctic as aimed at mutually beneficially (“win-win”) cooperation. Beijing’s newly restrained stance helped the PRC become a permanent observer nation on the Council in 2013. China’s upgraded position, though still lacking voting rights, has given the country more opportunities to present its interests to Arctic states and fortify its claims as a regional stakeholder.

Since 2012, PRC representatives have been describing China as a “Near Arctic State” and Major Arctic stakeholder.20 Since then, PRC officials and scholars have regularly employed this term to highlight China’s legitimate interests to shape Arctic norms and claim Arctic resources. A landmark January 2018 Arctic White Paper affirms that the PRC will adhere to the principles of “respect, cooperation, win-win result and sustainability” in its approach to the region. While affirming peaceful intent, the paper insists that China has a justified role as “an active participant, builder and contributor in Arctic affairs” because the “situation now goes beyond its original inter-Arctic States or regional nature, having a vital bearing on the interests of States outside the region and the interests of the international community as a whole.” The text elaborates that “climate change, environment, scientific research, utilization of shipping routes, resource exploration and exploitation, security, and global governance … are vital to the existence and development of all countries and humanity, and directly affect the interests of non-Arctic States including China.”21 Beijing’s emphasis on multilateralization and mutual gains echoes the narrative surrounding the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which the white paper extends to the Arctic as a “Polar Silk Road,” envisaging the construction of airports, seaports, railroads, and undersea cables to help facilitate Chinese investment and trade. The PRC has capitalized on its elevated Arctic status to portray itself as a relevant stakeholder in global geopolitics and an active player in shaping international rules, consolidating its rising power status. Beijing has sought to strengthen its soft power and legitimacy by serving as the de facto spokesperson for major non-Arctic countries seeking a patron to promote their interests. The Arctic also offers China the chance to demonstrate adherence to the “peaceful rise” path by making cooperative efforts to maintain regional peace and stability.

The PRC has expanded its scientific and economic activities in the Arctic to bolster Beijing’s claims to secure a “seat at the table” when the international community discusses Arctic issues. PRC researchers have assumed a more prominent role in Arctic-related research events and projects, establishing research ties with local partners in various fields, including climatology, geography, glaciology, oceanography, and geology, as well as offering resources and expertise to other nations launching such scientific research expeditions. In July 2004, the Polar Research Institute of China established the Arctic Yellow River Station on the Norwegian islands of Svalbard to monitor Arctic climate change and its effects on China’s continental and oceanic environment. The PRC has also been building overseas satellite observation ground stations in several Nordic countries. In 2018, China inaugurated a weather research facility in Iceland and a joint research center in the Russian Arctic.22 PRC experts also want to understand the possible effects of climate change in the Arctic region, such as the potential opening of new sea passages or natural resources, as well as the impact on China itself as well as the PRC’s other global interests. As the 2018 White Paper explains, “The natural conditions of the Arctic and their changes have a direct impact on China’s climate system and ecological environment, and, in turn, on its economic interests in agriculture, forestry, fishery, marine industry and other sectors.”23 Chinese scientific activism has helped Beijing shape the Arctic’s rules, regulations, and governance. For instance, China has participated in adopting the Polar Code within the International Maritime Organization and is a part of the Agreement to Prevent Unregulated High Seas Fisheries in the Central Arctic Ocean. PRC representatives cite participation in these agreements and the collaborative scientific projects as manifestations of their “win-win” approach to Arctic issues.

As a large global consumer of natural resources and a country heavily dependent on maritime trade, China has a vested interest in the Arctic’s economic potential. The region’s energy and other natural wealth make it attractive for resource-hungry Chinese consumers. Furthermore, a significant portion of the Chinese economy hinges on international shipping, which could become substantially cheaper and faster by traversing Arctic sea-lanes. These interests converge in that the Arctic’s own hydrocarbon riches, if they can be shipped to China, offer the PRC the prospect of energy security through import diversity. The PRC presently depends heavily on oil imports from the Middle East that pass through the Strait of Hormuz in the Persian Gulf, the northern part of the Indian Ocean, and the maritime chokepoint of the Strait of Malacca in Southeast Asia. This route is threatened by piracy attacks, naval interdiction, and political upheavals in the Middle East. Greater use of the Arctic would reduce these vulnerabilities as well as save time and fuel. Not only is China well placed to make use of maritime commerce through the Arctic but PRC corporations, with some of the world’s largest shipyards, could also become leading manufacturers of the large vessels that would use such routes. The Chinese government has demonstrated a prodigious capacity to mobilize resources on behalf of its Arctic priorities by making substantial commercial investments in regional states. Through its strategy of bilateral “resource diplomacy,” Beijing has offered various countries, especially smaller states, in or near the Arctic, lucrative trade and investment deals that China can leverage for influence.24 For instance, Chinese economic engagement with Iceland has grown since the adoption of a binational Free Trade Agreement in 2013. PRC firms have also acquired shares in Canadian oil companies that could afford them access to Arctic drilling. China has also been helping develop port facilities in Europe that can support PRC ships that traverse the Arctic Ocean. Iceland’s naturally deep harbors make it especially attractive for Chinese port infrastructure investment since these can facilitate reloading from large vessels to shallower ships for transshipment to southern ports in Europe and Asia. The PRC investments follow the familiar “anchor and cluster” strategy in which one major Chinese investment project soon leads to others. However, Western strategists are wary of PRC attempts to leverage its growing economic presence in the Arctic region for political influence.25 For example, Icelandic authorities denied a land sale to a Chinese investor for security reasons, while Denmark has sought to monitor and limit PRC investment in Greenland, due to concerns that China is trying to acquire the island’s rare-earth metals and bolster its independence movement.26

Although the PLA has been enlarging its presence in other regions, China has so far avoided a military role in the Arctic. Whereas Russian and U.S. policies overtly emphasize both scientific-economic cooperation and security competition, PRC public discourse eschews any discussion of a potential Chinese security role in the Arctic. Yet, there is also a Western concern that China’s growing civilian activities in the Arctic could provide the foundation for a military presence. The reasoning is that, after having established a large commercial presence in the Arctic, the PRC will see the need to support its economic stakes through enhanced means of projecting military power in the Arctic, perhaps in cooperation with Russia.

Russian-Chinese Interactions

Though Russia and China currently pursue different policy approaches in the Arctic, the region is an emerging area of Sino-Russian cooperation due to a fortuitous convergence of Russian assets and Chinese needs. Until a few years ago, Russian officials expressed clamorous concern about Beijing’s growing Arctic ambitions. Moscow strove to limit the influence of all non-Arctic actors, including China, that could potentially challenge or undermine Russia’s predominant status and strategic interests. For example, Russia was one of the leading proponents for limiting the participation rights of observers (which also include India, Japan, Singapore, and South Korea) in the Arctic Council.27 Russian government representatives also strongly supported the 2008 Ilulissat Declaration’s wording that asserted unique and extensive privileges for the five coastal states regarding territorial issues, resource development, and governance rights in the Arctic Ocean. In a 2013 interview with a Norwegian television company, Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev emphasized that only Arctic states should define governance rules for the Arctic.28 At the time, Russian authorities were resisting Beijing’s application to become a full observer on the Arctic Council.29 For Russians concerned with Beijing’s rising international influence and power, keeping China out of the Arctic both limits the PRC’s access to potential resources and helps secure Russia’s economic and military power.

In the competition for the Arctic, Russia has many advantages: its physical geography (many estimated deposits lie along its northern shores), lengthy experience in the region, and extensive investment in polar equipment, including icebreakers. Nevertheless, Russia’s Arctic infrastructure remains underdeveloped. Russia lacks the advanced technologies required to exploit the offshore oil and gas deposits in the Arctic waters, which present challenging geophysical conditions due to polar ice, severe storms, and other conditions. Additionally, many of the oil and gas deposits in the Russian Arctic remain unexploited because they necessitate new expensive overland or overseas transportation to connect them to international markets. Through joint ventures and other arrangements, Russian energy managers have sought foreign partners to bring additional capital, technologies, managerial skills, and other assets to the region. Before 2014, Russian companies favored working with U.S. and European energy firms since they generally possessed the most sophisticated technologies. Following the Cold War, U.S. and other Western companies created joint ventures with Russian firms to explore for and extract natural resources in Russian territory. In return for providing capital and cutting-edge technology, the Western firms received repatriated profits and access to oil, gas, and minerals in Russia’s Arctic. Starting in 2014, however, U.S. and EU sanctions have prevented Western companies from investing in most Russian energy projects. For example, Eni, ExxonMobil, and Statoil had to abandon multibillion-dollar joint exploration and development projects for the Arctic with the Russian energy giant Rosneft. The sanctions have also limited possible Western use of the NSR for transpolar transit. As a result, Russian companies have turned to Chinese firms for alternative sources of capital and technologies. At the same time, China was launching major east-west projects to build transportation links with European markets; this PRC interest in transcontinental transportation networks naturally led to Chinese interest in using Russia’s NSR as another, potentially faster and cheaper commercial conduit between China and Europe.

Since 2014, Russian politicians and analysts have typically cited many perceived near-term benefits in collaborating with China in the Arctic while downplaying the long-term risks.30 As noted, PRC officials have facilitated this Russian policy change by moderating their rhetoric regarding the rights of non-Arctic states to the region’s resources. Russian officials have allowed the China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) to join Rosneft and other companies to explore for hydrocarbon deposits in Russia’s offshore Arctic territories and to purchase stakes in Russian Arctic ventures. Already in 2013, the CNPC acquired a minority stake in the large LNG project on the Yamal Peninsula of Novatek, Russia’s largest private-sector investor in the Arctic. The project, which also includes France’s Total, has been delivering LNG via the NSR to east China’s Jiangsu province from Siberia since the summer of 2018.31 In April 2019, the CNPC and China National Oil and Gas Exploration and Development Corporation reached another deal with Novatek to buy shares in the related Yamal LNG 2 project.32 These investments support Xi’s efforts to advance China’s reliance on cleaner energy sources while enabling PRC companies to gain expertise about Arctic conditions. The two governments have also discussed possible PRC investment in developing Russia’s deepwater Arctic port of Arkhangelsk and constructing a railway to link the port to other parts of Russia.33 Chinese companies are investing in oil rigs off the coast of Murmansk, in conjunction with Russian companies Gazprom and Rosmorport.34 Russian and Chinese scientists have initiated efforts to coordinate scientific explorations and share their research at symposiums and other exchanges.35 In 2019, the two governments established a joint Arctic Research Center. While environmentally focused, the center’s work could also assist the NSR and other joint economic projects. Most important, the Russian and Chinese governments have agreed to develop the NSR cooperatively. Cosco, a large Chinese state shipping company, has been a leading foreign client of the NSR, making periodic test runs through the passage.36

If using the NSR proves commercially viable, coming years should see a progressive increase in the volume of PRC tonnage passing through the Russian Arctic, which will generate work for Russia’s icebreaking fleet and transit fees for the Russian government. Russian regulations, as well as practical considerations, oblige Chinese vessels transiting the NSR to rely on Russian pilots, coastal infrastructure, search and rescue, and other services. Additional future Sino-Russian collaboration in the Arctic could include joint drilling, mineral extraction, and shipping projects that benefit from the likely improvement of relevant Chinese technologies. There might also be joint paramilitary search and rescue, counterpiracy, emergency response, situational awareness, or anti-smuggling drills. Though there is little evidence that China seeks a major military presence in the Arctic, Moscow and Beijing have expanded the geographic scope of their joint defense drills to the Mediterranean and the Baltic Seas, so a future exercise in the Arctic is possible. While comprehensive Sino-Russian collaboration has been limited to the development of Russia’s designated Arctic shelf, Russian and Chinese coordination of Arctic exploration beyond Russian waters to include unclaimed land and resources is feasible. In this role, Beijing could overtly support Moscow’s claims in the Arctic.

These interdependencies generally align the two countries’ near-term Arctic interests and policies as well as boost their shared leverage. China is investing in the Arctic not to help Russia but to gain resources and shipping routes. By supporting Russia’s Arctic activities, China benefits from access to Russia’s hydrocarbon reserves and gains leverage in Moscow by becoming a financial backer of projects viewed as vital to Russia’s national security and economy. Russia also has an opportunity to shift its international energy profile toward Asia and reduce Russia’s dependence on European markets. The Chinese believe that joint projects could help mitigate Moscow’s concerns about becoming a simple resource supplier to the PRC. The denouement of the global COVID-19 pandemic—with China’s economy recovering much better than Russia or most other large countries—has made Russia even more dependent on Chinese investment and commerce in the Arctic. By granting Beijing access to the Russian Arctic, however, Moscow risks allowing China to become a more formidable economic and possibly security challenger. As in other areas of the world, China could pursue moderate policies toward the Arctic in the near term but, in the long term, develop a more assertive policy. To dilute China’s relative influence, Russian officials have strived to develop other economic partnerships, extending to the Arctic region, with Japan, India, South Korea, and other Asian countries, though without much success. For now, Chinese entities have relied on Russia to safeguard the safety and security of the growing Chinese economic presence there. As in Central Asia, PRC policy makers perceive the Arctic as a lower priority region than their Russian counterparts. Unlike in Central Asia, which adjoins Chinese territory, the PLA does not have the option of supplanting Russian military power in the Arctic. In general, China has tried to downplay military issues due to its superior economic, diplomatic, and other nonmilitary power assets and concerns that militarization would impede China’s access to the region.37 In the future, however, the PRC might aim to enhance its search-and-rescue and other paramilitary assets in the region to support China’s expanding commercial presence there as well as the safety of PRC nationals in the region. One reason China may be building its own polar icebreakers—the first named Xue Long, or “Snow Dragon”—is to reduce dependence on Russia’s expensive and limited fleet of NSR escort icebreakers.38 A growing Chinese military activity in the Arctic, even if primarily driven by economic objectives and the growth of China’s military power in general, could eventually build the foundation for a PLA presence in the Arctic. For example, China could send submarines to patrol there.

Moscow’s wariness of Beijing’s future ambitions and growing power may preclude too deep a regional partnership, even if looser ties could weaken the prospects for some Russian projects in the Arctic. Sino-Russian disputes over Moscow’s territorial and jurisdictional claims could arise given the divergence between Russian expansive sovereignty claims with China’s wanting to keep the Arctic accessible to other states. PRC officials might again assume the position that the Arctic’s resources should be available to all states and that, given China’s large share of the world’s population, the PRC has a substantial stake in the region, warranting correspondingly substantial influence. Moscow’s concerns could intensify if Beijing tries to leverage Russia’s growing dependence on PRC commerce to press Moscow for special privileges and concessions within its Arctic jurisdiction. Giving Beijing special privileges to utilize the Russian Arctic could alienate Moscow’s other potential partners. Sino-Russian disagreements over Russia’s environmental standards and hefty icebreaker and transit fees could also emerge. The Chinese want Russia to invest more in the NSR’s commercial infrastructure, while Moscow prioritizes building additional military facilities. Notwithstanding their other effects, Western sanctions have accelerated Russia’s expanding use of Chinese investment and technology for developing Russia’s Arctic industries.39 Likewise, U.S. tariffs on China have served to push China toward Russia since Beijing has retaliated by imposing tariffs on U.S. LNG imports, making Russian LNG more competitive.40 If Western sanctions are relaxed, Russian companies might again seek to acquire Western investment or technology. Even if this does not occur, Russia might partner more with Indian, South American (such as Brazil), or other non-Western foreign partners. Likewise, PRC companies and officials are keenly aware that Russia is not the only Arctic player. If Arctic resources are more easily extractable from other states, or less politically costly than relying on Russia, China may intensify its pursuit of non-Russian resources. But if Sino-U.S. tensions are sustained, Beijing may see Moscow as its best available Arctic partner. Much depends on whether Sino-Russian collaboration in the Arctic can drive a general improvement in relations or whether the latter is a prerequisite of the former. PRC investment could require Russia to give up more control in the Arctic than Moscow might deem acceptable. Such cooperation might only occur in the context of a much stronger relationship between the two states—or the growing Chinese investment in the Russian Arctic could create precisely these shared interests.

Implications and Recommendations

U.S. officials have become increasingly concerned about Russian and Chinese activities in the Arctic region. The Defense Department’s 2020 report on the Chinese military noted, “The PRC’s expanding Arctic engagement has created new opportunities for engagement between China and Russia.”41 The Obama administration, like its post–Cold War predecessors, had encouraged the PRC to become a responsible stakeholder in the Arctic, while the United States continued to cooperate with Russia on Arctic issues even after Moscow’s illegal annexation of the Crimea. The Trump administration adopted a firmer line toward both countries. Notably, at the May 2019 Arctic Council meeting in Rovaniemi, Finland, Secretary of State Mike Pompeo described the Arctic as recently evolving into “an arena for power and for competition.” Pompeo ridiculed the PRC claims to be a “Near-Arctic State,” arguing that “only Arctic States and Non-Arctic States” are legitimate categories “and claiming otherwise entitles China to exactly nothing.” Although Pompeo did not object to some PRC investment in the Arctic, he insisted that it needed to be transparent and constructive and avoid its “pattern of aggressive behavior elsewhere.” Pompeo also expressed concerns about Russia’s extensive territorial claims in the Arctic, intensified military presence in the region, and plans to join the NSR with Beijing’s Maritime Silk Road. In response, Pompeo asserted that “under President Trump, [the U.S. government is] fortifying America’s security and diplomatic presence in the area.”42

The growing Sino-Russian alignment in the Arctic could challenge U.S. interests in the region and beyond. Beijing could back Moscow’s territorial claims, which Washington opposes, and recognize Russian authority over the NSR, which the U.S. government considers an international shipping route. The expanded Russian and Chinese presence in the Arctic could impair U.S. freedom of maneuver as well as degrade U.S. access to Arctic shipping lanes and resource deposits. In January 2019, Air Force General Terrence O’Shaughnessy, commander of U.S. Northern Command, said the Arctic represented “the front line” of North America’s defense.43 The Pentagon’s June 2019 Strategy report terms the Arctic a “potential vector for attack on the U.S. homeland” and warned of the potentially adverse consequences of Chinese military activities in the region for U.S. security.44 Other U.S. priorities in the Arctic Strategy include maintaining comprehensive domain awareness, defending U.S. territory, limiting other states’ sovereignty clashes, developing Arctic resources while protecting the environment, sustaining freedom of navigation and overflight, and enhancing transatlantic ties while limiting the Sino-Russian regional alignment against the West. The U.S. Navy’s 2014 Arctic Roadmap rightly calls for ensuring fair access to these waters, preparing for search-and-rescue missions there, and maximizing use of the region’s potential economic benefits. In May 2018, the Pentagon reestablished the Second Fleet and has increased navy patrols in the region to contest unrecognized maritime claims, while the U.S. ballistic early warning and missile defense facilities at Thule Air Base in Greenland, established in 1943, have recently been upgraded. Yet, in recent years, the United States has been the least active and assertive of the littoral countries and has lacked a clear, comprehensive, and consistent Arctic policy. U.S. administrations have not treated the Arctic as a U.S. national security priority on par with Europe, Asia, and the Middle East or pursued comprehensive or well-resourced policies toward the region. In February 2014, the United States issued its first Arctic plan in years, the Arctic Roadmap to 2030, but its three goals were vague: enhancing security, protecting the environment, and advancing international cooperation in the region. Neither the public summary of the January 2018 National Defense Strategy nor the February 2018 Nuclear Posture Review nor the December 2017 National Security Strategy addressed Arctic security issues in detail.

Though U.S. cooperation with Russia and China in the Arctic region will remain restricted pending a breakthrough in trilateral ties, the transnational nature of some nonmilitary issues—such as those related to climate, ecology, and the needs of indigenous peoples—warrants regular consultations on managing the consequences of climate change, environmental risks, and basic scientific research. Some Russians welcome a warming Arctic as making the region’s resources and sea-lanes more accessible. However, other Russians recognize that Russia could suffer economic and human costs from excessive temperature rising, such as an increased spread of global diseases, larger fires in Russia’s vast forests, and how the melting of permafrost threatens infrastructure in the Russian North. Furthermore, less Arctic ice removes an impediment to foreign as well as Russian activities in the region, creating more economic and security challenges for Moscow. PRC policy makers likewise understand that, though opening the Arctic to transpolar navigation, rising global sea levels will threaten China’s ecosystems, agricultural production, and large coastal cities. The Biden administration could explore these shared trilateral interests in mitigating global climate change. Consideration should also be given to enhancing confidence-building measures among the regular armed forces as well as between Coast Guards and other paramilitary and law enforcement agencies operating in the region to avoid incidents and render mutual search and rescue support. At the same time, NATO should avoid direct engagement with China in order to discourage PLA military activities in the region. The United States and its partners should contest Beijing’s claims to special Near-Arctic state status by pointing out that dozens of European and Asian countries are also located within 1,000 kilometers of the Arctic Circle. They should also warn Russia that continuing to militarize the Arctic will compel the West to increase its own military presence in the region, to the detriment of the region’s overall security.

For purposes of both deterrence and defense, the Pentagon should increase its capabilities for Arctic missions. Given the lengthy defense acquisition cycle (building a modern icebreaker can take more than a decade and a billion dollars), the U.S. Navy and Coast Guard need to start building more icebreakers and additional vessels and planes suitable for Arctic missions. The United States currently has only one icebreaker capable of traversing through thick ice and only one permanent base above the Arctic Circle. Without new icebreakers, the United States will be forced to rely on foreign vessels for assistance. The United States and its allies can also expand use of uncrewed aerial and maritime vehicles since they can often handle the region’s frigid temperatures better than humans, with fewer safety concerns. Their number should be sufficient to enable them to surge during crises, whether natural or deliberate, such as military contingencies. Still, the navy may need crewed warships for some missions, such as freedom of navigation operations that contest territorial claims. Furthermore, U.S. funding for non-platform enabling capabilities for mapping, communications, intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance must also be sustained. Many of these enhancements could support both civilian (e.g., commercial shipping and scientific research) and military activities in the Arctic.

The United States has a powerful advantage over Russia and the PRC, in the Arctic as elsewhere, due to the close U.S. defense partnerships with important regional players. Of the five countries with Arctic coastlines (Canada, Denmark, Norway, Russia, and the United States), Russia is the only one that is not a member of NATO. The Pentagon needs sustained access to bases and other facilities in allied countries to meet its Arctic commitments. To gain greater operational experience, the United States and its allies and partners should conduct more frequent and larger exercises in the region. They should rehearse search-and-rescue, coastal defense, amphibious operations, anti-submarine warfare, and logical supply and replenishment missions. The United States considers the Northwest Passage as an international route, while Canada claims that the passage is under Canadian jurisdiction, but the two countries should agree to set the dispute aside to address the greater long-term challenges to joint Canadian-U.S. interests in the Arctic. Though Canada has previously supported Beijing’s increased role in the Arctic, its recent deterioration in relations with both Russia and China should offer greater opportunities for expanded Canadian-U.S. mutual defense initiatives regarding the Arctic, both bilaterally and within the NATO and North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD) frameworks. Europeans’ strained relations with Russia and China should likewise present opportunities for Washington to enhance its partnership with the EU within the NATO framework on Arctic issues. Although NATO’s 2010 Strategic Concept acknowledged new security challenges for the alliance, such as cyber and energy security, intra-alliance divisions have prevented NATO from fully addressing Arctic security issues. NATO has recently become more engaged in the region. The Trident Juncture 2018 military exercise was the largest alliance Arctic drill since the Cold War, incorporating 50,000 troops from even such non-NATO Nordic countries as Finland and Sweden. A U.S. carrier battlegroup, led by the USS Harry S. Truman, operated north of the Arctic Circle for the first time in almost three decades. Making further progress should become a significant item on the transatlantic agenda since all NATO members and partners would benefit from greater information sharing, situational awareness, and other Arctic-related security cooperation efforts. Denmark has been an excellent partner in countering Russian and Chinese influence in the Arctic, including by taking countermeasures against Chinese efforts to make large strategic investments in Greenland. In addition, the United States should work to strengthen the Arctic Council since NATO members have most of the permanent seats on it. Washington should also more directly engage with the non-Arctic states active in the Council, especially U.S. allies Japan and South Korea, and compete more successfully with China for their allegiances. This would require U.S. diplomats to elevate the Arctic issue in bilateral and multilateral engagements with these countries. For example, differences could emerge over U.S. opposition to European and Asian use of the NSR. The United States can trade directly with Europe and Asia from its North American coasts, but the NSR might be commercially advantageous for some maritime trade between Europe and Asia.

The United States can enhance its regional soft power by cultivating a reputation as a good environmental steward, demonstrating respect for the rights of the Arctic’s indigenous peoples, and maximizing the development and sharing of scientific knowledge. The Trump administration’s skepticism regarding climate change and perceived neglect of European environmental concerns risked alienated traditional transnational partners. The May 2019 U.S. refusal to sign an Arctic Council declaration highlighting climate concerns resulted in the Council, for the first time in its 23-year history, not issuing a joint declaration. PRC propaganda was quick to capitalize on the opportunity. Shanghai hosted an Arctic conference one month later that emphasized Beijing’s lead in promoting Arctic cooperation.45 More transatlantic cooperation with U.S. allies on this issue would yield low-cost dividends. The sanctions limiting Western companies from engaging in either technology transfer or capital lending to Russian hydrocarbon and transportation projects in the region limited economic development in the Russian Arctic. The United States and other NATO countries might also consider how environmental regulations and norms could impede large-scale Russian military activities in the region. The United States should cooperate to make Arctic allies, private companies, vulnerable populations, regional militaries, and other allied stakeholders more resilient against climate change impacts as well as help them develop a viable liability regime to deter and pay for environmental disasters. Senior U.S. military leaders have also recommended ratifying the UNCLOS to secure U.S. legal rights in maritime zones, which would give U.S. diplomats greater authority to criticize other countries’ EEZ expansion and territorial claims. U.S. naval forces already adhere to the practices stipulated by UNCLOS as part of their standard operating procedure. In its messaging, U.S. officials should highlight to Russians the dangers of their assisting a major Chinese presence to emerge in the Arctic; once the PRC has built a strong Arctic foundation, it will never leave. Furthermore, if the PLA operates vessels there, this could make the Arctic a theater for Sino-American military competition, with the risk of Russian entanglement.


Part II

Functional Interaction


Chapter 6

Security Ties

Russian and Chinese leaders have described the two countries’ security ties as a critical dimension of their broader partnership. Their shared security objectives include averting bilateral conflicts, maintaining border security, advancing bilateral defense industrial collaboration, and influencing third parties such as the United States. From a historical perspective, their close defense ties stand as a relatively recent development. During the Cold War, the leaderships of Moscow and Beijing perceived each other as potential adversaries due to their territorial disputes, border skirmishes, ideological disagreements, and personal rivalries—though by the end of the 1980s, their tensions had been significantly reduced. During the 1990s, the Russian and PRC governments adopted several military confidence-building measures to constrain military activities and deployments that could impact the other country’s security. In 2001, Moscow and Beijing signed a friendship and cooperation treaty based on the principles of mutual nonaggression, noninterference, strategic reassurance, equality, crisis consultations, mutual benefit, peaceful coexistence, anti-terrorism, international law, and respect for national sovereignty and territorial integrity. In June 2017, the People’s Republic of China’s (PRC) national defense minister Chang Wanquan observed, “In recent years, under the personal leadership of our national leaders, the level of mutual trust and interaction between the Chinese and Russian armed forces has steadily increased.”1 That same month, the two governments approved a roadmap for bilateral military cooperation for the 2017–2020 period. Their military and civilian defense leaders now regularly engage in bilateral and multilateral meetings as well as informal consultations in a variety of formats.

Russian and Chinese leaders view their defense partnership as a major policy success that they hope to sustain. Though both countries recognize the possibility of renewed Sino-Russian military tensions in the future, neither country’s national security establishment views the other as a near-term military threat. Meanwhile, the 2018 U.S. National Defense Strategy identified both the Russian and the Chinese armed forces as primary threats to U.S. security, preventing the Pentagon from focusing its efforts against Russia or China alone. The Sino-Russian relationship is approaching a full-blown defense alliance, with the important exception that the two countries do not have a formal mutual defense pledge obligating each side to render military assistance to the other if the latter were attacked. The PRC’s long aversion to formal alliances following the Sino-Soviet split of the late 1950s, as well as both countries’ reluctance to commit in advance to fight on behalf of each other in conflicts with third parties, will hinder Moscow and Beijing from establishing a formal defense alliance. Nonetheless, through their arms sales, joint exercises, defense dialogues, and other bilateral and multilateral security cooperation, Russia and China have become a more formidable threat to U.S. security, especially in the Indo-Pacific region. For example, by exchanging weaponry and collaborating on defense research and development (R&D), Russia and China can better circumvent U.S. sanctions on their defense sectors. As long as Moscow nor Beijing cannot develop robust defense relationships with the United States, Russia and China have a powerful incentive to remain each other’s most important military partners.

Russian Goals and Policies

Russia’s national security community now perceive the PRC as Russia’s most important defense partner. The Russian military cooperated with the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) during the two decades after the Cold War. A high point was when Russian troops served in a NATO peacekeeping operation in Bosnia under U.S. military command. Following Moscow’s annexation of Crimea in March 2014, the United States and NATO ceased all combat collaboration with the Russian military. As a result, the Russian government has been eager to find other foreign military partners to underscore that Russia was not militarily isolated due to NATO’s boycott and had other defense partnership options beyond the West. In this context, expanding security cooperation with China has made imminent sense. Due to China’s enormous military power and other strengths, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) is a considerably more important partner than any other. Indeed, having security ties with China enhances Russia’s own importance in Asia, giving Moscow greater leverage with India, Japan, Vietnam, and both Koreas. Furthermore, the growth of Chinese power promotes the development of a multipolar world in which power and influence of the United States are reduced. Another benefit of cultivating defense ties with China is that it allows Moscow to influence the future development of the PLA. For example, through joint Sino-Russian exercises, “the PLA’s officers absorb the knowledge of Russian military traditions, strategies, and tactics.”2

Chinese Goals and Policies

China values its defense partnership with Russia given that the PRC’s security ties with all its other important neighbors have turned adversarial. Additionally, the Chinese armed forces benefit from learning from the more experienced Russian armed forces. The PLA compensates for its limited foreign combat experience by learning from the actions and practices of more advanced militaries. Unlike the U.S. and Russian militaries, the PLA has not engaged in a major war since the 1950–1953 Korean conflict, excluding a brief intervention into northern Vietnam in 1979 as well as indecisive border skirmishes with India and the Soviet Union. Furthermore, though the PRC has been constructing a network of artificial islands in the South China Sea and aircraft carriers that provide mobile air cover, Beijing only recently opened its first foreign military base in Djibouti. Since the PLA has not fought in a major conflict in decades, the Chinese defense community has closely studied foreign militaries and their operations. Learning about modern combat conditions has also been an important motivation behind the PLA’s participation in an expanding number and diversity of exercises with foreign partners. PRC analysts maintain that these drills advance mutual interoperability since they “allow both sides to better understand each other’s way of combat and form better tacit understandings in future joint military operations and antiterrorist missions.”3 In the case of the drills with Russia, a PRC military representative observed, “Russia’s battlefield experience in Syria, Crimea and Chechnya is very valuable to us, in particular on how they have adjusted their military strategy across time.”4

The past few years have also highlighted for Beijing the value of having Russia as a diversionary antagonist. Though the Trump and Biden administrations wanted to make China the clear priority for U.S. defense efforts, Russian aggression against Ukraine, mercenary activities in Africa, and other threats to Western interests have prevented the U.S. national security community from putting the Russian-Western rivalry on hold, while the West deals with the rising China challenge. It is also advantageous for PRC diplomacy when Russia takes the lead in vetoing UN Security Council resolutions that China also opposes, signs joint Sino-Soviet declarations affirming principles favored by Beijing as well as Moscow, bears most of the burden in suppressing mutual security challenges in Central Asia, and does not itself present a near-term military threat along China’s 4,200-km northern border with Russia.

Russian-Chinese Interactions

Though Russia and China are not formal military allies, their defense ties have become more institutionalized and better integrated in recent years as Moscow and Beijing have built wide-ranging frameworks for security cooperation. Over the course of the 1990s, both states established confidence and security-building measures, mechanisms to avoid and manage military incidents, rapid communication networks, and regular consultations among their military and civilian defense leaders. For example, the annual sessions of the Russian-Chinese Intergovernmental Commission on Military-Technical Cooperation, an important Sino-Russian defense coordination body, cochaired by their respective defense ministers, discuss arms sales and other defense industrial cooperation. Senior Russian and Chinese military leaders also frequently participate in official visits, conferences, and summits involving both countries. For instance, high-level Russian defense officials regularly participate in the Xiangshan Forum, an annual high-profile conference hosted by the China Association for Military Science on Asia-Pacific Security, while the PRC defense minister regularly attends the annual Moscow International Security Conference hosted by the Russian Ministry of Defense. Moreover, Russian and Chinese defense officials meet frequently in other multinational formats, such as within the framework of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) or the prominent multinational defense dialogues conducted regularly by the Munich Security Conference, and the International Institute for Strategic Studies. In May 2015, President Xi was the most prominent foreign guest at the Victory Day parade in Moscow, while Putin enjoyed similar status during Beijing’s September 2015 celebrations commemorating the Japanese surrender ending World War II. Through these engagements, Moscow and Beijing have highlighted and, increasingly, exaggerated their wartime partnership and other previous eras of supposedly strong Sino-Russian defense ties. Routine contacts also occur among mid-level military officers, especially border units and functional specialists, such as Russian technicians training the PLA to use Russian arms. Since April 2015, senior civilian officials from the Russian and Chinese foreign and defense ministries have convened approximately one dozen consultations on Northeast Asia security to discuss Korean-related tensions and express joint opposition to U.S. military activities on the Peninsula.5 Through professional military education exchanges, Russia and China can send military personnel to attend courses in each other’s defense academies; thousands of Chinese officers have studied at Russian military institutions.6 That the PLA has developed a cadre of Russian-speaking officers for engagement with the Russian armed forces testifies to the importance of Sino-Russian collaboration for the Chinese armed forces.7 In June 2017, Russia and China signed a Roadmap on Military Cooperation for the 2017–2020 period, which has provided a framework for more concrete projects discussed at regular high-level Sino-Russian defense meetings.8

For almost three decades, Russia and China have conducted large-scale bilateral military exercises, which have included their land and naval components as well as joint aviation maneuvers and tabletop command post exercises. Defense Minister Shoigu has termed this cooperation “the most significant aspect” of their security partnership because the drills had improved the effectiveness and readiness of the two countries’ forces “to respond to modern challenges and threats efficiently.”9 The purposes of these joint drills—which have seen a steady progression in complexity, diversity, and geographic expanse—have included improving operational proficiency by, for example, learning new tactics, techniques, and procedures for combined counterterrorist missions. They also send reassurance signals—displaying mutual trust and benign intentions to each other—as well as communicate warnings to other parties such as the United States.

The bilateral Sino-Russian exercises now involve an annual cycle of at least one ground component exercise (sometimes as part of the annual Russian strategic deals), a pair of naval component drills (called “Naval Interaction” by the Russians but termed “Joint Sea” drills by the Chinese) in two different regions of the world, and a joint strategic patrol in northeast Asia. Though the COVID-19 pandemic led Russia and China to cancel or reduce some drills in 2020, they resumed large-scale exercises in 2021. In August 2021, Russian ground and air forces were deployed at the PLA’s Qingtongxia Combined Arms Tactical Training Base in northwest China. There they joined PLA Army and Air Force units affiliated primarily with the PLA’s Western Theater Command in a two-stage drill, with an extensive planning and training phase followed by a day-long live-fire phase. This “Zapad/Interaction-2021” drill marked the first strategic-level Sino-Russian exercise on PRC territory. It replaced the previous practice of having PLA forces send contingents to participate in Russia’s annual strategic exercise. Perhaps this was due to the location of these Zapad (“West”) strategic drills, which occurred in September in European Russia and Belarus, uncomfortably close to Ukraine and NATO territory. The drills also marked the first time that Russian army units employed mostly Chinese gear, that the sides established a joint command and information system, and in which soldiers of both nationalities planned, trained, and drilled together in combined teams. The engagement also marked the first international exercise on PRC territory since the COVID-19 outbreak that began in the Chinese city of Wuhan at the end of 2019. Russia and China also jointly participate in exercises with additional countries, such as other SCO members in their Peace Mission exercise series. “Peace Mission 2021” occurred for two weeks in September in the Russian city of Orenburg. The PLA has also been a prominent participant in the Russian Ministry of Defense’s annual International Army Games since 2014. Starting in 2017, China has cohosted some of the competitive events that occurred within the framework of the Games. In 2021, the PLA Army, Navy, and Air Force hosted three of the competitions in the northwestern area of Korta in Xinjiang. China further participated in a dozen events on Russian territory as well as competitions in Belarus, Iran, and Uzbekistan. The Russian and Chinese navies have additionally conducted several modest naval drills with Iran. Furthermore, Moscow and Beijing have exercised independently of each other with third partners, even when the other partner was a potential adversary of Moscow or Beijing. For example, Russia regularly conducts an extensive annual series of military drills with India, without any noticeable objection from the PRC government. Thus, there is no major cost to either country from sustaining these Sino-Russian drills—they have no opportunity to conduct major exercises with the most advanced Western militaries, while they can freely combine the Russian-Chinese drills with additional partners.

The Russian and Chinese governments also make frequent joint declarations on important global and regional security issues. In terms of content, these have regularly criticized various U.S. policies; pledged collaboration against separatism, terrorism, and religious extremism; and affirmed mutual nonaggression, noninterference, and respect for national sovereignty and territorial integrity. In their Joint Statement on Strategic Stability, issued during Putin’s June 2016 visit to Beijing, the two governments warned against the threat to international stability from “some countries and military-political alliances” that “seek decisive advantage in military and relevant technology, so as to serve their own interests through use or threat to use of force in international affairs.” They also expressed concern about the adverse strategic impact of “long distance (conventional) precision attack weapons” as well as “the unilateral deployment of anti-missile systems all over the world,” which they claimed “has negatively affected global and regional strategic balance, stability and security.” In this declaration, Russia and China called for “fair and balanced disarmament and arms control,” new measures to keep terrorists from using biological and chemical weapons, respect for the UN Security Council and international law, noninterference in countries’ internal affairs, refraining from enlarging military alliances, and for a wider conception of “strategic stability.” The two governments released additional declarations during Putin’s 2016 visit that offered their views on international law and cybersecurity.10 The following year, they orchestrated a multilateral declaration at the June 9 SCO heads-of-state summit which warned, “The member states reaffirm that the unilateral and unrestricted build-up of missile defense systems by one state or a group of states, without taking into account the interests of other countries, is detrimental to international and regional security and stability. They find it unacceptable to ensure one’s own security at the expense of others.”11 In a joint statement issued in June 2018, the two governments declared their intent to “enhance existing mechanisms of military cooperation, broaden practical military and military-technical collaboration, and jointly counter regional and global security challenges.”12 Speaking at the Moscow Security Conference in April 2019, PRC defense minister Wei Fenghe termed Beijing’s defense ties with Russia as “the closest between large countries” manifested in reciprocal support regarding “the most important issues and strategic projects” and in “joint opposition to security threats amid instability and uncertainty prevailing in the world.”13 At the same conference, Russian defense minister Sergei Shoigu stated that due “to the efforts of Russian and Chinese leaders, our relations are reaching a new, unprecedented high level,” to the general benefit of “ensuring peace and international security.” Shoigu added that prominent Sino-Russian joint activities have included “joint operational and combat training activities, consultations between the general staffs,” as well as collaboration between Russian and Chinese professional military educational institutions.14 On numerous occasions, Russian and Chinese officials have jointly expressed concern about U.S. initiatives to strengthen ballistic missile defense capabilities, claiming that these strategic defense systems, in combination with the strong U.S. offensive nuclear capabilities, might give the United States nuclear superiority over Russia and China.

In the next few years, Sino-Russian defense collaboration will remain strong due to the momentum of past arms sales, the mutual benefits from the cooperation, and both parties’ lack of major alternative security partners. For instance, the PRC has already signed contracts to procure billions of dollars’ worth of Russian weapons in the coming years. Further, in June 2017, the two defense ministries adopted a framework agreement outlining bilateral military cooperation up to 2020. The PRC Defense Ministry stated that the new agreement showed “high level mutual trust and cooperation” and encouraged “both sides to face new threats and challenges in the security field and to jointly safeguard regional peace and stability.”15 A joint Sino-Russian statement, issued the following year, affirmed that the two countries would “build up cooperation in all areas, and further build up strategic contacts and coordination between their armed forces, improve the existing mechanisms of military cooperation, expand interaction in the field of practical military and military-technical cooperation and jointly resist challenges to global and regional security.”16 In June 2021, Russia and China renewed their 20-year Treaty of Good-Neighborliness and Friendly Cooperation, which provides for enhanced security collaboration. In a joint statement explaining their decision, the two governments boasted that their “new type” partnership was “based on equality, deep mutual trust, commitment to international law, support in defending each other’s core interests, the principles of sovereignty and territorial integrity.”17 Their declaration pointedly argued, “While not being a military and political alliance, such as those formed during the Cold War, the Russian-Chinese relations exceed this form of interstate interaction” because “they are not opportunistic, are free of ideologization, involve comprehensive consideration of the partner’s interests and non-interference in each other’s internal affairs, they are self-sufficient and not directed against third countries.”18

Implications and Recommendations

Russian and Chinese officials regularly claim that the two countries’ defense partnership promotes international security and peace. Though debatable, the Russian-PRC partnership has indeed provided each party a peaceful and secure “strategic rear” in the face of parallel confrontations with the United States, allowing Russia and China to concentrate attention on their distinct but compatible priorities. Beyond this passive reassurance, Sino-Russian defense collaboration has also enhanced Moscow’s and Beijing’s leverage with other countries, such as Japan, whose leaders have hoped to limit such security cooperation. Moscow’s and Beijing’s strained relations with Washington and its allies partly explain why Russian and Chinese leaders have viewed the Sino-Russian defense relationship as a major achievement to sustain. Russia has been unable to develop robust military relationships with Western countries, leaving Beijing as Moscow’s most important defense partner outside the former Soviet Union. Meanwhile, though the PRC has pursued security ties with other countries, Russia remains the PLA’s main foreign defense partner. Though their exercises have not attained the high level of interoperability that occurs, for example, between NATO members, this is not expected given their lack of necessity or expectation needing to fight together in a combined combat operation. Yet, they have practiced enough that some of their elite units seem sufficiently capable, if necessary, of jointly undertaking a counterterrorist campaign, a noncombatant evacuation operation, or rendering assistance in a humanitarian emergency. Observing the “Zapad/Interaction-2021” drill, in which Russian troops used PLA weapons and equipment, and which saw mixed Sino-Russian teams plan and operate together, Russian analyst Artyom Lukin argued that “it is getting clear that Russia-China military drills are not just symbolic shows of camaraderie, but are increasingly aimed at enhancing battlefield interoperability.”19 In the case of more demanding operational requirements, they would probably aim for deconfliction of their forces rather than a joint command. In the future, the Russian and PRC armed forces could continue pursuing a still wider range of combined defense exercises with more demanding tasks in additional regions of the earth, which would enhance the two countries’ potential to conduct future joint military campaigns. They could also coordinate their defense cooperation with third countries hostile to the West, such as Iran or North Korea, to exert greater pressure on the United States. PRC national security decision makers have been investigating Russian tactics in Ukraine and Syria for lessons, which may have influenced Chinese tactics regarding PRC territorial disputes. Similar to Moscow’s tactics in Ukraine, Beijing has presented the world with a fait accompli in the East and South China Seas by declaring an air identification zone and by constructing artificial islands that are soon militarized. The 2018 U.S. National Defense Strategy has noted that both Moscow and Beijing “have increased efforts short of armed conflict by expanding coercion to new fronts, violating principles of sovereignty, exploiting ambiguity, and deliberately blurring the lines between civil and military goals,” as well as “using other areas of competition short of open warfare to achieve their ends (e.g., information warfare, ambiguous or denied proxy operations, and subversion).”20 Additionally, the expanding foreign military activities of Russia and China have increased the risk of inadvertent encounters between their forces and Western militaries. The prospects of war will rise if Moscow or Beijing overestimates the extent to which their alignment reduces the danger of confronting the United States and its allies.

Some constraints on Sino-Russian defense cooperation will persist. The recent, highly publicized arrests of Russian scientists and scholars working on military or dual-use technologies highlight Russian concerns about unauthorized technology transfers to other countries. Though Russian and Chinese political and military leaders have insisted that they do not perceive each other as threats, and Russian analysts still seem to genuinely believe that their country will retain decisive defense advantages over China for the indefinite future, some Russian policy makers undoubtedly harbor concerns about the long-term growth potential of China’s military power. Additionally, this benign mutual non-threat perception could change. For example, worsening Sino-Indian tensions could antagonize Beijing if Chinese experts deem that Moscow prioritizes defense sales to New Delhi. Further, while PRC leaders have prudently avoided making public comments that imply concern about Russian military activities in Ukraine, Syria, and elsewhere, Chinese experts a few years ago privately expressed unease about how Russian weakness might create a security vacuum in Central Asia, which would threaten Beijing’s regional interests. Russian military successes in Crimea and Syria subsequently quieted such comments.21 But they could reemerge if the security environment in Central Asia deteriorated due to the Taliban victory in Afghanistan and other developments.

Russian and Chinese representatives have more openly acknowledged that their security cooperation is partly motivated by concerns about the United States. For example, PRC experts said that their Zapad/Interaction-2021 “exercise was forcing Washington to consider the worst case scenario of having to fight both China and Russia in the event of a regional conflict.”22 When PRC defense minister General Wei Fenghe went to Moscow in April 2018, he told the media that his trip aimed to emphasize to Washington and others the strength of Sino-Russian military ties.23 Even before this acknowledgment, Russian and Chinese representatives undoubtedly appreciated that the two countries’ high-profile defense contacts, military-technical cooperation, and joint exercises communicated deterrence signals to the United States and other countries. Many U.S. national security leaders and experts had, until recently, downplayed the potential threats generated by combined Sino-Russian security activities. During the last few years, the U.S. government has shown increasing concerns about Russian and Chinese military activities. Official U.S. national security documents and speeches now routinely warn of an era of renewed great power competition with both countries. Even so, U.S. analysts have still typically focused on the threats posed by each state separately rather than the challenges resulting from joint Sino-Russian defense initiatives. It is true that Russia and China have engaged in many disruptive military activities unilaterally as well as with security partners other than each other. For example, Russia and China each have been developing, deploying, and proliferating A2/AD capabilities (such as air defense systems, precision-guided weapons, mines, weapons of mass destruction, and innovative irregular warfighting tactics) that could impede U.S. operations and increase U.S. casualties in military conflicts. Yet, U.S. defense policy makers should more comprehensively assess the challenges to U.S. security interests presented by the growing Sino-Russian alignment as well. In particular, U.S. intelligence agencies should devote adequate resources to monitoring arms sales, military exchanges, and other interactions across Russia and China; many analysts seemed to have been caught off guard by some recent developments, such as the joint Russian-Chinese strategic aviation patrols near Japan and Korea or Putin’s announcement that Russia would help the PLA construct its missile early warning network. Additionally, U.S. planners must prepare for contingencies involving both the Russian and the Chinese armed forces. Even if they do not operate as a combined force in a joint military operation, Moscow and Beijing could exploit conflicts between the other and Washington to advance their own security interests while the United States is preoccupied elsewhere. For example, if the United States were engaged in a conflict with Beijing over Taiwan, the Russian government might become more adventurous in the Baltics.24 U.S. measures that effectively deter Russia and China concurrently could help avert such opportunistic aggression.

The diverging security environments in Europe and Asia have naturally shaped U.S. response options in each region. U.S. allies in Europe are more unified against Russian military threats than their Asian counterparts, whose views about how best to manage China vary considerably. Furthermore, the types of U.S. military force best suited to each region have differed. In Europe, the Pentagon has been deploying more ground forces near Russian land power, whereas in the Indo-Pacific region, the United States has relied more on independent and mobile U.S. air and naval forces to resist Chinese challenges. Even so, the United States has been pursuing innovative approaches toward European-Asian partnerships. A prominent recent initiative has been the launching in September 2021 of a trilateral Australia-United Kingdom-United States (AUKUS) defense industrial partnership to provide the Australian armed forces with nuclear-powered attack submarines, long-range precision-guided strike systems, quantum computing, artificial intelligence technologies, and other advanced military and dual-use capabilities designed to promote defense, deterrence, and strategic stability in harmony with U.S. regional goals. Yet, U.S. outreach will need to find methods to better integrate the more limited potential contributions of smaller Asian and European partners, especially those that are not formal U.S. allies. Many of these partners lack the resources to acquire complex military platforms and enabling capabilities available to the United States and its major regional allies. The United States should give these partners more opportunities to exchange views with U.S. national security leaders on U.S. defense and deterrence efforts to avoid the kind of surprised reactions we saw when they learned of the launching of AUKUS. Though AUKUS has increased partner interest in pursuing similar technology-sharing mechanisms with the United States, successfully launching similar technology-sharing arrangements requires assessing what credible military capabilities partners can bring, when they might arrive, and how they can be optimally supported. Even when partners cannot generate the same capabilities, they still might offer complementary contributions that sustain important areas of mutual military interoperability. For example, partners with more limited defense needs or capabilities could contribute to maintaining secure dual-use supply chains independent of Russia and China or help develop regional space, maritime, and cyber surveillance and defense networks.


Chapter 7

Arms Sales

Russia’s vast military sales to China have constituted the most tangible aspect of the two countries’ defense relationship. After Western governments imposed an arms embargo on China following the 1989 military crackdown at Tiananmen Square, Russia seized the opportunity and became the primary foreign weapons supplier of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA). Since then, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) has acquired more weapons from Russia than from all other countries combined. The transferred systems have included advanced warplanes, helicopters, air defense missiles, diesel submarines, high-performance engines, and electronic and aviation technologies. During the 1990s, Russian military exports to China constituted the most important dimension of the two countries’ defense relationship as the PLA bought $1–2 billion worth of Russian weapons each year. Most recently, both armed forces may benefit from pooling some of their defense research and development (R&D) programs.

Russian Goals and Policies

When Western governments imposed an arms embargo on the PRC following the 1989 Tiananmen Square crackdown, Russia seized the opportunity to become the PLA’s primary foreign weapons supplier. Major purchases have included complete weapons systems, some of which have been produced in China under license, such as Su-27 fighters, Mi-17 helicopters, Su-30 transport aircraft, Sovremenny class destroyers (with SS-N-22 SUNBURN missiles), Kilo class diesel-electric submarines (with Russian SS-N-27b SIZZLER missiles), several types of ship-to-ship missiles, and both S-300PMU (SA-10) and S-300PMU1/PMU2 (SA-20) surface-to-air defense systems. After Putin returned to the presidency in 2012 and Russian-West ties collapsed following Moscow’s 2014 annexation of Crimea, Sino-Russian defense industrial collaboration reached new levels. For example, China has purchased more than 100 Russian combat helicopters to supplement its domestically produced models.1 The PRC resumed buying complete Russian weapons systems rather than importing mostly components, licensed production, or spare parts. China has recently purchased some of Russia’s most sophisticated weapons systems, such as the fourth-generation Su-35S Flanker-E advanced fighter jet and the S-400 Triumf (North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s [NATO] designation: SA-21 Growler) surface-to-air defense system. The sales have been notable in that the PRC has become the first foreign purchaser of these advanced platforms, whereas India had typically enjoyed such a privilege in the past.

By generating more export revenue and larger production runs, these large Russian arms sales to China have supported Russia’s military modernization program by providing substantial funds to the Russian military-industrial complex. In conjunction with energy exports, defense exports have represented the most important source of PRC-related trade revenue for Russia. Money earned from selling excess stocks of outdated weaponry has allowed Russian firms to extend production runs, upgrade platforms, and fund R&D projects for future weapons programs. The sales to China have also allowed Russian firms to advertise their defense technologies to other foreign buyers. The arms supplies may have also provided Beijing a greater incentive not to antagonize the Kremlin through intellectual property violations or other overt acts against Russian interests. By fueling the PLA’s military buildup, moreover, Moscow has made Washington more concerned with China’s rising military power and thereby diverted the Pentagon’s attention from managing Moscow. The transactions also give Moscow a deeper understanding of the PLA’s future development and activities and perhaps provide a means to influence their evolution. In addition, this high-tech defense industrial cooperation helps dilute the unwelcome perception that Russia is becoming a mere resource appendage to the PRC in a neocolonial relationship.

Moscow’s willingness to sell advanced defense technologies to China despite the danger of reverse engineering reflects Russia’s need for short-term revenue and non-energy exports, determination to maintain a major share in the PRC’s defense market, and desire to maintain defense ties with China and the influence that such sales may give Russia with the PLA. The pressures of international isolation, Western sanctions, and depressed energy exports have induced Moscow to sell more advanced defense technologies to Beijing despite misgivings about facilitating PRC poaching of Russian intellectual property and thereby further strengthening China’s military-industrial complex. The comprehensive Western sanctions, specifically on Russia’s military-industrial complex, have made the revenue from sales to China more valuable for Russian defense companies. For example, some of these firms collectively earned several billion dollars from the S-400 and Su-35 transactions. Russia’s determination to sustain a major share in China’s defense market and to garner influence over the PLA might also have played a role in the restoration of massive Russian arms sales to the PRC, which Russian analysts may presume to be helpful for strengthening overall Sino-Russian relations as well as boosting Moscow’s influence in China’s national security community. Another reason that Moscow has encouraged Russian defense companies to supply even advanced maritime and air defense platforms to China is Russian confidence that the PLA would employ these systems only against other countries. Moscow has exercised caution in not selling weapons that could assist the PLA in a potential ground war with Russia. Instead of tanks, ballistic missiles, or strategic bombers, the transferred weapons have consisted of diesel-electric submarines and naval destroyers with advanced missiles designed to sink U.S. aircraft carriers. In turn, Beijing has refrained, at least in public, from interfering with Moscow’s weapons sales to India, Vietnam, and other countries the PRC considers potentially hostile.

Russian analysts also seem to think that the PLA will continue to lag behind the Russian armed forces, which have more combat experience and possess more advanced equipment than their Chinese counterparts. Since the mixed performance in the 2008 Russian-Georgian War, the Russian armed forces have obtained new equipment and significantly improved their training, command structure, logistics, communications, and other enabling capabilities. The Russian military has made major investments in conventional and nuclear strike forces capable of establishing anti-access/area-denial (A2/AD) barriers against U.S. military forces that seek to operate near Russia’s European and Asian borders. The Russian government has continued relatively high defense spending compared to the modest expenditures of the 1990s despite Russia’s recent economic problems. The enhanced capabilities of the Russian military can be seen in all four of Russia’s military districts, including in the Eastern Military District (MD) near China. Regardless, Russian decision makers have prudently avoided selling China the most advanced Russian weapons, waiting until even more advanced systems have entered, or are about to enter, service with the Russian armed forces. They have only made the leading-edge systems available to the PRC after more advanced systems (the fifth-generation S-500s and Su-57s) had been expected soon to enter service with the Russian armed forces. In response to PRC misappropriation, moreover, Russian arms dealers took steps to safeguard sensitive Russian technologies more effectively, such as requiring PRC importers to sign more rigorous intellectual property agreements. As a condition for the Su-35 sales, for instance, Russia has declined to allow PRC companies to manufacture the plane domestically and only provided turnkey models directly to the PLA Air Force (PLAAF).2 Russian analysts have concluded that the transfer of even advanced weapons to the PLA would not present a near-term threat to Russia. They note that the Russian armed forces are more seasoned in combat experience and have anticipated that Russian defense equipment will remain ahead of PRC-manufactured military technologies for at least another generation of weapons modernization.

Some Russian analysts may also have reasoned that, if Russia waits too long to sell the high-tech weaponry China seeks, the PRC will eventually manage to manufacture these systems domestically through improvements in Chinese defense production, cyber theft of Russian intellectual property, or other means. Thus, they could have calculated that Russia might as well earn revenue through selling some units now rather than risk earning nothing by waiting too long. Another means by which Moscow has hoped to mitigate the risk entailed in the expanding Sino-Russian defense industrial collaboration with China is by pursuing more joint research, development, and marketing of new military technologies and systems, which could be accessed by both the Russian and PRC armed forces and sold to third countries. In the future, Russia could sell more advanced weapons to China and could further integrate the two countries’ military-industrial complexes through more joint R&D and manufacturing, the wider sub-contracting and sourcing of weapons components to one another’s defense industries, and wider reciprocal technological transfers.3 Though Russian arms sales to China have constituted a decreasing share of overall Sino-Russian commerce since the value of their nondefense trade has grown, such military transactions have remained important given that Russia has represented the PRC’s most important defense industrial partner. Additionally, their military sales, unlike other bilateral trade sectors, have involved high-technology exchanges with Russia earning a net surplus.

Chinese Goals and Policies

Since 1989, China, needing modern defense technologies and lacking alternative suppliers, has been buying around $1–2 billion worth of Russian weapons each year. In addition to complete weapons sales, China has purchased Russian components and technologies as inputs into PRC domestic production and hired Russian technicians to train the PLA to employ these weapons. Since the PLA was initially equipped with primarily Soviet-origin military systems, the Chinese armed forces could readily absorb Russian defense technologies having the same legacy. Through purchasing Russian arms, the PLA has acquired many sophisticated defense technologies that the Chinese defense industry could not produce, thereby partly circumventing the West’s post-1989 embargo. Meanwhile, since the PLA had already been based on Soviet-era military technology, the Chinese military likely found it, at least initially, easier to integrate the Russian defense imports than other foreign military technologies. Furthermore, buying expensive high-tech Russian weapons has helped China alleviate Russian complaints about the imbalanced nature of the two countries’ bilateral trade relationship, in which the PRC has primarily purchased Russian energy and raw materials rather than high-value, high-technology items. Further, by affirming Russia’s military advances, arms sales have assuaged Russian anxiety about China “passing” Russia as a global military power.

In the late 2000s, Chinese acquisitions of Russian arms slowed as the PRC became more selective in military purchases from Russia. Beijing failed to sign major new arms sale contracts with Moscow and procured only maintenance, specialized components, limited upgrades, and spare parts for already purchased systems. As a result, China had dropped to only the fourth-largest Russian arms importer by the mid-2010s.4 Several factors during this period constrained Russian arms transfers to the PLA. China’s improved ability to develop weapons had decreased PRC interest in purchasing low-quality Soviet-era weapons from Russia. The growing prowess of China’s indigenous defense industry in the 1990s had resulted from the Chinese government’s success in securing technology transfers from Russia in return for large weapons purchases; PRC access to former Soviet military technologies from Ukraine and other non-Russian suppliers; government appeals to the Chinese diaspora to contribute to the high-tech development of the motherland; and from Chinese skills in assimilating foreign defense technologies acquired through cyber theft and other nontraditional means. Given its improved indigenous defense production capabilities, the PRC demanded new and better weapons from Russia, which Moscow was unsurprisingly reluctant to offer in light of PRC success in incorporating Russian defense technologies into the Chinese military-industrial complex. Russian analysts cited past instances when PRC technicians copied Russian weapons platforms and, after making slight adjustments, sold the modified systems as knockoffs to third parties. The most notorious example that prompted accusations of intellectual property theft was the Chinese J-11B fighter jet, which showed a striking resemblance to the Russian Sukhoi Su-27. Russian policy makers understood the risks of such PRC reverse engineering of Russian defense technologies, which could diminish future PLA purchases of Russian weapons and eventually make Chinese firms more competitive against Russian sellers in international buyers.5 Moscow therefore demanded that the PRC sign more rigorous intellectual property protection agreements and purchase sufficient weapons system to ensure that Russian sellers make a profit even if the PRC were to misappropriate the Russian technologies for its own substitute production. Unspoken Russian fears about aiding China’s growing military power might also have contributed to the slowdown in Sino-Russian defense industrial collaboration.

Though initially reluctant since China’s military-industrial sector had been improving so rapidly, the rising tensions with Washington in the past few years made the acquisition of Russia’s cutting-edge weapons systems more urgent for Beijing. PRC leaders concluded that it was imprudent to wait several more years for equally advanced indigenously manufactured systems to enter service with the PLA. Furthermore, China no longer had access to advanced weapons technologies from other countries. Even Ukraine, the source of much of China’s former Soviet defense technologies in the 1990s and 2000s, had curtailed such exports to the PRC due to U.S. pressure. Russia’s latest defense technologies have been manufactured domestically, giving Moscow a monopoly decision on military export. PRC technicians had also proven unable to copy some advanced Russian defense technologies, such as Russia’s top-line warplane engines. Despite decades of effort, the PRC defense sector has failed to manufacture a high-precision fighter engine capable of providing enormous power and maneuverability for complex aerial combat maneuvers. Consequently, since 2012, China has bought hundreds of advanced Russian engines to power the most sophisticated PRC fighter planes.6 Meanwhile, the collapse of Russian-U.S. defense ties after 2014, which saw France and other NATO states cancel planned arms sales to Russia, likewise motivated Moscow to pursue more military technological cooperation with the PRC.

Russian-Chinese Interactions

Though the value of this defense industrial cooperation has declined as a share of overall Sino-Russian economic cooperation in the past two decades, the Russian arms transfers to China have been mutually advantageous in many ways. Along with other defense collaboration between Russia and China, the sales have provided the foundation for a closer Sino-Russian security alignment against the United States and its allies. For instance, the weapons sales have increased Sino-Russian defense interoperability and facilitated more advanced joint exercises. Along with these imports, the PLA has also undertaken extensive modernization and reform initiatives. With its high spending, the PLA continues to replace Soviet-era weapon systems with modern equipment, including more advanced drones and attack helicopters for the army; larger blue-water combat vessels, including aircraft carriers, for the PLA Navy (PLAN); and more numerous and sophisticated planes for the PLAAF. Each PLA service has acquired improved Command, Control, Communications, Computers, Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance (C4ISR) support. Comprehensive military reforms have included personnel cuts, organizational restructuring, and other measures to enhance effectiveness and optimize resources.7 In late December 2015, the PRC established a People’s Liberation Army Rocket Force (PLARF), a Strategic Support Force (SSF), a Joint Logistics Support Force, and a separate PLA Army General Command headquarters. The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has also tightened its control over the armed forces through various measures, such as reorganizing the Central Military Commission. The PLARF, which replaced the former Second Artillery Corps, centralizes all conventional and nuclear missile operations into one independent branch, playing a major role in implementing China’s A2/AD, deterrence, and coercion strategies. This consolidation differs from the Soviet/Russian practice of only grouping long-range nuclear missiles into the Soviet/Russian Strategic Rocket Forces, or the U.S. approach of delegating shared operational control of nuclear platforms between the air force and the navy. Such measures of PRC military reforms have made the PLA more reliable, interoperable, and effective.

Furthermore, Russian and Chinese military planners have been pursuing asymmetrical approaches and systems to negate U.S. technological strengths as well as exploit U.S. defense vulnerabilities. These capabilities include cyber weapons, counterspace systems, and other instruments of deterrence, defense, and disruption. Russian and Chinese analysts perceive the U.S. reliance on information technology and space-based C4ISR systems, whose disruption could degrade defense capabilities, as potential vulnerabilities. By impeding these systems and constructing formidable A2/AD networks, Russia and China aim to deter, disrupt, and defeat the U.S. military. Both countries are also expanding their naval capacities. Russia plans to resume building larger capital ships and aircraft carriers and further develop maritime strike capabilities based on an array of antiship and antiair missiles. The latest Russian naval doctrine highlights the necessity of deterring and defending against foreign adversaries, protecting Russia’s maritime resources and trade routes, controlling sea-lanes of communication, and pursuing naval engagement operations with friendly states like China.8 The PLAN is modernizing and replacing older ships to deter and defeat U.S. military intervention, advance Beijing’s claims to the South and East China Seas, secure commercial maritime lines of communication, and maintain an expansive maritime presence. The PLAAF is acquiring more advanced air superiority planes and longer-range strategic bombers. The PLA is also investing heavily in quantum communications, artificial intelligence, battle robots, and other next-generation military capabilities. Despite many similarities, differences persist between the Russian and Chinese armed services.

In an October 2019 presentation, Putin revealed that “we are now helping our Chinese partners create a missile attack warning system.” He claimed that the new collaboration “will drastically increase China’s defense capability,” observing that only the Russian and U.S. armed forces have until now possessed early warning networks for detecting global missile launches.9 Russian experts described the aid as primarily defensive, aiming to enhance PRC incentives to adopt early-launch policies and thereby decrease danger of inadvertent or deliberate nuclear war.10 By improving the PRC’s early warning capabilities, Russia is also enhancing China’s ability to negate U.S. counterforce damage-limitation capabilities in a conflict. Another effect of Russia’s helping China develop a more effective missile early-warning capacity is that it might facilitate the PLA’s adopting a launch-on-warning posture in which some Chinese systems might begin to deliver their nuclear warheads to their targets upon detection of incoming foreign missiles. The head of the U.S. Strategic Command warned of the dangers of China’s adopting such a posture “considering the immature nature of Chinese strategic forces and compressed timelines needed to assess and frame a response, increasing the potential for error and miscalculation.”11

Russian arms sellers still worry that skillful PRC engineers might harvest the defense technologies sold to China and apply such knowledge to improve PRC-manufactured systems. Blatant cases of such renewed Chinese reverse engineering could lead Moscow to tighten export curbs on Russian defense technologies in an effort to counter such knockoff production. Russian suppliers have been confident that their most sophisticated weapons are so advanced that Chinese researchers would find it extremely difficult to reverse engineer such systems. This has indeed been proven in the case of the most advanced airplane engines. Nonetheless, the Pentagon has assessed that PRC technicians might manage to harvest important technologies from the PLA’s newly acquired S-400s.12 Not only would such Chinese misappropriation further reduce PRC demand for Russian-made systems but Chinese defense firms could also attempt to sell the PRC-made variants in third-party arms markets, especially those of developing countries that have predominantly relied on Soviet or Russian arms. For instance, in 2016, the Russian government had expected the Royal Thai Army to order Russian T-90 main battle tanks, but the Thai government opted for China’s cheaper MBT-3000 tanks instead.13 Whereas in the past the PRC sold only a limited type of weapons to only a few countries, the PRC’s share of the global arms market has continually grown in recent years as the Chinese defense industry increasingly manufactures a wide range of sophisticated technologies that had previously been available only from Russian or Western sources. According to some estimates, having moved up the defense industrial value chain, China now sells more weapons by value than Russia. The continual modernization of the PLA will probably also result in the phase-out of large volumes of less advanced weapons; these arms could prove attractive to developing or economically strained countries that cannot afford Western or Russian weapons. In addition to charging lower prices compared to Western and Russian competitors for “good enough” weapons of only slightly lower quality, other advantages of PRC arms have included generous subsidies, loans, and tied aid packages for purchasing countries, as well as weak end-use monitoring requirements on governments that might employ the weapons for purposes unacceptable to Western suppliers. For example, the Chinese government offered a $500 million loan to the Philippines in 2017 to enable the country’s armed forces to purchase PRC defense equipment.14

One silver lining to China’s improving arms export industry for Moscow is that the Russian armed forces could acquire better defense and dual-use components from the PRC, such as information and electronics systems or naval platforms. These PRC imports could allow Moscow to circumvent Western sanctions, acquire technologies compatible with Russian weaponry and subsystems, and reduce PRC concerns about purchasing more Russian complete weapons systems by providing a kind of offset arrangement. The improving Chinese defense industrial sector also increases the potential value to both countries of realizing their plans to jointly research, develop, and market defense products. In theory, it could combine Russia’s exceptional defense design bureaus and advanced military technologies with China’s massive production and financial resources. The two countries have already made limited progress in this area. In May 2015, Russian Helicopters and the Aviation Industry Corporation of China signed a framework agreement on joint development of the Advanced Heavy Lift helicopter, which would incorporate major components from both companies and could be used for military as well as civilian missions. In August 2020, an official at Russia’s Rostec Corporation, a leading arms manufacturer, said that Russia and China were jointly designing a next-generation non-nuclear-powered attack submarine.15 Future coproduction projects might include transport aircraft, airborne refueling tankers, and a multiple barrel rocket system capable of launching reconnaissance drones.16 In treating China more as a partner than a client, Moscow could keep Sino-Russian defense industrial cooperation robust even if the PRC ceases to purchase major Russian weapons systems.

Furthermore, given that Western sanctions have blocked Russia from acquiring many military-relevant technologies from European countries (including Ukraine), Moscow might take advantage of the PRC’s improving capacity to manufacture advanced electronic circuits, naval vessels, robotic and autonomous systems like military drones, and other defense industries to acquire platforms and technologies that, due to the common Soviet origin, could be compatible with Russian-manufactured weaponry and subsystems. Such a reverse flow of arms sales would render Sino-Russian defense collaboration more balanced by offsetting large-scale PRC weapons imports from Russia. The increasing acquisition of defense technologies from China’s growing military-industrial complex by Russia would also undermine the efficacy of U.S. sanctions against the Russian defense sector. Another challenge presented by China’s growing defense industrial capabilities could be the difficulty in enforcing U.S.-Russian joint arms embargoes; even if Washington and Moscow agree to refrain from selling certain advanced weaponry to particular countries, the affected states could now appeal to the PRC to break such embargoes. Moreover, Russia’s and China’s growing military power, enhanced by Sino-Russian defense partnership, may have contributed to both countries’ more assertive foreign policies in recent years. Russian and PRC policy makers might presume that the two countries’ enhanced capabilities and security ties could weaken the credibility of Washington’s defense guarantees to U.S. friends and allies.

Implications and Recommendations

Until recently, Russian and Chinese representatives had routinely denied that the two countries’ cooperation was directed against the United States or any other country. However, when General Wei Fenghe, China’s new defense minister, visited Moscow in April 2018, he explicitly stated that his Russian trip aimed at alerting Washington and others to the growing closeness of Sino-Russian military ties.17 Even before this acknowledgment, Russian and Chinese representatives undoubtedly appreciated that the two countries’ high-profile defense industrial cooperation and military exercises communicated deterrence signals to the United States and other countries. The wide-ranging ties between Beijing and Moscow have challenged important U.S. national security interests and made both Russia and China more formidable rivals against the United States. As noted, Moscow has assisted Beijing in circumventing Western arms embargoes by transferring to the PLA some of Russia’s most sophisticated air, naval, and missile technologies. Russia’s augmentation of PLA capabilities has enhanced Beijing’s capacity to coerce and threaten many countries, ranging from U.S. allies like Japan and Taiwan to important security partners such as India. In particular, the transferred Russian systems have enhanced China’s power projection and A2/AD capabilities in multiple ways, eroding U.S. military advantages.

With new equipment and growing capabilities, Russia and China have improved their abilities to defend homelands, pursue counter-intervention operations against U.S. forward-deployed forces, project power in various regional security contingencies, and challenge long-standing U.S. conventional and nuclear military advantages. Both Russian and PRC defense establishments have undertaken comprehensive reforms to reduce the size, increase the readiness, improve the administrative efficiency, strengthen civilian control, tighten interservice coordination, and raise the combat effectiveness of their militaries. Their modernized command-and-control structures can better direct operations across military districts and services. Their most recent restructuring efforts have resembled the more comprehensive reforms the U.S. Defense Department undertook during the 1980s. Over the past decade, Russia and China have also shown skills in using coercive sub-conventional instruments of power in gray-zone conflict areas to create “facts on the ground” in territorial disputes such as Moscow’s seizure of Crimea and Beijing’s island-building campaign in the South China Sea, in low-intensity aggression that remains below the level of coercion that would trigger a major military response.

In their arms sales to the PRC, Russia has deliberately aimed to enhance the PLA’s ability to fight a war with the U.S. military and its East Asian allies. For instance, the weapons acquired from Russia have also strengthened the PLA’s ability to conduct long-range precision strikes against U.S. forces and bases throughout the Indo-Pacific region, empowering PRC policy makers to challenge Pentagon practices that Beijing has long opposed, such as the U.S. Navy’s Freedom of Navigation operations. These operations have drawn Russian protests whenever they occur in the Black Sea and PRC denunciations when they take place in the South China Sea. Thanks to Russian technology transfers, the PLAN has achieved a considerable boost in antiship and antiair missiles, long-range sensors, and other anti-submarine, anti-surface, air defense, and precision-strike capabilities.18 Such enhancements have rendered China’s fleet less dependent on land-based air defense systems and allowed it to operate at greater distances from shore. Equipped with improved radars and having a longer strike range, the S-400s Russia provided the PLA brought a significant upgrade to China’s air defenses. Additionally, China’s 2015 purchase of the Su-35s has complemented the S-400s by enabling the PLAAF to sustain a military presence at greater distances from the Chinese mainland, including throughout the East and South China Seas. The planes have also made it increasingly difficult for the U.S. military to achieve air superiority in conflicts near China. By boosting the PLAN’s ability to conduct long-range precision strikes against U.S. warships, the transferred Russian weapons have challenged the preferred U.S. strategy of operating safely from ocean sanctuaries by impeding access to the waters and airspace in China’s vicinity. Such military capabilities could also be used to prevent U.S. naval and air forces from entering the Korean Peninsula and to keep U.S. ground forces from approaching the Sino-Korean border in Korean unification scenarios. In essence, by strengthening the PLA, the Russian arms sales could have weakened U.S. deterrence against potential PLA aggression.

U.S. national security advisers will need to devote more resources to follow these Sino-Russian weapons transfers and defense industrial collaboration. Due to Western sanctions and other concerns, Russia and China have become less public about their military-technology collaboration. In recent cases, we have only learned of some Russian initiatives because Putin decided to announce them to foreign audiences. Furthermore, the United States must maintain defensive technological advantages over Russia and China in emerging military technologies, such as artificial intelligence, quantum computing, and robotics. The United States must also tend more to the long-term health of its foreign military partnerships, which present a substantial bulwark to Russian and Chinese military power. The 2018 U.S. National Defense Strategy notes that “[m]utually beneficial alliances and partnerships are crucial to our strategy, providing a durable, asymmetric strategic advantage that no competitor or rival can match.”19 Russia and China have both understood the importance of military alliances for the United States and have therefore attempted to weaken them. Beyond enhancing collective defense capabilities with key foreign partners, the United States should expand dialogues with them to limit the potential transfer of dual-use capabilities to Russia and China. Western defense sanctions should be designed to deny Moscow and Beijing military technologies that they cannot obtain from each other to avoid counterproductively strengthening the two countries’ defense industrial ties by facilitating military transactions between them. Meanwhile, the United States and its allies need to more effectively discourage partners from purchasing Russian or Chinese weapons. For instance, the United States should undertake a critical assessment of the Countering America’s Adversaries through Sanctions Act (CAATSA) enacted in mid-2017, which mandates sanctions on people, companies, and organizations that engage in “significant transactions” with Russia’s defense and intelligence sectors. Although intended to dissuade states from buying Russian arms, the imposition of such sanctions in some cases, as with Turkey and India, has failed. The recent efforts to avert Turkish and Indian purchases of the S-400 have proven noticeably unsuccessful. In addition to imposing sanctions and signaling threats, Western governments should offer trade agreements, greater technology transfer, and other positive inducements to incentivize the targeted states to buy Western weapons. In some circumstances, the United States will need to make offsetting purchases or larger loans to match Russian and Chinese competition. The allies also should consider measures to address potential interoperability gaps due to the more rapid acquisition of the United States of strategic emerging technologies such as hypersonic delivery systems and long-range missile defense systems.


Chapter 8

Arms Control

Russia, China, and the United States are strengthening their nuclear forces and expanding their nuclear delivery systems. The renewed great power competition involving Russia, China, and the United States has substantially complicated negotiating and ratifying binding arms-control agreements among the world’s most powerful countries. So have novel emerging technologies, mutual accusations of cheating, Russian and U.S. withdrawals from existing security agreements, disagreements over what weapons to limit and how to do so, and the proliferation of these capabilities to additional countries. Though the leaders of Russia, China, and the United States affirm that negotiated restraints on arms buildups can enhance stability, decrease risks, and reduce financial costs, the prospects for major arms control agreements during the next decade look bleak. Cooperation among Moscow, Beijing, and Washington on preventing the spread of nuclear arms and other weapons of mass destruction (WMD) to additional countries or nonstate actors persists, but this collaboration is also under threat due to the diverging goals and policies of the three great powers.

Russian Goals and Policies

The Russian government considers the maintenance of a powerful nuclear arsenal a national security priority. Russian planners measure the adequacy of their nuclear forces in potential scenarios involving the worst combinations of nuclear threats, such as having to fight a war against not only the United States and its allies but also China. Recent years have seen Moscow’s political and military leaders elevate the prominence of their nuclear arsenal in rhetoric and actions. Specifically, they have repeatedly asserted their capacity and willingness to use nuclear weapons, conducted no-notice snap military exercises involving nuclear forces, increased strategic patrols with nuclear-capable bombers and submarines, and comprehensively upgraded Russia’s strategic capabilities with additional nuclear delivery vehicles and enhanced supporting infrastructure. Russia currently has more than 4,000 nuclear warheads on its nuclear triad of long-range land-based intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs), ballistic missile–launching submarines, and long-range heavy bombers. The country is developing and deploying new strategic missiles, such as the RS-24 Yars (NATO designation SS-27 Mod 2) ICBM, the RS-28 Sarmat (NATO: SS-X-30) heavy-liquid fueled ICBM, and a mobile solid-fuel RS-26 Rubezh (NATO: SS-X-31) system. Russia is also upgrading its Tupolev Tu-160 (NATO: Blackjack) strategic bomber, which carries nuclear-armed gravity bombs or long-range nuclear air-launched cruise missiles (ALCMs). Russia has also pursued more exotic long-range delivery systems, such as nuclear-powered cruise missiles, air-launched ballistic missiles that can fly at hypersonic speeds, and other novel weaponry poorly addressed by existing missile control agreements and have proven accident-prone under development and could prove destabilizing if deployed.1

Russian-U.S. arms control initiatives have made minimal progress since Moscow and Washington adopted the New START accord. Signed in April 2010, the treaty forced reductions in the Russian and U.S. strategic nuclear forces capable of delivering nuclear strikes at distances over 5,500 kilometers to totals of 800 deployed and nondeployed ICBMs and submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs), in each arsenal, with 1,550 “accountable” warheads as defined by the treaty’s counting rules.2 The treaty provides for extensive mandatory inspections, data exchanges, and other verification measures. Though Moscow and Washington agreed in early 2021 to extend New START by five years, the Obama administration had seen New START as a foundation for achieving substantially deeper cuts in nuclear arsenals. The Russian government rejected U.S proposals toward this end. Instead, Moscow sought to focus negotiations on limiting U.S. missile defenses and space defense programs. Moscow also wanted additional countries to engage in strategic arms negotiations, transforming what has been a largely bilateral process into a multilateral framework. Following Moscow’s 2014 annexation of Crimea and intervention in eastern Ukraine, the U.S. government, especially Congress, imposed more restrictions on nuclear security collaboration with Russia. In 2019, Washington withdrew from “The Treaty between the United States of America and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics on the Elimination of Their Intermediate-Range and Shorter-Range Missiles” (aka the “Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty,” or INF Treaty). This treaty had banned Soviet (and later Russian) and U.S. ground-launched missiles having ranges between 500 and 5,500 kilometers. Moscow and Washington had accused each other of violating this treaty.

The Russian government has also claimed that NATO’s nuclear-sharing mechanism (through which the United States stores a limited number of nuclear bombs on the territory of select European countries) violates the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), which prohibits the transferring of nuclear weapons to other countries. The NPT, which entered into force in 1970, balances the goals of averting the further spread of nuclear weapons, promoting the peaceful application of nuclear energy, and eventual nuclear disarmament. The NPT recognizes five states as “authorized” nuclear-weapons states (NWS)—Russia, China, France, the United Kingdom, and the United States—as they developed their nuclear weapons prior to 1967. While NWS are not permitted to assist other countries to obtain such weapons, India, Pakistan, and North Korea acquired their nuclear weapons illegally after the NPT came into effect. Russia’s strategic location between Europe and Asia allows its armed forces to deploy all its several thousand nuclear bombs on Russian soil. However, some U.S. nuclear weapons are stored on territory of several North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) countries. Russians feel marginalized by Europe’s NATO-dominated security architecture and have been trying to reduce NATO’s current preeminent role in European security by limiting alliance membership enlargement, nuclear-sharing arrangements, and military activities in those East Central European countries that had been part of Moscow’s former Soviet-led bloc but have since joined NATO.

In October 2016, moreover, Moscow suspended implementation of the Plutonium Management and Disposition Agreement (PMDA) with the United States to convert weapons-grade plutonium into nuclear fuel. The deal was first negotiated in 2000 and obligated both countries to dispose of a minimum of 34 tons of weapons-grade plutonium by irradiating the plutonium to produce so-called mixed oxide (MOX) fuel, which can be used in nuclear power plants, or immobilizing the material by imposing various radiological, chemical, and physical barriers. These, however, proved to be expensive processes for both countries. The United States unilaterally changed its elimination method from destroying the MOX to an alternative method of diluting and burying the plutonium. Moscow opposed this path, arguing that the Pentagon could later retrieve the weapons-grade material for military purposes. The Russian-U.S. divergences over the PMDA also reflected the different priorities of the two governments. The United States has been more concerned about proliferation to nonstate actors, for which the dilute and bury method would be effective, while the Russian government has been more concerned about a state actor (the United States) weaponizing the material and thus has insisted on more irreversible elimination.

Russian-U.S. differences over missile defenses have been long-standing. On May 26, 1972, the United States and the Soviet Union signed the Treaty on the Limitation of Anti-Ballistic Missile Systems, commonly known as the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty, which limited each country to two ABM sites (reduced to one after a 1974 protocol). In late 2001, however, President George Bush formally notified Russia that the United States would withdraw from the treaty following a legally mandated six months’ delay. Since the Cold War, U.S. officials have affirmed that U.S. ballistic missile defense (BMD) capabilities have focused on countering threats from emerging nuclear powers like North Korea rather than the much larger and more sophisticated nuclear arsenals of Russia and China, which U.S. officials argue can overwhelm any conceivable defenses. The 2019 Missile Defense Review again states that U.S. missile defenses aim to protect the U.S. homeland from Iranian and Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) missile threats rather than Russian or Chinese nuclear forces. To parry nuclear threats from Russia and China, the Review affirms that the United States will rely on mutual deterrence—that neither country would dare to attack the United States with nuclear weapons since they are vulnerable to U.S. nuclear retaliation, creating a balance of terror through mutual assured destruction. Even so, Russian officials have demanded that the United States sign a binding legal agreement that would restrict the numbers, locations, and capabilities of its missile interceptors. Russian officials have been denouncing U.S. BMD programs for decades, claiming that the Pentagon has been pursuing the capacity to negate Russia’s nuclear forces under the pretext of building defenses against other countries. They recognize that the U.S. missile defenses in Alaska and California cannot negate their enormous missile arsenals; they profess to fear that the United States could achieve a revolutionary breakthrough that could render the U.S. homeland considerably less vulnerable to Russia’s nuclear deterrent. The U.S. government refuses to sign a treaty limiting its missile defenses since it could impede the capacity of the United States to defend itself and U.S. allies and partners from other countries’ missile threats. In the late 2000s, Russian and U.S. officials engaged in extensive discussions on various cooperative projects and transparency and confidence-building measures (TCBMs) that NATO officials hoped could overcome Russian concerns while still permitting the United States and its allies to establish defenses against potential Iranian missiles threats to Europe. At one point, Russian officials were offering NATO permission to use a Russian BMD radar base in Azerbaijan, while NATO leaders were proposing a joint Russian-NATO missile shield to cover the Northern Hemisphere, but these efforts at compromise could never overcome the political and technological differences among the parties.

Chinese Goals and Policies

Instead of matching the larger Russian and U.S. nuclear arsenals, China has traditionally prioritized improving its nonnuclear forces such as its naval and cyber capabilities. A PRC priority has been to expand and improve its ballistic and cruise missiles, some of which can carry nuclear warheads. The PRC sees these missiles as critical for deterring Taiwan’s independence, driving U.S. forces away from China’s naval regions and air space, and intimidating other countries, such as Japan, India, and South Korea. Until recently, the PRC nuclear modernization program has focused on improving the quality, rather than the quantity, of its arsenal, but China’s warhead and missile arsenals continue to grow. The PLA’s qualitative priorities have included enhancing the survivability of the force by replacing older, liquid-fueled ballistic missiles with solid-fueled missiles that are easier to store, move, and launch. Unique among the established NWS, the PRC has built a massive tunnel system, extending thousands of miles long and hundreds of meters deep, where it stores warheads, missiles, and other components of its nuclear deterrent. Beijing’s tunnel-building and other nuclear opaqueness regarding its capabilities and employment practices have led to a vigorous Western debate regarding Beijing’s nuclear intentions.

For years, many foreign observers believed that the PRC only sought a “minimum deterrence” of several hundred warheads that the PLA considers sufficient to survive any U.S. attack and inflict a devastating retaliatory blow on the United States.3 Yet, the Pentagon has recently revised upward its estimate of Chinese nuclear weapons arsenal in the next decade. Speaking at the July 2020 Nuclear Deterrence Forum, Navy Admiral Charles A. Richard stated that “China is on a trajectory to be a strategic peer to us by the end of the decade. So for the first time ever, the U.S. is going to face two peer-capable nuclear competitors.”4 The PLA has obtained an impressive portfolio of advanced missile systems in recent years, which can carry nuclear as well as conventional warheads. It now fields more ground-launched missiles in the 500–5,500-km range than any other country, some 2,000 ballistic and cruise missiles capable of delivering conventional or nuclear warheads against ground, ship, and air targets from Chinese land, sea, air, and sub-surface launching platforms. The PLA’s most important missiles include the single-warhead Dong Feng (DF)-31AG ICBM and the DF-41 three-stage solid-propellant ICBM. The latter is able to move on roads, unlike earlier silo-based, liquid-fuel missiles, which are more vulnerable to preemptive attacks. The DF-17 INF-1,500-km-range hypersonic glide vehicle (HGV) is carried aloft on a booster rocket into the upper atmosphere, where it separates and descends in unpredictable maneuvers toward the earth, which could potentially circumvent standard missile defenses. Moreover, the PLA’s new strategic submarines and bombers are giving the PRC a genuine nuclear delivery triad for the first time in its history. The PLA Navy has also focused on deploying more advanced strategic submarines that, even when patrolling near home waters, can launch ballistic missiles with a range as far as the United States. The navy seems to have finally developed an effective intercontinental-range SLBM in its single-warhead Ju Lang-2 (JL-2), launched from China’s Jin-class (Type 094A nuclear submarines) SSBNs. The PLA is also aiming to acquire its first long-range strategic bomber for launching air-to-surface ballistic missiles (against land or naval targets), the H-6Ns. Additionally, China has developed the intermediate-range DF-21D ballistic missile specifically to attack U.S. aircraft carriers. In 2021, open-source researchers found evidence that the PLA was constructing hundreds of additional missile silos in western China, suggesting that the PRC aimed to substantially increase its nuclear arsenal in coming years.5

Unlike the United States and Russia, the PRC government has stubbornly resisted negotiating binding constraints on their missile capabilities, even though many PLA missiles are dual-capable and can deliver China’s growing number of nuclear warheads. The PRC’s conventional ballistic and cruise missiles underpin the PLA’s challenge to U.S. military primacy in the Indo-Pacific region. Among other goals, the growing PLA missile capabilities aim to weaken the credibility of U.S. security guarantees to allies and partners. Not only do these capabilities augment the PLA’s potential to attack U.S. and allied forces preemptively but they also strengthen China’s counter-intervention capabilities designed to negate U.S. power projection against PRC forces or territory.6 The missiles can strike U.S. forces and bases throughout the Indo-Pacific area, sowing doubts among U.S. allies about the U.S. ability to intervene on their behalf in a regional conflict. The PLA has brandished these missiles through ostentatious testing in tense times. China’s growing missile and nuclear threats could complicate U.S. military planning, reduce strategic predictability, decrease crisis stability by amplifying PRC preemption incentives, and weaken restraints on missile and possibly nuclear proliferation in Asia and beyond.

Though the PRC has refused to negotiate treaties with the United States that would limit its nuclear or missile capabilities, Beijing and Washington have cooperated on some nonproliferation issues, such as countering nuclear smuggling, reducing the risk of proliferation from nuclear reactors, and decreasing the availability of weapons-grade nuclear materials. Experts from the two governments have collaborated to convert some reactors in Africa to use low enriched uranium (LEU) rather than highly enriched uranium (HEU); the latter is easier to make into the fissile material needed for nuclear warheads. China and the United States also collaborate against nuclear terrorism and hold annual dialogues on nuclear security regarding civilian nuclear energy and research (mutual suspicions prevent cooperation on securing their nuclear materials). In 2016, the two governments launched a Center of Excellence of Nuclear Security in Beijing to train Chinese and foreign (primarily other Asian) personnel in best security practices, promote technological demonstration projects, and enhance collaboration with the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). Cooperation regarding the control of nuclear exports is less developed. Like the United States, China has joined the Nuclear Supplier Group (NSG) and the Zangger Committee, but it has yet to enter such important export-control regimes as the Wassenaar Arrangement or the Missile Technology Control Regime (MTCR). The PRC government is currently blocking India’s entry into the NSG, expressing concern about New Delhi’s unwillingness to join the NPT. However, Chinese objections appear more rooted in its general policy of limiting rival India’s international status rather than in Beijing’s aiming to contribute toward international nonproliferation.

Russian-Chinese Interactions

Russian and Chinese representatives have coordinated their arms control stances on several issues. For example, when Moscow published its new nuclear deterrent doctrine in 2020, PRC Foreign Ministry spokesperson Zhao Lijian said, “China respects and understands Russia’s efforts to safeguard national security interests.”7 Meanwhile, both governments have consistently objected to U.S. nuclear policies. They have denounced sanctions on Russian and PRC nationals and entities charged with abetting nuclear proliferation. The 2016 “Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation” states, “Russia does not recognize the U.S. policy of extraterritorial jurisdiction beyond the boundaries of international law and finds unacceptable attempts to exercise military, political, economic or any other pressure, while reserving the right to firmly respond to hostile actions, including the bolstering of national defense and taking retaliatory or asymmetrical measures.”8 Whereas U.S. arms controllers want to constrain all three countries’ nuclear weapons, China and especially Russia prioritize limiting U.S. conventional force capabilities, especially those applying novel strategic technologies.

Another area of trilateral friction is that, unlike Russia and China, only the United States offers extended security guarantees to other countries. These are unilateral pledges to defend U.S. allies with nuclear weapons if necessary. U.S. officials argue that these guarantees discourage nuclear proliferation since, when the United States credibly offers to protect another country with U.S. nuclear weapons, the other state does not need its own nuclear forces. In recent years, Moscow’s and Beijing’s hostility toward these U.S. nuclear alliances has grown. As noted, Russian officials describe NATO’s nuclear-sharing arrangements—in which the United States deploys tactical nuclear bombs in select NATO countries with the declared intent of allowing these nations to take command of them in a war or crisis—as violating the NPT.9 Although Russia pledges to defend its Collective Security Treaty Organization allies, implicitly with nuclear weapons, the Russian armed forces do not station nuclear weapons outside the territory of the Russian Federation. The draft security treaties that Moscow presented to NATO and the United States in December would require that NATO end its nuclear sharing program, that the United States withdraw all its nuclear weapons from Europe, and that the allies eliminate the infrastructure that could allow the rapid return of these weapons to Europe in a crisis. PRC officials also fault U.S. policy and note that the PLA does not place Chinese nuclear weapons in other countries. Yet, the PRC, unlike the Russian government, does not offer to defend other states with China’s nuclear arsenal (or any other forces since China, again unlike Russia, does not have formal military allies or offer other states military security guarantees).

Similarly, Russian and Chinese strategists have long shared a mutual distaste for U.S. BMD systems, which they fear could undermine the viability of their missile deterrents against the United States. No existing treaty explicitly limits how many BMD systems the United States can develop and deploy. Washington has repeatedly rejected Russian demands to sign a new binding legal document specifying what the United States can and cannot do in the missile defense domain. Russian and Chinese representatives argue that the U.S. missile defense efforts could become so effective as to call into question their ability to retaliate after a U.S. first strike, could expand U.S.-led nuclear alliances that threaten their security, and could disrupt global and regional stability by reducing constraints on U.S. foreign military interventions. Until recently, Russian and Chinese BMD-related concerns were oriented toward different U.S. missile defenses. Russian analysts have long complained about U.S. BMD systems in Europe, whereas PRC concerns had focused on U.S. programs in Asia. Yet, this past decade has seen a growing harmonization in Russian and Chinese opposition to all U.S. missile defenses, in any region of the world. Not only do both Russian and Chinese officials denounce U.S. missile defenses in Japan and South Korea as well as in North America but PRC representatives now also support Moscow’s position that U.S. BMD systems in Europe threaten global security. They see U.S. missile defense initiatives in Europe and Asia as designed to strengthen U.S.-led alliances intended to contain Russia and China generally as well as undermine their regional missile fleets.

Russian and Chinese officials regularly claim that the United States and its allies do not need defenses against Iranian and North Korean missile threats and that Washington is merely using these threats as a pretext to build defenses against Russian and Chinese missiles to gain strategic advantage. They argue that the best way to dampen any Iranian and DPRK nuclear weapons ambitions is through dialogue, negotiations, and reassurance rather than military buildups and threats. They express concern about U.S. defense experts’ interest in constructing a more advanced BMD architecture that would counter emerging cruise and hypersonic missile threats through more comprehensive space-based surveillance and developing means of intercepting ICBMs sooner after launch, especially in their boost phase before they can deploy decoys and other penetration aides. (The technological and financial barriers to pursuing these options have so far proven insurmountable.) In the past few years, Moscow and Beijing have undertaken unprecedented bilateral counter-BMD exercises, discussed the establishment of a joint BMD program, curtailed security ties with South Korea to pressure Seoul not to deploy U.S. missile defenses, and pursued, albeit separately, offensive strategic technologies to overcome any missile shield. These include multiple independently targetable reentry vehicles, cyber strike weapons, and hypersonic delivery systems that could circumvent existing missile defenses.

A new Sino-Russian concern has focused on how the end of the INF Treaty could allow for the deployment of additional U.S. missiles in Europe and Asia. Since China had never signed the treaty, it had escaped the INF Treaty ban, whereas NATO governments believe that the Russian government went ahead and developed its own INF-range missile in violation of the treaty. Since withdrawing from the accord, the United States has resumed researching and developing land-based INF-range missiles, including a ground-launched version of the Tomahawk cruise missile, a new longer-range ballistic missile, and a proposed precision-strike missile stationed on a mobile launching platform. All these missiles would be armed with nonnuclear warheads. Russian and Chinese leaders have alleged that the United States invented specious Russian violations of the treaty as a pretext to leave the treaty and restart its own missile development program.

Despite their harmonious stance on many arms control issues, there are major differences between Russian and Chinese policies in this domain. For instance, only Russian officials have taken the extreme stance of threatening other countries that host U.S. BMD systems, claiming that such deployments would make them a prospective target for Russian attack in a conflict. Unlike Moscow or Washington, Beijing has offered a comprehensive no-first-use pledge to all countries and has called on Russia, the United States, and other nuclear-weapons-possessing states to follow China’s example. This pledge includes a no-nuclear-first-use doctrine and negative nuclear security assurances (i.e., pledging not to employ nuclear weapons against other countries unless they first used nuclear weapons against China), though such a declarative policy is unenforceable, reversible, and vulnerable to changes in the strategic environment. Unlike Russia but like the United States, the PRC has not ratified the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, though all three countries have stopped testing fissile detonations. The Russian and Chinese governments also differ on the “multilateralization” of existing treaties like INF and New START. While Moscow and Washington have negotiated such arms control and reduction treaties for decades, Beijing has refrained from joining any formal strategic arms reduction treaties, arguing that Russia and the United States have to cut their nuclear forces substantially first before China would consider negotiating limits on the PLA’s nuclear forces. In contrast, the Russian government has advocated that future strategic arms control treaties encompass additional countries besides Russia and the United States—which would include China as well as Britain, France, and possibly other states. Until recently, some Russian analysts argued that Western analysts underestimated the potential size of the PLA’s nuclear arsenal. Russian strategists likely plan to employ nuclear weapons if the PLA directly attacked Russian territory.

Implications and Recommendations

The U.S. national security community is struggling with how to manage the growing nuclear arsenals of Russia and China. On the one hand, the United States is maintaining its own strong nuclear deterrent and developing the next generation of U.S. nuclear forces. This modernization has encompassed a new Ground Based Strategic Deterrent ICBM, new penetrating B-21 Raider strategic bombers, and a new Columbia-class strategic missile-launching submarine. The United States is also upgrading its Command, Control, Communications, Computers, Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance (C4ISR) systems. Concurrently, the United States is searching for ways to employ advancements in nonnuclear military technologies to generate additional capabilities to deter Moscow and Beijing, who might have a higher stake in winning wars along their borders than the United States. Russian and Chinese leaders might calculate that they could employ conventional aggression combined with threats of nuclear retaliation to compel the United States to back down in a regional war rather than escalate to try to reverse the defeat. The challenge of extended deterrence—pledging to use U.S. nuclear weapons to defend other countries even at the risk of being attacked by the aggressor’s nuclear forces—has driven U.S. policy makers to develop concepts for strong nonnuclear deterrence as well as for multi-domain operations that would buttress nuclear weapons with conventional and other tools of power. The Defense Department is now refining the concept of “Integrated Deterrence” as an overarching conceptual framework for better synthesizing nuclear and nonnuclear capabilities through enhanced cooperation with non-Department of Defense (DoD) interagency partners along with allies and partners. The intent is for Integrated Deterrence to encompass both vertical (across the spectrum of conflict) and horizontal (transcending regional and global boundaries) capabilities in conflicts ranging from nuclear crises to major conventional war to non-kinetic political-military hybrid (“gray-area”) actions at lower conflict levels. The framework combines three approaches toward deterrence: punishment through assured retaliation, denial of the benefits of aggression, and entanglement in a rules-based order.

On the other hand, the United States is considering how to modernize arms control to address these novel challenges. The trilateral relationship between Russia, China, and the United States presents a poor climate for international arms control. The adverse conditions include quantitative and qualitative nuclear buildups in all three countries, Russian and U.S. withdrawals from existing agreements combined with the PRC refraining from entering new ones, and intensified great power competition among the three. Existing arms control treaties are fraying as all three countries undertake major nuclear buildups. The Trump administration strived to include China in future arms-control negotiations and address novel strategic weapons as well as nonstrategic nuclear capabilities hitherto excluded from previous Russian-U.S. treaties. Moscow and Beijing resisted. As noted, PRC officials have urged the Russian Federation and the United States to make progress toward nuclear disarmament without committing to reduce the PLA’s arsenal. They claim that the PLA’s nuclear force is defensive in nature, does not threaten any country, and is substantially smaller than the arsenals of Russia and the United States, with only a minimal nuclear deterrent needed for assured retaliation. Until recently, the United States has not pressed China to join strategic arms treaties, but since 2017, U.S. government has advocated including the PRC in future arms control agreements. The U.S. determination to constrain China’s strategic capabilities within an arms-control framework will almost certainly increase if the PRC remains a leading strategic competitor of the United States. U.S. national security documents, including the Nuclear Posture Review and Missile Defense Review, explicitly reference the need to counter the PLA’s growing military power. The PRC has developed the economic and technical capacity to quickly increase its nuclear arsenal. China’s expanding capabilities have already impeded Russian-U.S. arms control. The failure of the INF Treaty to limit the PLA’s massive missile buildup partly explains the loss of Russian, and especially, U.S. interest in sustaining that accord. Most of the PLA’s ballistic missiles consist of intermediate-range systems that would have been banned had China been included in the original INF Treaty.

Russian officials had been pressing to include China in strategic arms limitation talks well before the Trump administration adopted the same position. Yet, the Russian government—whether out of an aversion to antagonizing Beijing, an animus for Washington, or, most likely, a combination of both—reversed its previous stance and ceased calling for China’s inclusion in future Russian-U.S. strategic nuclear reduction talks even as Beijing’s growing military power has weakened U.S. support for arms control measures that limit the Russian armed forces but not those of the PLA. Some Russians accuse Washington, by pressing to include Beijing in arms control agreements, of aiming “to drive a wedge between Russia and China.”10 Yet, Russians presumably would like to constrain China’s nuclear buildup and make the PRC nuclear policies more transparent. Russian nongovernmental experts acknowledge that Moscow would gain little by pressing China to join Russian-U.S. nuclear arms treaties since Beijing would probably reject this pressure and grow irritated at Moscow for siding with Washington on the issue. As with other foreign policy areas, Moscow probably wants Washington to take the lead in pressuring Beijing to constrain its nuclear and missile capabilities, hoping to gain from any Chinese concessions without suffering any degradation in Sino-Russian strategic ties. Perhaps fears regarding the worsening ties with Russia and the United States and alarm at the major Russian and U.S. military buildups and other elevated risks, coupled with China’s own growing military power and security, will induce the PRC leadership to reverse its standoffish policy toward strategic arms control. Meanwhile, experts in all three governments should analyze how to incorporate China in strategic arms control in anticipation of a possible end to Beijing’s opposition. Developing effective means of verifying trilateral arms control agreements is very important given how mutual accusations of alleged violations led to the weakening of several Russian-U.S. treaties.

The picture is brighter regarding nuclear nonproliferation. Russia, China, and the United States have encouraged universal membership in the NPT, which anchors the global rules and norms against the spread of nuclear weapons. The three countries have presented a united front against the proposed Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (aka the Nuclear Weapon Ban Treaty), which would oblige them to eliminate all their nuclear weapons immediately. Instead, they favor a “step-by-step” approach toward nuclear weapons reductions, leading to the eventual elimination of their arsenals. They also have cooperated to promote the peaceful use of nuclear power. They provide aid to other countries to make their nuclear energy programs more safe and secure by providing human capital and regulatory infrastructure training. They also collaborate to encourage new proliferation-resistant civil nuclear energy technologies and pursue other multinational technical and scientific cooperation regarding nuclear research and development. Russia, China, and the United States are leading members of many important multinational nonproliferation organizations, such as the IAEA, which encourages the peaceful and safe uses of nuclear technologies while safeguarding their illicit use for nuclear weapons’ development programs. All three countries support major nonproliferation export control regimes. Yet, Moscow and Beijing have strongly criticized Washington’s withdrawal from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), adopted by Iran and the five permanent members of the UN Security Council and Germany (P5 + 1) in 2015. Although Russia, China, and the United States have imposed comprehensive sanctions on North Korea for violating its nonproliferation commitments, Moscow and Beijing have frequently constrained the severity of these measures adopted by the UN Security Council. Russia and China have instead promoted alternative solutions to the Korean crisis designed to limit U.S. military activities on the Korean Peninsula, such as suspending of U.S.-South Korean military exercises and the non-deployment of U.S. missile defenses in northeast Asia. As discussed in the Korea section of this manuscript, many Russian and Chinese policy makers consider regime change in Pyongyang a greater threat to their interests than the North Korean nuclear and missile programs. Furthermore, the Russian, Chinese, and U.S. governments differ in their policies toward some of the nuclear weapon-free zones (NWFZs) scattered throughout the globe. The treaties establishing a NWFZ typically contain one or more protocols that define special rights and obligations of nonregional states and are open for signature by the five NPT-recognized NWS. One of these protocols usually obligates these NWS to not test or station nuclear weapons within the zone. Another common protocol found in NWFZs requires the NWS to pledge not to attack (or threaten to attack) the parties bound to the treaty with nuclear weapons. Countries join NWFZs in large part to obtain so-called negative security assurances. The PRC is the only NPT-recognized NWS that has signed all existing NWFZ protocols, whereas Moscow and Washington have been more selective in supporting these zones due to various concerns. Perhaps the most contentious one concerns the proposed WMD Free Zone in the Middle East, which all three governments pledged to work toward as part of their NPT-related commitments. At the 2015 NPT Review Conference, however, Moscow and Beijing declined to support Washington in its dispute with Egypt over the conditions needed to induce Israel (a non-NPT member) to embrace the zone. Russia, China, and the United States have also collaborated to counter nuclear terrorism through securing nuclear materials, technologies, and related items. During the past decade, these governments have helped many countries reduce fissile material holdings, ratify international nuclear security conventions, tighten their export controls and border security against WMD trafficking, and strengthen their nuclear security regulations and cultures. Through their joint participation in the Nuclear Security Summits held from 2010 to 2016, they contributed to the elimination of thousands of kilograms of HEU and separated plutonium, reducing the quantity of fissile material potentially available to nonstate actors like terrorists and criminals. The Summits, a U.S.-initiative supported by the Chinese and, at first, the Russian governments helped ensure that the nuclear security issue received the attention of senior global leaders. Yet, recent years have seen diminished Russian-U.S. nuclear security collaboration due to Moscow’s boycott of the 2018 Nuclear Security Summit, the suspension of bilateral threat reduction projects, and disagreements over which multilateral institutions should lead further nuclear security efforts in coming years.

Moscow, Beijing, and Washington differ on many important arms control issues. These include Russian and Chinese concerns about U.S. conventional superiority, the U.S. desire to reduce Russia’s tactical nuclear weapons, and mutual unease pertaining to each other’s emerging artificial intelligence, cyber, space, and other defense capabilities. To address these concerns, nuclear powers could commit to a “grand compromise” of sorts in which they accept that they can achieve their national security goals through strategic equivalence rather than equal force totals across all categories. An asymmetric arms control provision could utilize either unbalanced reductions (as the USSR did when accepting the INF Treaty in 1987) or ceilings under which all parties could flexibly choose which types of forces to deploy. The limits put forth in such a treaty would apply to a larger array of weapon types than in previous treaties, to include nonstrategic tactical nuclear weapons, nondeployed and reserve warheads, space-based weapons, long-range conventionally armed HGVs, and BMDs. Verification regimes could involve extensive on-site inspections in addition to other forms of multinational and national monitoring programs to include nuclear warheads as well as their means of delivery. A comprehensive approach of this kind would extend the previous bilateral Russian-U.S. process to a multilateral format that includes China and perhaps other nuclear states. A less ambitious but more attainable scenario for arms control would be to pursue enhanced strategic stability and decreased risk of kinetic conflict through a patchwork of limited agreements in areas of common interest that would not require ratification of formal treaties or legally binding accords. Rather, they would focus on achieving less formal executive agreements, informal parallel unilateral actions, and strengthening international norms of behavior regarding the use of nuclear weapons. These areas could include decreasing incentives for nuclear escalation through reducing risks of miscalculation, removing first strike vulnerabilities, and other measures to decrease the risk of conflict escalation between great powers. Additional initiatives to voluntarily increase capability transparency and mutual understanding absent formal treaties could include regular strategic stability dialogues aimed at developing concrete measures to address the potential of new weapons or nuclear doctrines to destabilize great power balancing, limiting the proliferation of nuclear and other strategic offensive arms, and identifying and avoiding dangerous operational practices (e.g., deploying nuclear-armed missiles near to foreign nuclear powers). A collapse of strategic arms control would also adversely affect future global nonproliferation regimes, as they would compound existing conflicts and tensions between NWS and nuclear powers as well as place increased pressure on existing NPT restraints. Nuclear force buildups, resumption of nuclear weapons testing, overt threats to employ nuclear weapons against other states (even as a means of deterrence), and greater salience of nuclear weapons posturing in military doctrines would encourage other states to pursue similar capabilities. Conversely, renewed trilateral arms control commitments could increase international support for the NPT regime and steer states away from quixotic proposals (e.g., an immediate nuclear weapons ban). Furthermore, trilateral cooperation on nuclear security remains imperative for addressing existing global gaps. Russia, China, and the United States are well positioned to provide insights and resources to other partners on enhancing the sustainability of national-level frameworks for nuclear security. At the operational level, the three countries should renew and strengthen past efforts to help other countries reduce fissile material holdings; share best practices; fortify border security; strengthen security cultures; tighten export controls and related regulations; enhance and universalize international treaties, conventions, and institutions; and implement key items from the action plans adopted at the spring 2016 governmental, industry, and nongovernmental summits.


Chapter 9

The Cyber Domain

Russia, China, and the United States represent the most important nation-state actors in cyberspace; their policies and interactions will substantially determine the domain’s future evolution. Russian and People’s Republic of China’s (PRC) leaders view controlling cyberspace as critical for societal control, economic power, foreign influence, and great-power conflict. They perceive cyber connections and other forms of transnational ties not only as potential threats to their domestic order but also as a cost-effective means to project international influence. The Russian and Chinese governments have been investing in offensive cyber capabilities to collect intelligence, penetrate public and private networks, execute computer network attacks, and if necessary, inflict damage on other states’ critical infrastructure. Moscow and Beijing perceive their cyber capabilities as critical asymmetrical tools, along with other non-kinetic instruments, for countering U.S. primacy in both the economic and the military domains. In a war, their armed forces are prepared to disrupt the Pentagon’s command, control, and communications networks. In their peacetime declarations and policies, Russian and Chinese officials advocate strong national government control of cyberspace. Their laws and regulations have carved out national cyber spheres in what previously had been a globalized World Wide Web of hyperlinked documents. The two countries’ cyber policies are converging in other ways. During this COVID-19 pandemic, Russia and China have mobilized their lavishly funded government information agencies, their extensive portfolio of broadcast and print media, their covert social media networks, their intelligence agencies, hired contractors, and “patriotic” volunteers enthusiastically spouting nationalist narratives on behalf of their strategic messaging. The PRC has taken a page from Russia’s playbook by conducting its own disinformation campaigns against the United States, particularly centered around the pandemic. In Russia, meanwhile, the authorities have been implementing Chinese-style comprehensive internal information control. Instead of relying exclusively on disinformation and intimidation, Russian censors now more often implement fine-grained tools to remove opposing viewpoints from the web. The traditional U.S. preference has been for a largely free internet with minimal government regulation, though more recently, growing global cyber threats have been driving even the United States to bolster the government’s offensive and defensive cyber capabilities. Russian and Chinese cyber operations are a major component of their broader “hybrid war” or “gray area” toolkit, which can also involve using elite capture, economic leverage, cyberattacks, intelligence operations, paramilitary proxies, and military maneuvers short of war. As such, information operations—involving media manipulation, sophisticated propaganda, exploitation of ethnic and racial strife, and courting agents of influence in foreign countries—constitute an important element that Moscow and Beijing wield to assert their national interests without resorting to armed conflict. The Obama, Trump, and Biden administrations have devoted a plethora of resources to countering cyber and other hybrid threats from Russia and China, with mixed results, so further efforts will be needed to reduce U.S. vulnerabilities and strengthen cyber deterrence.

Russian Goals and Policies

The Russian government’s goals in cyberspace include protecting strategically important information and infrastructure, utilizing cyberspace to collect intelligence, shaping international perceptions and information flows, disrupting domestic and foreign opponents, and integrating cyber capabilities and non-kinetic military operations in combat missions.1 Russian official discourse depicts cyberspace as an incessant battlefield against harmful influence. At home, Russian authorities have adopted new restrictions on domestic internet freedoms. For example, one law punishes those who spread “fake news” or show disrespect toward the Russian state or society or state symbols.2 Another piece of legislation enhances the government’s powers to protect Russia’s domestic cyber sphere—the so-called RuNet (i.e., the Russian Internet)—during global internet malfunctions or attacks by external actors.3 Regarding foreign audiences, Moscow uses cyber-enabled information operations to advance a particular narrative and influence targeted groups. In 2020, the U.S. State Department’s Global Engagement Center identified five pillars of Russia’s disinformation ecosystem: official government communications, state-funded global messaging, cultivation of proxy sources, weaponizing of social media, and cyber-enabled disinformation. According to the Center, this complex, flexible, and sometimes contradictory toolkit offers Moscow three major advantages. First, the numerous variations of Kremlin’s false narratives allow operatives to target different audiences. Second, the complexity and relative decentralization of Moscow’s disinformation architecture allow Russian officials to deny criticism and responsibility even as their proxy sites continue to spread dangerous disinformation. Third, the ecosystem amplifies propaganda through a “media multiplier” effect.4

In the military domain, the Russian Defense Ministry created a Cyber Command with various offensive and defensive missions. The Russian armed forces have conducted sophisticated cyberattacks in support of kinetic actions, such as disrupting opponents’ communications networks prior to and during military operations through electronic warfare (EW), computer network infiltration, psychological manipulation, and disinformation campaigns. Russian tactics have included stealing embarrassing and sensitive data, weaponizing it to discredit targeted individuals or institutions, and promoting social discord to exploit foreign cleavages. The 2018 Department of Defense Cyber Strategy concluded, “Russia has used cyber-enabled information operations to influence our population and challenge our democratic processes.”5 By posing as American activists, Russian military assets spread inflammatory information about movements such as Black Lives Matter and the anti-gun movement in order to expose the ideological cleavages between the American people. By fomenting conflict and mistrust, Russia has tried to prevent the U.S. government from mobilizing U.S. resources in a unified strategy against it. During the 2016 U.S. presidential elections, Russian-linked operators purportedly strategically leaked hacked data to third-party outlets like WikiLeaks at opportune moments to embarrass foes and damage their credibility. Furthermore, Russian hackers breached private social media platforms and leaked emails stolen from the Democratic National Committee to embarrass the Democratic Party. Though assessing counterfactual situations is difficult, Russian interventions may have affected the outcome of the 2016 U.S. presidential elections as well as ballot outcomes in several European countries.

Over the past decade, Russian cyber offensive capabilities have become more visible, as Moscow has wielded them for a variety of political and military goals. The April–May 2007 cyber assault against Estonia disrupted public and private information networks through a massive distributed denial-of-service (DDoS) attack in which the perpetrators used thousands of hijacked computers to bombard websites with useless information until they became overloaded. The attacks targeted the websites of banks, telecommunication companies, media outlets, and government agencies, eventually forcing the country to block all foreign internet traffic. One year later, Russia’s August 2008 political-military campaign against Georgia included a massive, well-integrated, and apparently extensively preplanned and rehearsed campaign against Georgia’s internet infrastructure that degraded the effectiveness of Georgia’s national response to the Russian campaign. These cyberattacks disabled dozens of important websites, including those of political leaders, financial institutions, and major news outlets. One of the major goals of the cyber offensive was to disrupt Georgian government communications both within the country and with the outside world.6 Another example has been evident in Moscow’s war in Ukraine, which began in 2014, as Russian-affiliated units employed a medley of malware, DDoS attacks, and spear phishing campaigns (where innocuous-looking emails include links to malware) against Ukrainian politicians, government offices, armed forces, communications nodes, and social networking websites. In December 2015, Russian hackers orchestrated an assault on the Ukrainian power grid, using malware called “Black Energy,” which deprived 230,000 residents of power for several hours on Christmas Eve. Variations of this malware have since been discovered in U.S. systems.7 Immediately before the November 2018 Russian-Ukrainian naval clash, moreover, Russian hacker groups conducted cyber reconnaissance on Ukrainian naval operations.8 British and U.S. authorities believe that Moscow may also have engaged in a massive global cyber operation to penetrate Western governments, businesses, computer routers, firewalls, and other networking equipment to pre-position malicious code for potential future conflict.9 In March 2018, the U.S. Computer Emergency Readiness Team (US-CERT) released a report on how Russian hackers collected information on industrial control systems, such as those equipping U.S. energy networks.10 A cyberattack that had occurred in June 2017 illustrates how some of these hacks can spiral out of control. The NotPetya virus, a deletion virus disguised as ransomware, targeted Ukraine’s accounting systems but inadvertently spread to 64 other countries and affected international companies, logistical operators, government agencies, telecommunication providers, and various financial institutions.11

Russia’s cyberattacks have primarily been carried out by civilians working for the Russian government, its partner organizations, or as freelance hackers who might also engage in independent cyber operations for other clients. Even the campaigns against Georgia in 2008 and Ukraine in 2014 were, for the most part, not carried out by the Russian armed forces directly but rather by Russian civilians working with the military or at least enjoying exemption from Russian government prosecution as long as their foreign operations advance its interests.12 During the 2016 U.S. elections, the Russian Internet Research Agency orchestrated trolls and bots on various social media accounts to sow discord and spread misinformation.13 Meanwhile, the hacker group known as “Fancy Bear” infiltrated the Democratic National Committee’s servers and selectively released sensitive information. For Moscow, the use of civilian hackers provides many benefits such as potential cost savings and deniability— making attribution of their activities to the Russian government more difficult, they can obscure Moscow’s hand and thereby diminishing the risk of international backlash.14 In 2020, a Russian cyber-hacking group called the APT29, also known as the “The Dukes” or “Cozy Bear,” tried to illicitly access Britain, Canadian, and U.S. vaccine research.15 The U.S. government has also identified connections between Russian computer companies, such as Kaspersky Lab, and the Russian military.16

Chinese Goals and Policies

PRC leaders have endorsed the right of sovereign states to control online content within their borders—that is, the internet is a reflection of physical space within the state’s sovereign territory.17 They insist that the internet should be closed to foreign interference, and each country should have complete control of its domestic cyberspace. The “Great Firewall of China” comprehensively limits the Chinese public’s access to the internet, allowing the government to filter the messages received by the population as well as, more recently, to monitor citizens’ internet browsing habits.18 PRC authorities use digital harassment and manipulation for ideological control and peer pressure campaigns against expatriate minorities, Chinese students abroad, and civil activist organizations.19 Within China, PRC authorities have increased monitoring of Uighurs and other potential dissidents using advanced surveillance technologies. In their coverage of international affairs, the PRC media want the Chinese public to see how much foreigners respect China, in general, and President Xi, in particular. Such shifts correspond to the overall trend of tightening government control over Chinese society during the Xi presidency as well as the evolving PLA thinking concerning cyber conflict under its Active Defense concept. This framework sees “offense at the tactical and operational levels is consistent with an overall defensive orientation at the strategic level.”20 China’s internet censorship framework includes an offensive component, the so-called Great Cannon, which, as part of an Active Defense strategy, can fire numerous repeated requests at a targeted website until it crashes.21 In 2015, the Great Cannon was used in a DDoS attack on a California-based company that hosted a project designed to circumvent China’s internet censorship, forcing the site to intermittently shut down over a five-day period.22

President Xi has delivered several authoritative speeches on cyber security. In a 2015 address to the Second World Internet Conference in Wuzhen, Xi presented “Four Principles” and “Five Propositions” to guide China’s cyber policies.23 The Four Principles were promoting sovereignty, peace and security, open cooperation, and positive order in the cyber sphere. The Five Propositions were as follows:


	Accelerate construction of a global network infrastructure and stimulate interconnection and interactivity.

	Build shared platforms for online cultural interaction to expand exchange and mutual learning.

	Promote innovation and development in the online economy to encourage global prosperity.

	Guarantee cybersecurity to stimulate orderly development of the internet.

	Build the internet governance system to stimulate fairness and justice.



During cybersecurity week in late April 2017, Xi called for strengthening PRC capabilities and governance capacity in four major areas: (1) managing internet content online and creating “positive energy” online; (2) ensuring general cybersecurity, such as in protecting critical information infrastructure; (3) developing an indigenous and independent technology base for software and hardware infrastructure to secure the internet in China; and (4) increasing China’s role in “building, governing, and operating the Internet globally.”24 At the international level, the Cyber Security Association of China has helped promote these principles and propositions beyond China.25 In line with these guidelines, PRC authorities have expanded their cyber defenses and technology transfer practices. Chinese laws and regulations force foreign companies to meet national requirements for technology transfer and domestic surveillance. The Chinese Cybersecurity Law of June 2017 compels foreign IT firms to separate local cyber operations from global networks, hold more data in China, and permit PRC authorities access to their software codes, raising the risk of cyber theft of their intellectual property.26 The government’s commercial cyber policies have evolved from prioritizing basic information technology to becoming the world’s leading cyber power, most recently in fifth-generation (5G) telecommunications technology. PRC national security managers have long seen data as a strategic resource to control. With modern information technologies, they can exploit data collected by Chinese applications throughout the world to strengthen their artificial intelligence databases and foreign influence operations.27

The U.S. Department of Defense’s (DoD) 2018 Cyber Strategy stated that Beijing has been responsible for numerous acts of cyber espionage, responsible for “eroding U.S. military overmatch” and U.S. “economic vitality.”28 The U.S. National Security Agency found that, between 2010 and 2015, China conducted more than 600 cyber operations aimed at stealing corporate secrets, military intelligence, and data about U.S. infrastructure.29 The White House reported that PRC cyber espionage against U.S. businesses and inventors cost trillions of dollars of intellectual property theft.30 Security experts believe that the Chinese government orchestrated the sophisticated “Titan Rain” global cyber network, which downloaded information from hundreds of unclassified defense and civilian networks.31 Another suspected case of high-profile Chinese cyber espionage was a security breach on computer systems belonging to the U.S. Office of Personnel Management. The attack compromised the Social Security numbers, fingerprints, addresses, financial histories, and other personally identifiable information of more than 20 million U.S. citizens.32 This breach included the personal data of 4.2 million former and current federal employees.33 Chinese hackers have also reportedly stolen information about U.S. weapon systems and vaccine development. Furthermore, China’s Thousand Talents program aggressively woos top foreign scientists to steal intellectual property for PRC academic and business entities. In July 2020, FBI director Christopher Wray declared that the Chinese government’s use of espionage and cyberattacks against the United States has amounted “one of the largest transfers of wealth in human history.”34

The People’s Liberation Army’s (PLA) Strategic Support Force (SSF) has various cyber missions, akin to the Russian and U.S. Cyber Commands. PRC military doctrine emphasizes the importance of information, data, and networking in “winning informationized local wars.”35 In December 2013, an updated version of the PLA’s The Science of Military Strategy for the first time included an entire chapter devoted to cyber war. It outlined four mission areas: network reconnaissance, network defense, network attack, and network deterrence. This confirms the PLA’s interest in offensive as well defensive operations.36 The 2015 Chinese Ministry of National Defense paper titled “China’s Military Strategy” is the first official military document that addressed cybersecurity. It defined cyberspace and declared that “China is confronted with grave security threats to its cyber infrastructure.”37 In 2019, “China’s National Defense in the New Era” declared that issues of “cybersecurity poses a severe threat to China” and regarded safeguarding the PRC’s cybersecurity as one of its national defense aims.38 The PLA also employs civilian “patriotic hackers.”39 Some of these were responsible for a March 2017 DDoS against the South Korean Lotte Group, who provided land for the U.S. Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) system that China opposed.40 In an October 2018 speech, Vice President Mike Pence accused the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) leadership of “employing a whole-of-government approach, using political, economic, and military tools, as well as propaganda, to advance its influence and benefit its interests in the United States.” After reviewing Beijing’s assertive economic and security policies toward other countries, Pence maintained that the Chinese government was trying to undermine the Trump administration’s tough tactics toward China by intervening “in the domestic policies and politics of the United States.” For instance, he claimed that China was trying to exploit divisions between federal and local officials, threaten to withhold commercial opportunities to U.S. businesses and regions, and use open and covert means to turn the American public against China. “To that end,” Pence asserted, “Beijing has mobilized covert actors, front groups, and propaganda outlets [such as Chinese TV and radio] to shift Americans’ perception of Chinese policies” as well as “taking steps to exploit its economic leverage, and the allure of China’s large domestic market, to advance its influence over American corporations.”41

Russian-Chinese Interactions

Authoritarian governments like Russia and China dispose of a portfolio of information instruments to support their cyber-enabled foreign influence campaigns. Political campaigns, corporate advertisers, and other actors utilize some of these tools, but national governments, such as Russia and China, have many more resources and assets to apply to their campaigns. This is particularly true with waging coordinated disinformation campaigns. Whereas “misinformation” represents false information spread without malign intent, disinformation constitutes false information disseminated with malign intent, typically aiming to induce a visceral emotional response. Governments also have substantial cyber resources for conducting “malinformation”—the “hack and leak” of politically important private information with malign intent, as illustrated by the Russian operations to discredit the Democratic National Committee and leading U.S. politicians in 2016. It is important to distinguish between “fake news” (false information) and “public relations” or “public diplomacy,” which seeks to advance a point of view using accurate information, albeit sometimes selectively. The Russian and Chinese execute information operations to support both their internal and external policies. The goals of the latter can include promoting positive portrayals of the propagators’ actions, discrediting alternative sources of information, mobilizing their foreign-based diaspora communities to support the motherland, and (a frequent Russian priority) exploiting social, economic, and cultural divisions in targeted states to make them less able to resist external influence. For example, a perennial Russian objective has been to exacerbate racial tensions in the United States by posting emotionally charged messaging on social media. Democracies are vulnerable to these authoritarian influence tactics since they are generally open societies whose members want to encourage free speech and authentic debate.

Public diplomacy is a long-standing and accepted practice of national governments. Foreign ministries, including official spokespeople as well as national diplomats, normally are the main government agency involved in such campaigns. Governments can also hire foreign public relations companies and registered lobbyists to support their public diplomacy. These entities can overtly promote foreign-backed views through purchasing advertising in traditional media and lobbying politicians to adopt certain positions. Another technique, perfected by mass extremist parties such as the communists and the Nazis, is to establish front organizations that conceal their control in order to solicit support from independent groups. For instance, the Soviet Union would strive to coopt foreign peace movements and left-wing (but noncommunist) parties under the leadership of Soviet-controlled front organizations. The Communist Party of China continues such a practice today through use of government-organized nongovernmental organizations (GONGOs), coordinated through the United Front Work Department and other party oversight mechanisms, to build ties with foreign groups that might resist a comprehensive partnership directly with the CCP. Russia employs its own GONGOs to drown out the messaging of legitimate NGOs. In 2019, a seminar on press freedom in Russia-occupied Crimea was heavily attended by Kremlin-backed GONGOs who introduced themselves as hailing from “Crimea in the Russian Federation.” These groups used up valuable speaking time to minimize the messaging of other NGOs in attendance.42 Similarly, the Berlin-based “grassroots” media company Redfish has also aroused suspicion since its journalists hail largely from Russian state-owned media.43

State-controlled media—consisting of broadcast television, various radio outlets, and major newspapers—represent the second major national information tool. Russian television networks like RT are known for disseminating conspiracy theories, rumor mongering, and stretching truths in an entertaining manner. When the COVID-19 pandemic emerged, Russia’s Channel One news network devoted a regular time slot to airing various conspiracies in which non-Russian entities were responsible for causing or exploiting the pandemic. These media outlets have strong multilingual internet presences that extend beyond the Russian Federation and the Russian ethnic diaspora. By the same token, China’s CGTN (formerly CCTV) and other public TV networks have a domestic function of communicating government policies to viewers and persuading them to support them as well as offering entertainment and other services. Chinese foreign media operations have grown substantially, thanks to major government investment in building international networks. For instance, CGTN now has English, Arabic, and other foreign language broadcasts available in many markets.

In addition to these generally established techniques of foreign influence, governments pursue disinformation campaigns using communication entities whose ties to governments are obscured and denied. These nontransparent tools can involve human-staffed “troll” groups that can praise or damn postings through comments and “likes” as well as machine-driven automated “bots” that blast targeted content on multiple social media accounts (Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, etc.) in what Twitter describes as “cross-posting and amplifying content in an inauthentic, coordinated manner for political ends.”44 The latter software-driven postings can be dispersed across a wide geographic area, becoming “bot armies” of multiple masquerading profiles with many social media accounts operated by a concealed human or machine controller. These networks consist of fake and hijacked “core” accounts that generate falsehoods as well as “amplifiers” that replicate and endorse the content of the “core” accounts. They can communicate similar messages designed to reinforce a point or dissimilar ones to engender doubt, debate, and division about a topic. In conjunction with comments, trolls and bots can post doctored YouTube images and fake videos. Since these social media outlets are not formally affiliated with a government and less visible than state-owned media like TV, governments can more easily employ them to promote falsehoods, sow confusion, and exacerbate conflicts by conveying fine-tuned messages to discretely targeted audiences. For example, the infamous troll farm of the Internet Research Agency magnified political divisions through disseminating hyper-partisan messaging during the 2016 U.S. elections. In many cases, concealing their identity and location by means of fake or stolen accounts and professing either conservative or progressive values, these inauthentic actors posted on both sides of different political questions dealing with elections, racial and gender issues, or other divisive topics.45 The volume of this inauthentic messaging across the various social media platforms aims to drown out authentic narratives emanating from independent media and other legitimate sources. For instance, the Russian disinformation ecosphere has generated a range of possible explanations to cast doubt on Russian government responsibility for the Skripal assassination attempt in Salisbury or the shooting down of Malaysia’s M17 civilian airliner over Ukraine.

Modern social media facilitates microtargeting and obscures attribution. For example, Facebook’s “groups” typically exclude external monitoring and consist of like-minded thinkers. Disinformation campaigns that target these entities aim to amplify malign messages by injecting them first into nontransparent closed social media groups or fringe publications in the hopes that they will enter mainstream discourse through adoption by prominent local media and influential commentators. When narratives come from clearly identified foreign state-controlled media, they are not trusted, but when they are repeated by local independent media, they can be more credible. This practice of disguising the origin of an idea or message that would be less credible if the audience knew its true origin has been referred to as “astroturfing.” In this approach, even genuinely independent media can inadvertently “launder” foreign propaganda by lending credence to its content while obscuring its foreign origins, thereby making disinformation more credible.

Russian and Chinese officials favor new global internet rules that emphasize treating cyber sovereignty similarly to territorial sovereignty and “internationalization of internet governance” to dilute U.S. influence and contest Western norms in the cyber domain.46 They favor national control of internet resources within a state’s physical borders and the primacy of local legislation and national control of the transnational cyber domain. Moscow and Beijing want to replace the current multi-stakeholder model of internet governance, based on liberal norms of substantial free speech, with greater state control of internet resources and policies based on strong norms of noninterference with sovereign networks.47 In 2018, Russia proposed a resolution at the UN General Assembly that would create an open-ended working group (OEWG) to work parallel to the UN Group of Governmental Experts (GGE) on issues of cyber norms. This action would have essentially given Russia an alternative forum to reinterpret existing GGE precedent in Moscow’s favor.48 The PRC also strives to achieve leadership in setting global standards for digital technologies. Moscow and Beijing have led efforts to undermine the U.S. position as sole monitor of the Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers.49 The effectiveness of social media in the Arab Spring in organizing protests and rebellions gravely alarmed Russian and Chinese security managers.50 Russia and China have exported their Internet-control technologies to foreign partners in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East.

Official Sino-Russian cyber cooperation has also been growing. In May 2015, Russia and China signed the Intergovernmental Agreement on Cooperation in Ensuring International Information Security, a high-level framework accord through which Russian and Chinese government agencies, corporations, and other entities have negotiated narrower but often more detailed limited agreements. In the Intergovernmental Agreement, Moscow and Beijing pledge not to conduct cyberattacks against each other and to instead collaborate against cyber threats designed to “destabilize the internal political and socioeconomic atmosphere,” “disturb public order” or “interfere with the internal affairs” of either state.51 The accord stipulates that Russian and Chinese officials will meet twice a year to coordinate their cyber initiatives and propose new ones.52 At the 2015 World Internet Conference, Russia’s Kaspersky Lab agreed to work with the state-owned China Cyber Security Company against an unnamed actor that had mounted sophisticated attacks against both countries.53 During Putin’s 2016 visit to Beijing, he and Xi demanded that all states respect nations’ cyber sovereignty, eschew interference in another country’s cyberspace, and fairly share internet resources.54 The first Russia-China Information and Communication Technologies Development and Security Forum, held in Moscow in April 2016, also called for cyber sovereignty and shared internet governance.55 In October 2018, Kaspersky signed a Strategic Cooperation Agreement with the China Industrial Control Systems Cyber Emergency Response Team under the Ministry of Industry and Information Technology.56 In 2019, Moscow and Beijing signed a cooperation treaty on managing “illegal online content.”57 The two countries have established regular coordination mechanisms between their senior information officials, such as the China-Russia Media Forum and the China-Russia Internet Media Forum.

The COVID-19 epidemic has seen novel forms of Sino-Russian collaborative information manipulation. Major health crises such as those comparable to the COVID-19 pandemic provide receptive environments for disinformation campaigns since few people are epistemological experts and many have deep fears regarding how the pandemic could harm their health or those they love. Moreover, the public discourse is already replete with unsubstantiated claims about quack remedies and fictitious causes. Fear, uncertainty, and doubt provide opening for misinformation and disinformation. The COVID-19 pandemic offers malign actors additional fault lines to exploit due to the varying impact the virus has had on different countries, age groups, and socioeconomic classes. The economic downturns in most Western economies allowed destructive messages to play on the anxieties permeating Western nations. Indeed, creating conspiracy theories about Western biological weapons has been a well-established Kremlin strategy. One of the most effective Soviet propaganda campaigns was the KGB’s malign information operation claiming that the Pentagon created AIDS. These fake stories alienated African Americans and harmed U.S. relations with African countries. Similarly, in the last decade, pro-Kremlin media falsely asserted U.S. responsibility for the Ebola outbreak, while Russian trolls promoted anti-vaccine sentiments in the West even as Russian leaders stressed the value of vaccines within Russia. The novelty of the COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting uncertainty over its origin, impact, and mitigation have provided a fertile ground for new state-orchestrated disinformation campaigns. Furthermore, people in lockdowns as a rule spend more time in the online world, making them more vulnerable to cyber-enabled propaganda.

There have been enduring Sino-Russian differences in the cyber domain. While Russia and China both want to protect their regimes from undesirable ideas disseminated through the internet, Moscow and Beijing have different approaches to domestic cyber control. Beijing utilizes a more comprehensive form of censorship in which its “Great Firewall” makes many sites and much content inaccessible to Chinese users. The government also closely censors social media platforms, like WeChat, and regularly removes unapproved content. In Russia, the government has taken care to control, either directly or through pro-Kremlin proxies, the country’s main broadcast, social, and print media. Even so, political opponents of the current government can still express their opinions somewhere on the internet, such as on YouTube videos. Besides limited censorship and the control of the most popular domestic media outlets, Russian authorities attempt to drown out widely circulating disagreeable narratives rather than ban them outright while employing microtargeting to win over specifically targeted groups, such as westerners attracted to authoritarian values. For instance, “trolls” linked to the government strive to discredit unwelcome messages by making amusing and contemptuous comments that obscure the message and discredit the messenger. Russian authorities face an uphill battle when it comes to following China’s example and separating their own country from the rest of the internet. The PRC’s enormous domestic cyber market and ability to create its own web platforms means give China several advantages that Russia lacks. In its foreign campaigns, Russian foreign cyberattacks tend to be more immediately politically and militarily driven than those of China. Moscow uses its offensive information capabilities for its disinformation campaigns, spreading fake news, seizing private data, and disseminating secrets when the disclosure is best timed, is most impactful, and provides the most political leverage. For instance, Russia’s foreign information operations have sought to disrupt other countries’ national elections to erode public confidence in democratic institutions. Additionally, Russian groups have allegedly leaked emails to embarrass foreign political leaders. There is also a closer connection in Russia than China between cyber operations and information operations. Russian disinformation and propaganda campaigns rely heavily on cyber enablers, ranging from troll armies on Twitter that zealously back up Kremlin positions to DDoS attacks against hostile broadcasts and social media. Russian cyber personnel have mastered the art of clandestine manipulation, plausible deniability, and reflexive control—feeding misleading information to foreign counterintelligence agencies to shape their decision making in ways that primarily benefit Russia. In contrast, Beijing’s immediate cyber goals have until recently been focused on gaining economic advantages though often with the concurrent objective of enhancing China’s military-industrial complex. Stolen foreign commercial secrets can be transferred to PRC firms; such cyber espionage advances the country’s corporate, financial, military, diplomatic, and related economic goals. Whereas Russian agencies selectively release targeted purloined secrets to advance the government’s political goals, in the PRC, stolen information is largely kept private and utilized covertly for commercial or strategic gains. Not having fought a major war in decades, the PLA has not yet had opportunities to test its new cyber capabilities to support a conventional military campaign, while Russia had already done so in Georgia, Ukraine, and Syria. Furthermore, while Russians reflexively search for cleavages within and between countries to exploit them through disinformation, the PRC uses false messages more selectively to discredit narratives they oppose and the groups expounding on them. Russia’s market power has been more limited, especially since the imposition of Western sanctions has made many foreign firms unenthusiastic about investing in or trading with Russian companies. China’s leaders have, on the other hand, leveraged the PRC’s enormous significance to the world economy to outright discourage foreign countries and sports teams from adopting positions on sensitive issues like the Taiwan Strait, pro-democracy protests in Hong Kong, and Xinjiang separatist movements that Beijing considers hostile. Exploiting their control over Chinese consumers and companies, PRC authorities have redirected contracts, tourists, and other economic benefits from some partners to others. As a result, many foreign businesses practice a form of self-censorship to avoid jeopardizing commercial ties with China. As a consequence of their large user base, Chinese apps like Weibo surpass Russian apps in international popularity. The growing proliferation of Chinese social media apps throughout the world has the potential to provide opportunities for further PRC media influence in the future. For instance, one factor driving PRC interest in becoming the world leader in artificial intelligence is its potential to strengthen these monitoring technologies even further. China also leads all other countries in developing, exporting, and maintaining foreign information control and surveillance technologies, which are popular with other authoritarian governments, such as in Africa and Central Asia.

In the past, Chinese media messaging exhibited a more positive orientation than that of Russia. Whereas Moscow-linked media strived to belittle the failings of the Western democracies, PRC news stories focused on praising Chinese actions and describing them as advancing the general global good by presenting “win-win” solutions. During the COVID-19 pandemic, though, the Russian and Chinese media approaches have been converging, with growing synergies between their tactics. PRC officials, perhaps emulating Russia, employed widespread information manipulation to defend their policies regarding the virus. Chinese diplomats and embassies used Twitter to amplify conspiracy theories about the coronavirus’s origin. For instance, Foreign Ministry spokesperson Zhao Lijian promoted a conspiracy theory on his Twitter account to the effect that the U.S. military could have brought the virus to the PRC. China also exploited Russia’s propaganda apparatus to promote conspiracy theories. The two governments have been promoting converging messaging about the virus through official media outlets as well as unofficial social media accounts. From the start of the pandemic, Russian official statements have regularly defended Beijing’s position that the Western democracies failed to take advantage of China’s effective response to the virus and ineptly allowed COVID-19 to spread throughout the world. The two governments have rallied behind a common narrative, with Russian officials and media readily endorsing Beijing’s main talking points that:


	the Chinese government performed an admirable job at containing the virus domestically;

	the rest of the world should be grateful to China for giving them time to prepare for the pandemic’s onslaught;

	China is a beneficial and beneficent actor;

	just because the virus first appeared in China does not mean it did not originate somewhere else, such as the United States; and

	rather than cooperate with other countries, the United States is seeking to isolate and blame them, especially China, for its poor response to COVID-19.



In a joint videoconference at the end of July, the heads of the media departments in the Russian and Chinese foreign ministries defended their media operations against Western criticisms and admonished Western governments who “adopt double standards, interfere in others’ internal affairs or level groundless accusations on other countries’ political systems, development path and state governance based on ideology and political prejudice.”58 Meanwhile, PRC diplomats, including ambassadors and embassies in other countries, have retweeted and reciprocally referenced false stories, many of which originated in Russia’s more established infosphere, that advance Beijing’s preferred narratives. Pro-Kremlin media outlets like RT and Sputnik were among the top five most-retweeted non-PRC news outlets by China’s state-funded media.59 Though this coordination may not represent a joint Sino-Russian disinformation campaign, by amplifying each other’s messages, they help validate and amplify them.

Implications and Recommendations

Notwithstanding their overlapping messages, occasional reciprocal coordination, mutual restraint on criticizing the other, and regular sharing of media experiences, questions arise as to how effective the Sino-Russian information cooperation has become. One analysis argues that Russian audiences find Chinese-made media pieces, of which there are more than 100 each month, stilted and unconvincing as the PRC information managers do not have substantial Russian area expertise, lack an effective mechanism to assess audiences’ receptivity to PRC propaganda, and limit Russian media access to the main PRC media outlets.60 If Russia implements Chinese-style information control on its own internet, moreover, it will likely do so using PRC-made software and hardware. This could give Beijing a backdoor into Moscow’s network, a situation that could lead to suspicion between the two countries. On the international plane, as more authoritarian leaders aligned with Moscow, such as Russia’s Central Asian allies, enact their own Chinese-style comprehensive domestic internet controls, they will turn to PRC technology and aid for help, decreasing Moscow’s influence in this domain.61

Despite these long-term divisive tendencies, for the indefinite future, the United States will need to not only bolster U.S. defenses by reducing vulnerabilities but also enhance cyber deterrence, especially by displaying the capabilities and will to respond to major cyber threats. U.S. experts warn that the offensive capabilities of U.S. cyber adversaries will only increase in coming years.62 For example, advances in artificial intelligence technology could facilitate the development of even more effective and complex cyber weapons in the future, such as “deep fake” videos simulating prominent personalities. Furthermore, the use of machine learning could enable the more rapid design, launch, maintenance, and refinement of automated disinformation attacks compared with the currently labor-intensive process. The essential challenge is that offensive cyber operations are attractive to U.S. adversaries since they plausibly hope to stay under the threshold of armed conflict that could trigger major U.S. retaliation. Though Washington has used a “name and shame” campaign to expose Moscow’s and Beijing’s activities to the world, the United States has been unable to change either actor’s behavior.63 As long as Russian and Chinese officials perceive the costs of cyber operations as low, and the potential benefits as high, they are unlikely to abstain from them. Moscow and Beijing enjoy certain advantages in their cyber competition with Washington. U.S. covert cyber operations are more difficult to keep secret in comparison to the two countries, as Russia’s Duma and China’s National People’s Congress do not hold public oversight hearings comparable to those of the U.S. Congress. The U.S. media regularly exposes U.S. cyber vulnerabilities and operations, such as the Stuxnet virus that crippled Iranian nuclear centrifuges in the early 2000s or the statements made by Edward Snowden about the U.S. National Security Agency’s global surveillance program. In contrast, the Russian and Chinese governments can more easily control their respective internal and external narratives. Their state-controlled media regularly dismisses U.S. leaders’ allegations of cyber misbehavior as hypocritical in light of U.S. press coverage of U.S. cyber operations against other countries. Another advantage that the Russian and Chinese governments have is their substantial leverage to induce nongovernmental actors to support their operations, including national companies, hired contractors, government-tolerated cyber criminals, and “patriotic hackers.”64 By contrast, the U.S. government’s ability to persuade independent private firms, academics, and other NGOs to follow its direction on cyber issues is limited. There have been high-profile recent incidents in which Google and additional U.S. IT corporations have distanced themselves from U.S. defense projects and other government programs. In addition, U.S. decision makers are naturally cautious about engaging in offensive operations in the cyber domain, given the unpredictability of this novel form of warfare.65 Their Russian and PRC counterparts seem less constrained, though their reliance on stolen versions of Western software or inferior indigenous alternatives can create more cybersecurity vulnerabilities for Russian and Chinese entities. The aggregated effect of even modest Russian and Chinese cyberattacks could prove costly to U.S. economic competitiveness and national security.

Many U.S. government agencies contribute to cybersecurity. The DoD has offensive as well as defensive cyber missions. On the civilian side, the US-CERT, under the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), functions primarily as a defensive body, responding collaboratively with other U.S. government agencies as well as private-sector actors to respond to cyber incidents.66 In September 2018, the DoD and the White House released new cyber strategies that singled out Russia and China as cyber threats to the United States and its allies. The 2018 DoD Cyber Strategy and Cyber Posture Review states that “China and Russia are engaging in great power competition via persistent, aggressive cyberspace campaigns that pose strategic, long-term risks to the Nation, our allies, and partners.”67 The DoD strategy highlights Moscow’s interference in the 2016 U.S. presidential election and Beijing’s history of stealing intellectual property of military importance. The White House National Cyber Strategy accuses Russia, along with North Korea and Iran, of “undermin[ing] our economy and democracy” and “sow[ing] discord in our democratic processes” through their cyber activities.68 In response, this strategy says that the United States will detect, disrupt, degrade, and deter behavior in cyberspace that damages U.S. national interests. Toward this end, both the White House and the DoD support multifaceted response programs to bolster domestic cyber defenses and promote an open, interoperable, reliable, and secure internet. Furthermore, the National Cyber Strategy, the first such strategy to be released by the White House in the past 15 years, insists that “we will also work to prevent authoritarian states that view the open Internet as a political threat from transforming the free and open Internet into an authoritarian web under their control, under the guise of security or countering terrorism.” The National Cyber Strategy further reiterated the federal government’s commitment to protect sensitive new technologies and trade secrets to prevent adversarial nations from gaining “an unfair advantage at the expense of American research and development.” The text reaffirms the priorities of protecting intellectual property, updating the method of evaluating foreign investment and operations under U.S. jurisdiction. The White House will also centralize management, improve oversight, strengthen the cybersecurity practices of federal contractors, and impose stronger penalties for cybercrimes.69 Explaining the strategy, National Security Adviser John Bolton stressed that the United States would become more proactive in the cyberspace domain, stating, “[W]e’re going to do a lot of things offensively, and I think our adversaries need to know that.”70 On October 27, 2015, Congress enacted the Cybersecurity Information Sharing Act, which mandates enhanced public-private cooperation in cyber risk management on the part of major U.S. government agencies. The State Department assists private-sector actors, including those in Russia and China, to evade and subvert government internet controls. The new White House’s National Cyber Strategy reaffirms that internet freedom is an exercise of basic human rights, reflected in the First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution. To influence global norms, the United States will “expose and counter the flood of online malign influence and information campaigns and non-state propaganda and disinformation.”71 The United States could help other countries guard against cyber threats and espionage.

The Defense Department has become more proactive in the cyber realm and has authorized the Pentagon to conduct counterattacks against hackers under specific circumstances. Whereas previously the focus was on parrying attacks once they were launched at the United States, more recently the emphasis has become deterring and possibly preempting threats.72 A Pentagon strategy adopted in 2015 selectively permits preemptive action to “terminate (an) on going conflict on US terms or to disrupt an adversary’s military systems to prevent the use of force against US interests.”73 In explaining the new approach, defense secretary Ashton Carter said that “the United States must be able to declare or display effective response capabilities to deter an adversary from initiating an attack; develop effective defensive capabilities to deny a potential attack from succeeding; and strengthen overall resilience of U.S. systems to withstand a potential attack if it penetrates the United States’ defenses.”74 In 2018, the Pentagon released a new cyber strategy that insisted the United States will “assertively defend our interests,” with the military “build[ing] a more lethal force … for both warfighting and countering malicious cyber actors.” According to a corresponding fact sheet released with the strategy, the DoD defines the concept of “defend[ing] forward” as “confronting threats before they reach U.S. networks.” The concept will apply even to malicious cyber activities which “[fall] below the level of armed conflict.”75 Similar to covert action, offensive cyber operations usually require an interagency review process and direct authorization from the U.S. president.76 Whereas the 2015 strategy delegated defense of critical infrastructure to other federal agencies, the 2018 strategy states that the DoD will assume more responsibility, building “trusted relationships with private sector entities” to defend “critical defense infrastructure,” which the document defines as all U.S. military and civilian “assets essential to project, support, and sustain military forces and operations worldwide.” Congress has supported the new approach. Section 1642 of the 2018 John S. McCain National Defense Authorization Act grants the Pentagon authority “to take appropriate and proportional action in foreign cyberspace to disrupt, defeat, and deter” when “an active, systematic, and ongoing campaign of attacks [are launched] against the Government or people of the United States in cyberspace.” In 2018, President Trump issued National Security Presidential Memorandum 13 (NSPM-13), which gives broad powers to the DoD when it comes to conducting cyber operations, including delegating the presidential approval process for such activities to the Defense Department.77 Ahead of the 2018 midterm elections, the U.S. military temporarily disabled Russia’s Internet Research Agency to demonstrate U.S. intent and capabilities.78

Additionally, the Defense Department and other U.S. government agencies are decreasing their reliance on Russian and Chinese companies whose components or services may facilitate cyber espionage and sabotage. Congress has been supporting this process by expanding the power and scope of the Committee on Foreign Investment in the United States (CFIUS) to vet Chinese high-technology investments. For instance, CFIUS and the Trump administration blocked Huawei from expanding its telecommunications arm into the United States on the grounds that the company gives data to the Chinese government. PRC state-supported companies have had to curtail plans to purchase or invest in U.S. companies dealing with the most sensitive information sectors. U.S. civilian agencies will continue law enforcement and counterintelligence actions to thwart foreign-driven cyber commercial espionage.79 Furthermore, the Pentagon is enhancing its resilience capabilities against all types of external cyber threats. Then undersecretary of defense for policy James Miller explained in 2017 that “[t]o be able to credibly impose unacceptable costs in response to a cyber-attack by major powers, Russia and China, the U.S. needs its key strike systems—cyber, nuclear and non-nuclear strike—to be able to function even after the most advanced cyber-attack.”80 In addition, U.S. Cyber Command (USCYBERCOM) has been elevated to the same status as the other major U.S. strategic commands, while the new Cyber Mission Force consists of thousands of military personnel capable of conducting defensive, offensive, and support missions.81 USCYBERCOM released a new strategy, titled “Achieve and Maintain Cyberspace Superiority: A Command Vision for U.S. Cyber Command.”82 The strategy acknowledges that cyberattacks whose magnitude falls under the traditional threshold of armed aggression can still have a negative impact on vital U.S. diplomatic, economic, and military interests as well as societal cohesion. The Defense Department also aims to strengthen ties with interagency, industry, and international partners as well as cultivate domestic cyber talent while ensuring that military personnel are more “cyber fluent.” Though recognizing that the United States will confront formidable state and nonstate cyber competitors for the indefinite future—including strategic adversaries, rogue states, and terrorist and criminal networks—the Pentagon will take measures to ensure that “the Joint Force can achieve its missions in a contested cyberspace environment.”83

The United States also has diplomatic options for dealing with Russian-Chinese cyber threats, such as supporting the international coalition to sustain universal liberal cyber norms. The 2018 National Strategy advocates pursuing an international Cyber Deterrence Initiative to encourage “intelligence sharing, buttressing of attribution claims, public statements of support for responsive actions taken, and joint imposition of consequences against malign actors” among the United States and its partners. In theory, some form of cyber arms control could reduce these problems. However, the record of past agreements is poor. At the June 2013 meeting of the G8 summit in the United Kingdom, Presidents Putin and Obama signed a cybersecurity agreement to share urgent information that could “reduce the risk of misperception, escalation and conflict” between the two countries. A direct secure hotline was created between the U.S. cybersecurity coordinator and the deputy secretary of the Russian Security Council. Both governments also agreed to create a program under which the US-CERT and its Russian counterpart would exchange “practical technical information on cybersecurity risks to critical systems.”84 Moscow’s annexation of Crimea the following March upended plans to set up the special working group on cybersecurity.85 The agreement that Putin and Trump reached at the July 2017 G20 Hamburg summit to collaborate on cybersecurity was likewise never implemented after congressional objections led the White House to repudiate it.86 U.S. attempts to foster cooperation with China have not fared any better. After a federal grand jury indictment of five PLA officials in May 2014 for cyber espionage and stealing trade secrets from Westinghouse Electric Company, U.S. Steel Corporation, and others, the Chinese government rejected these charges and suspended the China-U.S. Cyber Working Group that was established the previous year.87 Beijing and Washington were able to reach a cybersecurity agreement during President Xi Jinping’s September 2015 visit to Washington. The accord committed both sides to refrain from abetting state-sanctioned cyber theft of intellectual property for commercial competitive advantage and to cooperate on cybercrime issues.88 However, the agreement had no enforcement powers, and PRC hacking of U.S. companies and other cyber espionage persist.89 UN secretary-general Antonio Guterres correctly observed, “[T]here is no regulatory scheme for that type of warfare, it is not clear how the Geneva Convention or international humanitarian law applies to it.”90 Even so, the U.S. government can help potential allies and partners to strengthen their cybersecurity capabilities and policies, in exchange for greater support toward the U.S. vision of a free internet. Western experts recommend expanding cooperation among the United States and its allies to jointly study current Sino-Russian disinformation cooperation, forecast future coordination (through red teaming and other means), and develop better means to counter their digital influence campaigns.91


Chapter 10

Economics and Energy

Recent years have seen increasing connectivity between Russia and the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in multiple economic sectors. For example, since the Cold War, Russia and China have constructed the infrastructure needed for Russia to supply China with large volumes of oil and gas. The financial crisis of 2008, the post-2014 Western sanctions, the COVID-19 pandemic, and other recent developments have resulted in Russian leaders doubling down on their economic ties with the PRC. Putin consistently disclaims anxieties about China’s economic rise. In a newspaper article published during his 2012 presidential election campaign, he said that Russia aimed to rise along with China by catching the wind in China’s sails.1 Nonetheless, Russian hopes for massive Chinese loans, investment, and other aid in modernizing Russia’s economy have not been fully realized. Sino-Russian economic ties remain small compared with China’s trade and investment in Europe and the United States. Substantial impediments have hobbled the growth of Sino-Russian economic and energy ties. Two-way trade has only recently recovered from sanctions and COVID-19. Furthermore, Sino-Russian economic relations have become increasingly imbalanced as Russia has become increasingly dependent on China. Among other consequences of this dependency, Moscow’s bargaining position has substantially weakened, making it harder to resist Chinese demands to buy shares in Russia’s upstream market or Arctic hydrocarbon projects.

Russian Goals and Policies

With increasing urgency because of its constrained economic connections with the West due to almost a decade of increasingly severe Western sanctions, Russia has sought increased economic and energy cooperation with non-Western partners. The sanctions have discouraged foreign direct investment (FDI) in the Russian economy, complicated efforts to purchase advanced technologies from the West, encouraged capital flight, furthered the depreciation of the ruble, restricted Russian access to loans from U.S. and European financial institutions, and likely slowed Russian economic growth. In response, the Russian authorities have boosted domestic production in some sectors, such as agriculture, to compensate for depressed economic exchanges with the West. The Russian government has also maintained its support for the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU), a Moscow-led project that aims to strengthen Russia’s economic influence in the former Soviet republics by facilitating commerce between members while raising economic barriers for countries outside the organization. Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan have joined the EEU and agreed to unify their customs processes and promote a common economic framework.

There is a natural synergy between Russia’s vast hydrocarbon sector and China’s growing demand for energy imports. Russia is a global energy powerhouse. The Russian Federation possesses the world’s largest natural gas reserves, is one of the world’s largest oil producers, and remains a leading global exporter of hydrocarbons. Though Russia’s hydrocarbon revenue varies depending on the global prices for oil and gas, fossil fuels comprise more than half of the value of Russia’s total exports and almost one-third of Russia’s national gross domestic product (GDP). Oil and gas are also the main sources of the federal government’s revenue. Until recently, Russia’s foreign energy ties were focused on servicing European markets. Russia’s strong position as a major energy player in Europe is ensured through long-term energy contracts and other mechanisms. The Russian government has also assisted its state-owned enterprises to acquire strategic energy production and transportation infrastructure throughout Europe. Nonetheless, economic and political factors such as stringent environmental regulations, the growing availability of some alternative energy sources including liquefied natural gas (LNG) and Caspian hydrocarbons, and renewed post-Crimea concerns about the European Union’s (EU) dependency on Russian energy supplies constrain opportunities for further growth in European hydrocarbon demand. Russia’s preeminence in Western markets is also being eroded by the shale revolution in the United States and LNG exports from other countries.

Russian hydrocarbon exporters have therefore sought out additional markets to hedge against a decline in European energy purchases and to diversify their network of hydrocarbon partners. The Russian government has conducted a multipronged strategy to augment Moscow’s influence in foreign energy markets. For example, it has invested billions of dollars to expand its transnational pipeline system, permitting Russia to export oil and gas directly to a variety of countries. Since many of these deliveries occur bilaterally, Russia can practice price, supply, and other types of discrimination. Furthermore, the government has restricted foreign investment in its energy resources and other sensitive sectors. Russia also exports small amounts of LNG and is seeking to expand sales of nuclear power technologies and services as well as other non-energy products. Asia has become the prime target of Russian interest since demand for energy in Asia is projected to grow faster than the rest of the world.

China’s Goals and Policies

Since its implementation of market reforms in 1978, China has undergone one of the fastest sustained economic expansions in modern history. This growth has propelled the PRC to become the world’s second-largest economy, after the United States. If present trends continue, the PRC could have the largest national GDP by the middle of this century. China has already become a leading trade and investment partner of many countries of the world. PRC companies have become global leaders in many fields. President Xi Jinping wants to increase the competitiveness of PRC industries still further by boosting domestic innovation and reducing China’s reliance on foreign technology. He also aims to reduce income and wealth disparities by promoting the theme of “common prosperity.” In the future, the PRC may aim to supplant the United States and create a PRC-led international economic order. So far, the China-U.S. economic war has not derailed these plans, but having good economic relations with Russia and other non-Western countries is a useful hedge against this pressure.

Furthermore, Russia can provide China with substantial natural resources, especially hydrocarbon gas. China is currently Asia’s largest consumer and importer of natural gas and oil. The PRC plans to increase use of nuclear and renewable power sources dramatically to reduce its reliance on foreign energy sources as well as its carbon emissions. Nevertheless, China will need to import some energy for the foreseeable future if the PRC sustains high growth rates. The end of the Soviet Union opened opportunities in Eurasia for PRC businesses by removing barriers to east-west connectivity. During most of the Cold War, the border between China and the various Soviet republics was sealed and heavily militarized. Since then, PRC companies and finance have built several pipelines and other conduits from Asia to Europe that traverse Eurasian territory. China’s landmark BRI consists of a series of rail, road, and other connections throughout the world, including through Eurasia via the “Silk Road Economic Belt” and in the Asia-Pacific region via its “Maritime Silk Road” component. The initiative—previously known as One Belt, One Road, or OBOR—aims to reshape Eurasia into a major transit zone for Chinese trade and transport with Europe. The BRI has used several PRC companies to construct various infrastructure projects across the Eurasian continent, which have included roads, bridges, and fiber-optic cables, among other things.2 To secure foreign participation, China offers enticements such as diverse bilateral and multilateral projects to provide opportunities for PRC and foreign businesses as well as bind foreign partners to the Chinese economy.

Russian-Chinese Interactions

After many years of false hopes and frustrated deals, Moscow and Beijing have made significant progress in consummating their long-anticipated energy partnership. Russia’s enormous energy supplies and China’s ravenous power demands are clearly complementary.3 The PRC’s rapidly growing economy places strong demands on it to secure energy imports, while Russia’s economy is largely based on the demand for the export of natural resources. Until recently, large Sino-Russian energy agreements proved elusive. Russian and PRC representatives began discussing energy pipelines to connect their territories in the 1990s and began formal negotiations in the 2000s. Even so, both countries required many years to overcome such barriers as inadequate transportation infrastructure, diverging pricing perceptions, the availability of alternative partners, and a rapidly transforming energy market. For example, Russian negotiators spent years pressing China to pay the same price as Europeans did for Russian gas, while PRC energy importers insisted on paying Russia substantially less to match the lower price Chinese companies enjoy for Central Asian imports and to account for China’s domestic price controls. The two sides repeatedly announced grandiose oil and natural gas deals that failed to materialize until recently. Many of their announced agreements were simply framework accords, memoranda of understanding, or declarations of intent to cooperate on concrete projects at a later date, which are only now reaching fruition. The first oil pipeline between Russia and the PRC was completed only in 2010.

Since then, however, Sino-Russian energy ties have expanded more consistently. In recent years, Russia has vied with Saudi Arabia as the PRC’s main foreign supplier of oil. Natural gas transfers have also been increasing. As part of a 30-year energy agreement, the massive Power of Siberia natural gas pipeline, initially running from Chayanda field in Russia to Heilongjiang province in China, commenced operation as the first natural gas pipeline between the two countries in 2020. The volume of gas provided through this pipeline alone is scheduled to increase to 38 billion cubic meters in a few years.4 In 2020, China imported roughly 8.1 million tons of natural gas from Russia, comprising some 8% of its total gas imports of 101.6 million tons that year.5 The PRC commitment to reducing its carbon footprint in future years may eventually lead to reduced imports of Russian oil and gas, but the current focus on transitioning PRC energy use from coal to natural gas will have the opposite effect of increasing the Sino-Russian hydrocarbon trade. The two sides are discussing building another large gas pipeline, Power of Siberia 2, to meet this demand. Another factor that has accelerated progress is that China has been willing to provide loans or prepayments to Russian energy companies, giving them funds to build pipelines and modernize their production at low financial risk. For example, in 2009, China’s offer to provide Russian state energy companies Rosneft and Transneft $25 billion to construct the Eastern Siberia-Pacific Ocean pipeline secured the launching of this long-discussed east-west oil pipeline. Furthermore, in light of China’s decision to cease importing coal from Australia, Russia plans to nearly double the amount of metallurgical coal it exports to China.6

The Arctic has represented a growing area of Sino-Russian economic cooperation. After the United States and Europe imposed sanctions on Russian Arctic sector in 2014, Russia turned to China for financial support for several of these projects. The Russian government accordingly relaxed opposition to PRC investment in Russian energy production and other sensitive sectors of the Russian economy. PRC consumers have shown great interest in importing the growing volume of LNG being produced in the Russian Arctic. In February 2021, Russia’s Novatek and China’s Shenergy signed an agreement for Novatek to ship several million tons of LNG from the Arctic LNG-2 project in the Yamal Peninsula to terminals in Shanghai over the next 15 years.7 Not only are several PRC companies helping develop natural resources in the Russian Arctic but Chinese corporations also look to become the main users of the Northern Sea Route that is being developed above Russia’s northern frontier.

The Sino-Russian energy relationship has centered on oil, gas, and coal, but cooperation on nuclear, wind, and hydro power also occurs. Though the Sino-Russian nuclear energy partnership began in the 1950s, the last two decades have seen considerable growth due to Chinese interest in partnering with Russian companies with advanced nuclear technical capabilities. In May 2021, the PRC began constructing four advanced reactors powered by Russia’s third-generation nuclear technology.8 PRC representatives have framed the nuclear cooperation to be of great strategic significance in promoting Sino-Russian coordinated governance of the global energy industry. At a groundbreaking ceremony, attended by the presidents of both countries, President Xi called for Sino-Russian cooperation in establishing strong global safety principles, deepening Sino-Russian scientific and technological innovation, and advancing “the coordinated development of the global energy governance system.”9 Cooperation between Russia and China in other renewable energy sectors is more limited. In 2016, the newly established BRICS Development Bank— created as an alternative source of funding besides the World Bank and other Western-controlled international financial institutions for Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa (BRICS)—issued half-a-billion dollars’ worth of “green bonds” to support renewable energy projects. The loans included considerable Chinese support for developing Russian solar and wind power.10 The Sino-Russian renewable energy partnership may strengthen in the future if the Russian government becomes more committed to solar or other nonnuclear renewable energy sources, since China is a leading global supplier of such technologies. Outside the energy sector, Sino-Russian mutual trade and investment has been more limited. Russian and Chinese rail companies have pursued several joint projects. The Russian government has been pushing to prioritize hi-tech cooperation in industries such as biotechnology, nanotechnology, and aircraft manufacturing. With the strong backing of their two governments, Russian and PRC companies have signed deals to jointly develop and coproduce a wide-body passenger plane and a heavy-lift helicopter. Both governments are aiming to decrease their aviation industries’ reliance on Western companies like Airbus and Boeing.

Both governments want to rely less on the U.S. dollar and Western financial institutions and more on use of their own national currencies in bilateral exchanges. To decrease their mutual dependency on the West, Russia and China have constructed financial structures within the Beijing-led Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, the BRICS-sponsored New Development Bank, and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization to offer their businesses alternatives to using Western-led financial institutions. In 2014, the Russian and Chinese governments signed a three-year currency swap deal, since extended, to enable each country to use the other’s currency without having to purchase it on the foreign exchange market.11 Major Russian and Chinese banks have since constructed arrangements to bypass the U.S. dollar and pay each other in their domestic currencies. In March 2017, the Russian Central Bank, which has substantially increased its share of yuan in its foreign exchange reserves over the past decade, launched its first foreign office in China.12 The two countries have also established a joint investment fund to finance mutually beneficial projects. Furthermore, the Russian state development bank Vnesheconombank (VEB) launched a new partnership with the China Development Bank to reduce its exposure to Western sanctions.13 Russian and Chinese government agencies and companies frequently announce large trade and investment deals, new economic cooperation mechanisms, and additional initiatives to replace the U.S. dollar and weaken the other pillars of U.S. economic primacy. For instance, Gazprom Neft, the oil arm of Russian gas giant Gazprom, announced that it has started using the yuan for aviation fuel settlements, supporting the shift away from the dollar.14 In 2019, during President XI’s trip to Russia, the two leaders agreed to replace the U.S. dollar with national currencies for international settlements between them and develop alternative payment mechanisms to the U.S.-dominated SWIFT network for such transactions. Russia has reduced its dollar assets while increasing its Yuan holdings. In the first quarter of 2020, the dollar’s share of trade between Russia and China fell below 50% for the first time.15 Sino-Russian financial cooperation is also occurring in emerging economic sectors such as e-commerce and the novel tools of the digital economy. China is developing a digital yuan that Russia and other countries could use for international transactions.

In recent years, Russian and PRC leaders, including Putin and Xi, have pledged to harmonize their broader Eurasian economic integration initiatives, principally through linking the EEU and the BRI. For example, in his speech at the Far Eastern Economic Forum in September 2021, Xi highlighted the need for Russia and China to continue close economic cooperation and to deepen EEU-BRI collaboration.16 Deeper Sino-Russian regional integration could increase bilateral trade and investment in critical areas, such as transportation infrastructure; strengthen security cooperation to preserve stability in transit countries; and expand people-to-people exchanges through tourism and other mechanisms. Interestingly, when Moscow launched the EEU in 2014, many observers saw the initiative as a counterweight to China as well as the EU and the United States, thinking Russia could use the EEU to erect barriers between its members and competing countries and regional blocs. The Russian government reversed its stance, however, after the Ukraine revolution, and Moscow’s Crimea annexation led to the loss of Russian influence in much of Ukraine and triggered extensive Western sanctions. Russian policy makers came to accept Beijing’s growing presence in Eurasia as both inevitable and potentially beneficial for Russia’s economic objectives. The planned logistical and transportation infrastructure improvements connecting China and Europe would bring Russians more transit revenue and potentially more investment as well as facilitate Russians’ own east-west commerce. Furthermore, Russian experts hoped that embedding the EEU within the BRI would promote Sino-Russian trust and ties. Conversely, they anticipated that the BRI would provide Moscow with leverage over Beijing due to China’s reliance on transiting goods through the Russian landmass or neighboring territories under Moscow’s security protection. By this reckoning, Chinese economic actors would make concessions to sustain Russian support for these east-west conduits. With Russia’s support, Beijing secures a more reliable land route through Eurasia to Europe with lower political and security risks. Additionally, Russian officials may hope that, if China treated the EEU as a legitimate international actor, this would enhance the latter institution’s status and enhance Moscow’s prospects of joining other Asian multinational economic structures, such as the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership and the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership.

Implications and Recommendations

Overall, the PRC has become the Russian Federation’s most important trading partner due to China’s high demand for oil, natural gas, and other raw materials. The PRC’s exponential growth rates, along with Russia’s stagnating economic ties with other countries, have also concentrated Russia’s foreign economic ties on China. About one-fifth of Russia’s imports presently originate from China, whereas some one-tenth of Russia’s exports go to the PRC.17 In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic cancelled or delayed many Sino-Russian economic interactions since the PRC authorities, having adopted a zero tolerance toward the disease, largely closed China’s borders to foreign nationals to prevent imported cases of COVID-19. As a result, Sino-Russian trade stagnated after several years of rapid growth. In 2021, though, Russian-Chinese trade rebounded. China’s bilateral trade volume with Russia exceeded $120 billion for the first 11 months of 2021.18 Cooperation has also been growing in new sectors such as e-commerce, mining, entertainment, construction, finance, and agriculture, with Russia benefiting from China’s redirecting some food purchases away from the United States. The Russian and Chinese economies are essentially complementary, making it difficult for the United States or other players to impede their growing economic and energy ties. Russia has large quantities of natural resources, high-quality military equipment, and a pivotal location between Asia and Europe. Meanwhile, China can offer an enormous market, low-cost consumer goods, extensive manufacturing capability, and substantial investment capital. Beijing can encourage private PRC companies to invest in large projects with Russia through a combination of generous subsidies and loans with some negative pressure. To facilitate deals, the PRC has provided large loans and prepayments that provide Russian corporations with cash at decreased financial risk. Many of Russia’s newest hydrocarbon fields are situated in eastern Russia closer to the PRC than the fields in European Russia. This location means that Russian oil and gas can enter Chinese territory directly without passing through international waters or third-party territories, as is the case with many other Chinese energy inflows. In some of their largest energy projects, Russia and China crafted a “win-win” model for developing their partnership: Russian firms received large Chinese advanced payments that allowed them to finance new hydrocarbon projects and transport the resulting oil and gas via pipelines to the PRC. Additionally, PRC companies have crafted favorable deals with Putin’s associates to gain influence with the Russian elite.19 Besides commercial considerations and other direct connections, their shared discontent with the U.S.-based liberal economic order also drives Russian-Chinese cooperation, within both bilateral and multinational frameworks. Putin has argued that governance of the world’s major economic institutions should reflect the decline of the share of global GDP accounted for by the Western G7 bloc in favor of non-Western countries.20

Yet, in the Sino-Russian economic realm, there is often a chasm between declarations and developments. Mutual trade, investment, and other ties between Russia and China remain modest compared with the PRC’s trade and investment links with Europe and the United States. Though Russia’s trade with China has grown substantially, Russian expectations of receiving massive PRC investment and loans have not been fulfilled. While Beijing has become a more prominent trading partner for Moscow, Russia is by no means a leading trading partner of the PRC, which sends only some 1% of its exports to Russia. In 2021, 18% of Russia’s foreign trade engaged China, whereas Russia accounted for a mere 2% of China’s international commerce.21 The overall volume of trade with Russia is significantly lower than that of China and other major economies, and Russia is not in China’s top 10 major trading partners. A few years ago, Russian and Chinese leaders set the goal of raising their bilateral trade to $200 billion by 2020; the actual total that year was only half of that. Trade in 2020 between the PRC and Russia was only slightly over $100 billion. In contrast, China’s trade volume with the United States that year exceeded $586 billion notwithstanding severe trade tensions.22 Despite Russian aspirations for greater Chinese investment and technology, PRC investors have been as reluctant as other non-Russian entrepreneurs to make big bets on the Russian market. The Chinese government has formally refused to accept the legitimacy of the Western sanctions that have been adopted since 2014, but PRC investment in Russia decreased in the following years from already low levels. U.S. policy makers deliberately designed the sanctions to constrain Russian ties with China and other countries by raising the risk of doing business with Russian entities. The sanctions and the subsequent restrictions on travel after 2019 due to the COVID-19 pandemic have led PRC businesses to curtail its investment in many sectors in Russia, including manufacturing, transportation, and energy, with agriculture being the main exception. In 2019, PRC FDI accounted for merely $140 million of Russia’s total $25.3 in inflows.23 The largest PRC lenders to Russia have been the state-run banks that often make decisions on political rather than commercial considerations, are less exposed to the Western financial systems, and are more easily manipulated by the PRC authorities.24 Similarly, with PRC government support and encouragement, some large state enterprises can hazard dealing with sanctioned Russian entities and sectors, but smaller Chinese businesses are more hesitant to take on the extra risk. Though Sino-Russian trade is balanced in terms of value, it is imbalanced in terms of quality. Russian exports to the PRC consist overwhelmingly of raw materials, especially natural resources like oil, coal, metals, and timber, along with fertilizer and agricultural goods, rather than high-tech and other high-value products, except for some advanced weapons and Russian nuclear power plants. Hydrocarbons account for almost two-thirds of Russian exports to the PRC. Meanwhile, Russians buy mostly Chinese electronics, machinery, base metals, textiles and apparel, and means of transport. More than two-thirds of Russia’s imported technology products come from China.25 Russian policy makers are eager to decrease their reliance on volatile raw material exports by reviving the Chinese purchase of high-value industrial goods and services. In public, PRC policy makers commit to do this. In practice, China continues to obtain most of its advanced technology from Western and other Asian countries. Though China is still importing nuclear reactors from Russia and other countries, the PRC has ambitions to become an exporter of nuclear reactors and services, positioning itself as a likely future competitor to Russia. The overreliance on oil and gas exports gives Russia an economic profile regarding China resembling that of a colony: selling natural resources in exchange for services and manufactured goods.

The Russian Far East has not been as strong a trade and investment magnet for China as Moscow has hoped. Russian authorities want to revive the Far East’s fortunes, partially with the help of greater trade and investment from China. The vast region shares a 4,000-km border with China and is awash with natural resources such as natural gas, coal, gold, diamonds, timber, and seafood. But the region has experienced a continuous population exodus due to economic stagnation. PRC firms have invested in some border development projects encompassing the region. For example, the Russian Direct Investment Fund, VEB, and the China-Eurasia Economic Fund announced the creation of a finance mechanism to facilitate PRC exports to Russia and guide the flow of Chinese investment into projects into eastern Russia.26 In 2018, Moscow and Beijing signed a six-year cooperation agreement for the Russian Far East, which included joint agricultural, tourism, and transportation investment projects. PRC capital accounts for almost three-fourths of all foreign investment projects in the Russian Far East.27 Yet, the absolute volume of PRC investment remains relatively small. The Far East’s small population size makes it challenging for factories that service local markets. Those Russians who remain are less fearful of Chinese immigration than they were in the 1990s, but anger over the environmental damage from China’s Far Eastern investments persists. Another factor dampening PRC investors’ enthusiasm is the existence of better opportunities in other locations, especially within China. Other conditions hindering investment in the Far East region include the region’s poor transportation infrastructure and challenging climate conditions, all of which would add significant costs to any project.

Sino-Russian commerce experiences many hindrances, including language barriers, logistical problems, certification procedures, regulatory complexities, and cultural differences. Other unique factors are also at work. PRC banks have backed off from some projects to increase the volume of two-way trade settled in national currencies due to the volatility of the ruble, fears of devaluing the Chinese government’s enormous dollar-denominated reserves, and to potential exposure to Western sanctions on Russia’s financial sector.28 So far, China’s cash has not been as abundant as Moscow had hoped, and Beijing’s preferences sometimes diverge from those of Moscow. Chinese purchases have made Russia an exporter of agricultural goods for the first time since the Soviet period, but China still imports more food products from other countries. The PRC also buys more LNG from the United States than from Russia. High-profile Sino-Russian projects, such as the planned high-speed railway between Moscow and Kazan, remain unrealized. Chinese investment in the Russian Arctic—aside from some high-profile flagship projects—has been minimal. Russian enthusiasm for BRI has waned as earlier hopes for substantially new Chinese investment in Russia or joint BRI-EEU projects have remained elusive. Conversely, Russian investment in China is dwarfed by the hundreds of billions of dollars of Western investment in the PRC.

Since China has considerably greater economic power than Russia, Beijing has less incentive to accept compromises for economic coordination, such as acting as a joint voting bloc in international financial institutions like the International Monetary Fund (IMF) or World Bank. Beijing has the weight to secure its own will in some of these structures—and even in opposing circumstances, securing Russian assistance is insufficient to shift the balance in China’s favor. Progress on joining their Eurasian economic integration plans has remained limited due to the complexities of aligning these bodies and other challenges. While there has been agreement on some issues, and Russian and Chinese experts are developing more concrete implementation concepts, other critical issues such as reconciling diverging laws and regulations, establishing a system for protection of mutual investments, and forming investment dispute mechanisms remain unresolved.29 The diverging nature of the two initiatives—the BRI is wider whereas the EEU is deeper—also complicates attempts to integrate them. The EEU has essentially become a limited customs union, whereas the BRI is a far more ambiguous program supported by significantly more financial and political capital. Though deeper, the EEU requires members to pursue similar policies and regulations, whereas the BRI, though more comprehensive, does not overly oblige participants to adopt stringent new laws or practices.

The Obama administration opposed the EEU, with Secretary of State Hillary Clinton characterizing Putin’s initiate as an effort to restore the Soviet empire, but had adopted a generally neutral stance toward China’s regional economic integration initiatives. These seemed to emphasize building infrastructure, removing barriers to trade, and addressing other challenges also faced by the United States and other economic actors in the region. Rather than outright objection, the Obama administration focused on promoting greater transparency in Chinese lending practices and other policies, adherence to internationally recognized lending standards, and ensuring that the United States and other nonregional states could remain active economic partners with countries within the region. In contrast, the Trump administration opposed both the BRI and the EEU as threats to U.S economic security and regional interests. The 2017 National Security Strategy maintained that “China and Russia target their investments in the developing world to expand influence and gain competitive advantages against” U.S. interests. The strategy warns that the kinds of state-directed investments favored by Moscow and Beijing often leave developing countries worse off. Instead, the United States “will promote a development model that partners with countries that want progress, consistent with their culture, based on free market principles, fair and reciprocal trade, private sector activity, and rule of law.”30 Yet, the United States has not yet launched a major competing initiative. Given budget constraints and the economic prioritization of other regions, the U.S. government might benefit most by supporting private-sector efforts as well as public-private collaboration where U.S. companies enjoy special skills and other competitive advantages. These projects might encompass expanding the use of U.S. commercial law and practices as well as improving managerial entrepreneurship and other human capital through targeted initiatives where local buy-in is strong. Congress should increase funding of the International Development Finance Corporation, which is subsuming the Overseas Private Investment Corporation, to support U.S. private investment abroad with more extensive loan and insurance guarantees.31 Pooling resources with European and Asian democracies can also provide a more effective alternative for countering Russian and Chinese development programs. At home, strengthening the Committee on Foreign Investment helps shield critical U.S. emerging technologies and insulates industrial supply chains from Russian and Chinese meddling. The United States should encourage other countries to adopt similar oversight mechanisms.


Chapter 11

Outer Space

Outer space has become another arena of great power rivalry for Russia, China, and the United States. All three countries, which have the most advanced civilian and military space programs, believe maintaining a robust presence in space is critical for advancing their status, sovereignty, prosperity, and security. Historically, the United States and the Soviet Union (now Russia) had pioneered space technology and development. Unlike the first space race between Moscow and Washington during the Cold War, which was primarily defined by a quest for prestige and security, current space programs also strive for economic gains. The growth of the private-sector commercial space industry has also transformed what had previously been a domain dominated by states. Commercial firms now have space capabilities that previously had been available only to national governments. Another novelty is that more countries are asserting themselves in zero gravity. In particular, China has been investing enormous resources in developing its civilian and military space programs. These trends have resulted in space becoming more congested with an increasing number of satellites and other human-made objects.

Russia, China, and the United States have dedicated space defense projects as well as leading civilian space programs. All three countries possess several powerful space-launched vehicles (SLVs), operate more satellites than other states, and have access to spaceports throughout the world. Their ability to track and characterize objects in orbit—known as Space Situational Awareness (SSA)—through terrestrial and space-based sensors also exceeds that of other countries. Their space technologies are inherently “dual use” in that they can support military as well as civilian missions. Modern militaries use satellites, many commercial, for reconnaissance, navigation, communications, imagery, targeting, weather forecasting, and intelligence gathering. Common national security space missions include supporting combat communications, verifying arms control agreements, analyzing foreign defense developments, providing early warning of foreign missile launches, and monitoring long-term environmental conditions. But capabilities such as on-orbit servicing and end-of-life disposal can be used to disable or destroy other countries’ satellites. At the same time, the international legal framework consists of a few narrowly tailored treaties and several discussion fora, such as the UN General Assembly and the Conference on Disarmament, that have made little progress negotiating even nonbinding norms and standards. The European Union admirably labored for a decade in a failed effort to secure agreement on a nonbinding Code of Conduct for Outer Space Activities without overcoming the opposition from Russia, China, and other countries.

Though Moscow and Washington have been space partners for decades, Russia has been increasing its cooperation in this domain with China, which has become an unacceptable space partner for the United States. In the words of an Indian scholar, “Today in the space domain there are two competing blocs. One consists of the US and its allies, and the other is Russia and China. They oppose almost each other’s every idea in regards to space security.”1 Due to a 2011 law (the Wolf Amendment) passed by the U.S. Congress to prevent unauthorized technological transfer, the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), the primary U.S. government body for civil space exploration, has subsequently been prohibited from cooperating with China regarding most space issues. Though Russian-U.S. space cooperation has continued, strains over other issues have limited its extent. Most important, when Moscow annexed Crimea in 2014, the United States imposed sanctions against Russia, causing Moscow to pull away from many collaborative projects with Washington and look more favorably toward new partners, especially China. As Russia’s agreement with the U.S.-led International Space Station (ISS) comes to an end in the next few years, Moscow may seize the opportunity to expand ties still further with China’s space program. Such Sino-Russian collaboration could potentially leverage Russia’s decades of experience in space with the People’s Republic of China’s (PRC) enormous financial resources and ambitions, forging a formidable anti-Western space partnership.

Russian Goals and Policies

Soviet and Russian space achievements evoke widespread feelings of national pride among Russians as a symbol of their country’s global standing. The Soviet Union and the Russian Federation have had a long history of pioneering space exploration, having launched the world’s first satellite (Sputnik, in 1957) and astronaut (Soviet cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin, in 1961). From 1986 to 2001, the USSR and later Russia also supported its own space station, the Mir. In 1992, Moscow established the Russian Federal Space Agency, later renamed as the Roscosmos State Corporation for Space Activities, as the country’s leading government space body, with the task of building on and surpassing Soviet achievements. Partnerships with the space programs of other countries (such as Kazakhstan, India, and Cuba) have been important elements in Soviet and Russian diplomacy and scientific-technological cooperation.

Despite various achievements and sustained strengths in advanced rocketry, satellite construction, and crewed spaceflight, Roscosmos has struggled to launch major space missions. Its last lunar lander reached the moon in 1976. Since 2014, falling prices for hydrocarbons, Western sanctions, and a recession have forced the Russian government to cut spending on its civilian space program. The United States and increasingly China spend many times more on space exploration than Russia. As a result, many Russian projects have been delayed or scrapped. Russia only recently overcame years of delays and corruption to open the new Vostochny Cosmodrome, which is to become Russia’s main launch site, in the Amur Region in the Russian Far East near China. Russia has been using the Baikonur Cosmodrome in Kazakhstan for all crewed and most civilian satellite launches much longer than anticipated. (The Plesetsk launch site in northwest Russia also launches national security payloads.) Plans for a new Angara-A5 superheavy space launch vehicle and new crewed spacecraft (the Orel, intended for missions in Earth orbit and beyond) have been delayed for decades.

Nonetheless, the Russian government has continued to devote substantial funding to military space programs while still trying to revitalize its civilian and commercial space sectors. Russian military doctrine has come to view air and space as interlinked “into a specific field of armed conflict: an air-space theater of military operations.”2 Like the United States, the Russian Federation has reorganized and merged its military space forces with other branches and services over the years. In 2015, the government established the Russian Aerospace Forces by incorporating the preexisting Air Force with the Aerospace Defense Forces. This step reestablished space as an important realm for Russian military security while also encouraging integration of space into other Russian defense domains. The government has also made a sustained effort to rebuild its missile early warning capabilities, which atrophied in the 1990s, as well as its Arctic monitoring satellites. To maximize their dwell time, these satellites follow highly elliptical (aka Molniya) orbits pioneered by the Soviet Union designed to keep the satellites above certain parts of Earth, in this case the northern latitudes of the Arctic, for most of their orbits. More recently, Russia has been constructing additional surveillance, tracking, and communications support centers.

In November 2020, Russia shot down one of its own satellites, confirming the effectiveness of its PL19/Nudol anti-satellite (ASAT) weapon, which previously had only been tested against simulated targets. This weapon ascends directly from Earth’s surface on a ballistic missile, which releases an exo-atmospheric kill vehicle that destroys its target by force of impact. Highlighting Russia’s capacity to down U.S. space assets, Defense Minister Shoigu boasted that the “cutting-edge system” Moscow employed hit its target “with precision worthy of a goldsmith.”3 Russia has also conducted extensive research and development of uncrewed “co-orbital” spacecraft that maneuver near other space objects in order to study, shadow, disrupt, grab, hack, or smash them. With a persistent presence in space, these co-orbital ASATs could destroy other spacecraft with scant notice. Furthermore, Russia’s “nesting doll” satellites have demonstrated an ability to expel smaller objects that could damage a target through kinetic collision at 700 kilometers per hour. The Soviet Union and Russia have also researched various directed energy weapons like lasers to track, disrupt, or, if strong enough, destroy objects in space.4

China’s Goals and Policies

The Chinese government has a long-term plan to make the PRC a dominant player in outer space. A 2016 government white paper stated that achieving a presence in space is essential for advancing the Chinese economy and society.5 Though China established its civilian space agency only three decades ago, the Chinese government has made extraordinary progress improving its civilian and national security space capabilities. The PRC has mastered many of the technologies and skills needed for space missions, including advanced rocketry, satellite construction, and crewed spaceflight. The PRC now has more than 400 satellites, second only to the United States, and their number is increasing more rapidly than that of any other country. For the past decade, China’s average annual rate of government satellite launches has regularly exceeded that of the United States. The technical capabilities of China’s satellites have continually improved. The PRC is also developing a new generation of Long March carrier rockets to send heavier payloads deeper into space as well as reusable rockets and spaceplanes. The government has been heavily promoting and developing its commercial space capabilities on international markets as part of a long-term plan to make China a dominant player in space and other technology sectors. China has concluded more than 100 space cooperation agreements and executed other forms of space cooperation with dozens of foreign countries and international organizations. Despite following the paths played earlier by Russia and the United States, the PRC has been unique in tightly integrating its commercial and defense space programs through its civil-military fusion policy.

In recent years, the PRC has conducted especially ambiguous long-range space exploration missions. In December 2013, China became only the third country to land a robotic probe on the moon’s surface, after the United States and the Soviet Union in the 1970s. In January 2019, China’s Chang’e-4 lunar mission deployed the Yutu-2 rover vehicle to explore the moon’s far side, the first spacecraft to land on that surface, which is not visible from the Earth. In July 2020, the Chinese National Space Administration (CNSA) launched its first independent mission to Mars (a previous attempt proved unsuccessful when the Russian booster failed). This Tianwen-1 (“Heavenly Questions”) package consisted of an orbiter, lander, and autonomous rover—the first time a country had packaged all three elements into a single Mars mission. The successful landing of the Tianwen-1 probe on Mars in May 2021 made China only the third country to realize such an achievement, after the Soviet Union and the United States. The PRC’s crewed space capabilities have also been rapidly improving. In June 2013, China became the third country to independently send astronauts into space with its Shenzhou X mission. Since then, PRC astronauts (aka “taikonauts”) have visited space more frequently and for longer intervals. The PRC demonstrated a mastery of automated and manual docking techniques by placing a pair of temporary space laboratories into orbit and successfully anchoring them to the Shenzhou spacecraft. In April 2021, China launched the core module for its planned long-term space station, the Tiangong. Since June 2021, rotating PRC crews have been configuring the module for future long-term occupancy.

Russian-Chinese Interactions

The Soviet Union and later the Russian Federation helped the PRC to develop its space program by launching several Chinese space probes and training some of the first PRC astronauts. China’s early space technologies, such as its SLVs, were based on Soviet designs. Nonetheless, for some two decades starting in the mid-1990s, the Russian government was cautious about cooperating with China’s space program for fear of creating a formidable space competitor as well as antagonizing the United States, then Moscow’s most important space partner. As in other areas, Russian policy makers have become more open to cooperating with China in the space domain due to limited national capacity, China’s growing space capabilities, and the absence of alternative partners. In June 2016, the two governments signed an intellectual property protection agreement to support growing Sino-Russian collaboration regarding space exploration, rocket engines, and SLVs. Russia and the PRC have also linked their satellite-based terrestrial navigation systems, GLONASS and BeiDou, through data-sharing and other agreements. They have collaborated in the civil space research field, encompassing Earth monitoring, space debris research, and lunar exploration. Additionally, Russian and Chinese scientific bodies and companies have purchased important space technologies from each other. For example, the PRC has bought Russian spacesuits and RD-180 rocket engines, while Russia’s space program has purchased Chinese microelectronics. In October 2019, President Putin announced that the Russian government was assisting the PRC to build an early warning system against U.S. missile launches. In March 2021, Roscosmos and CNSA signed a memorandum of mutual understanding on designing and eventually building a joint International Lunar Research Station. They plan to construct the structure, either entirely on the lunar surface or partly through a station that orbits the moon, through a series of phases through 2036. Then the station would host a series of robotic and crewed missions, including in deep space. Therefore, they are looking for lunar sites with ice and other resources in order to supply missions from the moon rather than the earth. Russian and Chinese representatives insist that they are open to collaborations with additional international partners.

In coming years, Russia and China may research, develop, and exchange military and dual-use space technologies. Of note, the Chinese media has called for greater Sino-Russian cooperation in the national security space domain.6 For example, Russia and China could jointly develop SLVs and satellite constellations. They could also extend their joint military exercise program into outer space. Sino-Russian diplomatic collaboration regarding space security has been evident in various international bodies. For years, the two governments have been submitting draft treaties to the United Nations and other bodies designed to limit U.S. military activities in space. The United States and other countries have consistently rejected these drafts, the most recent being the “Treaty on the Prevention of the Placement of Weapons in Outer Space, the Threat or Use of Force against Outer Space Objects (PPWT).” Among other concerns, the text fails to limit ground-based weapons that target space objects, such as those employed in the PRC ASAT test in 2007 and the Russian test in 2021.

Conversely, China and the United States have cooperated only intermittently regarding outer space. A 1979 agreement on Understanding on Cooperation in Space Technology enabled the PRC to purchase U.S. satellite communication systems that were placed in orbit by NASA. The United States also built a ground station on Chinese territory to provide satellite images for the U.S. Geological Survey’s Landsat remote sensing satellites. Cooperation grew more substantial in the 1990s, when the United States turned to China for affordable launching of U.S.-manufactured commercial satellites. Besides its lower costs, U.S. companies saw the PRC launch services as helping overcome the consequences of the 1986 Challenger explosion, which led to a two-year grounding of the U.S. Space Shuttle fleet and a permanent prohibition on commercial launches using the Shuttle. When some of these Chinese launches failed, U.S. companies provided technical assistance that likely improved the performance of PRC missiles as well as commercial rocket carriers. A congressional commission, besides censoring this assistance, found that China exploited academic exchanges to steal sensitive technologies that the PRC could use to improve its nuclear delivery systems. As a result of these concerns about inappropriate technology transfers as well as a lack of reciprocity and transparency, Congress has severely restricted Sino-U.S. scientific and technological space cooperation. NASA and the CNSA presently collaborate only on select space issues such as safety and diplomatic matters. They also have engaged in fresh confrontations over debris issues and the unguided rocket returns the Chinese space program have been generating during its recent missions.

Notwithstanding their Cold War rivalry, Moscow and Washington have experienced a lengthy history of space cooperation, exemplified by multiple joint missions. In the 1970s, the joint Apollo-Soyuz mission mated an Apollo command module with a Russia Soyuz spacecraft; the two spacecraft docked in July 1975, paving the way to a joint space station. Roscosmos focused its limited budget in the 1990s on international cooperation in space, specifically towards the new ISS.7 The Russian Soyuz became the most reliable means of sending cargo and astronauts, American as well as Russian, to the ISS. The end of the Space Shuttle program in 2011 left NASA without a SLV for sending astronauts or large payloads into space. The Russian Soyuz rocket became the substitute means for U.S. astronauts to reach the ISS. Furthermore, the Atlas V rocket, operated by United Launch Alliance as an SLV for NASA and commercial payloads, used an imported Russian RD-180 engine to power its first stage. RD-180s are not refurbished after each use, but rather a new one is required, so the United States required a consistent supply of these engines. As a result, Russia earned substantial revenue by conveying U.S. astronauts to the ISS, selling rocket engines to the United States, and launching satellites for private companies and other countries. However, though this interdependence looked like a mutually advantageous bargain a decade ago, it became increasingly problematic for Washington as Russian-U.S. relations frayed and as the Russian authorities kept increasing fees for transporting NASA astronauts to the ISS. The practice of pursuing inconsistent acquisition policies, low production rates, and long development cycles for space launch systems weakened the U.S. space industrial base as well as U.S. space-related science and technology. The limited U.S. SLV capacity gave both Russia and China more opportunities to launch foreign satellites and build international relationships with partner countries. Though scientists and space companies in Russia and the United States wanted to continue cooperation on new scientific projects, they could not counterbalance the deteriorating governmental ties between Russia and the United States. In April 2014, the United States suspended most cooperative space projects with Russia, excluding only those required to manage the ISS, and tightened limits on the transfer of space technology to Russia. In response, Deputy Prime Minister Dmitry Rogozin, who oversaw the Russian space program, wrote on Twitter that the United States would need “to bring their astronauts to the International Space Station using a trampoline.”8 Russia also limited support for the U.S. Global Positioning System and threatened to end supplying Russian rocket engines to the U.S. space program. Russia’s attack on Ukraine in February 2022 has erected another substantial barrier to an enduring Russian-U.S. space partnership.

Implications and Recommendations

The U.S. government condemned Russia’s November 2021 attack. U.S. secretary of state Antony Blinken denounced Russia’s “recklessly conducted” ASAT test because it created a long-lived debris field that will “threaten satellites and other space objects that are vital to all nations’ security, economic, and scientific interests for decades to come.”9 According to the U.S. National Defense Space Strategy that was published on June 17, 2020, space has become a distinct warfighting domain and new strategic environment that requires additional U.S. space-based capabilities as well as a novel approach toward space conflicts.10 The Russian and Chinese militaries pursue counterspace capabilities to exploit the Pentagon’s dependence on satellites. If they could even temporarily disrupt U.S. satellites, they could more easily seize disputed territories or take other aggressive actions against U.S. allies, partners, and interests. Their terrestrial and space-based ASAT capabilities include:


	direct-ascent kinetic kill vehicles launched from Earth that could destroy exo-atmospheric targets through force of impact;

	“co-orbital” systems on existing satellites that maneuver toward other space objects to observe, shadow, hack, disrupt, grab, or smash them;

	directed energy weapons such as laser, particle, or microwave beams with advanced aiming and control systems for disrupting, and possibly destroying, space objects; and

	ground-based and space-based electronic warfare (EW) systems for disrupting satellite sensors, communications, or navigation positioning systems by spoofing their signals, interfering with their transmissions, or overloading their radio frequencies.



Rather than “hard-kill” U.S. satellites with destructive means, Russia and China may preferably employ “soft-kill” methods, such as jamming and disabling satellites through cyber and EW attacks, to obscure attribution given plausible technical failures or accidental interference.

The leaders of U.S. Space Command (USSPACECOM) see the PRC as the most serious long-term threat to U.S. space interests.11 A deeper space partnership between China and Russia, especially on national security space issues, could present still greater security risks. Several reasons make further Sino-Russian space collaboration likely. First, Moscow and Beijing are complementary partners. Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia’s space program, albeit possessing valuable experience, has suffered shortfalls in funding, qualified personnel, and other resource inadequacies. On the other hand, Beijing’s burgeoning space program has ample resources but lacks Russia’s decades of previous missions. Moscow and Beijing might plausibly try, in some areas, to combine China’s resources with Russia’s experience on joint projects. Additionally, constraints on their working with Western space partners, as well as their common aversion toward the United States, might drive them together.

Russia and China have analyzed U.S. dependencies in space and have developed doctrine and capabilities designed to deny U.S. access to and operations within the space domain. Their military doctrines indicate that they understand the importance of space to modern warfare and consider counterspace capabilities as means of reducing U.S. military effectiveness for winning future war. As discussed, Russia and China have developed a diverse portfolio of ASAT weapons. These range from direct-ascent systems that, launched from Earth, can collide with a target, as well as place satellites in the orbit that can then maneuver to disable or destroy targets in their proximity through ramming, detonating, or other means. Both countries also are developing ground-based lasers, electronic jammers, and cyber weapons to render adversary satellites blind, deaf, and impotent. Threats from North Korea and Iran in the space domain are also currently growing. Other challenges include lack of international agreements on unsafe, irresponsible, or threatening behavior in space and the critical reliance of U.S. military and civilian on space systems. As experts note, “The United States is considered to be particularly vulnerable to attacks in space due to the extent to which the nation is dependent on space. A potential adversary could asymmetrically disadvantage the United States through attacks against space systems.”12

The United States has taken preparations to deal with the new challenges in space from Russia, China, and others. In the 2020 National Defense Authorization Act, Congress created a new U.S. Space Force to help counter these threats. In December 2019, the Space Force became the sixth branch of the U.S. armed forces. In June 2020, the Space Force established three mission-specific field commands: the Space Operations Command for conducting operations, the Space Systems Command for acquiring and developing capabilities, and the Space Training and Readiness Command. Though its architects and leaders stress that space has become a warfighting domain—joining the land, air, sea, and cyber domains—the Force focused on supporting terrestrial military missions, in peace and wartime, rather than waging battles in the cosmos. The Force is tasked with organizing, training, and equipping forces for the 11 Combatant Commands, which include the newly created USSPACECOM, which has assumed most of the space missions of the previous Air Force Space Command. In other words, the Space Force trains and equips military personnel to fight in space under the direction of USSPACECOM, which supports, and is supported by, the other U.S. Combatant Commands. It resembles a coast guard rather than a blue-water navy in that the focus of USSPACECOM and the Space Force is not to fight wars in space but to support operations on Earth, particularly by assuring U.S. access to space for terrestrial operations.

The National Defense Space Strategy directs the Pentagon to pursue four lines of effort to enhance U.S. military security in space: (1) build a comprehensive military advantage in space; (2) integrate military space power into national, joint, and combined operations; (3) shape the strategic environment; and (4) cooperate with allies, partners, industry, and other U.S. agencies. The Trump administration reestablished the National Space Council as a cabinet-level body within the Executive Office of the President, chaired by the vice president and supported by a prominent Users’ Advisory Group, to coordinate overall U.S. government policies for civil, commercial, military, and international space policies. Its members helped draft both the 2018 National Space Strategy, which stressed the need for a “whole-of-government” approach in the space domain, and the Space Policy Directive (SPD) 1. The subsequent Deep Space Exploration and Development strategy for commercialization of most nonmilitary Low-Earth Orbit (LEO) activities addressed establishing a permanent presence on the moon, sending humans to Mars, extending scientific research deeper into space, and revitalizing U.S. space education and the U.S. space workforce. Its appendices list U.S. government agencies that pursue space missions and summarize proposed space programs. NASA’s new Space Development Agency, established in 2019, aims to accelerate the research, development, and acquisition of innovative national security space capabilities.

The U.S. government has also successfully partnered with skilled U.S. space entrepreneurs to develop more viable means of LEO transport, for both astronauts and cargo supplies to space stations. Innovative public-private partnership arrangements have helped rebuild the U.S. SLV fleet. Under its Commercial Crew Program, NASA contracts to companies like SpaceX to convey astronauts into LEO using the companies own recoverable SLVs. The goal of commercializing all LEO missions achieved a major success in 2020, when a SpaceX Falcon 9 rocket and its Crew Dragon spacecraft conveyed a pair of NASA astronauts to the ISS. Such flights have since become routine. Meanwhile, NASA is developing its own Space Launch System (SLS) to convey crew beyond Earth’s orbit. Under the Artemis program, the SLS is scheduled to convey astronauts, to include female crew members and people of color, to the moon in the next few years and later to Mars and other celestial bodies. Both NASA and the U.S. military may position more satellites in the so-called cislunar region between Earth and the moon, where the two bodies’ gravitation pulls are negated. The Biden administration is reviewing the timetable for further missions as well as the extent to which the United States will cooperate with Russia and China on space projects. Citing the challenge from China’s rapidly improving program and the scientific benefits, the administration announced in December 2021 that the United States would try to continue the existing ISS partnership, with Russia as the main partner, through 2030, by which time NASA hopes that private U.S. companies will build a replacement.13 Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine has made this partnership substantially less likely.

The administration is also assessing what space arms control initiatives to pursue with Moscow and Beijing, such as agreements not to engage in destructive ASAT tests at a time when the number of satellites and spacecraft vulnerable to test debris is rapidly growing. In April 2022, the United States unilaterally pledged to eschew destructive ASAT tests and called on other countries to adopt a similar moratorium. A related issue is discussing how satellites of one country should behave when in proximity to other states’ space objects. These arms control dialogues could occur through bilateral or trilateral discussions or in multinational structures, such as the United Nations. To deal with the Russian and Chinese space threat, the United States is expanding its surveillance of their space activities, hardening satellites against potential attacks, and preparing for the possible abrupt destruction or degradation of U.S. space-based networks. The United States should also continue cultivating new space partners. Many countries are now developing space launch and exploration capabilities. Building relationships with these new space powers will help the United States manage Russia’s and China’s growing capabilities in this domain.


Conclusion

Implications and Recommendations

Analysts have traditionally underestimated the potential for an enduring and comprehensive Russia-China alignment against the United States. Until recently, U.S. national security planners have shown little public concern about Sino-Russian economic, energy, diplomatic, or even security cooperation. Experts may have presumed that the Russian-Chinese security partnership was inherently limited due to the well-known differences between the countries, downplayed the military potential of both countries’ armed forces given U.S. military strengths and the superior U.S. global network of allies and partners, or feared that expressing open unease about their collaboration would encourage it—or at least make Moscow and Beijing believe that they had gained leverage over the West from cooperating. However, prudence warrants more consideration of the negative effects of an enduring alignment of these two powerful countries on U.S. interests and how the United States can best manage them. This review of the case studies, encompassing both geographic regions and critical functional issues that are important both for the Sino-Russian relationship and the United States, provides comprehensive insights into these questions. Drawing on the cases, this concluding chapter considers the possible evolution of the Russia-China relationship, assesses past U.S. policies toward the Sino-Russian alignment, and offers additional recommendations for managing this great power triangle in coming years.

The cases confirm that, for many geographic and functional areas, the Sino-Russian relationship is stronger than at any previous point in recent history. Moscow and Beijing now engage in an unprecedented range of joint security, economic, and diplomatic initiatives. The two countries have resolved their territorial dispute, China has become Russia’s most important economic partner, they routinely back each other in the United Nations and other multilateral fora, and they have become each other’s most significant security partners. Their respective national leaders, Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping, have accrued enormous power over their countries’ foreign policies and will likely maintain control over their respective nations for years, given how they both have effectively secured removal of term limits on their rule. Moreover, the two men appear to collaborate, outwardly jovially, with each other more often and extensively than their predecessors. Not only do Russian and Chinese diplomats agree on which U.S. policies, principles, and institutions they oppose but they also increasingly promote alternate visions and projects to replace them. Their policy differences have narrowed in opposition to U.S. military alliances, missile defenses, and arms control. Toward nearby regions, both regimes trumpet nationalism and anti-Americanism to rally domestic support for their policies, while their political systems have been becoming increasingly authoritarian. At the regional level, Moscow and Beijing have sought a de facto condominium in Central Asia, launched a joint peace plan for the Korean Peninsula, and pledged to harmonize their respective Eurasian economic integration projects. At the global level, the two governments have promoted shared global norms for cyber and outer space, international economics, and other domains that would privilege their national interests at the expense of other states. They also accommodate each other’s priorities and compartmentalize binational tensions in order to minimize the potential damage or disagreements to the relationship. Sino-Russian cooperation varies substantially by time, region, and functional area. While Moscow and Beijing act relatively closely in some areas, their policies remain largely uncoordinated regarding other questions. In many geographic and functional areas, the two governments still pursue parallel rather than coordinated policies. Their approaches are most harmonious regarding Central Asia and, increasingly, East Asia, and even the Arctic, while they are less aligned regarding Europe, South Asia, and the Middle East. In contrast, there is much less evidence of Sino-Russian collaboration regarding Latin America or Africa. In terms of functional areas, their ties are tightest regarding security issues, lag behind their hopes in the economic domain, and remain minimal in the social sphere, notwithstanding the two governments’ best efforts to alter this situation. Moscow and Beijing each would like the other partner to alter some policies—and may privately welcome U.S. pressure toward that end.

Despite growing cooperation, the Sino-Russian defense partnership is still weaker than the military ties of the United States with its closest allies. Russia and China do not have a mutual defense alliance, lack permanent joint defense structures, and are not yet capable of conducting a large joint conventional military operation against a major adversary. Their economic relationship is glaringly unbalanced, with Russia considerably more dependent on China than vice versa. Many of their recent autarchic policies, compounded by the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, have decreased their overall level of foreign, social, and economic connections, including with each other. Notwithstanding their efforts to expand Sino-Russian commercial relations or the Trump administration’s decoupling policies, Western countries remain China’s main economic partners. Fundamentally, the leaders of Moscow and Beijing strongly want to remain independent great powers. The contemporary Sino-Russian relationship could be described as an “alignment without alliance,” in which both states can freely engage with third parties as long as they refrain from impeding the realization of each other’s economic and military goals.1 Keeping their distance even when siding with each other allows Russia and China to decrease mutual vulnerability. The durability of their strategic partnership is enhanced by this lack of constraints, exclusivity, or binding agreements. The COVID-19 pandemic provided an interesting, if inadvertent, stress test of their alignment. The massive slowdown in the Chinese economy at the beginning of the pandemic might have led Russian leaders to hedge against further setbacks and consider means to at least partly decouple their tightening economies. Instead, the subsequent slowdown in the Russian economy and its other main foreign economic partners, in conjunction with the People’s Republic of China’s (PRC) rapid economic recovery by the middle of the year, had the effect of inducing the Russian leadership to double down on its partnership with China.

Future Challenges and Opportunities

The next few years will most likely see a continuation of this pattern of decent, but not excellent, relations between Russia and China, in which they loosely cooperate on a few important issues but essentially ignore each other regarding most others. Though more than an axis of convenience, this situation does not represent a traditional security alliance, which typically includes legally binding mutual defense obligations. Nevertheless, alternate Sino-Russian futures are imaginable, and their probability could increase over time. In the face of a more direct U.S. military threat, Russia and China could form a genuine military alliance in which they pool their considerable economic and military resources and coordinate their defense policies to present the United States and its allies with a united front. This scenario would see the two countries commit to guarantee each other’s defense and establish joint commands and other binational structures to enhance military collaboration in a conflict. A deeper economic partnership would entail Russia combining its skills in basic science and technology with China’s enormous monetary, labor, and manufacturing resources. Conversely, several potential developments could worsen the Sino-Russian relationship and lead Moscow to join other countries in a strategy to balance Beijing’s rising power. The PRC’s massive military buildup could alarm the Russian national security establishment, as it has already in other countries.

Central Asia could serve as a bellwether for the overall Russian-Chinese relationship, reflecting the balance between cooperation and rivalry in Sino-Russian relations. Whereas Moscow strives to control the security policies of its Eurasian neighbors, Beijing’s security goal has been to avert worst outcomes, such as regional terrorism or state failure. Should Beijing’s confidence in Moscow’s ability to maintain stability in Eurasia decline, Beijing might abandon its policy of deference to Moscow and assume a more prominent independent security role in Eurasia. The PRC’s growing interest in Central Asian oil and gas could also lead Beijing to reconsider its policy of regional deference to Russia. The current harmony between Moscow and Beijing in Central Asia arises primarily because the PRC leadership considers the region of lower strategic priority than does the Kremlin. One could similarly imagine heightened Sino-Russian tensions over their adjacent border region. The demographic disparity that exists between the Russian Far East and northern China invariably raises the question of whether parts of underpopulated eastern Russia will, de facto if not de jure, fall under Chinese control.

Furthermore, the Sino-Russian partnership lacks popular foundation and is predominately a top-down project driven by the current governments in both countries, making it somewhat hollow and brittle.2 Moscow and Beijing have coordinated themed years emphasizing tourism, language, and youth exchanges, with sports cooperation being the theme for 2022 and 2023, but societal ties between Russians and Chinese remain modest, with the COVID-19 pandemic abruptly curtailing tourism and other contacts. Throughout the pandemic, the PRC authorities have been treating Russian nationals the same as other foreign citizens in China, with no special treatment despite the claims of a “special relationship.” New leaders in either country could bring a new perspective to the relationship. Status considerations may become a more serious impediment to their relationship in the future. Russian resentment could build if China continues to ascend as the sole near-peer rival of the United States, a position the Soviet Union had in the 20th century but has lost since then. Whatever deference and mutual respect they display in public, PRC analysts privately belittle Russia’s long-term prospects of remaining China’s great power peer, envisaging instead a G2 world of only two great powers, the PRC and the United States.3 The growing Sino-Russian power gap will complicate their future relationship by amplifying Russian anxieties about falling further behind the PRC and becoming Beijing’s subordinate partner. China’s recent policy toward Russia has been atypically nonconfrontational, both in terms of the history of their bilateral relationship and compared with Beijing’s policies toward its other neighbors. However, China might at some point exploit its increasingly superior power to pursue a more assertive policy toward Russia as well. Such a PRC overreach might prompt a Russian reassessment of its policy of appeasing and binding China.

More of the Same

The perpetuation of the current pattern of Sino-Russian relations, in which the two states cooperate in some areas but remain uncoordinated regarding others, is certainly plausible. Neither Moscow nor Beijing wants to antagonize the other at a time when relations with their other neighbors are so disturbed. Even more, both governments consider their strong relationship a major mutual asset. Russian leaders describe their alignment with Beijing as both comprehensive and enduring. In January 2021, Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov observed, “Russian-Chinese cooperation … embraces … almost all spheres of human activity …. ”4 At his December 2017 news conference, Putin observed “that there is a nationwide consensus in Russia concerning the development of relations with China. Whatever the outcome of the [2018 Russian presidential] elections, Russia and China will remain strategic partners for the long-term historical perspective.”5 Many Russian leaders accept Beijing’s growing power and influence as inevitable. They have decided that the best way to manage a rising China on Russia’s doorstep is to bandwagon with the PRC by finding common ground, adopting supportive policies, and building bilateral ties. The goal of the Russian leadership is to solidify a close relationship sooner rather than later, as the two countries’ diverging power paths indicate that Moscow’s bargaining leverage with Beijing will likely decline in the future. Some Russian authors have developed a new conceptual framework to characterize the Russia-China relationship, referring to it as the “Greater Eurasian Partnership,” a concept that connects growing Sino-Russian ties within the broader goals of revitalizing the Russian Far East’s relationship with the rest of the country and strengthening Russia’s presence and influence in Asia.6

Russian and Chinese leaders also have modest expectations of how much support they can expect from the other, limiting strains on their alignment. Both governments recognize that neither country is in a strong position to play a primary role in helping the other accomplish its core foreign-policy goals. Beijing’s main objective is to dominate Asia, where Russia has little influence; meanwhile, Moscow has neither received nor asked for substantial support from China in managing its immediate challenges in Europe and the Middle East. Most of Russia’s territory and natural resources lie in Asia, but its population, leadership, and diplomatic focus are directed toward Europe. These divergences lead them to temper their mutual expectations and accept their differences with equanimity. As long as Putin rules Russia, maintaining good ties with China will remain a priority. Putin’s partisans describe Moscow’s improved ties with Beijing as a major achievement of his presidency; challenging this assessment could be seen as questioning Putin’s judgment and performance, an unwise career move. In effect, Moscow’s “turn to Asia” strategy had become a “bet on China” policy, with Putin leading the charge. Until Putin leaves office, moreover, the Russian government’s relations with the United States and many U.S. allies will remain poor. The pervasive hostility toward Putin among U.S. leaders, which is manifestly reciprocated, is unlikely to dissipate soon. Additionally, Russian defense experts doubt that Beijing will soon exploit its growing military strength to Moscow’s disadvantage. Many Russian analysts have downplayed, if not underestimated, China’s growing military capabilities. One reason that the Russian government has encouraged its defense companies to supply sophisticated air, navy, and air defense platforms to the PRC is Moscow’s confidence that the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) would only employ these systems, if at all, against other countries.

Relative to the U.S.-led world order, Russia and China are revisionist powers—they each would like to change key features to make it more beneficial to their distinct national interests. They presume hostile motives behind almost all U.S. government policies affecting their country. The Russian and PRC governments share discontent with the prevailing U.S.-led international system, which is based on classical liberal principles. They want to replace or radically change its U.S.-designed economic and security structures, which were established after World War II. For now, Russia has the ambition to challenge the U.S.-led global order but lacks the means, whereas China has the means but not the goal of establishing an entirely new international system. Moscow is more openly and immediately rejectionist than Beijing, employing more assertive means. The Kremlin desires a return to a multipolar world order in which Russia and China are also great powers, with independent spheres of influence, along with the United States. In contrast, PRC leaders profess a desire to reform, rather than upturn, the current international structures, though sometimes they suggest a more bipolar-plus arrangement, relegating Moscow to secondary status in a world defined primarily by China-U.S. competition. In his speech to the Munich Security Conference in February 2019, Yang Jiechi, the director of Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) Central Foreign Affairs Commission, said, “China has actively engaged in the reform of the global governance system [whose purpose] is not to overturn the current system or start something new, but to improve the existing framework to reflect new realities and increase the representation and voice of emerging markets and developing countries.”7 Thus, the PRC is no longer a “rule taker” but not yet a comprehensive “rule maker,” though the number of areas in which Beijing has a major impact on global standards is increasing. In the long term, suspicions exist that PRC initiatives aim not only to improve China’s economic power but also to attain economic dominance and, in turn, supplant the United States and present the world with an alternative economic order run from Beijing. Importantly, Russia and China generally dampen their fundamental differences regarding their preferred international order by not discussing the topic.

From a geographic perspective, Russia-China differences regarding regional issues remain modest and manageable. Despite expectations that Moscow and Beijing would become natural contestants for primacy in Central Asia, the region has thus far been a unifying force in the Sino-Russian relationship rather than an object of rivalry. Beijing has deferred to Moscow’s dominant security and political roles in the region, while Russia has widely accepted the growth of PRC trade and investment in Central Asia to the extent that Chinese economic links have become comparable to those of Russia. The two countries seemingly resolved their centuries-long territorial dispute, mitigating a potentially divisive issue that could have presented a barrier to further coordination. Russia and China currently cooperate well on border security issues such as transborder crime, illegal migration, and frontier management. In the 1990s, this border area was a highly politicized issue in Russia, but during the following decade, under Putin’s direction, Moscow reestablished central power over the region. Fears of Chinese immigrants flooding into Russian territory have also declined as the limited and transient nature of PRC migrants in the Russian Federation has become clearer. Chinese nationals typically worked in Russia for only a few years and then returned home. Long-term foreign immigrants in Russia still overwhelmingly come from Central Asia. If anything, Russian policy makers want to attract more PRC entrepreneurs and investment to the underdeveloped Russian Far East. Plans for joint Sino-Russian economic, energy, and agricultural projects in their border regions remain undeveloped, a source of mutual frustration though not tension. The slow but steady construction of new east-west energy pipelines and other transportation links will continually deepen economic ties. In the military domain, their joint exercise program has become routinized; analysts expect to see additional joint ground, naval, and air drills performed in the coming years. Given the lengthy number of military contracts already extant, Sino-Russian defense industrial cooperation will likely continue for some time, and future years will see the transfer of additional Russian weaponry to the PRC. Some Russian experts have viewed the PLA’s rapidly advancing capabilities as a welcome means of helping balance U.S. global military power. In their interactions with their Russian colleagues, PRC officials show deference to Moscow’s great power pretensions. Chinese representatives have been solicitous of Moscow’s hurt pride, emphasizing their two nations’ major power status, glorious history and culture, and enduring partnership.

A strength of their alignment is that Moscow and Beijing have regularly and adroitly managed their differences. For the most part, when Moscow and Beijing diverge on issues, they do not pressure the other to yield in their disagreements. The two governments have been careful not to overcommit to each other. Their relationship further benefits from the fact that Russian and Chinese security priorities predominately focus on different geographic areas and functional issues. Most Russian analysts identify countering terrorism directed against Russian interests as well as decreasing U.S. influence in Eurasia and Europe as their main goals. In contrast, PRC policy makers primarily worry about separatist movements, Islamist terrorism in China, and U.S. military activities in the Indo-Pacific region. Due to these differing priorities, Russia and China do not presently have a major bilateral dispute where their vital national interests conflict. Equally important, neither Moscow nor Beijing requires the other’s help to achieve its most critical national goals, allowing them to accept with benign equanimity cases when the other fails to render support, which lessens the potential for fissures. Since Russian officials prioritize European and Eurasian issues, while their Chinese counterparts focus on Asian-Pacific questions, there are few issues where even a major bilateral dispute could lead to a fatal break between them. They most often agree to disagree. This practice makes their partnership less brittle, but the flexibility does limit the depth of their collaboration on some issues. Given their national political leaderships’ shared desire to sustain good ties, even when Russian and Chinese entities come into conflict regarding specific issues, such as when their diplomats disagree over some regional question or their corporations compete over contracts, these specific differences have not grown to damage the entire Sino-Russian alignment. Although Russian and PRC policy makers would like more support from the other in their disputes with third parties, they are content to keep the other from openly siding against them. This dynamic can be demonstrated by how Moscow and Beijing have managed their divergence over the question of enlarging the Shanghai Cooperation Organization’s (SCO) membership. In the past, Russia tried to raise India’s status into the SCO to dilute China’s primacy, but for years, Beijing resisted elevating New Delhi from an observer to full membership. Moscow and Beijing eventually compromised by promoting Pakistan as well as India. Through this move, the SCO acquired greater international status, but the balance of influence within the organization did not change since the elevation of India was counterbalanced by that of Pakistan, China’s ally. Additionally, their approach to managing disagreement can be seen in how Russia and China have not fully backed the others’ territorial claims. Moscow has not completely endorsed Beijing’s aspirations in the South or East China Seas and continues to provide arms to Vietnam and India, China’s regional rivals. Likewise, while Beijing has not joined Western condemnation of Russian actions in Georgia and Ukraine, it has not fully endorsed them. The presumed reason for this stance is Chinese aversion to separatist movements, whether in the former Soviet republics or in PRC-controlled Tibet, Taiwan, Xinjiang, and Hong Kong. While Chinese officials have opposed Western sanctions against Russia related to Ukraine, at least some PRC banks have refrained from conducting certain business with Russian financial institutions to avoid running afoul of these sanctions. Their mutual concerns of being dragged into a conflict by the other have led Beijing to distance itself from the Russian military activities in Ukraine; Moscow, in turn, has refrained from fully backing Chinese territorial claims in the East and South China Seas. In the future, Russia and China could continue to reach compromise solutions to their differences or contain any divergences within narrow bounds.

Tighter Ties

In October 2020, Putin remarked that the possibility of a full-blown Sino-Russian alliance cannot be precluded.8 For Russia’s current leadership, the United States represents an immediate threat to Russia’s national security, whereas China signifies not only a long-term challenge but also an opportunity for promoting a multilateral world order, ideally in partnership with Moscow. Though the United States and Russia are not doomed to differ forever, Russian-U.S. cooperation has been at best episodic, transient, and shallow for at least the past decade; nothing on the horizon looks to alter this situation. Russian leaders seem to expect U.S. sanctions and hostility to last indefinitely given that the Biden administration has renounced trying to comprehensively reset relations with Moscow and Republican leaders in Congress have spearheaded efforts to impose more sanctions on Russia. Meanwhile, the recent abrupt downturn in Sino-U.S. relations may lead PRC leaders to hunker down for a long-term period of intense confrontation with the United States. Although Chinese leaders may want better relations with Washington, PRC analysts understand that American politicians, business leaders, and other influential U.S. actors have hardened their policies toward China on many issues in ways that will not be reversed soon. Indeed, an enduring improvement in U.S. relations in either Russia or China may not occur until more influential groups in both countries are interested in sustaining more functional bilateral ties. For years, there was no strong group in the United States that would lobby on behalf of better ties with Russia; now the same situation holds regarding China. During the past decade, the PRC has alienated some U.S. businesses with its predatory policies, farmers with its trade practices, and liberals with its human rights violations, while the Trump administration’s extremely negative portrayal of PRC policies and motives has swung many Republicans as well as some Democrats against China. Opinion polls show general popular support among American respondents, Democrats as well as Republicans, for firmer U.S. stances on disputes with China.9 If Russia’s and China’s relations with other countries besides the United States also worsen, they will have additional incentives to improve their own relations.

Russia could become a considerably more important economic partner to China if other countries curtail commercial exchanges with the PRC due to concerns about China’s unfair trade practices, mishandling of infectious diseases, or other factors. The extensive U.S. sanctions placed on both countries could strengthen their ties as they strive to reduce reliance on the U.S. dollar and demand major changes in international economic institutions to inhibit U.S. influence. In such circumstances, Moscow and Beijing could plausibly redouble their efforts to build an international economic system with a substantially decreased U.S. role. As the PRC is already the economically dominant partner in the Sino-Russian relationship, Russia needs China much more than China needs Russia. Since they cannot change this situation any time soon, Russian economic leaders may eventually accept that they would benefit from a deeper economic partnership with the PRC even if the Chinese might benefit more, focusing on Russia’s absolute economic gains rather than China’s superior relative gains. In the security domain, Russian and PRC policy makers could plausibly deepen their defense collaboration by further increasing the frequency, size, and ambitions of their military exercises. For instance, they could conduct even larger joint military operations, construct standing defense structures such as a joint missile launch warning center, or agree to permanently station liaison officers in each other’s major military commands. Russia and China could also expand co-development of new dual-use and military systems, which they could use to equip their own armed forces as well as sell to other countries antagonistic to the United States. The Russian defense community may, for the first time, engage in substantial purchases from the PRC’s military-industrial sector. Russian-Chinese collaboration in outer and cyber space could grow beyond their crafting of joint draft treaties that are designed to promote their norms in these domains to more concrete cooperative projects. Sino-Russian civilian and commercial space cooperation might extend to encompass collaboration on space security issues. The launch of the Chinese Tiangong Space Station will widen opportunities for Sino-Russian civil space cooperation, which may subsequently extend to military space issues. Additionally, Russia and China could expand their Arctic cooperation, which has focused on commercial issues, to include security and legal issues, with Beijing possibly offering to endorse Moscow’s ambitious territorial claims there in return for Moscow supporting Beijing’s sovereignty claims regarding the South or East China Sea. If Russia and China were to collaborate substantially more against the United States, Americans could face more serious challenges to their interests and values. For instance, Moscow and Beijing could simultaneously initiate military challenges in different regions of the world in order to stretch U.S. resources and capabilities.

Divisive Drivers

When Putin visited China on June 25, 2016, President Xi expressed his hope that the two countries might remain “friends forever.”10 Such an idyllic state does not exist in world politics. Indeed, several potential developments could significantly degrade Sino-Russian ties. For example, the PLA military buildup could eventually alarm Russia enough to change its Beijing-tilting defense policies and may press more vigorously to include the PRC in future rounds of nuclear arms control negotiations. Conversely, the Chinese government may cease tolerating Russian arms sales to nations, such as India and Vietnam, that could become PLA adversaries. Improvements in the Chinese military-industrial complex could further reduce the PLA’s interest in Russian weapons. PRC arms dealers are becoming more formidable competitors of Russian weapons exporters—if not in all areas, then at least for some systems in certain markets that are seeking Soviet-type weapons and are willing to accept some degradation in performance for a lower price. Russia’s fear about Chinese defense intellectual property theft could also rise sufficiently to impede further sales. Russian plans to create an European Union (EU)-like arrangement among the former Soviet republics could provoke Beijing’s resistance since such a development could impede China’s economic access to Central Asia. Russian diplomats may soon tire of Beijing’s practice of hiding behind Moscow and relying on Russia to take the heat in blocking Western initiatives regarding Iran, Syria, and other global hotspots. PRC policy makers may consider the costs to China of alienating Russia tolerable given their own strategic independence and growing power. For instance, they can obtain energy from non-Russian sources, veto UN Security Council (UNSC) resolutions even without Moscow’s support, and could soon have the means to manufacture domestically the major weapons systems they might otherwise obtain from Russia. Moscow and Beijing have both attempted to envelop the other in multilateral networks to constrain their policies—when projects involve other countries, their obligations are harder to break. At times, Russia has strived to strengthen the SCO, Eurasian Economic Union (EEU), and the Brazil-Russia-India-China-South Africa (BRICS) bloc to dilute and constrain China’s power. Thus far, these structures have lacked the strength to play this balancing role. Beijing has been more successful in influencing Russian behavior through its offers of investment and other benefits within its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) framework. PRC policy makers presume that Russia needs good relations with China due to Moscow’s lack of alternative diplomatic options. Indeed, some PRC analysts highlight Russia’s dependence on China to weaken other countries’ interest in partnering with Russia and thereby reinforce that dependence. One major constraint on stronger Sino-Russian ties has been that both Russian and Chinese policy makers have parallel concerns of being dragged into a conflict by the other country. This traditional abandonment-entrapment dilemma would be exacerbated if either country’s leadership behaves more aggressively than the other deems wise.

The governments in Moscow and Beijing also diverge in their general vision for a preferred world order. Russia is a revisionist power that wants to change the international system but lacks the capabilities to achieve this end. China is developing such capabilities, but until now, its revisionism has been selective, focused on remaking the Indo-Pacific regional order more to its liking but less assertive in other regions. Additionally, the current leaders in Russia often give the impression of wanting to go back to a Cold War order in which Moscow was, along with Washington, the most important global player. In the draft European security treaties published by Moscow in mid-December 2021, Russian diplomats called for measures that would roll back NATO advancements since the mid-1990s and restore a Moscow-led sphere of primacy in the former Soviet states. PRC policy makers seem to seek the same kind of sphere in Asia.

China’s recent policy toward Russia has been atypically nonconfrontational, both in terms of the history of their bilateral relationship and compared with Beijing’s policies toward its other neighbors. However, the PRC’s increasing power might lead Beijing to “normalize” its Russian policies and pursue more assertive policies, as China has treated other countries. Exploiting its economic power, Beijing might eventually seek to leverage its stronger position to expand its influence in shared regions of interest at the expense of Moscow. In the Russian Far East, a combination of natural riches and sparse population imperils Moscow’s long-term control. Beijing may soon reopen the question of the territories Imperial Russia seized from China in previous centuries. In the summer of 2020, some PRC commentators posted social media complaints when the Russian Embassy celebrated the 160th anniversary of the founding of Vladivostok, Russia’s largest Pacific municipality.11 The commentators recalled that Tsarist Russia had unjustly seized the region from a weak China in the mid-19th century.12 Elsewhere, Beijing has not yet pressed Moscow to weaken its long-standing economic and security ties with India and Vietnam, confront Japan with a common front, or yield security primacy in Central Asia to Beijing. Given China’s rapidly rising power relative to Russia, however, Beijing’s willingness to share long-term regional primacy with Moscow in Asia is questionable. Until now, Beijing has been content with operating in the Arctic according to Russian rules, but the Kremlin cannot take this attitude for granted. Beijing might press Russia to allow PRC corporations a larger role in developing the Arctic. Moscow’s sharp turn toward Beijing in recent years has already limited its freedom of action in Central Asia, where Russia has had to tolerate growing Chinese economic dominance. Beijing’s BRI could reorient these and other former Soviet republics, which Moscow considers to be within its sphere of influence, toward the PRC. In turn, China’s increasing economic role in these countries has laid the foundation for a potential major PRC military role, which Moscow would find threatening. Russian arms sales and other ties with India, Vietnam, and other states that might engage in a conflict with the PLA could face stronger Chinese resistance. Such PRC overreach might result in Moscow’s reassessing its strategy of appeasing and binding China.

Other regional factors could also contribute to a major downturn in their relations. Russian policy makers have been seeking a greater role in East Asia independent of their relationship with China—with Japan, South Korea, and certain Southeast Asian countries seen as providing possible opportunities to enhance Moscow’s bargaining leverage with all regional players, helping situate Russia as a more important player in Asia, and hedging against any future problems in relations with Beijing. Moscow has had success maintaining ties with both India and China, two potential rivals, developing strong security and economic partnerships with both countries while avoiding siding with one against the other whenever possible. Russia has attempted but failed to reach out to other Asian players to pursue a more geographically diverse, less Sinocentric, Asia policy. Thus far, breaking out of Beijing’s constraints has been difficult due to the limited inducements Moscow can offer other potential partners, including the two Korean states. But the future might bring better opportunities for a Russian change of course in Asia. In the military realm, Russian policy makers strive to make their partnership more valuable for China while also hedging against the long-term collapse of that partnership—often under the guise of strengthening defenses against the United States and its allies. Though Russian leaders do not see the PRC as an imminent military threat, they rightfully worry about their growing dependence on China.

Despite years of sustained efforts by both governments to promote humanitarian exchanges and the study of the other country’s language, popular connections between Russians and Chinese remain minimal. The scant cultural and social ties between ordinary Russians and Chinese have remained a source of concern to both governments. They have therefore made a concerted effort to strengthen mutual ties. In addition to various student scholarships and state-sponsored foreign language programs, they have been promoting annual reciprocal theme years to showcase each other’s cultural achievements. The reciprocal China-Russia National Years of 2006–2007 were followed by the China-Russia Years of Language 2009–2010 and of Tourism in 2012–2013. In 2014 and 2015, each country hosted a Youth Year of Friendship Exchanges. Nonetheless, their cultural ties remain heavily oriented toward other nations. Political and commercial elites in Russia and China generally prefer to send their children to schools in Europe and the United States rather than to each other’s countries. Though excluded from their state-controlled media, culturally embedded negative stereotypes regarding the other nationality persist in popular discourse. The absence of a deep societal foundation binding the two nations makes it easier for future leaders to pursue other alignments outside the Sino-Russian nexus. Both the Russian and Chinese regimes are extremely personalistic; therefore, a change in the top leadership could result in radical changes in their foreign policies, including toward each other. The impact of individual leaders on their relations was evident earlier on how the personal animosity between Khrushchev and Mao helped drive the Soviet Union and the PRC apart. More recently, President Trump’s atypically hard line regarding China substantially contributed to the recent deterioration in Sino-U.S. ties. Given this history, Russia’s post-Putin government could plausibly move away from Beijing since, while Putin is so invested in his China policy that he cannot disengage, Putin’s successor may not be so committed.

Relations between Moscow and Beijing have never been better. In sharp contrast, ties between Russia and the United States have never been worse since the end of the Cold War, while the third leg of the triangle, the Sino-American relationship, is still in flux. Beijing and Washington have had a mixed relationship in which they cooperate in some areas and disagree in others. Their disagreements have grown considerably in recent years, but an improved relationship in the future is certainly possible. Should U.S. power in the Pacific falter, Russia and China might also become natural rivals for the allegiance of other Asian states as they search for a new great power patron, either by aligning with or balancing against China’s hegemonic potential in the Asia-Pacific region. For good reason, Russian policy makers fear that Beijing could exploit Moscow’s lack of alternative partnerships to constrain Russian options regarding these regions. Already PRC pressure has been constraining Moscow’s maneuvering room regarding Japan, India, and Vietnam. India has traditionally seen Moscow as a potential balancer against China and its regional ally Pakistan. Russian and Chinese fears of being entrapped into a conflict by the other with some third party could also intensify. Russian diplomats may also tire of allowing Beijing to hide behind Moscow to block Western initiatives in the UNSC regarding global hotspots. Renewed tensions over border regions could also arise. The demographic disparity that exists between the Russian Far East and northern China invariably raises the question of whether Chinese nationals will move northward to exploit the natural riches of underpopulated eastern Russia. Regarding commerce, Russian officials have repeatedly expressed concerns about their nation simply becoming excessively reliant on Chinese goods, services, and labor. A renewed Russian effort to create an exclusive economic union among the former Soviet republics could provoke stronger PRC resistance given the anticipated growth in China’s economic interests to the former Soviet republics. Under these conditions, especially if Washington lacks the capacity to manage Beijing alone, Moscow could plausibly join other countries in a strategy to balance China’s rising power.

A major worsening of relations would represent a regression to the historical mean for a relationship that has seen bloody wars, imperial conquests, and mutual denunciations. Some Russians regret the drastic change in fortunes between Moscow and Beijing in the post-Soviet period. Russian experts acknowledge that during the Cold War, “the Chinese leadership was unable to overcome the junior partner and apprentice complex in relation to the USSR.”13 It has only been during the past three decades, with the weakening of Russian political and economic power combined with China’s surge toward global economic and military power, that the two countries have managed to strike a harmonious balance in their relationship. According to various metrics, while the PRC now has a much larger population and economy, Russia has a more powerful military, thanks to its larger nuclear force and greater combat experience. China has experienced an unprecedented economic rise in the past three decades, whereas its northern neighbor underwent a disastrous and humiliating degradation in the 1990s, which saw a major drop in living standards, military might, and international prestige. Since the early 2000s, coinciding with the Putin presidency, Russia has recovered, mainly thanks to the surge in export and prices of raw materials. Nonetheless, the Russian Federation is a markedly different country than the former USSR, having roughly half the population and gross domestic product (GDP) of the Soviet Union. The economies of Russia and China were roughly the same size in 1993; by 2020, China’s economy had grown to almost 10 times the size of Russian economy. Hence, the PRC could plausibly surpass Russia according to other measures of status and power, thereby threatening to relegate Russia to permanent subordinate status. Based on current power trends, the economic, demographic, and military projections favor China. Furthermore, Russia faces years of strategic isolation, sanctions, and containment due to its actions in Ukraine and elsewhere. In contrast, the United States must manage a medley of Pacific security partners whose willingness to confront China in partnership with Washington is often limited. The PRC has built deep economic relationships with Asian countries that give its partners strong incentives to avoid confronting Beijing, especially since China tries to divide its potential opponents. The growing Sino-Russian power gap will complicate their future relationship by amplifying Russian anxieties about “China passing”—Russia’s falling further behind the PRC and becoming Beijing’s subordinate partner.

Implications and Recommendations

Russian and Chinese officials deny that their collaboration is directed against any other country, but the wide-ranging ties between these revisionist powers present major challenges to the United States and other Western countries. By interacting in unanticipated ways through combined, coordinated, sequential, or opportunistic actions, their joint actions have challenged and will challenge important U.S. national security interests. Even if their opposition to democracy is motivated more by power than ideological considerations, including a prioritization of regime stability, their common stance threatens the vision of the world order supported by most Americans. The exchanges between the two countries have helped them circumvent U.S. sanctions against them. For example, by selling sophisticated air, naval, and missile technologies to China, Russia has substantially boosted the PLA’s threat to many countries, including the United States, which now faces more formidable Chinese counter-intervention capabilities. The Sino-Russian defense interactions have also helped the PLA compensate for its lack of combat experience. In essence, the Sino-Russian defense partnership has weakened U.S. deterrence against potential Chinese aggression. Their defense cooperation looks to both deepen and widen in the future. PRC national security decision makers may have learned from Moscow’s tactics in Ukraine to also present the world with fait accompli in contested regions like the South China Sea. The U.S. National Defense Strategy has noted that both Moscow and Beijing “have increased efforts short of armed conflict by expanding coercion to new fronts, violating principles of sovereignty, exploiting ambiguity, and deliberately blurring the lines between civil and military goals,” as well as “using other areas of competition short of open warfare to achieve their ends (e.g., information warfare, ambiguous or denied proxy operations, and subversion).”14

The PRC government’s de facto acceptance of Moscow’s annexation of Crimea made it harder to dissuade subsequent Russian adventurism in eastern Ukraine, while the Russian arms transfers have helped fuel Beijing’s territorial ambitions in the Pacific, which threaten key U.S. allies and interests. Moscow may be more openly and immediately rejectionist and employs more assertive means, whereas Chinese leaders have yet to call for a comprehensive replacement of the existing U.S.-created international economic and security institutions. Still, Russian and Chinese leaders have increasingly overlapped in their revisionist rhetoric and actions. As part of their strategies to challenge the United States without direct military conflict, Moscow and Beijing employ information operations and cyber tools, sub-conventional paramilitary force, proxy actions, weaponized corruption, sophisticated propaganda, exploitation of ethnic strife, economic threats, courting agents of influence in foreign countries, and other non-kinetic instruments. Besides directly strengthening the PLA’s capabilities against Taiwan, Japan, and other U.S. partners, the large-scale Russian weapons transfers to China have indirectly bolstered Russia’s own military power by generating royalties for the country’s defense firms, which they can reinvest into additional military projects. The sales also compel the Pentagon to pay greater attention to Asian military contingencies rather than concentrating more on confronting Russian military power in Europe. Both countries’ growing foreign military activities may also increase the risk of accidents or inadvertent encounters with the U.S. and other militaries, given that confidence- and security-building measures are harder to negotiate on a trilateral, rather than bilateral, basis. Additionally, their hostile information policies reinforce one another’s state-sponsored anti-American narratives, which they have promoted globally, including through joint statements and coordinated propaganda designed to shape international perceptions. Moscow and Beijing have launched information campaigns to weaken U.S. defensive alliances and constrain U.S. foreign military activities. For instance, their media misleads other states into thinking that hosting U.S. soldiers facilitates the spread of COVID-19 among their populations. In the UNSC, joint Russian-Chinese vetoes of U.S.-backed resolutions have impeded measures to enhance international peace and security. For instance, Moscow and Beijing have employed their UNSC vetoes to block sanctions against the Bashar al-Assad regime for chemical weapons attacks against the Syrian people. Russian arms sales to China circumvent Western arms embargos on the PLA, while Chinese loans, military purchases, and technological transfers weaken U.S. sectoral sanctions on Russia. Even when they render only passive support, such as restraining from criticizing each other’s domestic and foreign policies, they effectively reassure each other and thereby embolden challenges to U.S.-backed norms and interests. For instance, their demilitarized joint border region provides both states a “strategic rear” that lies beyond the reach of the U.S. military and allows them to focus on other threats. Russian and Chinese leaders are more confident confronting the United States when they know the other backs them. For example, Moscow is under less pressure to cease threatening Ukraine or other U.S. partners and allies if Beijing declines to challenge these actions. Russian and Chinese leaders seemingly believe that what weakens the United States benefits them by default.

Moscow and Beijing present comparable challenges to the U.S.-led international system through their employing what are variously termed “asymmetric,” “sub-conventional,” “hybrid,” “grey-zone,” “non-linear,” “ambiguous,” “unrestricted,” unconventional,” and “next-generation warfare” tactics. The aggregate effect of these tools has presented a potent hybrid mix that the United States has found difficult to counter. Russian actions in Ukraine and Chinese moves in the Pacific have deliberately fallen below the threshold normally deemed suitable for collective defense countermeasures by the United States and its allies. The U.S. policy of nonrecognition of Russian and Chinese actions has not reversed Moscow’s and Beijing’s hybrid gains. For example, like Moscow in Crimea, Beijing has presented the world with a fait accompli by declaring an air identification zone and constructing more artificial islands in the South China Sea, which Beijing consolidated by subsequently enhancing its conventional military presence in areas first acquired by indirect means. Through such “salami slicing” tactics, Beijing has also gradually expanded its control over other islands disputed with the Philippines. In the East China Sea, the PRC has been sending its coast guard and other paramilitary forces to the area as well as unarmed people to occupy contested islands. Though threatening, these kinds of activities do not constitute “an armed attack against Japan,” rendering the old Japan-U.S. guidelines provide no definitive response on how the Japanese and U.S. militaries should respond. Traditionally, Japan has relied on its coast guard to counter these challenges, but China has made a major effort to strengthen its own maritime forces and combine them into a single structure independent of the PLA Navy, enhancing its paramilitary portfolio. Beijing’s changing tactics may be based on PRC perceptions of Russia’s success with hybrid warfare techniques though at the long-term cost of strategic isolation and containment. In several respects, China is better positioned to employ hybrid tactics successfully across a wider range of scenarios in neighboring regions than Russia. Despite these limited successes, Moscow faces the world’s most powerful military alliance to its west, North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), which is aligning its civilian counter-hybrid strategy more closely with the EU, the world’s strongest regional economic and political union of independent countries. Meanwhile, in the Pacific, the PRC faces a multifaceted menagerie of more disunited opponents. While Russia has wielded powerful energy and economic assets in Eurasia, China has built deep economic relationships with Asian countries that give its partners strong incentives to avoid confronting Beijing, especially since China tries to divide its potential opponents. The Southeast Asian countries in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) have never been able to maintain a sustained united front regarding Beijing.15 Although Japan allies with the United States against China, South Korea and other U.S. military allies in Asia do not. Similarly, whereas in Europe many nominal neutral countries are very supportive of U.S. anti-Russian measures, in Asia even powerful states like India are wary of siding with the United States against China.

A complicating factor for U.S. policy makers is that Russia and China present different but complementary great power challenges to the United States. Both want a sphere of influence, but Moscow has been more aggressive in seeking its aims, using military power to seize foreign territory and sub-conventional means to subvert neighbors through hybrid tactics. Beijing is also flexing its muscles more than in the past though still less than Russia. The PRC is stronger economically and does not have to face a counterbalancing multilateral military alliance like NATO. Despite Russian efforts to diversify assets by enhancing its economic, diplomatic, and soft power, Moscow’s main source of influence remains its military strength as well as its arms and energy exports. Of the three countries, the PRC and the United States enjoy a more robust power portfolio comprising economic and diplomatic as well as military assets. The high levels of economic and social interdependence between China and the United States mean that the PRC has many more means of retaliating for hostile U.S. economic measures than Russia. Since Chinese leaders believe that their relative power position will improve further in the future, they have adopted a generally risk-averse foreign-policy approach. In contrast, Russian leaders are less certain of their future trajectory, and therefore, they are more inclined to take risks, such as interfering in U.S. elections. Interestingly, Putin justified his decision to deploy Russian military units in Syria as a calculated risk.16 The perceived diverging threats from Russia and China have directly affected the U.S. defense budget and global U.S. military posture. During the two decades after the Cold War, the United States substantially cut its military deployments in Europe due to a determination that the new Russian Federation, whose armed forces were in disarray after the collapse of the Warsaw Pact and integrated Soviet military-industrial complex, did not represent a near-term military threat. Following the U.S.-led military interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq, the Pentagon used Europe primarily as a staging point to project power into Central Asia and the Middle East. U.S. officials pressed European states to deemphasize territorial defense and instead focus on developing power-projection and counterinsurgency assets suitable for fighting insurgents in Afghanistan and responding to instability in Iraq and Libya. Meanwhile, during the past decade, U.S. military planners have begun to see China as a very serious military threat. A major component of the Obama administration’s pivot to Asia was to rebalance U.S. military power from Europe to the Pacific region to reassure U.S. allies and partners while reinforcing deterrence threats to Beijing. The Russian military intervention in Georgia in 2008 did not appreciably change this approach.

In any case, it was only Moscow’s coercion in Ukraine that led to a reversal of U.S. policy. In 2014, U.S. secretary of defense Ash Carter warned that the U.S. military was losing its competitive edge to Russia and China in key militarily relevant technologies and launched the Third Offset Initiative to sustain U.S. leadership in critical areas.17 Following Moscow’s aggression against Ukraine, the Obama administration perceived Russia as a more immediate threat to the United States than China. In January 2016, Army Chief of Staff General Mark Milley assessed Russia as the greatest threat to the United States due to its immense military capacity combined with its hostile intentions and aggressive actions, including overtly and covertly challenging Europe’s existing borders in a manner not seen in decades. In contrast, Milley argued that China was less of an immediate challenge due to the fact that the PLA had not violated international boundaries and seemed to pursue a posture of strategic patience, given expectations that the military balance will continue to shift in China’s favor.18 The last defense budget submitted by the Obama administration increased allocations to countering “higher-end” threats from China but more so Russia. The budget supported the European Defense Initiative, a major increase in funding for U.S. forces in Europe, which provided for more U.S. rotational deployments to NATO countries, a quantitative and qualitative growth in U.S. military equipment based in Europe, and an improvement in the infrastructure required to reinforce U.S. military power in Europe in a potential Russia-NATO conflict. In contrast, the increased capabilities for countering China came mostly in terms of developing new military technologies rather than increasing U.S. forces in the Pacific.

During the 2016 U.S. presidential elections, some Russian and Chinese analysts favored Donald Trump’s candidacy because they saw him as someone interested in bargaining and focused on advancing narrow, concrete U.S. national interests rather than promoting broad liberal democratic values. These analysts may have anticipated that Trump would follow realist presidents like Richard Nixon and George H. W. Bush in his foreign policy and eschew interference in other countries’ internal affairs. Other observers expected that a potential Trump administration would reduce U.S. forces deployed abroad, deemphasize ties with allies, and perhaps pursue a grand bargain of accepting Moscow’s and Beijing’s primacy in Eurasia in exchange for concessions in other areas. Putin and other members of the Russian elite generally preferred Trump over former U.S. secretary of state Hillary R. Clinton, whom Russian leaders determined would be more hostile toward their interests. Some Russian policy makers welcomed the possibility that the United States might cooperate more with Moscow and less with Beijing since it could enhance Russia’s leverage with China, the United States, and Europe. Sharing this sentiment, certain PRC media sources related that Russians, anticipating an improved bargaining position under Trump, began to backtrack in 2016 on earlier commitments to China.19 Some PRC policy makers likely began to contemplate an unwelcome situation in which widening Sino-American tensions made Russia the pivotal partner in the strategic triangle. Nonetheless, some Chinese saw potential long-term benefits in a Trump presidency, hoping that President Trump would weaken U.S. military alliances and pursue international trade policies that were harmful to the United States.

In his early speeches as president, Trump argued for a de-escalation in tensions with Moscow and urged greater cooperation against common threats, such as international terrorism, and on non-security issues, such as energy and trade. Trump argued that his superior negotiating skills, strong leadership style, and his belief that Putin would respect him more than previous U.S. presidents would facilitate such collaboration. In many respects, Trump’s worldview, as expressed during his election campaign, resembled that of the current Russian government. Trump blamed previous U.S. administrations for ruining relations with Moscow by failing to show or earn Russians’ respect (such as by dismissing Russia as a failing and resentful former superpower) and for excessively interfering in issues of vital concern to Russians, such as their domestic politics and Moscow’s relations with some of the other former Soviet republics. During his presidential election campaign, Trump had supported the Russian military’s fight against the Islamic State in Syria. Looking for leverage, Trump suggested that he might reconsider U.S. policies regarding the nonrecognition of Moscow’s March 2014 annexation of the Crimean Peninsula and the subsequent sanctions on Russia adopted by the United States (and its allies). Additionally, Trump characterized the Ukraine conflict as a primarily European concern, implying that Washington should let Europe incur the costs of any confrontation. In contrast to his positive tone regarding Russia, Trump employed some of his harshest language when referring to Chinese actions, denouncing its predatory trade practices, stealing of American jobs, currency manipulation, violation of intellectual property laws, and illegal export subsidies. Trump also suggested that he would more vigorously challenge Beijing’s island-building and territorial claims in East Asia. Some of his advisers endorsed a large-scale naval rebuilding program and other defense initiatives aimed against China and want to organize a more explicit containment strategy against Beijing, involving traditional U.S. allies like Japan and Australia and new Pacific partners like India and Russia. Though Trump’s attacks on China gained the most media attention, concern about Beijing’s policies had been building within the United States for years, in both political parties. U.S. economic concerns center on PRC mistreatment of U.S. businesses, unfair trade practices, and alleged intellectual property theft. Washington’s security concerns relate to Beijing’s assertive territorial claims regarding neighboring territories and large military buildup. Other issues cover Beijing’s policies toward Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Xinjiang as well as other authoritarian domestic policies. Concerns about PRC practices are likely to continue no matter which U.S. political party controls Congress or the presidency. Trump and his advisors initially argued that one reason to improve ties with Moscow was to wean Russia away from China. For instance, they hoped Russia would curtail its weapons deliveries to these two countries. They also worried that the U.S. sanctions on Russia deprived U.S. investors of business opportunities and drove Russia into China’s arms. The Trump foreign policy team faulted the Obama administration for confronting Moscow and Beijing concurrently and therefore aligning their interests against the United States. Following his election, several of Trump’s advisers indicated that they intended to work more actively to avert stronger Sino-Russian alignment by reducing tensions with Russia. Nevertheless, once in office, Trump made no visible effort to prioritize improving ties with Moscow, allowing the Defense, State, and Treasury Departments to pursue strong anti-Russian measures. A confluence of bureaucracy, politics, and pragmatism prevented Trump from pursuing better ties with Moscow. Trump’s cabinet members had expressed more conventional views regarding Russia, while the domestic political situation in Washington severely limited Trump’s ability to cooperate with the Russian government on almost all significant matters. Furthermore, strong congressional opposition precluded a comprehensive relaxation of U.S. sanctions on Russia. Most U.S. allies were also pressing the Trump administration not to soften its stance toward Moscow until Russia made concessions on Ukraine and other issues. Their opposition repeatedly blocked Trump’s proposal that Russia rejoin the G7/G8. The U.S. forces assigned to NATO, the U.S. naval and air patrols near Russia, and U.S. military exercises with local partners have all increased during the Trump years. The administration’s core national security documents, such as the National Security Strategy, were written by the bureaucracy and think tank experts, which described Russia and China as the two main “revisionist powers” seeking to usurp U.S. leadership and the international system that reflects U.S. values and impose their own different world order.

In the first months of the Trump administration, the Kremlin scaled back its confrontation with Washington since Russian leaders hoped that the new Trump administration might change some U.S. policies Moscow opposed. For example, they hoped that the Trump administration would remove some sanctions on Russia while not enforcing others or limiting their practical scope and not to pursue similar measures such as discouraging other Russian-U.S. business ties. Additionally, given Trump’s previously anti-China rhetoric, Russian analysts were looking forward to positioning themselves as the swing state in an intensified Sino-American struggle for global primacy, seeing it as an opportunity to sustain Russia’s status as a third pole in a global triangle. However, this hope faded after Trump stopped suggesting that the United States would not fulfill its security commitments to NATO members and his senior cabinet officials continued to severely criticize Russian policies. Russian leaders were also aware that Trump’s pro-Russian policies faced major opposition in Congress, even among members of the Republican Party, and that many of his cabinet members were deeply skeptical about cooperating with Moscow, including Vice President Mike Pence. Russia’s leadership soon realized that any improvement in bilateral relations under Trump would remain limited, contested, and transient. They complained about not knowing who was responsible for formulating Russian policy in the U.S. government due to the frequent turnover and vacancies among U.S. senior national security posts. They also faulted the Trump administration for pursuing traditional U.S. policies that make Moscow uneasy: regularly employing military force, disregarding international treaties, and refusing to accept international constraints on U.S. freedom of action. Given this calculation, Russian policy makers saw little benefit in making significant concessions to Washington regarding China or other issues. Even if Trump had overcome these obstacles to better relations with Russia, it is not clear if Moscow would have met him halfway since Russian leaders blamed previous U.S. policies for the poor state of their bilateral relations and expected Washington not just to abandon but also to “correct” these flawed policies in ways to make them more acceptable to Moscow. When Russian leaders initially thought that Trump sought to improve bilateral relations, their response was not to make concessions to facilitate this process. Instead, they claimed vindication on their position that the current tensions resulted from flawed U.S. policies. They further rejoiced that Trump’s hoped-for pro-Russian policies would give Moscow new leverage in negotiations with China.

Recommendations

The United States has means to balance or weaken the Sino-Russian alignment. Despite their closer collaboration on many issues, Russian and Chinese perspectives and policies do not fully align. Nonetheless, since the Moscow-Beijing partnership is not binding, constraining, or exclusive, their low-cost, multipronged alignment may be resilient against potential U.S. countermeasures. Moreover, many U.S. strategies would have unpredictable effects on the Sino-Russian alignment, perhaps strengthening rather than weakening it. U.S. policy that was simply more assertive, for example, could have either impact. It is true that PRC analysts doubt Moscow’s willingness to support Beijing in a possible confrontation with another Russian partner such as India or Vietnam. A Chinese perception that Moscow has failed to adequately support Beijing, such as when Khrushchev did not back Mao during a territorial dispute in the 1950s, could have an embittering effect. The Eisenhower administration deliberately heightened tensions with Maoist China to rupture the Sino-Soviet alliance by making it clear to PRC policy makers that Soviet leaders were unwilling to risk war with the United States on China’s behalf.20 Likewise, intensifying U.S. sanctions on Russia could deepen Moscow’s irritation at Beijing if the Kremlin perceives that PRC support is inadequate. In recent years, Beijing has not recognized the self-declared separatist “governments” backed by Moscow in the occupied Georgian territories of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. Furthermore, though the Chinese government has denounced U.S. sanctions on Russia, PRC banks and corporations have de facto respected Western-imposed measures limiting commercial operations in Crimea to reduce their own exposure to U.S. countermeasures. Sanctions that weaken the Russian economy could also exacerbate Russian fears of falling further behind China as a global economic competitor. Still, a tougher U.S. approach toward either country risks driving Moscow and Beijing closer together. Alternatively, the United States could try to use positive incentives with one country to shape its policies in ways more favorable to U.S. interests. French president Emmanuel Macron has at times advocated this approach in order to give Russia an opportunity to avoid becoming “China’s vassal.”21 Washington could alternatively try to divide Moscow and Beijing by seeking to improve ties with Russia or the PRC but not both, re-creating the kind of trilateral diplomacy that benefited the United States during the 1970s and the 1980s. For example, the United States could decrease some U.S. sanctions on Russia or China unilaterally to reduce one factor that may be deepening Sino-Russian ties.

Nevertheless, the U.S. leverage to break apart the entire multidimensional Sino-Russian alignment is limited. In the near term, there is probably no positive incentive that the United States could reasonably offer Moscow or Beijing that would lead them to comprehensively realign their policies toward Washington and away from the other. Both governments consider their historically atypical strong relationship a major mutual asset that they should strive to sustain. Furthermore, both governments would discount any U.S. inducements to defect given their suspicion of U.S. motives and doubts about the sustainability of any proffered concessions. They understand the volatile nature of American politics and deep congressional hostility to both authoritarian powers, which would impede presidential flexibility regarding, for example, sanctions relief. Even a complete U.S. disengagement from geographic regions that Moscow or Beijing consider as falling within their sphere of influence might not drive them apart. On the one hand, the reduced perception of a shared external threat could lead Russia and China to compete more directly for regional dominance. On the other, a U.S. withdrawal from regional hotspots could lead to greater cooperation between Moscow and Beijing to cooperate more in order to avert regional power vacuums that threaten their interests or to achieve joint gains with minimal mutual friction. From a long-term perspective, U.S. policies designed to improve relations with Russia—such as the possible repeal of some sanctions—could enable Moscow to better balance the rise of China’s power in Europe, Eurasia, the Arctic, and the Middle East. Yet, if removing sanctions delays Moscow’s continued economic and military decline relative to the PRC, this result would decrease possible Russian anxiety about falling behind China.

Additionally, the loose nature of the Russia-China alignment can make it harder and more dangerous to break. Historians believe that one reason why a local conflict between Austria-Hungary and Serbia escalated into World War I was due to the weak nature of the contemporary military alliances, which made the parties fear that their allies would defect unless they received clear evidence of support. German leaders felt that they had to offer Vienna a blank check in order to suppress Serbian terrorism, while both Russian and then French leaders concluded that they must commit to military action against Germany to avoid reneging on their security partnerships.22 This reassurance-against-abandonment dynamic makes it harder for Russia or China to offer concessions to Washington for fear that such actions could undermine Sino-Russian ties. Moreover, an easy way to suppress their divisions is for Moscow and Beijing to focus against a common challenger—in this case, the United States. U.S. efforts at positive inducements could also be interpreted as a policy of appeasement and lead Moscow and Beijing to become even more confrontational toward the United States. In 2017, the prospect of U.S. sanction relief fueled Russian hopes for an end to U.S. opposition to their foreign policy and an increase in their leverage with China, but Moscow did not show a willingness to make concessions toward Washington—reflecting the Russian position that bilateral tensions all resulted from flawed U.S. policies. Even a comprehensive resolution of U.S. disputes with one of these countries might not prove sufficient to overcome the substantial benefits Russia and China gain from their mutual cooperation. Shared opposition to the United States is only one of many strategic, geopolitical, military, economic, or ideological variables that drive Moscow and Beijing together. U.S. policy makers should explicitly weigh the trade-off between the value of sanctions designed to weaken the Russian and Chinese economies against the impetus sanctions provide for driving Moscow and Beijing closer together. These measures can weaken Sino-Russian economic potential and military capacity as well as raise the risks for U.S. partners of dealing with Russia and China. On a broader level, overuse of sanctions can undermine their utility by allowing the targets to acclimate themselves and build resistance to them.

Even if the Sino-Russian alignment remains strong, the United States and its many powerful allies have the capacity to successfully manage their combined challenge. Due to their increasingly authoritarian political systems, Russia and China have inherent weaknesses—their elites’ preoccupation with remaining in power, the distortion of information flow needed for effective decision making, and leadership succession problems that could abruptly change foreign policy orientations. U.S. policy makers should make a greater effort to identify and assess Russian and Chinese interests in their decision making, in order to understand potential trade-offs and complications as well as identify opportunities for potential joint gains. The United States should elevate the issue of the effect of Russian-Chinese collaboration in its dialogue with allies and partners. The recently released “NATO 2030” report appropriately recommends that a special unit of the alliance’s Joint Intelligence and Security Division constantly evaluate and report the impact of Sino-Russian collaboration on allies’ political, military, informational, and technological security.23 Although the United States, NATO, and other U.S. allies devote copious resources to assessing Russian and Chinese developments, Western intelligence assets also must track their interactions more effectively. For example, Sino-Russian security cooperation has repeatedly exceeded the levels thought possible by many Western experts. One profitable example is how the U.S. government has collaborated in recent years with European entities as well as private-sector media companies to identify Russian-Chinese disinformation collaboration and, through mutual learning, develop better means to fortify Western information environments.24

Of course, not all Sino-Russian collaboration directly harms U.S. interests. The three countries do not need identical interests or views to cooperate directly. For example, the United States could benefit if Russia and China offered more support to the Afghan government. Both Russian and PRC analysts recognize that on balance, the NATO military efforts in Afghanistan have enhanced their security, denying the potential for terrorist cells to mass and launch operations against their countries. Conversely, they fear a premature U.S. military withdrawal from Afghanistan and have urged the United States to keep troops in the country until a peace agreement ends the fighting or until a stronger Afghan government can better promote security in Afghanistan and its neighborhood. However, a NATO military withdrawal would not necessarily obligate Russia or China to fill the security gap since both states could try to contain rather than resolve the Afghan security crisis. During the 1990s, Russian policy makers pursued such a containment strategy, seeking to fortify Central Asian border defenses and support various pro-Russian armed groups in the country. If peace ever takes hold in the region, meeting Russian and Chinese concerns probably requires accepting a neutral Afghanistan and excluding a permanent U.S. military presence in Central Asia. Russian-Chinese-U.S. cooperation within regional security institutions is also possible but remains difficult given the diverging interests of the institutions’ members states. The Obama administration initially made a greater effort to engage the SCO as a possible regional partner regarding Afghanistan but soon lost interest due to uncertainty over the organization’s intentions and effectiveness. Conversely, neither Moscow nor Beijing considers NATO a desirable security partner beyond Afghanistan. The different definitions of terrorism used by the governments will invariably complicate potential cooperation by leading to further charges of hypocrisy and double dealing. In their diplomatic exchanges and public messaging, U.S. policy makers can capitalize upon the mixed Russian and Chinese feelings about the NATO military drawdown in Afghanistan, emphasizing either its positive or its negative dimensions depending on the actors and circumstances involved. For example, highlighting progress in attaining stability might encourage further Chinese investment, while focusing on the continued threats posed by extremists might promote greater trilateral counterterrorism cooperation. Emphasizing a UN leading role in overseeing Afghan developments may help alleviate some Russian and Chinese concerns. By contrast, leaving Moscow and Beijing to assume a larger role in Afghanistan security could generate friction over each regional position. While this region has thus far not featured an open rivalry between Moscow and Beijing, due to their harmonious near-term interests, Central Asia’s stability is becoming more crucial for Beijing’s plans, both for east-west integration and for the security of its western borders against substate terrorist threats. PRC’s doubts about Russia’s will and capacity to maintain Eurasian stability have been less evident since Moscow moved against Ukraine in 2014 but could resurface. If PRC leaders believe it necessary to intervene militarily in Central Asia, Moscow would likely become uneasy about the implications of China supplanting Russian influence in Eurasia.

Russia, China, and the United States can further indirectly collaborate in complementary ways on overlapping or nonconflictual interests. For this to occur, however, policy makers in the three countries must think creatively about these opportunities. The three might, for example, cooperate better on Afghan projects within the framework of multilateral institutions and on economic issues rather than through bilateral security initiatives. Additionally, Russia, China, and the United States could find it easier to collaborate on Afghan-Pakistan issues rather than on Afghanistan alone since their shared security stakes are potentially greater regarding Pakistan, which has a much larger population than Afghanistan and nuclear weapons that could fall into the hands of the country’s Islamist extremists. Similarly, Russia, China, and the United States can conduct complementary counter-narcotics efforts by independently training and equipping Afghanistan’s counter-drug officers and by focusing their interdiction efforts on different sectors of Afghanistan’s borders. Enhancing trilateral cooperation against terrorism, even if only in Eurasia, would prove useful. Other potentially profitable areas for trilateral functional collaboration could be nonproliferation, disaster management, mitigating global climate change, and promoting international public health, especially working together to avert another global pandemic. Washington needs to develop an effective strategy for managing its differences with Moscow and Beijing regarding North Korea in the short term, even as the United States pursues the long-term goal of persuading Russian and Chinese leaders of the benefits of incentivizing major reforms in Pyongyang’s policies. Unrealized opportunities may also exist for cooperation on confronting climate change. PRC policy makers want to prevent flooding in China’s coastal cities, while Russian leaders increasingly recognize their vulnerability to thawing permafrost, which is eroding the foundations of their northern and eastern infrastructure. More targeted policies concentrated on specific functional or geographic issues could have more predictable positive effects. For instance, since Russian officials will likely share U.S. concerns about China’s growing military power and strategic opaqueness, arms control might become a wedge issue dividing Moscow from Beijing. By adopting additional sanctions on Russia designed to limit Sino-Russian defense cooperation, moreover, Washington could weaken this dimension of their partnership. Furthermore, skilled influence operations could exploit Russian anxieties about “China passing”—falling further behind the PRC due to the growing Sino-Russian power gap and becoming Beijing’s subordinate partner. U.S. influence operations should stoke Russian suspicions that China wants to keep Russia in an unbalanced commercial relationship, a plausible argument given that PRC trade and investment has not substantially assisted Russia to diversify its economy away from exporting natural resources to China. They should also encourage Russian policy makers to adopt a longer time perspective in their decision making. PRC leaders seem to look decades ahead, while their Russian counterparts appear to think only in terms of a few years; as a result, they discount the challenge to Russia’s long-term future status from China’s rise. Russia and the PRC both face major demographic (and therefore socioeconomic) challenges, due to their aging workforce and low birth rates, but Russia’s demographic difficulties are more severe. If Russians do not boost fertility and decrease mortality, the country could experience a substantial population loss in coming decades, which could undermine a foundation of great-power status.

Despite these complexities and complications, U.S. policy makers should prioritize measures that help the United States compete against Russia or China while neither driving Moscow and Beijing together nor inadvertently strengthening the nontargeted country. For example, an advantage of the U.S. energy sanctions imposed on Russia in 2014 was that they restricted the sale of U.S. technologies to Russia that were not readily available from Chinese sources. Other restrictions, however, have had less desirable effects. For instance, the recent U.S. strategy of constraining cooperation with Russian and Chinese students and scientists should be reviewed since they may unduly encourage Russian and Chinese nationals to study and work in each other’s countries. The United States may want to relax some of these restrictions under appropriate safeguards. Academic exchanges can be mutually beneficial when they are conducted on the basis of transparency, reciprocity, and academic freedoms. Russian and Chinese funding of U.S. academic institutions must naturally be governed by strong safeguards to make sure such funding is not used to pursue foreign rather than U.S. interests. For example, funds received from foreign government institutions or state-controlled corporations like Huawei raise the risk that their funded projects will be used to divert scholars into working on projects that benefit the foreign government and could divert U.S. scholars and research to work on the economic development of Russia and China rather than the United States. Meanwhile, the United States should message the disadvantages to Russians and Chinese of studying or working in each other’s countries, such as limited freedom of research and thought or decreased prospects of securing U.S. entry visas and scholarship opportunities.

The United States must balance preventing high-intensity competition with Russia and China that leads to war while avoiding being so preoccupied with risk avoidance that it encourages Russian and PRC nonmilitary assertiveness and hybrid coercion. U.S. policies have generally succeeded in deterring high-end aggression from Russia, China, and other states but failed to deter their sub-conventional challenges to U.S. interests. With some success, Moscow and Beijing have employed tailored “salami slicing tactics” that combine economic, political, legal, and diplomatic coercion short of war. Retaining overall U.S. and allied military superiority over Russia and China combined is critical. When deterrence fails, aggression, war, and international disorder can ensue as revisionist states press the dominant power’s other extended deterrence commitments. Through miscalculation, low-level competition could escalate into a great-power conventional conflict. Conversely, successful deterrence strengthens factions in the targeted state that advocate foreign-policy restraint. History offers examples of how great-power deterrence can fail if revisionist powers believe that they can gain more from challenging the dominant power than by cooperating with it within the existing international system. Rising or dissatisfied powers must believe the credibility of the dominant power’s pledges to protect its allies. Britain’s inability to convince Germany before World War I that London would defend its allies led Berlin to underestimate the costs of aggression. Status quo powers must maintain military superiority over rising and dissatisfied powers and make credible commitments to defend their allies to persuade potential revisionists that accepting the existing system is better than challenging it. The United States should continue to strive to maintain its military technological advantages over both states in critical areas such as air power, naval superiority, networked information technologies, and missile defense. Of course, the types of military strength best suited to counter Russia and China differ by region and specific problem set. In Europe, the main threat is from Russia’s land power, whereas in the Indo-Pacific theater, the Pentagon must focus on countering the PLA’s growing air and naval forces.

Future U.S. administrations should also make a great effort to strengthen U.S. foreign defense and security alliances. Russia and China are trying to weaken the U.S. global network of security alliances and economic institutions because of its critical role in sustaining U.S. external power and the U.S.-backed international order. Washington now has a robust portfolio of alliances with various supporting institutions to help counter revisionist powers. This contrasts with Moscow and Beijing, which lack powerful military allies. The network of U.S. security partnerships, though entailing the stationing of soldiers abroad and substantial defense spending, provides the United States with an unparalleled strategic advantage over potential rivals such as Russia and China, including forward operating and staging bases, diplomatic and intelligence assistance, and international legitimacy for U.S. foreign military operations. For this reason, U.S. defense secretary Lloyd Austin has underscored the “power of partnership” in his speeches since alliances and partnerships represent a comparative U.S. strategic advantage in competition with Russia and China.25 Moscow and Beijing employ various tactics to try to negate this U.S. advantage. For example, they exploit allies’ fear of U.S. abandonment and the tandem allied anxiety of entrapment in U.S. conflicts on issues not central to their concern. Especially in Europe, Moscow tries to exploit divisions among U.S. allies and encourages anti-Americanism through various initiatives. In Asia and other continents, PRC propaganda plays upon countries’ fears of economic and security abandonment by the United States (exemplified by trade wars and demands for excessive host-nation support) while suggesting to Americans that Japan, the Philippines, and other local actors are trying to entangle Washington into risky confrontations with Beijing for their own selfish interests. The United States should more directly counter Russian and Chinese propaganda, strengthen foreign institutions to remove vulnerabilities (such as political corruption) that could be exploited by malign foreign actors, temper critical comments regarding financial burden sharing by acknowledging allies’ nonmonetary contributions to global security, and avoid actions—such as failing to enforce declared red lines or treating alliances as burdens rather than benefits—that raise allies’ doubts about the U.S. commitment to defend them. Enhancing mutual consultations and assurances should also decrease partners’ fear of entrapment. The United States and its allies also need to improve their nonmilitary tools to manage the increased great power competition. To address what Japanese commentators describe as these “gray area issues,” the Japanese and U.S. militaries have adopted new guidelines for coordinated military action even without an armed attack against Japan. NATO and the EU should also further develop their capabilities for managing Russia and Chinese sub-conventional and political-military information hybrid threats short of war. More effectively countering Moscow’s and Beijing’s hybrid tactics also requires a U.S. counterstrategy that employs economic, diplomatic, legal, informational, coalitional, and other nonmilitary tools to parry Russian or Chinese sub-conventional assertiveness without escalating conflicts into armed exchanges. Additionally, trade agreements and related measures could improve defense industrial ties with key U.S. partners and discourage them from buying Russian or Chinese weapons or selling defense technologies to either country. Just as Western energy sanctions on Russia have focused on denying transfers that the PRC cannot substitute for, U.S. and other Western sanctions on Russia and China should target products and services that neither Beijing nor Moscow can supply to the other. Working with allies also enhances U.S. influence in international institutions. Russia and China aim to construct a rival world order based on illiberal domestic practices and mutually supported institutions linked to the United Nations and other multinational bodies. No matter how distasteful some of these bodies’ actions, U.S. policies must engage with these institutions rather than ignore them. While standing alone, when necessary, in defense of American interests, U.S. diplomats should aim at public displays of consensus-building, especially among nontraditional U.S. partners. They should also highlight Russian and Chinese impediments to a better world, such as their joint vetoes in UN bodies of Western attempts to resolve regional conflicts.

Additionally, U.S. officials should encourage allies to strengthen their defense capabilities further to remove easy low-hanging fruit for Russian or Chinese aggression and make allies more resilient against low-cost probes and coercion. Conversely, the United States should avoid applying sanctions on allies and partners that result in a net loss of U.S. security. The Countering America’s Adversaries through Sanctions Act (CAATSA), enacted in mid-2017, mandates sanctions on people, companies, and organizations that engage in a “significant transaction” with Russia’s defense and intelligence sectors. Besides punishing Russia for its past “malign activities,” the purpose of the CAATSA is to decrease the resources Moscow can employ against the United States and its allies and partners by discouraging countries from buying Russian weapons. The CAATSA has reinforced the credibility of the U.S. threat to sanction other countries presently contemplating buying weapons that fuel the Russian war machine. But it has not prevented China, Turkey, India, and other countries from buying advanced Russian weaponry even in the face of strenuous U.S. pressure—and in some cases, applications of the sanctions could push the targeted country into even deeper dependence on Russian weaponry. The U.S. Congress has thoughtfully debated a program to provide low-cost loans to NATO’s former Soviet bloc members so that they can more easily replace their Russian weapons with U.S. weapons and equipment. This proposal could be expanded to cover non-NATO U.S. defense partners that also substitute the United States for Russian or Chinese arms.

U.S. and European sanctions can more directly aim to deny Moscow and Beijing technologies that they could obtain from the other—as with the U.S. and EU energy sanctions on Russia—to avoid strengthening their defense-industrial ties. Limiting the two powers’ military resources would constrain their military modernization. Washington could expand its dialogue with other countries regarding major arms sales that could assist Russia and China so that countries understand the depth of U.S. concerns about such transfers and adopt better end-user and other export controls. Improved consultations and information exchanges would help avoid recent problems, such as when several EU governments sold sophisticated weapons to Russia before 2014 with little notice to their NATO allies, making the alliance look divided. Conversely, the United States and its allies can undercut the funds that Russia and China hope to earn through their planned joint research and development (R&D) efforts on the international arms market. Trade agreements and related measures could improve U.S. defense industrial partnerships with key allies and reduce the possibility of them attempting to buy Russian or PRC weapons. Increased U.S. purchases, or at least accessibility, for foreign weapons sellers would be a way for Washington to influence the global arms trade and security landscape. Given the size of the U.S. military budget, other states will naturally be inclined to sign mutually beneficial deals that allow both countries to sell more weapons to each other. The United States should continue its own arm sales reformation, unilaterally and with key partners, to match intensified competition from Russia, China, and other counties. Washington should also lobby the EU to continue its arms embargo on Beijing. Granted, it could be argued that relaxing the EU embargo on the PLA could help weaken China’s ties with Russia by decreasing PRC’s dependence on imported Russian defense equipment and technologies. Nevertheless, repealing the EU arms embargo could prompt Moscow to further relax its arms sales policies and permit Beijing to purchase its top-line weapons in order to retain Russia’s share of China’s defense market. Moreover, if Europeans offered to sell arms to the PRC, such sales could increase U.S. anxieties about Beijing’s growing military capabilities, furthering perceptions that ungrateful Europeans were sacrificing joint transatlantic security interests in pursuit of commercial opportunities. A repeal could also communicate the wrong signal to Beijing—that Europe is unconcerned about China’s human rights practices, its growing military potential, expansive territorial claims, or its self-claimed right to employ military force to recover Taiwan. The United States also fears that deepening ties between the EU and the PRC would risk weakening European support for U.S. efforts to deter PRC aggression. EU governments could become more unwilling to rebuke China on disputed issues in fear of Beijing’s curtailing purchases of Western weapons. U.S. officials have seen this problem in the past when Russian-EU ties have been good. In return for maintaining the EU embargo on China, Washington can sustain a robust transatlantic dialogue regarding U.S. security policies in Asia that could affect European interests as well as improve transatlantic defense industrial partnerships that offer opportunities for European defense sales to the Pentagon. To counter joint Russian-Chinese military space initiatives, the United States should deepen cooperation with European and Japanese space programs to counter adverse Sino-Russian efforts to constrain U.S. defensive capabilities in international legal frameworks. The United States should also jointly monitor and mitigate threatening Russian and Chinese offensive counter-space capabilities.

In Asia, the United States should continue to strengthen ties with New Delhi since India acts as a natural regional counterweight to Beijing in Asia given its democratic government, large population, quickly growing economy, and advanced military capabilities. Keeping India outside any Russian-Chinese alignment is also important for complicating Sino-Russian relations. For example, having India as a full member of the SCO also makes it more difficult for Moscow and Beijing to employ the organization against U.S. interests. New Delhi’s defense ties with Moscow can be limited through targeted U.S. competition, such as conducting more arms sales that displace possible Russian weapons transfers. Since there is a limit to the number of turnkey major U.S. weapons systems that New Delhi will purchase, both parties should also deepen binational defense industrial cooperation, especially regarding integrating their private military manufactures and defense R&D innovation efforts. India, meanwhile, should raise its defense foreign direct investment ceiling to international standards and relax some of its onerous offset requirements. India and the United States also should deepen their cyber and outer space cooperation. Given how Russia’s support for the PRC’s military and space power is threatening India as well as the United States, the two democracies could profitably pool their efforts to protect their terrestrial and space infrastructure from mutual threats, such as China’s growing offensive cyber or counterspace capabilities. Furthermore, the United States should support the continued reinterpretations of the Japanese constitution to allow Tokyo to become more of a global net security provider. Despite Russian-U.S. differences, the United States should not oppose a Russia-Japan reconciliation to help balance PRC pressure against Tokyo and influence in Moscow. Until now, neither Moscow nor Beijing has backed the other’s territorial claims against Japan. Long-standing territorial disputes between Russia and Japan over the Kuril Islands are unlikely to be resolved in the near future. U.S. officials should encourage their Japanese counterparts to keep diplomatic doors open to avoid inducing Moscow to side with Beijing on its territorial demands in the East and South China Seas. Russian-Japanese tensions complicate efforts to present North Korea with a united front, disrupt economic and energy cooperation in northeast Asia, and weaken a balancing factor that could help keep China’s rise peaceful. In the specific case of northeast Asia, China and North Korea represent a greater threat to U.S. interests and regional stability than Russia. Reduced tensions with Moscow would enable Japan to concentrate more on managing Beijing’s growing economic and military power, might induce Beijing to moderate its policies toward Tokyo, and could increase the likelihood that Russia would weaken its tight embrace on China and adopt a more geopolitically balanced approach. Trilateral security arrangements—especially the U.S.-Japan-South Korea, the U.S.-Japan-Australia, and the U.S.-Japan-India triangles—also help balance both Russia and China. The United States may need to more actively promote Republic of Korea (ROK)-Japan reconciliation. While Washington has so far taken important steps to further the military relationship between its two allies, including trilateral exercises and intelligence sharing, the United States should do more to promote economic and people-to-people reconciliation. Conversely, Washington is not well positioned to challenge Russian and Chinese influence in Central Asia. Neither Afghanistan nor much of Central Asia offers great economic opportunities to the United States, and U.S. access to the region is impeded by the area’s landlocked nature and civil violence. The regional governments want to continue multi-vector foreign policies based on flexible partnerships with multiple external countries, including the United States, but Washington’s involvement in the region has been episodic and declining concomitant with the decreasing U.S. military presence in Afghanistan. Central Asians recognize that history, geography, and a Kremlin leadership determined to sustain a high profile in their region will keep Moscow engaged as a leading player in the region. Many Central Asian leaders welcome China’s regional economic involvement as helping to develop their countries and preventing Russia from securing the kind of absolute domination over regional affairs that occurred during the Soviet period. Local elites welcome Beijing’s noninterference in Central Asian states’ internal matters, as the PRC neither restricts alternative trade opportunities (as does Russia) nor demands democratization (as does the United States) though with the notable exception of not criticizing Chinese policies regarding Xinjiang, Hong Kong, or Taiwan. Whereas Russian and Chinese presidents and prime ministers regularly visit the region or host bilateral and multilateral meetings with Central Asian leaders, no U.S. president has ever visited Central Asia. Nonetheless, the three countries can pursue complementary regional economic policies. For example, China is willing to fund long-term infrastructure projects in Central Asia that the Russian government cannot afford and private U.S. companies typically eschew as unprofitable. However, the electoral crises that Russia and its close partners experienced in 2020 have highlighted a fundamental vulnerability in the Kremlin’s elite-focused influence strategy. Due to the renunciation of the Soviet-era Communist Party monopoly of power and the fundamentally Western orientation of many of these countries’ citizens, their political leaders must hold periodic elections that they profess to be free and fair. Yet, these elections repeatedly arouse popular protests due to their fraudulent nature, undermining their claim to represent multiparty democracies. This strategic vulnerability provides opportunities for the liberal democracies to find local allies in the region. Additionally, the United States can promote free-market institutions and the rule of law in Central Asia and elsewhere. U.S. officials can also warn of the risks of relying excessively on Chinese loans or China’s 5G surveillance technology, both of which could compromise the receiving nation’s autonomy. The United States and its allies should also strive to induce Russia and China to make their aid more transparent (to reduce duplication), more conditional on better domestic governance and superior economic policies by the recipients, and more open to the United States and other economic partners.
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Appendix 3. Major Conventional Weapons Transfers from Russia to China


[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]


Appendix 4. Russian-Chinese Trade Proportions, 2018
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Appendix 6. Major Russian-Chinese Joint Investment Projects
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