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ABSTRACT 

 In the great power competition–era, the United States finds itself challenged by 

two main adversaries: Russia and China. This is especially evident in Asia, where both 

rival powers seek to retain and expand their traditional political, economic, and military 

spheres of influence while attempting to put limits on U.S. involvement. This thesis 

explored the dynamics of competition and cooperation between Russia and China in 

order to ascertain which are stronger. To achieve this, the thesis examined Sino-Russian 

interactions in three specific cases: Central Asia, North Korea, and Mongolia. In the case 

of Central Asia, competition between Russia and China was the strongest of the three 

cases due to the region’s importance to both great powers. However, shared security 

concerns and the opposition to U.S. presence push Moscow and Beijing toward 

cooperation. Regarding North Korea, Russia largely follows China’s lead, recognizing 

shared concerns about the stability of the DPRK regime and the greater importance of the 

region to Beijing. Finally, in Mongolia, Moscow and Beijing cooperate for the sake of 

maintaining a stable and predictable neighbor, avoiding an unnecessary security dilemma. 

In all three cases, Russia and China were found to prefer cooperation to competition, both 

to ensure their peripheries’ stability and focus their efforts on the great power 

competition with the United States. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

A. MAJOR RESEARCH QUESTION AND MAIN FINDINGS 

The United States currently finds itself in a new geopolitical situation, in which its 

post–Cold War hegemony is challenged politically, economically, and militarily by its 

emerging rivals—Russia and China. These powers have increasingly pursued policies 

designed to limit American involvement and bolster their own power and prestige in their 

respective regions, if not globally. The leadership in Washington is under no illusion as to 

the nature of the challenge, with the former Secretary of Defense James Mattis stating that 

the “great power competition, not terrorism, is now the primary focus of U.S. national 

security.”1 Furthermore, the Intelligence Community’s Worldwide Threat Assessment 

asserts that Russia and China’s goals are to “counter U.S. objectives, taking advantage of 

rising doubts in some places about the liberal democratic model…and [presenting] a 

counterweight to the United States and other Western countries.”2 The great power 

competition is most intense in Asia, where Russia and China seek to expand their 

traditional spheres of influence and where their abilities to pursue their interests are the 

strongest. In this new context for the U.S. foreign policy, it is increasingly more important 

to understand the precise nature of Sino-Russian relations, as well as the extent of their 

cooperation due to the immense challenge that such cooperation can pose to the U.S. 

interests abroad. 

Sino-Russian relations have been growing increasingly close after the collapse of 

the Soviet Union and normalization of their bilateral relations. China and Russia signed 

agreements in 1991 and 1994, resolving most of the territorial disputes and resuming arms 

trading. In 1996 they announced a new “strategic partnership,” which entailed further 

intensification of defense cooperation, a pledge of non-aggression, as well as a prohibition 

 
1 Idrees Ali, “U.S. Military Puts ‘Great Power Competition’ at heart of strategy: Mattis,” Reuters, last 

modified 19 January 2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-military-china-russia/u-s-military-puts-
great-power-competition-at-heart-of-strategy-mattis-idUSKBN1F81TR. 

2 Daniel R. Coats. Worldwide Threat Assessment of the U.S. Intelligence Community. Statement for 
the Record, Washington, DC: Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, 2019, 24. 
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from entering military alliances targeted at one another.3 The year 2001 was a landmark 

year for Sino-Russian relations with the conclusion of a Treaty of Friendship and 

Cooperation, as well as the establishment of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization 

(SCO), which aimed to significantly increase Sino-Russian defense cooperation in Central 

Asia.4 The arms trade that was resumed after the dissolution of the Soviet Union continued 

to grow with China purchasing on average USD 2 billion worth of military equipment from 

Russia per year between 1999 and 2005. In 2011, the relationship further evolved into what 

China’s President Xi Jinping called a “comprehensive strategic partnership of 

coordination.”5 This new era of China-Russia relations is characterized by a much closer 

relationship involving direct military cooperation, regular joint exercises, and joint R&D 

projects. During the 2012 election campaign Vladimir Putin announced a “Pivot to the 

East,” an attempt to reorient Russian foreign policy away from Europe and the United 

States and toward Asia, compensating for increasingly frigid relations with the West. 

Through this initiative, Putin is hoping to promote a new vision of Eurasian integration 

based on cooperation between Moscow and Beijing.6 

This thesis researches the evolution of Sino-Russian relations and raises the 

question of possibility of significant strategic cooperation between Russia and China in 

Asia—a region that is a priority theater of the United States as a Pacific nation.7 Asia is 

also of paramount importance to both China and Russia both as their geographic 

neighborhood and as part of their traditional spheres of influence. The thesis examines 

 
3 Paul Schwartz, “Evolution of Sino-Russian Cooperation since the Cold War,” The ASAN Forum, 

last modified June 13, 2014, https://theasanforum.org/evolution-of-sino-russian-defense-cooperation-since-
the-cold-war/. 

4 Schwartz, “Evolution of Sino-Russian Cooperation.” 
5 Consulate-General of the People’s Republic of China in Los Angeles, “Written Interview by H.E. Xi 

Jinping of the People’s Republic of China with Mainstream Russian Media Organizations,” 5 June 2019, 
http://losangeles.china-consulate.org/eng/topnews/t1669855.htm. 

6 David Lewis, “Strategic Culture and Russia’s ‘Pivot to the East:’ Russia, China, and ‘Greater 
Eurasia,” George C. Marshall European Center for Security Studies, last modified July 2019, 
https://www.marshallcenter.org/en/publications/security-insights/strategic-culture-and-russias-pivot-east-
russia-china-and-greater-eurasia-0. 

7 Department of Defense, Indo-Pacific Strategy Report: Preparedness, Partnerships, and Promoting a 
Networked Region, 1 June 2019, https://media.defense.gov/2019/Jul/01/2002152311/-1/-1/
1/DEPARTMENT-OF-DEFENSE-INDO-PACIFIC-STRATEGY-REPORT-2019.PDF, 1. 
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Sino-Russian interactions since the beginning of Vladimir Putin’s presidency in late 1999 

in three cases—Central Asia, North Korea, and Mongolia—and provides an analysis of 

major factors encouraging either cooperation, competition, or both in each of the cases. 

More broadly, the thesis answers the question whether there has been more competition or 

cooperation between Russia and China in Asia and examines what factors encourage each. 

The thesis also demonstrates how better understanding of Sino-Russian relations will help 

the U.S. decision-makers conduct a smarter, more effective policy vis-à-vis its competitors 

in the context of the great power competition. 

On the whole, the cases examined by this thesis demonstrate that Russia and China 

cooperate more than they compete. In Central Asia, the interests of Russia and China clash 

the most out of the three regions examined and even there Moscow and Beijing largely 

cooperate and support local regimes in an effort to keep the region stable. In North Korea, 

Sino-Russian interests align even closer, as their fears of the DPRK regime collapse and 

its consequences take upstage important concerns about the North Korean nuclear 

aspirations or economic interactions. Finally, in Mongolia, Moscow and Beijing show a 

preference in maintaining a stable and prosperous neighbor, leaving their competition there 

largely muted. At the same time, all three cases involve Russia striving to maintain at least 

some influence in the face of rising China, choosing to cooperate or to follow China’s lead. 

As demonstrated by these case studies, Russia and China avoid competing even in regions 

where their interests do not align, due to their preoccupations in other regions and their 

common interest in challenging the U.S.-led global order. 

B. SIGNIFICANCE OF THE RESEARCH QUESTION 

The importance of the research question is particularly evident when seen through 

the lens of the U.S. foreign policy towards Asia. Since the announcement of the “Pivot to 

Asia” in 2012, the United States made a major shift in its foreign policy to Asia and away 

from Europe and the Middle East. American interest in this region is obvious as Asia 

contains almost 60 percent of the world’s population and its combined GDP is approaching 
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almost 50 percent of the global share.8 The region also contains two of the U.S. most 

prominent allies, South Korea and Japan, as well as numerous regional partners, with 

whom United States engage in open trade and security cooperation. American commitment 

to the region is “to uphold a free and open Indo-Pacific in which all nations, large and 

small, are secure in their sovereignty and able to pursue economic growth consistent with 

accepted international rules, norms, and principles of fair competition.”9  

At the same time, the region has been greatly affected by the rise of China, who 

increasingly seeks more prominent role for itself in the region by expanding and 

modernizing its military, conducting influence operations, and using coercive tactics to 

reorder the economic order of the region in its favor. In the view of the United States, China 

is a revisionist power that “undermines the international system from within by exploiting 

its benefits while simultaneously eroding the values and principles of the rules-based 

order.”10 Resurgent Russia also proclaimed its own “turn to the East” in an attempt to 

alleviate the effect of the economic sanctions placed on it by the United States and its allies 

for its aggressive behavior in Ukraine and the annexation of Crimea, resulting in its greater 

engagement with North Korea, China, Mongolia, and Central Asia. Moscow also seeks to 

re-establish its military presence in the region by conducting bomber and reconnaissance 

missions in the Sea of Japan, increasing the scope of its naval operations, while also 

modernizing its conventional and nuclear possibilities.11  

The Indo-Pacific Strategy Report highlights Sino-Russian collaboration in the 

diplomatic, economic,  and security matters, noting China’s investments in Russia’s energy 

sector, the sale of Russian weapons systems, such as the Su-35 fighter aircraft and the S-

400 surface-to-air missile systems, as well as more frequent large-scale joint exercises, 

such as Vostok-2018. Russia and China have also grown closer to each other economically 

 
8 Praneeth Yendamuri and Zara Ingilizian, “In 2020 Asia Will Have the World’s Largest GDP. Here’s 

What That Means,” World Economic Forum, last modified 20 December 2019, https://www.weforum.org/
agenda/2019/12/asia-economic-growth/. 

9 Department of Defense, The Indo-Pacific Strategy Report, i. 
10 Department of Defense, 7. 
11 Department of Defense, 11. 
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as a result of the U.S. hardline policies of sanctions and tariffs designed to curb undesirable 

behaviors of both countries. In 2019 both countries announced that efforts will be made to 

double their bilateral trade by 2024, specifically in areas of energy, industry and 

agriculture.12 This strengthening of economic ties undermines the U.S. efforts to use 

sanctions and tariffs as a viable tactic in encouraging good behavior and punishing actions 

that threaten global order, such as Russia’s adventurism in its periphery and China’s unfair 

trade practices.  

While the United States is, undoubtedly, still the predominant world power, the 

resurgence of Russia and China on the world stage is a cause for concern even if considered 

on their own, but especially so if there is significant collaboration aimed at undermining 

U.S. interests in Asia. Russia still maintains a significant conventional military capability 

and possesses a nuclear arsenal that rivals that of the United States, although its economic 

power is a small portion of that of the former Soviet Union. China, on the other hand, is an 

economic powerhouse that has until recently enjoyed a long period of double-digit GDP 

growth and is rapidly modernizing its conventional and nuclear forces. Both countries are 

the founding members of SCO, an organization with a stated security focus, which also 

saw growth in the recent years, with India and Pakistan joining in 2017. Military exercises 

involving both countries’ forces have been held in the recent years, such as the Vostok-

2018 and Tsentr-2019, as well as many smaller-scale events.13 Such events also involve 

other Asian players, including Mongolia, Kazakhstan, India, and Pakistan, serving to 

bolster Russian and Chinese influence in the region. Such military collaboration, which 

also includes significant technology transfers, poses major concerns for the U.S. foreign 

policy efforts of maintaining leadership in Eastern Europe, Central Asia, and East Asia.  

Finally, understanding the extent of this collaboration and possibility of 

competition between Russia and China in some areas will enable the United States 

policymakers to formulate a smarter approach to managing their own foreign policy. 

 
12 Department of Defense, 11.  
13 Holly Ellyatt, “Are Russia and China the Best of Friends Now? It’s Complicated, Analysts Say,” 

CNBC, last modified 27 September 2019, https://www.cnbc.com/2019/09/27/russia-and-chinas-
relationship--how-deep-does-it-go.html. 
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Countries, where Sino-Russian cooperation is strong, may turn out to be harder regions for 

the furthering of the U.S. interests, while areas, where the factors encouraging competition 

between them are stronger, present an opportunity for American foreign policy efforts. 

Understanding the patterns of cooperation and competition and which factors encourage 

them can also give the United States the tools needed to influence Russia and China and 

effectively discourage their cooperation in areas, where the competition is stronger. 

C. LITERATURE REVIEW 

In order to understand the dynamics of Russia and China’s cooperation or 

competition in Asia, it is important to build a broad understanding of their relations as a 

whole, then to examine the patterns of their interactions in Asia, before moving on to the 

three cases, namely Mongolia, North Korea, and Central Asia. The following literature 

review will first examine the general academic literature regarding Sino-Russian relations 

during the last two decades, then will transition to literature focusing on Sino-Russian 

interactions in Asia, and then will discuss literature on specific interactions in Central Asia, 

North Korea, and Mongolia. 

1. General Literature on Sino-Russian Relations 

The academic literature on Sino-Russian relations after 2000 can be largely 

subdivided into two schools of thought, although it may be useful to think of it as existing 

on a spectrum of the extent of cooperation as seen by the analysts. These two schools of 

thought see the Sino-Russian cooperation as either strategic, emphasizing their enduring 

character and unified goals, or tactical, seeing cooperation as temporary with many factors 

limiting its extent or encouraging competition. At the same time, it is important to 

acknowledge the overall trend in the scholarly opinions, with the scholars being more likely 

to dismiss likelihood of significant Sino-Russian cooperation as recently as 2014, while 

more contemporaneous works show that this cooperation shows more signs of maturity, as 

was the case with Stephen Blank’s views of Moscow-Beijing relations. 

The first school of thought characterizes Sino-Russian cooperation as strategic and 

argues that the relations between the two countries have become much closer over time. At 

the very extreme of this school of thought are authors, such as Schoen and Kaylan, that see 
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China and Russia as a unified bloc or axis aimed against the U.S.-led world order, an 

alliance in all but name.14 This is a minority view as few analysts see the China-Russia 

relations as having reached this level of closeness. Others, such as Blank and Korolev, 

highlight the coordination between Russia and China, who are united in their anti-U.S. and 

anti-Western sentiments and are actively working to diminish the role of the United States 

both within their immediate geographic neighborhoods, as well as globally.15 This group 

of analysts and scholars, which further include Gilbert Rozman, Angela Stent, and 

Elizabeth Wishnick, draws attention to cooperation of Russia and China on the issue of the 

North Korean nuclear program, involving both using their permanent status on the United 

Nations Security Council (UNSC) to derail the U.S. attempts to impose effective sanctions 

on North Korea, as well as blunting the U.S. efforts to respond to crises in Crime and 

Syria.16 They also emphasize the role of regional organizations, such as the Shanghai 

Cooperation Organization (SCO), that include China, Russia, Central Asia, and Mongolia 

(who has observer status), as Sino-Russian instruments of imposing an alternative security 

regime aimed at balancing against the United States and its allies. Other multinational 

organizations have also emerged as an alternative to the Western institutions, such as the 

Russia-led Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), China’s Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI), Russia’s Eurasian Economic Union (EEU), as well as the BRICS 

association of emerging economies, which includes Russia, China, Brazil, India, and South 

Africa. 

The second body of literature, which encompasses a majority of Sino-Russian 

relations experts, calls Sino-Russian cooperation as tactical in nature and highlights the 

pragmatic and largely transactional character of Sino-Russian relations. Such is the 

position of Bobo Lo, James Dorsey, Alexander Lukin, Dmitry Trenin, Alexander Gabuev, 

 
14 Douglas E. Schoen and Melik Kaylan, The Russia-China Axis: The New Cold War and America’s 

Crisis of Leadership (New York: Encounter Books, 2014), x. 
15 Stephen Blank, “China and Russia: a Burgeoning Alliance,” Proceedings, March 2020, 

https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/2020/march/china-and-russia-burgeoning-alliance 
16 Gilbert Rozman, “Asia for the Asians: Why Chinese-Russian Friendship Is Here To Stay,” Foreign 

Affairs, 29 October 2014, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/east-asia/2014-10-29/asia-asians. 
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Gaye Christoffersen, and many others. In this view, the factors, encouraging competition 

have been much more powerful and, at times, have outweighed those encouraging 

cooperation. This school of thought acknowledges the easily observed patterns of 

cooperation, from joint military exercises and arms sales to preferential economic deals 

and mutually supportive votes in the UN Security Council (UNSC), while also leaving 

room to showcase and explain diverging interests and mutual anxieties. In the words of 

Bobo Lo, for instance, “...the greatest obstacle to bilateral cooperation is the widespread 

perception that the Sino-Russian relationship is not one of equals, but an increasingly 

asymmetric interaction between a ‘senior partner’ and a ‘junior partner’.”17 

2. Sino-Russian Relations as Strategic—the Case for Convergence 

At the very extreme of this school of thought is the idea that Russia and China have 

been steadily building up their cooperation to the point of acting as a unified bloc or an 

undeclared alliance. In The Russia-China Axis, Schoen and Kaylan argue that  Russia and 

China act as one and “conspire” against the United States in all areas of global competition. 

They draw attention to the existence of “an unfolding alliance between Russia and China 

that most observers are only now starting to acknowledge,”18 further stating that “the signs 

of Russian and Chinese collaboration are everywhere, and they have been mounting for a 

decade.”19 Schoen and Kaylan point to Russian and Chinese support of the regimes in 

Syria, Iran, and North Korea as the most compelling evidence of their collaboration on the 

world stage. They also highlight similarities in their tactics, from cyberwarfare to 

information warfare, as well as military buildup and an increased tempo of joint military 

exercises as further proof of their malicious collaboration. 

Previously skeptical of the possibility of deeper cooperation between Russia and 

China, Blank suggests that an alliance between the two powers is in the making. He claims 

that the relationship has moved beyond a strategic partnership and compares it to the 

 
17 Bobo Lo, A Wary Embrace: What the China-Russia Relationship Means for the World (Melbourne: 

Penguin Specials, 2017), 38. 
18 Schoen and Kaylan, The Russia-China Axis, x. 
19 Schoen and Kaylan, The Russia-China Axis, x. 
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alliances of the Tsarist era.20 The key evidence of this is a “longstanding and extensive 

series of exercises and intermilitary discussions and conferences; 3,600 Chinese students 

... [in] Russian military academies; and a...thriving bilateral arms sales relationship.”21 He 

also draws attention to the fact that that Sino-Russian military exercises have also grown 

in complexity, while the maritime exercises and Russian technological contributions to the 

Chinese navy have challenged the U.S. maritime order in the Pacific. Blank further states 

that “While the United States remains the dominant power in the Pacific region, growing 

Chinese and Russian nautical interaction heralds the beginning of a multipolar or even 

bipolar Asian maritime order.”22 Blank also suggests that the relationship can easily morph 

into a wartime alliance with Russia coming to China’s support should China attempt to 

seize Taiwan by force.  

Korolev shares this concern with Blank, stating that “in the context of deteriorating 

Russia-US relations after the Ukraine crisis and China’s ‘new assertiveness’ in the South 

and East China Seas has revived the ‘alliance’ rhetoric in China-Russia bilateral relations,” 

and quoting Vladimir Putin as calling Russia and China “natural partners and natural 

allies.”23 Analyzing Vladimir Putin’s remarks during the meeting of the Valdai 

International Discussion Club in 2019, Stent notes his usage of words “allies” and 

“strategic partners,” and the idea of a “greater Eurasia” espoused by some of Russia’s 

leading scholars.24 Domestic rhetoric in Russia and China has also shifted in a direction 

conducive to better relations, with historic revisionism dominating the discussion of Sino-

Russian shared history. Episodes like the border skirmishes in 1969 during the Sino-Soviet 

Split, massacres of ethnic Chinese by Russia’s Cossacks in 1900, and Russia’s takeover of 

 
20 Stephen Blank, “China and Russia: a Burgeoning Alliance,” Proceedings, March 2020, 

https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/2020/march/china-and-russia-burgeoning-alliance. 
21 Blank, “China and Russia: a Burgeoning Alliance.” 
22 Blank, “China and Russia: a Burgeoning Alliance.” 
23 Alexander Korolev, “On the Verge of an Alliance: Contemporary China-Russia Military 

Cooperation,” Asian Security 15 no.3 (2019), Taylor & Francis Online. 
24 Angela Stent, “Valdai 2019: The Dawn of the East and the World Political Order,” Russia Matters 

(Harvard Kennedy School Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs), last modified 11 October 
2019, https://www.russiamatters.org/blog/valdai-2019-dawn-east-and-world-political-order. 
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large swaths of Chinese territory north of the Amur River are rarely discussed by China 

and Russia’s public figures, if remembered at all.25 

Wishnick is similarly concerned by the Sino-Russian attempts to create a new 

international order distinct from one pursued by the United States, based on the five key 

principles: 

1. a preference for a multipolar world in opposition to the U.S. hegemony; 

2. a mutual respect for sovereignty, non-aggression, and non-interference in 

domestic affairs; 

3. peaceful resolution of international disputes; 

4. a stronger role for the United Nations as a guardian of international order; 

and, 

5. “bilateral partnerships based on equality, trust and mutually beneficial 

cooperation”26 

Wishnick also draws attention to the recent 2017 joint statement by Russia and China that 

calls for political diversity and respect for the rights of all countries to choose own 

developmental path and a political system—a veiled criticism of the United States’ stated 

interest to spread liberal democratic values and disdain of authoritarian regimes. She also 

points to the common political worldviews of Russian and Chinese leadership, which 

negatively views American interference in the domestic affairs of other states, such as the 

“color revolutions,” and is threatened by the rising influence of the NGOs and the free flow 

of information from outside their borders.27 Thus, Russia and China are “partners of 

consequence,” drawn together due to shared political values. 

 
25 Andrew Higgins, “On Russia-China Border, Selective Memory of Massacre Works for Both Sides,” 

The New York Times, 26 March 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/26/world/europe/russia-china-
border.html?referringSource=articleShare. 

26 Elizabeth Wishnick, “The Sino-Russian Partnership and the East Asian Order,” Asian Perspective 
42 (2018), 359–360, http://dx.doi.org/10.1353/apr.2018.0016. 

27 Elizabeth Wishnick, “In Search of the ‘Other’ in Asia: Russia-China Relations Revisited,” The 
Pacific Review 30 (2017), 117, https://doi.org/10.1080/09512748.2016.1201129. 
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Among the first scholars to warn of the possibility of deep, strategic relations 

between Russia and China, Rozman observes that the near future holds no prospect for any 

Sino-Russian fallout, while the incentives for the two countries to cooperate are high.28 In 

Rozman’s view the closeness of Russia and China is “motivated less by shared material 

interests than by a common sense of national identity that defines itself in opposition to the 

West and in support of how each views the legacy of traditional communism.”29 He 

outlines six reasons why he believes that the Sino-Russian relation is durable: 

1. Similar ideologies justifying the rule of both Vladimir Putin and Xi 

Jinping, centered in pride in the achievements of the socialist era, Russo-

centrism and Sino-centrism, and anti-hegemonism; 

2. Emphasis on historical differences with the West, emphasizing the period 

of the Cold War, but also omitting any mention of Sino-Soviet ideological 

schism; 

3. Arguments against the West’s political and economic model and its 

weakness, demonstrated by the Global Financial Crisis of 2008; 

4. Mutual emphasis on the importance of the Chinese-Russian bilateral 

relations and emphasis on communism as either a current ideology or a 

positive legacy; 

5. Successful effort by both states to be on the same side in international 

disputes, while proclaiming the threat posed by the United States; and, 

6. Official narrative promoting national identity and justifying domestic 

repression.30 

Overall, Rozman believes that substantial rifts between the two countries are unlikely and 

sees their mutually supporting rhetoric and actions, such as Russia’s support of China’s 

 
28 Gilbert Rozman, “The Sino-Russia-US Strategic Triangle: A View from China,” The ASAN 

Forum, last modified 19 February 2019, http://www.theasanforum.org/the-sino-russia-us-strategic-triangle-
a-view-from-china/. 

29 Rozman, “Asia for Asians: Why Chinese-Russian Friendship Is Here To Stay.” 
30 Rozman, “Asia for Asians.” 
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claims in East Asia and China’s support of Putin’s actions in Ukraine, as “a feature of a 

new, post–Cold War geopolitical order.”31 Stent also sees China-Russia convergence as a 

product of domestic factors, with both regimes seeking to stay in power and avoid “color 

revolutions” that toppled regimes in several post-Soviet states. In this view, Putin does not 

see Xi as a threat to his regime in Russia, as opposed to how he views the United States 

and the West, making his cooperation with China less politically costly for him.32 

3. Sino-Russian Relations as Tactical—the Case for Competition 

On the other side of the debate are the scholars that tend to see the Russia-China 

rapprochement in more tactical than strategic terms draw attention to divergent global and 

regional interests of the two great powers. In his 2008 Axis of Convenience, Lo urges to 

resist the “temptation to invest the Sino-Russian relationship with earth-shattering 

importance, to view it as…axis that threatens the West’s strategic supremacy and the global 

leadership of the United States.”33 The more complex reality is one where the Sino-Russian 

arrangement is opportunistic and expedient, yet rife with numerous limitations, such as the 

unequal nature of bilateral trade and economic relations, deterioration of conventional 

military parity in favor of China, and differing designs on the future of Central Asia and 

other regions, where both states have diverging interests. Writing later in 2017, Lo 

acknowledges that more significant Sino-Russian rapprochement took place in the recent 

years; however, he still points out the tactical character of this relationship, outlining 

important differences in the Chinese and the Russian views of the international system, 

particular elements of the multipolar system, their relations with the United States, and 

their visions for the Asia-Pacific region.34 

Similarly, Dorsey asserts that fears of a “grand coalition” are premature, due to a 

radical difference between the two countries’ outlooks. Quoting Shi Ze, a former Chinese 

 
31 Rozman, “Asia for Asians.” 
32 Angela Stent, “Russia and China: Axis of Revisionists,” Global China (Brookings), last modified 

February 2020, https://www.brookings.edu/research/russia-and-china-axis-of-revisionists/. 
33 Bobo Lo, Axis of Convenience: Moscow, Beijing, and the New Geopolitics (London: Chatham 

House, 2008), 194. 
34 Lo, A Wary Embrace, 61. 
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diplomat in Moscow, Dorsey states that while Russia believes itself a “victim of the current 

international system, in which its economy and its society do not develop,” China “benefits 

from the current international system [and]…wants to improve and modify it, not to break 

it.”35 He further cites the Russian elites’ suspicions of China’s rising influence in Russia’s 

periphery, as well as widespread public sentiment against perceived encroachment by 

China as evidence that any betterment in bilateral relations is a transient phenomenon.36 

These suspicions and fears are not new; writing in 2000 prior to Russia-China 

rapprochement, Shuja points out that major risks to Russia in the Asia-Pacific include 

China’s military growth, as well as “a destabilizing increase in the number of foreign 

migrants in the Russian Far East”37—all major impediments to a true strategic partnership 

even 20 years since this assessment. 

Lukin’s view of Sino-Russian relations also emphasizes their ambivalent nature.38 

He draws attention to Russia’s internal politics, in which the pro-Western forces have been 

consistently prosecuted, assassinated, and harassed since the end of the 1990s and the rise 

of Putin. Contributing to this development were unsuccessful liberal reforms and the 

perceived encroachment of NATO, which has empowered the anti-Western elements 

within the state to seek greater ties with China.39 Lukin writes that “pivoting” towards 

China, especially after 2014, was a practical move for Putin and his government as a way 

to compensate for the damage done to the Russian economy following the imposition of 

Western sanctions after the annexation of Crimea,40 although, as Trenin observes, Russia’s 

pivot to the East predates the Crimean crisis and was spurred on by Putin’s need for Chinese 

 
35 James M. Dorsey, The Future of the China-Russia Alliance. BESA Center Perspectives Paper No. 

1151, The Begin-Sadat Center for Strategic Studies, 2019, 2. 
36 Dorsey, The Future of the China—Russia Alliance, 2. 
37 Sharif M. Shuja, “Russia’s Northeast Asia Policy: Challenges and Choices for the 21st Century,” 

Maryland Series in Contemporary Asian Studies no.4, 2000 (159), 11, 
https://digitalcommons.law.umaryland.edu/mscas/vol2000/iss4/1. 

38 Alexander Lukin, “Russia, China, and the Emerging Greater Eurasia,” in International Relations 
and Asia’s Northern Tier: Sino-Russia Relations, North Korea, and Mongolia, edited by Gilbert Rozman 
and Sergey Radchenko, (Singapore: Springer Nature, 2018), 75–76. 

39 Lukin, “Russia, China, and the Emerging Greater Eurasia,” 83. 
40 Lukin, “Russia, China, and the Emerging Greater Eurasia,” 83. 
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investments in Siberia and the Far East.41 At the same time, the political elite in Russia is 

weary of ever-growing cooperation. On one hand, they realize that Beijing will not 

“suddenly save Russia at its own expense if Russia turns out to be in a difficult financial 

situation.”42 On the other, the elites understand that “too great dependence on China as a 

monopoly customer could create problems for itself.”43 Lukin further notes that “Moscow 

knows that China needs the West to develop its own economy and that Beijing will not 

retreat from its relationship with the West  for the sake of Moscow.”44 Seen from Russia, 

“the rapidly developing and politically very different China [also] poses a challenge for 

economically stagnating Russia,” while the growing nationalism in China and its more 

assertive foreign policy gives an additional cause for concern.45 

Addressing the increase in Sino-Russian military cooperation, Trenin reacts with 

skepticism to the idea that the cooperation is tending towards integration, quoting the 

Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov as having denied that Moscow and Beijing are 

posed to form a military alliance and characterizing the increasing frequency of the 

exercises as the two forces simply becoming more familiar with one another.46 Trenin and 

Gabuev agree that the limits to China-Russia military cooperation are substantial, with 

Trenin characterizing the relationship as one driven by mutual understanding of common 

interests, while Gabuev emphasizes the role of China’s rapid growth in fomenting 

insecurities in Russia, despite the strengthening of ties in military, economic, and political 

 
41 Dmitri Trenin, “From Greater Europe to Greater Asia? The Sino-Russian Entente,” Carnegie 
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45 Lukin, China and Russia, 91. 
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sectors.47 In another work, Gabuev points out the growing mutual disillusionment in 

Russia and China, with officials in China becoming alarmed at the unpredictable nature of 

Russia’s actions in Ukraine and Syria and worried that “the tensions between Russia and 

the West would escalate and put greater pressure on China to take sides.”48 Weitz generally 

agrees with this view stating that “The two countries have essentially agreed to disagree on 

these issues [regarding Russian support of separatist movements in Georgia and Ukraine 

and Chinese claims in the South or East China Seas], a stance made easier by the fact that 

neither sees the other partner’s support as critical for achieving its territorial objectives, 

even in the case of armed aggression.”49 

Providing a point of view from China, Fu Ying similarly acknowledges the close 

nature of Sino-Russian relations, calling it a “stable strategic partnership [that is] complex, 

sturdy, and deeply rooted” and refuting the points of view that the relationship is either 

simply a “marriage of convenience” or that the two powers seek to form and anti-Western 

alliance. She sees the rapprochement as one that provides a “safe environment for the two 

big neighbors to achieve their development goals and to support each other through 

mutually beneficial cooperation.”50 This idea is reaffirmed by Ma and Jang, who argue 

that although Sino-Russian relations are currently strong, few Chinese scholars believe that 

any form of alliance is in China’s interests. Ma and Jang state several key challenges for 

China-Russia cooperation, such as the trade imbalance, the mismatch of Sino-Russian 

expectations regarding trade and joint infrastructure projects, lack of coordination between 

 
47 Paul Haenle, Dmitry Trenin, Eugene Rumer, and Alexander Gabuev, “Are Russia-China Relations 
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the BRI and the EEU, and, finally, concerns posed by the instability of Sino-U.S. 

relations.51 

Also skeptical of the long-term prospects for Sino-Russian economic cooperation, 

Christoffersen provides a case study of how Russian economic concerns lead to failure of 

Sino-Russian cooperation in the Far East, stating that the two countries do not share a 

common vision of the development of border areas. While Russia sought to export 

industrial goods to China, in the Chinese vision “Russia exports only raw materials to 

support Chinese industrialization with the result of possibly de-industrializing Russia.”52 

The resulting lack of Russian motivation caused significant delays in the construction of a 

bridge across the Amur River, as well as scrapping of the regional development program 

in favor of a less ambitious one.53 Christoffersen points out that Russia is not satisfied with 

Beijing’s view that raw material are Russia’s comparative advantage and argues that the 

disconnect goes further with Russia favoring multilateral economic linkages in the region, 

while China seeks to strengthen bilateral integration of its border regions with the Russian 

Far East.54 

4. Sino-Russian Relations in Asia  

China-Russia interactions in Asia can be characterized as complex, as each power 

has a different vision of the desired order. Much of the collaboration is driven by their 

concern over the pressure coming from the U.S. alliance system. As Wishnick argues, the 

two states have “outlined a series of rules of conduct that they would like to see 
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52 Gaye Christoffersen, “Chinese Northeast-Russian Far East Regional Cooperation: Old and New 
Programmes,” University of Nottingham Asia Research Institute, last modified 19 June 2019, 
https://theasiadialogue.com/2019/06/19/chinese-northeast-russian-far-east-regional-cooperation-old-and-
new-programmes/. 

53 Christoffersen, “Northeast China and the Russian Far East Regional Cooperation.” 
54 Gaye Christoffersen and Ivan Zuenko, “Northeast China and the Russian Far East: Positive 

Scenarios and Negative Scenarios,” in International Relations and Asia’s Northern Tier, edited by Gilbert 
Rozman and Sergey Radchenko (Singapore: Springer Nature, 2018), 216. 



17 

implemented in East Asia, many of which run counter to the U.S. positions.”55 Driven by 

their apprehension of the U.S.-led order they have committed to the following policies: 

• opposition to the U.S. alliance system and its expansion as well as the 

deployment of the THAAD (Terminal High Altitude Area Defense 

System), which is seen as disrupting the capabilities of their nuclear 

deterrents; 

• opposition to further nuclear proliferation to non-nuclear states; 

• limitation of the roles of outside powers, specifically the United States; 

and, 

• non-interference in the domestic affairs of authoritarian states, with both 

countries opposing regime change in North Korea, while at the same time 

increasing the scope of information warfare aimed at democracies.56 

Russia has also increasingly provided support to China’s ambitions in the South China Sea, 

manifested in Russian Navy’s participation in the Joint Sea-2016 exercises together with 

their Chinese counterparts.57 At the same time, the Russian support remained lukewarm 

due to its determination to keep its ties with Vietnam, although continued Russian-

Vietnamese interactions are not seen in China as being aimed against it.58  

Sino-Russian interactions in other countries in the region can also be seen as both 

competitive and complementary, as in the case of the Philippines. As a result of Duterte’s 

election both powers saw an opening to assert their own interests, with China providing a 

USD 24 billion economic package and a pledge to assist with major infrastructure projects 

as part of the BRI, while Russia expanded its security cooperation with Manila by agreeing 
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to share intelligence and training to counter local extremists.59 Wishnick’s overall 

assessment is that Sino-Russian new order in East Asia is that it is “more fluid,” as opposed 

to the U.S.-led order, characterized by formal alliances in a hub-and-spoke system.60 This 

can be explained by the limitations of Russia and China’s approach to foreign policy, which 

lacks formal alliances both between them and with other countries in the region. 

Ultimately, Wishnick sees several major problems with the new order in East Asia pursued 

by Russia and China. Russia does not wish to see itself become a junior partner to China 

in the new hierarchy and has so far failed to remake itself into an Asian state that can be 

accepted by other East Asian states as a cofounder of the new order. Additionally, the role 

of ASEAN as an enforcer of rules and norms has grown, which can enable it to resist China 

due to concerns over its territorial and maritime claims and its intentions in regional 

economic initiatives such as the BRI.61 

Christoffersen’s analysis of Sino-Russian interactions regarding China’s BRI 

(referred to by her as SREB) and Russia’s EEU demonstrates significant disagreements 

over their implementation. One area where this disagreement is particularly evident is the 

China’s Northeast-Russian Far East (RFE) region, which China has attempted to add to its 

BRI project. So far the attempts to integrate the region have failed due to Russia’s failure 

to implement more than 200 projects, causing economic losses to China.62 At the same 

time, Russia is concerned that due to China’s exclusive claim to investment in the RFE and 

its insistence on treating the region as the source of raw materials for its industrialization, 

the region will fall in the Chinese sphere of influence.63 Russia’s policy in the RFE has 

consistently been aimed at diversifying the economy in the regions, rather than fostering 

economic dependence on China. 
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The disagreements further widened when Putin proposed to form a Greater 

Eurasian Partnership (GEP) in 2016 at the St. Petersburg International Economic Forum. 

An ambitious project, GEP would theoretically be open to all countries in the region and 

would incorporate EEU, BRI, SCO, ASEAN, CIS, and some European countries in an 

attempt to counterbalance China’s BRI.64 The project was supposed to combine China’s 

BRI and Russia’s EEU, which as Kaczmarski argues, produced a clash of two visions of 

regionalism, China’s functional, inclusive one, and Russia’s defensive one, designed to 

shield it from the outside world.65 The project largely failed, however, due to the 

weakening economic position of Russia amidst the sanctions and falling oil prices. Chinese 

response was to GEP was also critical and viewed it as a superficial proposal by Russia, 

unable to fully supplant or circumvent BRI.66 Trenin and Gabuev add to this that Russia 

never intended for GEP to compete with BRI, but rather to show to the region that Russia 

also has its own vision of the future, even if only symbolic.67 The debate between Russia 

and China as to how to properly integrate BRI, EEU, and GEP are still ongoing, although, 

as Christoffersen notes, it follows the path of adaptation and accommodation, rather than 

breaking off due to disagreements. 

The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), announced in 2001 and formed in 

2003, was initially seen as an example of convergence of Russia and China on the issue of 

security in Central Asia and beyond, eventually becoming focused on preventing 

separatism and “color revolutions.” Yet in the recent years many signs of divergence have 

been noted, specifically concerning the expansion of the organization, as well as differing 

visions for the development of the organization with China seeking to expand the role of 
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SCO as an economic organization, while Russia sought to maintain its security focus.68 

Further strain was placed on the organization following Russia’s exploitation of separatist 

movements in Georgia in 2008, as well as its annexation of Crimea in 2014—developments 

that ran counter to SCO’s commitment to the idea of territorial integrity and non-

interventions and similar foreign interests of China. For this reason, China is wary of SCO 

becoming a full-fledged alliance, although it continues to participate in SCO events, such 

as the Peace Mission exercises.69 China maintains its interest in SCO and the legitimacy 

given to the organization by Russia’s presence in it, yet Russia’s post-Crimea behavior 

showcases significant weaknesses of the organization. 

5. Sino-Russian Interactions in Central Asia 

Sino-Russian interactions in Central Asia initially presented the most evident case 

of competition due to Russia’s insistence that this post-Soviet region still falls within its 

traditional sphere of influence. Kaczmarski asserts that, throughout the 2000s, Sino-

Russian relations resembled a “New Great Game,” with fierce rivalry taking place despite 

the cordial rhetoric and the apparent Sino-Russian cooperation in the SCO, with some 

analysts suggesting that a conflict over influence in Central Asia could trigger a greater 

breakdown of China-Russia relations.70  Gabuev notes, however, that the two countries 

have successfully averted direct collision despite Moscow’s initial view of its interactions 

with China in Central Asia as “largely competitive with very limited opportunities for 

collaboration.”71  

Improvement in the tone of interactions came largely as a result of the 2008 Global 

Financial Crisis, shared interest in expelling U.S. bases (such as the Manas Air Base in 

Kyrgyzstan), as well as the souring of Russia’s relations with the West. Since its post-
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Crimea “pivot to the East,” Moscow has increasingly allowed China to focus on Central 

Asia’s economic development, while maintaining its role as the regional security provider. 

Attempts to coordinate economic policy in the region have not succeeded, largely due to 

Russia’s relative economic weakness vis-à-vis growing China and the failure of the two 

countries to integrate BRI and EEU.72 China is similarly amenable to letting Russia retain 

its hard power in the region through the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO).73 

Stronski and Ng further state that China’s goals in Central Asia do not directly clash with 

those of Russia, as both benefit from the stabilization of the region through economic tools, 

development of trade and infrastructure, as well as construction of transportation networks 

through BRI. Concerning BRI, Wishnick argues that China has successfully assuaged 

Russian initial concerns by including Russia in the project and promising that BRI and 

EEU will complement each other, rather than compete.74 Ultimately, while neither side 

considers the current status quo in Central Asia optimal, it is seen by both as satisfactory 

enough to avoid major confrontation. 

6. Sino-Russian Interactions Concerning North Korea 

Perhaps one of the most readily obvious cases (at least to Western observers) of 

Sino-Russian cooperation is their staunch support of each other’s position vis-à-vis North 

Korea. Frequently accused of collaborating amongst themselves and with the Kim regime, 

Russia and China are viewed as having “converged in their positions on key regional 

strategic issues,” regarding the Korean peninsula.75 Both use their positions on the UNSC 

to soften Western sanctions against North Korea, and both have supported the “freeze for 

freeze”—the freeze of nuclear testing by Pyongyang with concurrent freeze of all U.S.-led 

military exercises on the peninsula—while also opposing the deployment of Terminal High 
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Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) system by the United States.76 Although seen as 

“spoilers” by the United States, Russia and China see themselves as power brokers and 

“responsible powers,” worried by the American brinksmanship approach or a pre-emptive 

strike on North Korea that could precipitate a regional security crisis.77 Both great powers 

oppose the nuclearization of the Korean peninsula, but favor a soft approach in persuading 

Pyongyang to abandon its nuclear program. 

At the same time, Moscow and Beijing differ sharply on the long-term view of the 

Korean Peninsula. Russia primarily seeks to be seen as a relevant power on the peninsula 

and, more broadly, in Northeast Asia, while attempting to foster greater economic ties with 

both Koreas and Japan in order to develop its Far Eastern region—goals that require the 

settlement of the nuclear crisis and the lifting of the sanctions.78 On the other hand, China 

is “willing to tolerate a low level of tension on the Korean peninsula…to distract the U.S. 

from its efforts to constrain China.”79 Regarding the short-term development of the 

situation on the Korean peninsula, much of the literature is in agreement that given the 

currently strained state of Russo-American and Sino-American relations, China and Russia 

are unlikely to actively pursue their long-term visions in Korea and are likely to pursue 

policies preserving the status quo. 

7. Sino-Russian Interactions in Mongolia 

Sino-Russian competition in Mongolia offers a challenge to the seemingly robust 

“strategic partnership,” espoused by the Russian and Chinese leadership. Central to this 

relationship is Mongolia itself—and its leadership’s deft strategy of balancing its two 

immediate neighbors as well as its “third neighbor,” the rest of the world. According to 

Radchenko, each great power perceives Mongolia to be within their sphere of influence: at 

one time Mongolia comprised one of the frontiers of the Qing Empire, yet eventually came 
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to be under the control of the Russian Empire, and then the Soviet Union.80 Since its 

democratization, Mongolia has managed to chart a “middle course,” exemplified by the 

elite consensus that both Russia and China are its domestic concerns and that loyalties to 

either neighbor have to be secondary to Mongolia’s own interests and its economic 

development. At the same time, the economic disparity between Russia and China means 

that China has a huge advantage in the share of Mongolia’s external trade.81 Russia, on the 

other hand, has to play a much more active policy, ranging from loan forgiveness to naked 

pressure, such as the 2005–07 dispute over the ownership of trans-Mongolian railroad and 

the subsequent 2014–15 disagreement over the building of projected railway82 from the 

coal deposit at Tavan Tolgoi to the Chinese border, in which Russia pushed the pro-Russian 

Mongolian policymakers to adopt its unique 1520 railroad gauge, as opposed to the thinner 

1435 gauge used in China.83 While some of these disputes take place between Mongolia 

and the two powers, rather than directly between Russia and China, they take place in the 

context of soft Sino-Russian competition over Mongolia, in which the two countries seek 

to expand their spheres of influence vis-à-vis each other while avoiding confrontation. 

Although Sino-Russian cooperation is not as obvious in Mongolia, the competition 

is also not entirely overt and is limited to indirect undercutting of the two states’ 

geopolitical and economic interests, such as during the standoff over the railroad gauge. 

As Jargalsaikhan notes, “Russia and China want to have their strategic rear [in] Mongolia 

peaceful and stable while trying to manage tensions elsewhere, to suppress ongoing 

separatist movements, and to focus on more volatile neighbors in Central Asia.”84 

Mongolia itself seeks to benefit from both of its neighbors, especially when it comes to 
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strengthening its economic linkages. Thus, despite some level of competition over 

Mongolia’s raw resources and market share, Russia and China manage to effectively avoid 

serious confrontation, aided by the Mongolian elites’ determination not to commit to 

bilateral relations with either great power. 

Overall, much of academia is in agreement that Sino-Russian relations and their 

recent improvement showcase the relative strength of factors encouraging cooperation, 

although some disagreements still occur. Scholars see it either as a sign of deeper 

understanding or shared values between Moscow and Beijing, or a sign of temporary 

pragmatism of leaders in Russia and China. However, only a small group of analysts at the 

extremes of academic opinion posit that an explicitly anti-American alliance is taking 

shape. The existing evidence suggests that such rapprochement is at times uneasy and may 

very well not survive for a long time, as growing disparity between Russia and China will 

fuel Moscow’s suspicions of its richer and more powerful neighbor. 

D. POTENTIAL EXPLANATIONS AND HYPOTHESES 

The examination of the extent of Sino-Russian competition and cooperation may 

reveal the following situations: the first, in which the cooperation is stronger than 

competition; the second, in which the competition is stronger than cooperation; and the 

third, in which competition and cooperation balance each other out.  

The first hypothesis posits that the factors encouraging cooperation are stronger 

than factors encouraging competition between Russia and China. The particular factors 

may differ in each case, but one strong potential impetus is likely to be both countries’ 

determination to keep the United States out of their shared spheres of influence and/or to 

balance against the U.S. influence globally. Additionally, economic cooperation is likely 

if Russia and China perceive that they are likely to continue to be under pressure from the 

U.S. sanctions or tariffs.  

The second hypothesis involves the factors encouraging competition outweighing 

those encouraging cooperation. Such strong factors may include mutual distrust that may 

stem from Russia’s resentment of being a “junior partner” to China and the growing 

dependence on Chinese markets and investments. Cultural differences and popular 
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sentiments may also tilt the balance of Sino-Russian relations towards competition. 

Additionally, differing visions of the future of the international system may lead China to 

distance itself from Russia due to its aggressive and adventurist behavior. It may also find 

that the Sino-Russian rapprochement is more tactical than strategic with various factors 

making competition more likely in the future. 

Finally, the third hypothesis combines the elements of the previous two and 

suggests a possibility that the relationship is more nuanced and is balanced between 

competition and cooperation. In this case, economic cooperation may coexist with military 

competition, or vice versa. Alternatively, it may find that a given area is largely a non-issue 

for the central governments, who may choose not to allocate efforts that may be needed 

elsewhere.  

Although the main analysis of the cases will focus on the 2000–2020 timeframe, 

the follow-on analysis will explore the relations and interests as evolving over time, i.e., 

while the two countries may find it advantageous to cooperate in the short-term, deeper 

fissures may exacerbate over time and lead to a divergence of interests in the future. The 

analysis may also find that in different areas the two states may behave differently; for 

instance, Sino-Russian cooperation on the question of North Korean nuclear program may 

not necessarily preclude competition in Mongolia or in Central Asia. 

E. RESEARCH DESIGN 

This thesis will focus on the last twenty years of Sino-Russian relations as this 

period corresponds to Vladimir Putin’s rule in Russia. Russia’s first decade of 

independence was marked by a tendency to focus on maintaining its territorial integrity 

and other internal turmoil, with the foreign policy, not receiving much attention, although 

the beginnings of China-Russia partnership can be traced to this period. While the first few 

years of Putin’s foreign policy were similar to that of Yeltsin and no shift towards 

strengthening of Sino-Russian relationship occurred until much later in his rule, this time 

period is chosen due to Vladimir Putin’s chosen course towards re-establishing Russia’s 

great power status. The Asian region has been chosen mainly due to its paramount 

importance to the United States, Russia, and China, while the three cases have been chosen 
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due to their geographic proximity to both Russia and China and their shared history. Sino-

Russian involvement in these regions is the strongest and interaction between Russia and 

China occurs in each of the chosen cases. 

In order to give an answer to the research question the thesis will analyze U.S., 

Russian, and Chinese policy statements, scholarly sources, as well as primary sources and 

press reports with a specific goal of identifying evidence of competition and cooperation. 

For instance, an increase in trade, ramping up of joint military drills, evidence of supporting 

diplomatic statements, or other joint ventures will be seen as evidence of cooperation. 

Conversely, clashes of economic interests or statements reflecting major differences in 

goals and policies will be seen as evidence of competition. It is expected that the evidence 

of competition is going to be harder to ascertain from official statements or actions; 

secondary sources, such as scholarly analyses, will be instrumental in establishing cases, 

where significant competition may take place. Finally, the evidence of both competition 

and cooperation will be weighed against each other to determine which factors are stronger 

in each given area. 

F. THESIS OVERVIEW 

The thesis will begin with a brief section on the background of Sino-Russian 

relations with a particular emphasis on the last 20 years. This will be followed by the 

analysis of the general Sino-Russian relations in the larger context of great power 

competition, broken up by the analyses of the individual schools of thought. The 

subsequent sections will focus on the individual areas (Mongolia, North Korea, and Central 

Asia) and will analyze the evidence for cooperation and competition in each. The last 

section will provide a summary of the findings and will offer some recommendations for 

potential approaches to the Sino-Russian relations for the U.S. civilian and military 

decision-makers. 
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II. SINO-RUSSIAN INTERACTIONS IN CENTRAL ASIA 

A. INTRODUCTION 

The five Central Asian Republics (CAR)—Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, 

Kyrgyzstan, and Turkmenistan—constitute an important arena for both Russia and China. 

Chinese control of the region has intensified and receded together with the power of the 

China throughout the centuries. During the nineteenth century, Central Asia and its small, 

independent khanates and tribes fell under Russian rule, which persisted in the region until 

the Russian October Revolution of 1917. After the victory of the Bolsheviks in 1922 and 

the defeat of the Basmachi movement by 1934, Central Asia fell firmly under Soviet 

control, which lasted until the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991. Since then, Central 

Asia became open for China and its growing influence yet again. As a result, the region 

has seen a major rebalancing of power between Russia and China, reminiscent of the 

previous Great Game between the Russian and the British Empires in the nineteenth 

century.85  

This chapter analyzes the dynamic of Sino-Russian interactions in Central Asia and 

seeks to discern whether the drivers of cooperation or the drivers of competition are 

stronger. The analysis of the findings suggests that currently the drivers of cooperation are 

still stronger than the drivers of competition, with Russia and China both determined to 

maintain stability in Central Asia and limit the influence of the United States. Russia and 

China cooperate with each other through multilateral organizations like the Shanghai 

Cooperation Organization (SCO) and by expressing interest in integrating their regional 

economic initiatives, the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and the Eurasian Economic Union 

(EEU). At the same time, despite the efforts of both countries to manage their competing 

interests, China’s rise and its greater clout in the region may lead to deeper competition 

and potential future rivalry with Russia, which seeks to maintain its grasp over its “soft 

underbelly” and aspires to the status of a great power. China has managed to supplant 

Russia as the most important trade partner of Central Asia and has recently sought to 
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increase its regional military footprint as well, whether through increased weapons sales or 

through establishment of military outposts. Russia still dominates the security dimension 

in Central Asia through its Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) and is 

similarly building and upgrading its bases there to resist the Chinese encroachment.  

First, the chapter will briefly discuss the background of the region, its interactions 

with the Chinese and Russian Empires, its Soviet legacy, the recent history of the fledgling 

Central Asian regimes, as well as the most important multinational organizations active 

there, such as the SCO, the CSTO, the BRI and the EEU. The next section will discuss the 

interests of China and Russia in the region. The two subsequent sections will provide a 

detailed analysis of the evidence of both cooperation and competition between China and 

Russia vis-à-vis the CARs.  

B. BACKGROUND 

The Central Asian region, comprised of the five former Soviet republics, is 

bordered by the Caspian Sea in the west, Mongolia and China in the east, Russia in the 

north, and Afghanistan and Iran in the south (see Figure 1). It is home to just under 73 

million people, but the inhospitable deserts and the inaccessible mountainous regions 

ensure that the population is concentrated in urban areas with sufficient water access as 

well as river valleys, such as the Ferghana Valley, where 14 million Kyrgyz, Tajiks, and 

Uzbeks currently live. The countries with the highest populations are Kazakhstan (18 

million) and Uzbekistan (33 million), making them especially important in the region. 

Besides the titular ethnicities of the five countries, the population also includes over 7 

million ethnic Russians and other Slavs, in addition to significant minorities of Tatars, 

Koreans, and Germans, who reside in the region as a result of Stalinist-era forced 

deportation policies. The majority of the population are adherents of Islam (predominantly 

Sunni), with significant Orthodox Christian and irreligious minorities. 
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Figure 1. Political Map of Central Asia86 

Historically, the steppes of Central Asia were populated by various Iranian and 

Turkic nomadic tribes, which, at various points in their history, established empires, 

khanates, and emirates, or were themselves conquered by Mongolian, Persian, or Chinese 

invaders. Islam began to take root in the region in the eighth century and displaced 

Zoroastrianism and Buddhism as the predominant religion. Prior to Russia’s entry into the 

region, Central Asia was an important part of the Chinese tributary system.87 In the 

eighteenth century, the Russian Empire began to make its first forays into Central Asia, 

conquering much of modern-day Kazakhstan. By 1830, the Russians encountered the 

British Empire’s own expansion into modern-day Afghanistan, which signaled a halt to 
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their southward expansion and launched a long political and diplomatic confrontation, 

known as the Great Game. By 1885, much of Central Asia was dominated by Russia. 

The Great Game between Russia and the British Empire arose when Russia’s quick 

territorial gains in Central Asia fueled British fears that Russia aimed to continue south 

until it reached India—Britain’s most important possession in South Asia. The British 

considered protection of India to be of utmost priority to their foreign policy and intended 

to keep the Russians and other European powers out of their sphere of influence. To this 

end, they sought to use the Emirate of Afghanistan, the Emirate of Bukhara (in modern-

day Uzbekistan and Tajikistan), the Emirate of Khiva (in modern-day Uzbekistan), as well 

as the Ottoman and Persian Empires as the buffer states between India and the Russian 

Empire. Historians largely agree that the Great Game began with the establishment of a 

new trade route from India to the Emirate of Bukhara by the British in 1830.88 This 

confrontation continued for the remainder of the nineteenth century until 1895 when the 

Pamir Boundary Commission protocols were signed, defining the border between 

Afghanistan and the Russian Empire.89 While the conflict mostly took the form of a 

political and diplomatic confrontation, it also resulted in a number of wars, such as the First 

and Second Anglo-Afghan Wars (1838 and 1878), the Anglo-Sikh Wars (1845 and 1848), 

and the Anglo-Persian War (1856-1857). 

During the last decades of the Russian Empire (1880-1917) the political situation 

in Central Asia became increasingly volatile, as various proto-nationalist groups, such as 

the Young Bukharans, began to appear and quickly gain popularity. The 1916 Central 

Asian Revolt was sparked by the conscription of Muslim Central Asians into the Russian 

Army during World War I, as well as by the poor conditions that these recruits experienced 

performing difficult, non-combat jobs at the frontlines. Brutal reprisals from the Tsarist 

authorities resulted in the displacement of over 300,000 Kazakhs and Kyrgyz.90 
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Concurrent with the Revolution of 1917, the Turkestan Muslim Council declared autonomy 

of the entire Central Asian region from Russia but was crushed by the Soviet forces soon 

afterwards. The remaining pro-independence forces, known as Basmachi, fought as 

guerillas until 1925.91 Similar movements appeared in Chinese-controlled Xinjiang (also 

known as East Turkestan), which were at various times either supported by or in conflict 

with the Soviet Union until their annexation by the People’s Republic of China in 1949.  

Under the Soviet rule, various political configurations were attempted, first with a 

Turkestan Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR) and the Bukhara and Khiva SSRs, 

established in 1918. By 1925, the contemporaneous borders of Kazakh, Uzbek, and 

Turkmen SSRs were established, followed by the Tajik SSR in 1929 and the Kyrgyz SSR 

in 1936, with the nationality categories being created to replace “previously fluid registers 

of identification and belonging” reflecting “ethno-national groups that were regarded as 

most advanced along a supposed evolutionary trajectory towards nationhood.”92 The 

borders devised by the Soviet government did not reflect any existing ethnic or linguistic 

divides and resulted in numerous ethnic enclaves and exclaves, as well as the division of 

the Ferghana Valley among three states : Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan. This was 

done primarily to ensure the region could not unite along pan-Turkic or pan-Islamic lines, 

while the influence of Turkey and Iran was further diminished by the adoption of Cyrillic 

script.93 

Just like other regions of the Soviet Union, Central Asia was adversely affected by 

Stalin’s collectivization policies, which resulted in approximately one million deaths. 

During the Great Purge and World War II, entire ethnic groups, such as Germans, Koreans, 

Chechens and others, were deported to Central Asia, resulting in an even greater ethnic 

diversity. The evacuation of the Soviet industries away from the frontline during World 

War II resulted in industrialization and urbanization of the region. Following Stalin’s death 

in 1953, Nikita Khrushchev rehabilitated many of these groups, with some returning to 
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their homelands. Khrushchev’s Virgin Lands campaign, which began in 1954, resulted in 

further influx of ethnic Slavs, especially Russians and Ukrainians, into the agriculturally 

rich northern Kazakhstan, resulting in over a quarter of the Kazakh SSR’s population being 

Slavic by the time the USSR dissolved.94 Many of these ethnic Russians left Central Asia 

following the dissolution of the USSR, with 1.5 million leaving Kazakhstan alone between 

1992 and 2000.95 Soviet rule also resulted in significant environmental damage to Central 

Asia, ranging from the consequences of nuclear and biological weapons testing, river 

diversions, and the ecological disaster of the Aral Sea.96 

Throughout the Soviet period, there was a widespread practice of installing 

managers of titular ethnic descent into top leadership posts in each of the SSR, whether it 

be the top government or smaller managerial positions in individual enterprises.97 Their 

nominal second-in-command was, as a rule, a Russian or a Ukrainian, who typically was 

the de facto leader of any given organization. While this practice was designed to pay lip 

service to the concept of ethnic autonomy and to potentially satisfy nationalist sentiments, 

it, nevertheless, had the effect of exposing ethnic leaders to management and leadership 

practices of the USSR and creating a cadre of local elites. Additionally, the patronage 

policies, enacted under Leonid Brezhnev, enabled these elites to amass immense wealth 

from the enterprises under their control and report false figures to Moscow.98 Under 

Gorbachev, the scale of corruption in Uzbekistan was revealed in the “Great Cotton 
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Scandal” in 1986, although patrimonial corruption remains rampant in the region to this 

day.99 

During the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the Central Asian states were among 

the last constituent republics to remain in the Union, with multiple referenda held in favor 

of maintaining ties to Moscow, since during the Soviet period these republics were net 

recipients of state funding. However, after December 1991, the five Central Asian republics 

found themselves independent virtually overnight and “abruptly cut loose from the 

economic and political infrastructure that had sustained them.”100 As a result, in four of 

the five republics (excluding Kyrgyzstan) the new national elites were formed by the 

former Soviet nomenklatura, and former General Secretaries assumed presidential posts. 

Tajikistan experienced a devastating civil war (1992-1997), which ended in an 

internationally-negotiated armistice and Emomali Rahmon’s rise to power.101 In 

Kyrgyzstan, a series of regimes replaced one another as a result of popular uprisings, such 

as the 2005 Tulip Revolution that ousted President Askar Akayev, the 2010 Revolution 

that deposed his successor Kurmanbek Bakiyev, and the most recent 2020 protest that 

resulted in the resignation of Sooronbay Jeenbekov. The rest of the Central Asian regimes 

can be characterized as authoritarian and personalistic dictatorships, ranging from 

Uzbekistan’s brutal Karimov regime, which lasted until 2016, to the reigns of the two 

Turkmen presidents, built upon patronage and cults of personality. These regimes are 

considered some of the most corrupt in the world (Tajikistan and Uzbekistan at the 153rd 

position and Turkmenistan at the 165th out of 180), plagued by police abuse, poverty, and 

rise of fundamentalist Islam.102 

The region, initially relatively obscure to the international community in the first 

decade since the dissolution of the USSR, garnered increasing attention following the 9/11 
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attacks and the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan and the Global War on Terror.103 Shortly 

after the terrorist attacks, the United States negotiated a number of bilateral agreements 

with the Central Asian states for basing rights, fly-over rights, and refueling logistics.104 

Through such agreements, the United States acquired rights to the Manas Air Base in 

Kyrgyzstan and the Karshi-Khanabad Air Base in Uzbekistan, better known as K2. 

Beijing’s reaction to these new American bases in the region was apprehension and 

skepticism of Washington’s plans and long-term strategy, as well as fear of military 

encirclement and challenge to its regional influence.105 The U.S. presence in the region 

“was also contrary to the Chinese principle of non-interference in other countries’ internal 

affairs.”106 At the same time, the Western forces addressed China’s concerns about the 

influence of Al Qaeda and other religious extremists, leading to the Chinese leaders seeing 

their presence as a “mixed blessing.”107 Russia, initially supportive of the U.S. invasion of 

Afghanistan and the fight against international terrorism, changed its attitude towards the 

U.S. presence in Central Asia due to its promotion of democratic values and support of 

“color revolutions” on its periphery (Georgia in 2003, Ukraine in 2004, and Kyrgyzstan in 

2005).108 In response to these perceived slights, Moscow acquired its own bases in 

Kyrgyzstan, such as the Kant Air Base (2003) and the Osh Army Base (2009), and 

pressured the Kyrgyz government to evict the U.S. forces from Manas, which was 

evacuated in 2014. The K2 base was abandoned much earlier, following the Uzbek 

governments’ brutal crackdown on the protesters in Andijan in May 2005. 
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C. CHINESE AND RUSSIAN INTERESTS VIS-À-VIS CENTRAL ASIA 

1. Chinese Interests 

One of China’s main interests in Central Asia concerns China’s internal security, 

since the region and its population are culturally and ethnically related to that of Xinjiang, 

which is sometimes considered a part of a broader Central Asian region and shares a 2,800 

km border with the CARs.109 The predominant part of Xinjiang’s population consists of 

Muslim Uighurs of Turkic origin, who have at various times been impacted by extremist 

ideologies and separatist sentiments emanating from the Central Asian republics.110 The 

processes of national and religious liberation that began in the post-Soviet Central Asian 

republics after 1991 have led to the intensification of separatist sentiments in Xinjiang and 

the strengthening of popular support for the re-establishment of an independent East 

Turkestan.111 Chinese leaders have, therefore, viewed this security problem through the 

lens of their struggle against the “three evils”—terrorism, separatism, and extremism.112 

China’s political policy towards Central Asia has thus far been defined by the need to 

ensure its own domestic stability and territorial integrity.113 To this end, China has been 

supportive of the secular dictatorships in Central Asia, whose police regimes have so far 

been effective at minimizing the impact of fundamentalist Islam and various terrorist 

organizations and has sought to incorporate them into the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization (SCO) to ensure that these countries do not support terrorist and extremist 

groups in Xinjiang, restrict activities of local Uighur diaspora groups, and extradite Uighur 

activists to China.114  At the same time, China’s avoids involving itself in the Central Asian 

states’ internal politics, and the pressure it exerts on the Central Asian regimes is kept to a 
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minimum, partially in an effort to manage Russia’s concerns over its growing influence in 

the region.115 

Economically, the fall of the Soviet Union also provided an important opportunity 

for Chinese entrepreneurs and investors to enter the Central Asian market that had been 

unavailable to them for over a century. Such economic activity is especially active in the 

construction and infrastructure development sectors, as outlined by China’s “Go Out” 

strategy in the 1990s and the “Develop the West” campaign in the 2000s.116 This also 

serves to foster domestic stability, as such projects reduce excess capacity within China 

and provide economic opportunities for Chinese workers outside the country.117 

Investment into Central Asia is additionally seen as a tool to foster stability and prosperity 

in the region, which would, in turn, keep the situation in Xinjiang under Chinese control.118 

Economic cooperation with China is extremely lucrative to the Central Asian states, since 

the only conditions for investment include support of the “one China” principle and war 

against the “three evils.”119 

China is interested in promoting its interests in the energy sector and seeks to 

establish sufficient infrastructure in the region to facilitate the import of oil and gas to 

minimize its dependence on possibly vulnerable maritime routes.120 Central Asia provides 

China with an opportunity to diversify its energy supply through land routes and limit its 

dependence on Russian exports to the Chinese northeast. As such, Central Asia is an 

important component of China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and specifically its land 

component, the Silk Road Economic Belt (SREB),121 which consists of road, rail, and 
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pipeline networks designed to connect China with European, Middle Eastern, and African 

markets (see Figure 2). For China, the BRI is a long-term investment into the region, and 

Beijing is not concerned about the short-term financial returns on its activities, expecting 

to lose up to 30 percent of its investments.122 What’s more important is that the project 

will improve China’s connectivity to Europe while creating friendlier regimes along its 

path, thus accelerating the transfer of global power from the West to China.123 The 

viability of this enormous economic undertaking further rests on the ability of China to 

ensure political stability of the region through the mechanisms of the SCO. 

 
Figure 2. Map of Central Asia (including terrain and existing 

infrastructure)124 
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2. Russian Interests 

The main Russian interest in Central Asia is to maintain its status as the leading 

power in the region it regards as its “privileged sphere of influence,” while limiting the 

influence of China and, especially, the United States.125 To this end, Russia promotes its 

various multilateral initiatives, such as the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU), the Collective 

Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), as well as the almost defunct Commonwealth of 

Independent States (CIS).126 Like China, Russia is also concerned with various threats 

emanating from the CARs, such as instability, terrorism, extremism, illegal migration, as 

well as the narcotics trade that originates in Afghanistan. To safeguard itself from these 

threats, Russia maintains military bases in the region, attempting to mitigate the issues 

arising internally and from the porous borders separating Central Asia from 

Afghanistan.127 Despite these concerns, Moscow insists on maintaining tight control over 

the CARs’ military sectors and foreign policy through the mechanism of the CSTO treaty, 

which allows it to veto potential arms purchases and receipt of foreign military aid by the 

Central Asian states. Both Russia and China benefit from the presence of autocratic 

regimes in Central Asia since such regimes ease their access to the political elites and the 

countries’ markets. 

Like China, Russian economic interests in the region largely concern the energy 

sectors of the CARs.128 As a net energy producer, Russia is less concerned with providing 

oil and gas for its own consumption, but instead seeks to expand its control over Central 

Asian energy resources in order to attain a greater share of the European and Chinese 

markets. At various points, Russia has attempted to assume control over the major pipelines 

located in the region, usually with little success, such as during its attempted takeover of  
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Turkmenistan’s gas sector in 2009.129 Russia also seeks to control the raw mineral and 

industry sectors in Central Asia, such as the aluminum refining industry of Tajikistan.130  

While Russia has been Central Asia’s main trade partner in the past, its economic ties to 

the region have severely weakened since the region’s independence, allowing China to take 

the lead in some of the Central Asian markets (see Table 1).131 As such, competing with 

China economically is not the main goal for Russia in the region—instead, Moscow relies 

on military, security, as well as its significant soft power tools to support autocratic regimes 

in Central Asia and maintain its sphere of influence.132 

Table 1. Bilateral Trade of Central Asian States with China and Russia 
(2018 data)133 

 China Russia 

Total exports to 
(including %) 

Total imports from 
(including %) 

Total exports to 
(including %) 

Total imports from 
(including %) 

Kazakhstan $6.41B (10%) $8.71B (23.1%) $5.28B (8.24%) $13B (34.6%) 

Kyrgyzstan $66M (2.45%) $4.45B (52.5%) $387M (14.4%) $1.68B (19.4%) 

Tajikistan $76.5M (6.57%) $1.43B (39.2%) $43.3M (3.72%) $849M (23.4%) 

Turkmenistan $7.3B (80.2%) $317M (13.3%) $152M (1.67%) $288M (12.1%) 

Uzbekistan $2.24B (21.3%) $3.78B (20.9%) $1.64B (15.6%) $3.33B (18.3%) 
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D. ANALYSIS OF SINO-RUSSIAN COOPERATION—COORDINATED 
APPROACHES TO STABILIZATION 

Sino-Russian cooperation in Central Asia is closely linked to their common 

interests in maintaining regional stability and limiting Western influence.134 This strategic 

convergence of Moscow and Beijing emerged as a result of the growing divergence 

between Moscow and the West in the wake of the “color revolutions” in the post-Soviet 

republics starting in 2003 and was strengthened even further following Russia’s invasions 

of Georgia (2008) and Ukraine (2014) and the subsequent Western sanctions.135 While not 

directly supportive of Russia’s actions in these post-Soviet republics, China was not critical 

of Russia and did not join the Western sanctions regime, becoming a major source of 

investment and political support for Russia after 2014. An important characteristic of this 

cooperative relationship in Central Asia is the “division of labor” between Russia and 

China in their efforts to promote stability, with Russia enjoying predominance in the 

military and security sectors, while China exercises its comparative economic and trade 

advantage.136 The end result of this convergence is that Moscow and Beijing are likely to 

remain Central Asia’s principal partners in the foreseeable future in the realms of economy, 

politics, and security.137 

1. Political and Security Cooperation 

One of the primary ways in which China and Russia cooperate with each other vis-

à-vis Central Asia is through their involvement in regional organizations, the most 

important one being the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO). Originally known as 

the Shanghai Five, the group was founded in 1996 in order to promote security and foster 

friendly relations between China and the former USSR republics and was initially 
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comprised of China, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan.138 Between 2001 

and 2017 organization expanded both in membership, growing to having eight member 

states, four observer states, and six dialogue partners,139 and in scope, extending its 

purview to economic cooperation.140 Notably, the SCO membership does not include 

Turkmenistan, due to that country’s stated strict neutrality policy. The SCO serves to 

accomplish many of China’s long-term strategic goals, such as fostering confidence and 

building trust between China and its neighbors, combating the “three evils,” easing 

economic cooperation, and building a zone of stability around China to help bring about 

China’s peaceful development.141 

In terms of security cooperation, terrorism has become one of the most important 

concerns of the organization, es evidenced by the founding of the Regional Anti-Terrorist 

Structure (RATS) in Uzbekistan in 2004.142 Anti-terrorism exercises, called “Peace 

Mission” drills, have been carried out by the SCO since 2002, with the 2003 drills involving 

Russia, China, and three central Asian republics and marking the first time China 

participated in multilateral military maneuvers.143 Beginning in 2006, the tempo of such 

drills increased from one exercise a year to two or more, with three such events being held 

that year.144 Such cooperation is of particular importance to both Russia and China, as it 

curbs the influence of separatist and extremist groups, fosters regional stability, and 

reduces the flow of illicit narcotics trade from Afghanistan. Despite the stated anti-terrorist 
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nature of the drills, all involved countries, but especially Russia and China, have made 

significant contributions of heavy military equipment, such as tanks, artillery, bombers, 

fighters, and naval ships, to make a strong demonstration of conventional military force 

aimed towards the West.145 

Another important aspect of the SCO and its military exercises is to minimize the 

influence of the United States and other Western powers in Central Asia. As Blank notes, 

“a...clear purpose of the SCO is to provide a forum for its members’ virtually unanimous 

opinion that Washington should not interfere in their domestic agreements,” further adding 

that “all the members support the continuation of the status quo and have united to reject 

calls [from] externally interested parties like Washington on behalf of democratic 

norms.”146 This ideological cover, provided by China and Russia to the CARs, serves not 

only to minimize the Western influence in the region, but also to strengthen the regimes 

that both Beijing and Moscow perceive act in their common interest of preserving regional 

stability.147 For instance, the 2000 Dushanbe Declaration, signed by the Shanghai Five, 

gave the Central Asian national governments significant power to repress domestic 

separatists and other extremist groups.148 In another example of this, the observers sent by 

Russia and China to the legislative and presidential elections in Central Asia have always 

declared them as being conducted honestly and above board, while Western organizations 

have consistently found major violations and signs of political repression.149  

2. Economic Cooperation 

Just like the security cooperation between China and Russia, the goal of their 

economic cooperation lies in the stabilization of the Central Asian region, while also 
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benefitting economically from trade. Since the post–Cold War independence of the region, 

Moscow’s economic influence in the region has stagnated and been overcome by that of 

Beijing. Despite losing this advantage, Russia understands that China’s goals in Central 

Asia, specifically its pursuit of regional economic prosperity and development, coincide 

with its own agenda or at least do not contradict it in the short term.150 In fact, faced with 

China’s enormous economic influence, Russia has sought to deepen its economic 

cooperation with China, exemplified by its decision to support China’s Belt and Road 

Initiative.151 Beijing, for its part, is also effective at managing Moscow’s concern and takes 

care not to highlight its greater geopolitical influence resulting from its economic 

power.152 As Stronski and Ng note, “preserving its influence in the South China Sea is far 

more important to Beijing than showcasing its power in Central Asia.”153 

An important factor to consider is that the two powers are present in different 

sectors of the regional economies, with China being the main importer of Central Asian 

commodities and Russia being the main exporter of goods and a destination for Central 

Asian laborers.154 For instance, in the case of Kyrgyzstan, Russia is a major recipient of 

cotton products, produce, and scrap metal, while China tends to buy Kyrgyz metal ore, 

coal, and tobacco. In case of imports, Kyrgyzstan is a major purchaser of Chinese-made 

textile products (53 percent of total imports) and footwear (18 percent), while Russia 

dominates in the petroleum (45 percent), metal products (12 percent), and food (9 percent) 

sectors.155 Similar trends can be seen in other Central Asian countries’ overall trade 

balance. There is little evidence that shows that this lack of trade competition is a result of 

deliberate coordination between Russia and China, but the strong presence of both 
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countries in different sectors demonstrates that the trade environment is considerably less 

competitive than a simple comparison of China’s and Russia’s market shares would 

suggest. Russia’s role in the Central Asian economies is further amplified by the 

dependence of these countries on the remittances from their migrant laborers in Russia—

as high as 31.3 percent of Tajikistan’s GDP and 32.9 percent in the case of Kyrgyzstan—

and there is little to suggest that China seeks to attract Central Asian workers to supplant 

Russia’s influence.156 

Economic cooperation has materialized in the efforts of Russia and China to 

coordinate the actions of their multilateral economic projects, namely the Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI) and the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU). The Russian initiative has 

experienced a number of setbacks following its inception in 2015, mainly due to its own 

economic troubles.157 For instance, the devaluation of Russian currency has led to a 

reduction of remittances that Kyrgyzstan receives from its migrant workers, while cheap 

Russian goods and oil have hampered local producers in Kazakhstan. As a result, the 

current members of the economic bloc have been generally disappointed with the project, 

making it unlikely that other Central Asian republics will become members.158 Given the 

difficulties of the EEU and the greater role of the BRI in the region, Presidents Putin and 

Xi have on many occasions proclaimed their readiness to coordinate the two projects. Some 

scholars within China are hopeful that such Sino-Russian cooperation will accelerate 

further expansion of the BRI into Eurasia, citing the commonality of their strategic interests 

to resist the U.S.-led containment.159 Similar optimism can be seen in the statements of 

both countries’ top leaders, with Putin remarking at China’s Belt and Road Forum in 2019 
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that the BRI is “intended to strengthen the creative cooperation of the states of Eurasia.”160 

Xi similarly voiced his support for “ [fostering] stronger synergy of the Belt and Road 

Initiative... and the Eurasian Economic Union” in an interview with Russian reporters prior 

to his 2019 state visit to Russia.161 As noted by Dmitri Trenin, while “a lot needs to be 

done to realize the true potential of Sino-Russian economic relations,... the dynamic 

remains positive.”162  

E. ANALYSIS OF SINO-RUSSIAN COMPETITION—A NEW “GREAT 
GAME” 

An increasing number of experts argue that the current trend of China’s increasing 

economic and military power and Russia’s waning influence will have an effect of 

reorienting Central Asia away from Moscow and towards Beijing, challenging Russia’s 

primacy in the long term.163 China’s economic advantage is increasingly difficult for 

Russia to ignore, especially as Moscow is struggling to invest into the region. China is also 

catching up to Russia in terms of its military capabilities, and, although it has not taken any 

major steps to assert its security ambitions in Central Asia so far. Some actions by Beijing, 

however, such as plans to acquire small military outposts in Central Asia close to the 

Chinese border, have raised concerns in Moscow.164 Overall, the trend results in an 

increasing anxiety in Russia and is likely to trigger greater competition as it likely 

continues. 
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1. Security Competition 

Moscow’s most important tool of promoting security in the region is the Collective 

Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), which includes Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and 

Tajikistan, but notably excludes China, politically neutral Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan, 

which left the organization permanently in 2012. The organization, chartered in 2002, is 

responsible for defense cooperation, weapons manufacturing and sales, training for the 

members’ military personnel, peacekeeping activities, integrated air defense, as well as 

anti-terrorism and anti-narcotics activities.165 The CSTO, like the NATO, includes a 

provision for mutual military assistance in case of an attack on any of its member states.166 

Under its purview as the leading member of the organization, Russia exercises veto powers 

over the foreign military assistance received by other members and has full control over 

the Collective Rapid Deployment Forces (CRDF), which aims to combat military 

aggression, terrorism, crime, and drug trafficking.167 The CSTO conducts considerably 

more military exercises than the SCO, with 38 CSTO drills being conducted by 2016, 

compared to SCO’s 22.168 While the CSTO promotes regional stability that is congruent 

with China’s own interests, the cooperation of China with this organization has been 

limited, with Beijing only going so far as to sign a cooperation agreement with the 

organization in 2007 and being present at the CSTO drills only as an observer.169 Laruelle 

and Peyrouse observe that Beijing seems “quite satisfied to leave Moscow in charge of the 

main security questions, which are difficult and costly, preferring to concentrate on 

economic development and on stabilizing sensitive domestic zones such as Xinjiang and 

Tibet.”170 

Despite the overall patterns of regional cooperation in the realm of security, a 

number of contradictions between China and Russia have become evident within the 
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framework of the SCO. Active participation in the SCO is important to Russia as it provides 

Moscow with an avenue to monitor and contain Chinese activity in Central Asia. Russia 

has attempted to increase coordination between the SCO and the CSTO and even to 

subordinate the SCO to the CSTO in security matters. By putting its regional initiatives on 

par with those of China, Russia seeks to define itself as “the main coordinator of all 

multilateral activities in Central Asia.”171 Merging the SCO and the CSTO would 

strengthen Russia’s position, as it would present Moscow as the representative of all 

Central Asian states in the dialogue with Beijing and allow Russia to monitor contacts 

between the CSTO members and China in all security questions.172  

These efforts by Russia have so far resulted in resistance from China. For instance, 

China rejected Russia’s initiative to make the Peace Mission 2007 exercise a joint event 

between the SCO and the CSTO, resulting in the CSTO being only an observer during the 

event.173 Despite Russia suggesting the idea of merging the CSTO and the SCO again at 

the 2014 Dushanbe Summit, no serious attempts have been made after 2007 to conduct 

joint exercises and no CSTO observers were present in subsequent peace missions. On 

other occasions, Russia has refused to be involved in exercises in which China was also a 

participant.174 In general, Russia has shown a clear preference for the CSTO as opposed 

to the SCO, as the former has a clear military structure and presents itself as a military 

defense alliance with a clear Russian dominance, while the latter has not been as successful 

at organizing multilateral operations.175 Both countries have been hesitant to share 

sensitive information about their emerging technologies or, especially, their nuclear 

capabilities and doctrines.176 Sino-Russian mistrust is also exemplified by Russia’s 
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insistence on the inclusion of India as a member state of the SCO in 2015 in an apparent 

attempt to dilute Chinese influence within the organization, while China sponsored the 

membership of Pakistan during the same summit. 

Sino-Russian competition has recently expanded into the realm of security 

cooperation and arms sales. So far, Russia remains the key external security partner to the 

Central Asian republics and is the largest supplier of arms to them, selling over $3.8 billion 

worth since 1991 and supplying over 80 percent of imported weapons to its CSTO partners 

in the region.177 China, on the other hand, is establishing itself as a net exporter of weapons 

and is encroaching on Russia’s traditional market (see Figure 3). As it developed its own 

arms industry, it began to rely less on Russian-manufactured weaponry, buying only $8 

billion worth of weapons in 2010–2020, compared to $21 billion worth in 2000–2010.178 

Compared to just 1.5 percent of arms imports from China to Central Asia between 2010 

and 2014, the figure from 2015 to 2020 has grown to 18 percent.179 While most of Chinese 

imports consist of military trucks and transport aircraft, other sales have included QW-2 

Vanguard 2 portable surface-to-air missiles, FD-2000 medium-range air-defense systems, 

as well as the CH-3, CH-4, CH-5, and the Wing Loong drones.180 While China is still only 

entering the arms market, the trend suggests that Russia’s lead may soon be challenged. It 

remains to be seen whether Russia, as the lead member of the CSTO, will pressure the 

Central Asian states to limit their arms purchases from China. Likewise, Russia’s 

predominance as the lead destination for the training of foreign officers has been eroded 

by China in the recent years, which now enjoys an overwhelming advantage in terms of 

the number of Uzbek officers studying in its military institutions.181 
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Figure 3. Arms Sales to Central Asia (in $M USD)182 

The withdrawal of the U.S. forces from Afghanistan may also have significant long-

term consequences for the future of Sino-Russian interactions in Central Asia. The entry 

of the United States to the region in 2001 and the acquisition of military bases in Tajikistan 

and Uzbekistan for its Northern Distribution Network became a significant source of 

concern for Moscow and Beijing and an impetus for their geopolitical convergence. As 

American efforts in Afghanistan have faltered in recent years, both Russia and China took 

steps to increase their influence both in Afghanistan and the bordering Central Asian 

countries. For instance, in 2018 Moscow periodically pressured the Kabul government to 

authorize Russian airstrikes on Islamic State targets in Jowzjan province. However, these 

attempts were rebuffed by the U.S. objections and assurances to Kabul that the U.S. 

presence is sufficient against this threat.183 Beijing, concerned with the region’s stability 

after the U.S. eventual exit, acquired several outposts on Tajik-Afghan border in 2015 and 

2016 and the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) has been patrolling the sections of the 

border that China considers most vulnerable, especially in the Wakhan corridor.184 Both 
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Russia and China have deepened their political ties with the Taliban as well, helping to 

secure U.N. travel waivers for Talib officials to participate in the Qatar talks.185 While 

cooperating with Beijing on the subject of regional security is an important goal for 

Moscow, Russia also seeks to showcase to the region the failure of the United States to 

foster stability and learn from the Soviet Union’s own disastrous foray in the 1980s. Laurel 

Miller, a former U.S. State Department official and the current director of the International 

Crisis Group’s Asia program, predicts that future Sino-Russian competition in the region 

is likely, given the buildup of military capabilities by both Moscow and Beijing that is 

likely to continue after the Afghan peace deal.186 

Finally, China recently began signaling the end to its reliance on Russia’s military 

presence as the most important factor in the regional security stability. China has gradually 

expanded its security engagements with the Central Asian countries through the SCO 

framework, conducting exercises, providing military aid, arms sales, and the presence of 

its PLA and private security companies, causing concerns to Russia.187 Initially resistant 

to commit its military forces in the region, in 2016 China established its first military 

outpost in Tajikistan, close to the Afghan and Chinese borders and staffed by the Chinese 

People’s Armed Police Force.188 One Russian expert, Dmitry Zhelobov, estimates that 

China is “very likely” to further expand its military footprint in the region in the next five 

years, establishing a network of military bases in order to “ensure that neither Russia nor 

the United States are able to limit China’s cross-continental trade with Europe.”189 Such 

hard power moves and Zhelobov’s dire warning have resulted in Russian responses—the 

expansion of its Kant Air Base in Kyrgyzstan and an agreement with Kyrgyzstan enabling 
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Russia to deploy UAVs from this base, ratified on June 12, 2020.190 Moscow’s other 

military base in Dushanbe, Tajikistan, also has received a contingent of the S-300 anti-

aircraft missile systems.191  The addition of such military equipment shows that Russia is 

concerned not only with the threat posed by Islamist groups, but rather with China’s 

military expansion into the region.  

2. Economic Competition 

Central Asia is a region where Russia and China are economic competitors, 

although so far Moscow has had little choice but to react with acquiescence in response to 

Beijing’s overwhelming economic might despite significant long-term concerns. What 

makes China an especially attractive economic partner to Central Asia is that, compared to 

Russia, it does not seek to bind the Central Asian states in restrictive trade policies or to 

influence political outcomes.192 As a result, China’s economic clout continues to grow in 

the region, sometimes at Russia’s expense. This trend became particularly evident 

following the implementation of sanctions against Russia in 2014 and its subsequent 

economic hardship, while at the same time China has continued to experience strong 

economic growth. For instance, in 2016 the total bilateral trade of Russia and the CARs 

constituted $18.6 billion, while that of China amounted to $30 billion.193 By 2018, 

Beijing’s lead vis-à-vis Moscow became even more pronounced (see Figure 4). This trend 

became evident to the Central Asian states as well, with Kyrgyzstan canceling a joint 

Russo-Kyrgyz project to build hydropower plants due to the inability of the Russian 

companies to secure funds.194 Moscow similarly realizes  it can do little to curb Beijing’s 

economic influence.  

 
190 Kinga Szalkai, “Russia’s Recent Military Buildup in Central Asia,” Center for Strategic and 

International Studies, last modified 25 September 2020, https://www.csis.org/blogs/post-soviet-post/
russias-recent-military-buildup-central-asia. 

191 Szalkai, “Russia’s Recent Military Buildup in Central Asia.”  
192 Martha Brill Olcott, “China’s Unmatched Influence in Central Asia,” Carnegie Endowment for 

International Peace, last modified 18 September 2013, https://carnegieendowment.org/2014/03/05/after-
crimea-will-kazakhstan-be-next-in-putin-s-reintegration-project-pub-54782. 

193 Stronski and Ng, 14.  
194 Stronski and Ng, 14. 



52 

 
Figure 4. Disparity in Trade with Central Asia between the EU, Russia, and 

China195 

Many observers have seen the BRI as an attempt by China to drive Russia out of 

the region and, while some attempts at coordinating the BRI and the EEU have been 

proclaimed by Moscow and Beijing, it is only a matter of time before significant 

disagreements occur.196 In fact, Chinese officials have acknowledged in private 

conversations that Russia has been a concern to Beijing since the unveiling of the project 

in 2013 and was seen as likely to pressure the Central Asian states to not participate in 

it.197 While the favorable reaction of the Kremlin to the BRI has surprised the Chinese 

leadership, this position of Moscow was a result of significant internal discussions and was 

reached despite significant concerns regarding its security community.198 Chinese fears 

vis-à-vis Russia were also assuaged as Moscow did not take any significant steps to limit 

the participation of the Central Asian states in the Chinese infrastructure initiatives. It 
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remains to be seen whether the Russia’s security community prevails in its attempts to 

prevent accommodation of Chinese interests in Russia’s “soft underbelly.” Russia has 

further sought to offset its economic troubles within the EEU by inviting India into the 

organization, seeking to balance out China’s economic influence in Central Asia.199 

The efforts to integrate the BRI with the EEU are unlikely to result in significant 

successes despite the frequent calls in favor of cooperation. For example, Russia is unlikely 

to complete the construction of highways and other infrastructure needed for the two 

projects to work together, which also includes a proposed section connecting the Volga 

region and Kazakhstan.200 Other signs of impending failure include the insistence of the 

Central Asian countries to conclude BRI projects bilaterally with China, with little 

involvement of Russia, despite the existing EEU stipulations that Moscow has to be 

consulted.201 It is also important to note that the visions for the BRI and the EEU are 

markedly different, with the BRI aiming to connect multiple markets into a common 

Eurasian trade environment, while the EEU seeks to create a single market with Russian 

dominance. Putin’s efforts to increase Russia’s role in the BRI are also unlikely to garner 

Beijing’s sympathies and, as Stephen Blank states, “China will not cede primacy to Russia 

anywhere in the BRI.”202 The lack of any meaningful progress on linking these projects 

suggests that Beijing is simply accommodating Russia’s regional ambitions and concerns 

and sees little use in actually integrating the two projects.203 The notable absence of 

Russia’s foreign minister from a high-level Belt and Road meeting in 2020 sends signals 

that the Russian leadership has grown wary and disillusioned with this project.204 
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One of the most divisive issues in the Sino-Russian relationship in Central Asia is 

the energy sector. As a growing energy consumer, China has expanded its energy footprint 

in Central Asia, severely undercutting Russia’s economic and political influence in the 

region.205 Chinese investment into the Kazakh economy has grown considerably, leading 

to its 21 percent stake in Kazakhstan’s oil production (surpassing Russia’s nine percent) as 

early as 2010. Similarly, China undermined Russia’s efforts to secure Turkmen gas in 2009 

by lending its government $4 billion to construct the Turkmenistan-China pipeline and 

send 30 bcm of gas annually to China.206 During the same year, Russia’s Gazprom lost 

significant sums when Turkmenistan refused to go back on the 2008 deal to raise the gas 

price to European levels following the 2009 gas price collapse, causing Gazprom to buy 

Turkmen gas at an above-market price. Russia’s attempts to coerce Turkmenistan by 

halting gas imports in April 2009 did not have their desired effect, since the Chinese loan 

and the completion of the Turkmenistan-China pipeline showed that Ashgabat had alternate 

gas export routes and was, therefore, less dependent on Russia.207 Further, the pipeline 

lessened China’s own dependence on Russia’s gas exports and allowed Beijing to adopt a 

superior bargaining position vis-à-vis Moscow despite its growing demand for energy.208 

In other regions, China enjoys expanded rights for gas and oil exploration, while Russia 

finds itself stagnating in this sector. Concerned about losing its share in the regional energy 

market, Moscow has been engaged in several rounds of talks with Ashgabat, which resulted 

in the resumption of natural gas exports from Turkmenistan to Russia in 2019.209 It is 

doubtful that this move will drastically improve Russia’s position as a supplier to China, 

since 40 bcm of Turkmen gas (from 70 bcm produced annually) still continues to go east 

every year.210 Rather, this move has likely been taken by Moscow to ensure its control 
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over the natural gas flowing westward towards the EU, while also slightly decreasing the 

amount of gas going to China. From Russia’s point of view, this should increase the 

importance of its Siberian pipelines to China, but the actual effects remain to be seen. 

F. CONCLUSION 

Current Sino-Russian interactions in Central Asia show that cooperation between 

China and Russia is still more robust than their competition, although there are strong initial 

indicators in the areas of security and economics that Sino-Russian relations may become 

more competitive, potentially leading to rivalry in the future. Maintaining regional 

stability, whether through investment, infrastructure development, or through military 

presence and security initiatives, remains a convergent interest for both Moscow and 

Beijing, who seek to guard themselves from separatist and extremist threats emanating 

from the region. Additionally, the presence of Western military forces in Afghanistan and 

Central Asia has grown to be an irritant for both China and Russia, despite their role in 

tampering of these threats. The “color revolutions” that occurred in the post-Soviet space 

starting in 2003, as well as the promotion of democratic values by the West, have spurred 

further cooperation between Russia, China, and the region’s authoritarian regimes, seeking 

to maintain their influence and their governance models. So far, the pattern of Sino-Russian 

cooperation has taken the form of both countries playing to their strengths, with Russia 

acting as the primary security leader and provider under the auspices of the CSTO, while 

China leveraged its growing economic might to develop the region’s economies and 

infrastructure through organizations like the SCO and the BRI. 

The growing disparity between China and Russia and China’s increasing appetite 

for greater influence and control in the region provide the strongest drivers of competition 

between the two powers. For now, such competition is still relatively muted, but as China’s 

clout continues to grow, so will Russia’s concern with its neighbor’s growing influence. 

The SCO and the CSTO have so far been unable to form a cohesive partnership, while the 

BRI and the EEU have also seen a similar lack of success, whether due to mutual distrust 

or Russia’s inability to finance its portions of mutually agreed upon infrastructure projects. 

China has also been observed encroaching on Russia’s traditional role as the security 
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provider both through increased arms sales and a burgeoning military footprint in Central 

Asia. It remains within the realm of possibility that such disagreements will deepen as 

China grows more disillusioned with Russia as a viable economic partner, but also due to 

removal of factors encouraging cooperation, as the United States seeks to withdraw from 

Afghanistan. It is clear that, due to both countries seeking to maintain and grow their 

influence in the region, the prospects for future Sino-Russian competition in Central Asia 

are especially strong. 
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III. SINO-RUSSIAN INTERACTIONS IN NORTH KOREA 

A. INTRODUCTION 

North Korea occupies the spotlight of international attention due to its regime’s 

aggressive rhetoric, a burgeoning nuclear weapons and missile program, and the failure of 

the international community to compel its ruling elite to abandon its nuclear aspirations. It 

is another arena in which competing and complementary Chinese and Russian foreign 

interests can be viewed. 

The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK or North Korea) is a 

totalitarian one-party regime ruled by the Kim family since its founding on 9 September 

1948. Determined to safeguard its regime, DPRK started developing its nuclear weapons 

capability in the early 1980s, alerting the international community to its ambitions when it 

began constructing a nuclear reactor at Yongbyon. Its first test of a nuclear-capable missile, 

Nodong-1, took place in 1993 and its first test of a nuclear device occurred on 9 October 

2006. Since then, the DPRK has amassed an arsenal of approximately 30–40 nuclear 

weapons and conducts frequent tests of increasingly sophisticated nuclear capable 

medium-range and intercontinental ballistic missiles.211  

This chapter examines the dynamic of interactions between China and Russia 

regarding North Korea, its nuclear weapons, and its economy, as well as Beijing’s and 

Moscow’s long-term visions for the peninsula in order to determine whether their 

cooperation or competition is stronger. The findings suggest that Sino-Russian cooperation 

is vastly stronger than their competition. This cooperation largely takes form of joint 

diplomatic resolutions in the United Nations on the subject of economic sanctions, joint 

military exercises in the region, and covert economic assistance to the North Korean regime 

that disregards the sanctions imposed on the DPRK by the international community. While 

the long-term views regarding economic reform and reunification may differ between 
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Russian and Chinese observers, Russia has largely accepted China’s political and economic 

predominance in the region. 

This chapter will first examine the background of North Korean interactions with 

Russia, both during the Soviet and the modern periods, and with China. Both countries 

have had much impact over the creation and development of the North Korean state and 

continue to exert influence on it now. The second section will discuss Russia’s and China’s 

main interests in DPRK, their visions of how North Korea should develop, and their 

respective roles in its future. The last two sections will focus on the cooperative and the 

competitive aspects of Sino-Russian interactions in North Korea.  

B. BACKGROUND 

Historically, the Korean state developed under considerable influence from China 

and was a part of the tribute system created by various Chinese dynasties to control its 

peripheral regions. This system came under stress with the weakening of the Qing Empire 

and the strengthening of the Russian and Japanese influences in the region in the late 

nineteenth century. As a result of the First Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895) and the Russo-

Japanese War (1904-1905), Korea fell under the influence of the Japanese empire and was 

occupied from 1910 to 1945. During this period, Japanese colonial authorities created 

much of North Korea’s initial industrial capacity, building mines, processing facilities for 

coal, iron, magnesium, and zinc, as well as fertilizer plants.212 The Japanese occupiers 

were expelled from the peninsula by the combined effort of Korean and Chinese guerillas, 

and the Soviet Union. After the Japanese surrender in 1945 the peninsula was divided 

between the Soviet and American spheres of influence along the 38th parallel, and in 1948 

two distinct states emerged. A communist state, called the Democratic People’s Republic 

of Korea (DPRK) was created in the Soviet zone of control, while the Republic of Korea 

(ROK) was established in the American-controlled territory. A North Korean guerilla 

leader, Kim Il-sung, came to power in the North with significant Soviet support.  
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The Korean War (1950-1953) was the first major test of the relatively new Sino-

Soviet Treaty of Friendship, Alliance and Mutual Assistance (signed on 14 February 1950) 

since both China and Russia were faced with the prospect of defending the Communist 

cause in East Asia.213 The war was initiated by Kim Il-sung’s regime for the purpose of 

reunifying the Korean peninsula under his control. From Mao Zedong’s perspective, the 

decision to support Kim Il-sung served to “define the alliance’s utility for China’s national 

security...and [his] revolutionary projects.”214 Stalin, on the other hand, concerned that the 

conflict could escalate into a global confrontation between the United States and the USSR 

did not initially endorse Kim’s plans. Stalin’s attitudes changed somewhat after statements 

from the U.S. Department of State in January 1950 signaled that South Korea would not 

be included in the U.S. Western Pacific defense perimeter. Despite this he was still cautious 

and unwilling to become involved in the conflict directly. Immediately prior to the outbreak 

of war in June 1950, the USSR provided the DPRK with military aid, but no commitments 

to deploy Soviet forces in Korea were made. Stalin wanted Mao to take responsibility for 

the conflict started by a fellow Communist country in Asia.215 In the end, Mao supported 

Kim’s decision to go to war despite significant concerns that doing so would jeopardize 

China’s plans to liberate Taiwan from the Nationalist Party.216 

Upon the outbreak of the war the UN forces promptly came to assist South Korea. 

Mao postponed his plans to invade Taiwan and committed to aiding the DPRK instead. On 

13 July, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) established the Northeast Border Defense 

Army (NEBDA) and by the end of September over 250,000 PLA troops were ready to 

conduct military operations on the Korean peninsula.217 Assured by the increase in Soviet 

military deliveries and the presence of a Soviet air force division in northeast China, Mao 

assumed that the USSR would honor the alliance treaty and intervene when China entered 
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the conflict.218 However, the landing of the U.S. forces at Inchon on 15 September 

dissuaded Stalin from entering the Korean War directly. He urged the Chinese leadership 

to assist the DPRK by dispatching their troops yet proffered only meagre Soviet 

assistance.219 As the war went on, Stalin’ confidence in the success of the Chinese rose 

and he provided Mao with ammunition, military equipment, and Soviet air cover for the 

Chinese troops in Korea. The Soviet Union simultaneously increased its aid towards 

China’s economic reconstruction. Chen concludes that “ it would have been impossible for 

China to have fought the Korean War without the strategic alliance with the Soviet 

Union.”220 However, Stalin’s pragmatism in the early months of the war and his post-war 

request that China pay for all the Soviet military aid greatly soured Mao’s attitude towards 

the Soviet Union and their military alliance.221 

The Korean War resulted in a near destruction of North Korean infrastructure and 

industry. After the end of the war, the Soviet Union provided the DPRK with economic 

and industrial aid. This allowed the Chinese troops to withdraw in 1958 after the North 

Korean economy and military were rebuilt.222 At the same time, both China and the USSR 

suffered significant setbacks in terms of their influence in post-war North Korea. Seeking 

to hold unopposed sway over the DPRK and curb the effects of domestic factionalism, Kim 

Il-sung took measures to decrease his country’s political dependence on Moscow and 

Beijing (although North Korea continued to depend economically on China and the USSR 

until the early 1990s). Dissatisfied with such policies, both China and the Soviet Union 

sought to remove Kim from power. A coup, orchestrated by the Soviet and Chinese-backed 

factions within Korean Workers’ Party (KWP) in August 1956 (also known as the August 

Faction Incident), failed. Both factions were captured and executed.223 The subsequent 
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purges of 1956–1960 significantly diminished the ability of both the Soviet Union and 

China to exert influence on the increasingly independent Kim regime.  

The Sino-Soviet split, which became evident in 1960 following Nikita 

Khrushchev’s 1956 Secret Speech and the introduction of his de-Stalinization policies, 

drastically changed the dynamics of Sino-Soviet interactions in North Korea. Cha observes 

that this split “had the effect of increasing the strategic value of North Korea to both 

countries” and allowed Kim to “ [benefit] immensely from this competition, alternating 

loyalties between the two sides while maximizing assistance from each.”224 July 1961 

marked the signing of both the Sino-North Korean Mutual Aid and Cooperation Friendship 

Treaty (which endures to this day) and the Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation, and Mutual 

Assistance with the Soviet Union.225 The late 1960s saw Kim alternate between the two 

powers. When Soviet politics were obsessed with the denunciation of Stalin’s personality 

cult, Mao enjoyed greater political clout with Kim. When China faced the Cultural 

Revolution (1966-1969), Kim shifted towards Soviet support until China regained political 

stability. 

North Korean nuclear program began with the Soviet effort to aid the DPRK and 

promote economic integration in the Far East. An agreement on cooperation in the field of 

nuclear energy was signed between the USSR and the DPRK in 1959.226 Soviet specialists, 

sent to North Korea under this agreement assisted the DPRK with the construction of the 

Yongbyon Scientific Research Center, which consisted of several laboratories, a K-60,000 

cobalt installation, and, most importantly, an IRT-2000 nuclear research reactor, completed 

by 1965.227 More than 300 North Korean nuclear specialists trained in various Soviet 

institutions  during this period of cooperation, although the Soviets continued to supervise 
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their work at Yongbyon.228 The Soviet-DPRK cooperation expanded further in 1985 

following the signing of an “Agreement on Economic Technical Cooperation in the 

Construction of a Nuclear Power Plant in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea.”229 

On December 12, 1985, the DPRK also joined the Non-Proliferation Treaty of 1970 due to 

increasing pressure from the international community.  

The rapprochement between the United States and the People’s Republic of China, 

which culminated in the formal establishment of diplomatic relations between Washington 

and Beijing in 1979, had profound consequences for the Korean Peninsula. Threatened by 

this sudden geopolitical change, Kim Il-sung launched the nuclear weapons program in 

North Korea, although his nuclear ambitions may have started even earlier in the late 

1970s.230 Meanwhile, Park Chung-hee enacted a stricter set of authoritarian measures in 

South Korea.231 The economic reforms initiated by Deng Xiaoping in China in 1978 

further solidified relations between the USSR and the DPRK. North Korea remained 

aligned with the Soviet Union until its dissolution in 1991.232 

After his ascension to the post of the general secretary, Mikhail Gorbachev focused 

on boosting the Soviet presence in East Asia, which included a reinvigorated effort to 

strengthen ties with the DPRK.233 In December 1985, Moscow signed a bilateral 

agreement with Pyongyang to increase Soviet-DPRK trade by 1990, resulting in trade 

between the two countries increasing by 52 percent from $2.18 billion in 1985 to $3.5 

billion by 1988.234 The Gorbachev government also agreed to build a new four-block 

VVER-440 nuclear power plant at Sinpo, although with a precondition that the Kim regime 
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should sign the 1970 NPT. During this period, the Soviet Union also transferred advanced 

conventional military equipment to the DPRK and continued to provide substantial food 

subsidies to the North Korean regime.235  

By 1987, changes in the Gorbachev’s political strategy and internal debates within 

the Communist Party of the Soviet Union led to a cooling in Soviet-DPRK relations. Soviet 

economists began to question command-style socialism and began to praise the Japanese 

and South Korean economic models for their successes in developing their countries.236 

In regard to the economic development of the Russian Far East, it soon became clear that 

capitalist Seoul had more to offer Moscow than Stalinist Pyongyang.237 Gorbachev 

signaled his intentions to improve relations with countries in the Asia-Pacific region as part 

of his “New Thinking” strategy outlined in his speeches in Vladivostok (1986) and 

Krasnoyarsk (1988). South Korea’s president, Roh Tae-woo, sought to normalize relations 

with the USSR and China—North Korea’s principal allies—in a foreign policy known as 

Nordpolitik.238 Economics influenced Soviet Union’s interest in South Korea. The Soviets 

needed South Korea’s financial and technological resources to alleviate their economic 

downturn. The ROK, in return, needed ever-increasing amounts of natural resources for its 

own economic development. The 1988 Seoul Olympics, in which the USSR actively 

participated, served as a catalyst for improved relations between the two.239 That same 

year, a trade route was established between Vladivostok and Busan. In another important 

move, Gorbachev and Roh met as heads of state at a summit in San Francisco in June 1990. 

After the formal establishment of Soviet-ROK relations in September 1990, South Korea 

even proffered a $3 billion loan to the USSR in order to assist their reforms. Meanwhile, 

economic relations between the USSR and the DPRK began to suffer, with Moscow 
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forcing Pyongyang to pay more for oil and other contracts and cutting back on food 

subsidies.240 

After the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991, Russian state policy towards North Korea 

shifted dramatically from an ideologically-motivated support to a more transactional 

attitude. Yeltsin’s government ended economic and food assistance to the DPRK and 

insisted on forming economic relations on a strictly commercial basis. This, together with 

Pyongyang’s economic mismanagement, contributed to North Korean economic crisis and 

famine from 1994 to 1998.241 Russia returned its attention to the Korean peninsula and 

Asia in the late 1990s as Russian elites grew disappointed with interactions with the West. 

However, Russia prioritized South Korea over North Korea, establishing formal relations 

with the ROK in 1991.242 Putin’s regime continued to place strategic importance on the 

Korean peninsula. In May 2000 he declared that the Korean peninsula has always been a 

part of Russia’s geopolitical and national interests.243 In February 2000 Putin and Kim 

Jong-il signed the Treaty on Friendship, Cooperation and Good-Neighborly Relations, 

albeit without assurances of mutual defense.244 Between 2000 and 2001 the first major 

state visits took place between Russia and the DPRK—a practice that continues to this day.  

China’s post–Cold War relationship with North Korea underwent significant 

changes that paralleled those of Russia and North Korea. Amidst Deng’s economic reforms 

a more pragmatic foreign policy developed, in which China sought closer ties with the 

rapidly developing South Korea.245 Trade between the two nations increased beginning in 

the late 1980s. China participated in the 1988 Seoul Olympics, and Roh Tae-woo returned 

the favor by lobbying for other Asian leaders to attend the 1990 Asian Games in Beijing.246 
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China officially adopted a “two-Korea” policy in 1992, recognizing the higher value of 

South Korea as a trade and investment partner while North Korea was increasingly seen as 

an economic liability.247 This had a profound effect on Sino-DPRK relations. China 

stopped subsidizing food, crude oil, coal, and fertilizer, traded with North Korea and ceased 

offering interest-free loans to the country. As a result, bilateral trade between the two 

nations dropped from $900 million to $550 million in two years (between 1993 and 1995). 

China-DPRK bilateral relations quickly soured. The DPRK denounced China for its 

betrayal and close ties with the ROK; and diplomatic contacts ceased during most of the 

1990s.248 Reconciliation did not occur until Kim Jong-il visited China in 1999. China’s 

Jiang Zemin reciprocated in 2001 following the commemoration of the fortieth anniversary 

of the 1961 Treaty.249 

Both Russia and China reacted negatively when North Korea withdrew from the 

Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 2003 and conducted its first nuclear weapons 

test in 2006. Cha notes that Beijing warned the North Koreans not to conduct the test since 

it would defy nonproliferation agreements and would broadcast the fact that the DPRK had 

a functioning weapon. The test also violated China’s interest in preventing conflict and 

instability on the Korean peninsula.250 Russia also condemned the test. As a result, both 

countries along with the international community imposed sanctions in an attempt to 

compel Pyongyang to suspend its weapons program.251 Russia and China were active in 

preparing the initial sanctions (UNSC resolutions 1695 and 1718 in 2006). Both countries 

remained advocates of strengthening the sanctions in 2009 and 2013 (resolutions 1874 and 

2094 respectively).252 From 2003 to 2009 China and Russia participated in the Six-Party 

Talks alongside the United States, the ROK, the DPRK, and Japan. The talks did not 
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achieve any significant results and on April 14, 2009, North Korea discontinued the talks, 

expelled all nuclear inspectors and resumed its weapons program. 

C. CHINESE AND RUSSIAN INTERESTS VIS-À-VIS NORTH KOREA 

1. Chinese Interests 

As noted by Thomas Fingar, throughout their history, relations between China and 

the Korean peninsula have been governed by three important factors: proximity, security, 

and economic well-being.253 The geopolitical proximity and the 880-mile border between 

North Korea and the northeastern regions of China make the consequences of Korean 

actions and policies more salient for Chinese decision makers concerned with China’s 

security.254 Proximity also affects Korea’s ability to contribute to China’s economic 

development and, therefore, internal stability and regime legitimacy, albeit to a lesser 

extent.255 These three important factors influence the overall policy of Beijing toward 

North Korea. According to Shambaugh, this policy calculus involves a hierarchy of 

interrelated interests, which include, most importantly, the DPRK regime survival and 

reform, but also the establishment of lasting political influence of Beijing on the peninsula, 

political and economic integration of North and South, as well as more responsible 

behavior of the North Korean regime on security issues (regarding their nuclear weapons 

program, development of other WMD and their means of delivery, and the deployments of 

their conventional forces).256 

China’s most important security concern regarding North Korea is the survival of 

the DPRK regime.257 An implosion or collapse of the North Korean regime would mean 

a humanitarian catastrophe with economic and security ramifications for Beijing. Another 

failed communist state would also negatively impact the legitimacy of the Chinese 
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Communist Party.258 In order to support the regime, China extended aid to North Korea in 

the form of 1 million tons of wheat and rice and 500,000 tons of oil per year since 1994.259 

As Shambaugh states, “China’s aid and trade has been keeping the North Korean economy 

from total ruin and human calamity.”260 Before 2001, China even facilitated cross-border 

migration on a small scale, recognizing it as a social safety valve for the DPRK regime.261 

Beijing’s desire to prevent the DPRK’s collapse does not mean that China accepts 

the status quo or that its leaders admire the Kim regime. On the contrary, Chinese officials 

and academics, especially those in the northeast of China, have at times spoken with 

disdain and frustration on the subject of the DPRK and their relations.262 The critics of the 

North Korean regime are frequently found on the Internet, where they typically disparage 

Kim Jong-un for being an overweight dictator ruling over a starving population.263 The 

Chinese government also showed its discontent in 2017 following an alleged North Korean 

hydrogen bomb test by endorsing tougher UN sanctions.264 Generally, Chinese critics of 

the DPRK cite numerous flaws of the North Korean state, namely the Kim family 

personality cult, the security state, the state-planned economy, widespread poverty, the 

autarkic paranoia, unwillingness to comply with international pressure, etc.265  Since the 

mid-1990s Beijing also made clear to Pyongyang that it will not defend North Korea should 

its leadership blunder and come under attack, despite the existence of an alliance.266 

Additionally, many within the Chinese leadership were outraged by the executions of pro-

Chinese Kim family members and regime figures by Kim Jong-un shortly upon his rise to 
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power in 2011.267 This leads many Korea analysts in China to compare North Korean 

regime to China under Mao and advocate reform in the spirit of Deng Xiaoping as the only 

viable way to avoid national catastrophe.268 

Beijing has been an advocate for North Korea’s extensive social and economic 

reform since the early 1990s. Having witnessed the collapse of Communist regimes in the 

USSR and Eastern Europe, China attributes its own political survival to carefully managed 

reform and wants North Korea to follow its lead. In the early 2000s China encouraged 

multiple state visits from Kim Jong-il, during which the Chinese showcased their 

technological innovations, industrial centers, and commercial venues in Beijing, Shanghai, 

and Shenzhen.269 Reform-oriented exchanges also took place at lower levels, such as those 

between China’s International Liaison Department and its North Korean counterpart, with 

as many as two dozen meetings taking place annually.270 This being said, China’s leaders 

fully understand that reforming North Korea may be a gamble that may result in a collapse 

akin to that of the USSR; still, extensive but methodical reform is largely seen as the best 

option for both China and North Korea.  

China has been adamant that it does not want the DPRK to be nuclear-capable and 

persuading the North Korean leaders to abandon their nuclear program is a high priority 

goal for Beijing. Chung and Choi outline the six areas in which the majority of the CCP 

leaders saw the DPRK’s nuclear program damage China’s interest the most: 

1. DPRK’s nuclear program introduced a new source of instability to the 

region; 

2. Pyongyang set off a military confrontation with the United States, 

potentially placing Beijing in a dilemma situation; 
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3. The nuclear proliferation is giving Tokyo a pretext for military build-up; 

4. The program generates a potential for more nuclear proliferation in the 

region; 

5. The program may cause potential environmental hazards to China’s 

Northeast; 

6. The program poses a direct security threat to China itself.271 

Beijing is also concerned with North Korea’s conventional military deployments, 

although not to the same extent as its WMD development and nuclear proliferation.272 For 

instance, there were no indicators that China felt that North Korea’s short-range missile 

tests in May 2019 were excessive, although Meyskens contends that China will be more 

likely to endorse additional sanctions if more long-range missile tests were carried out by 

North Korea.273 Overall, the factors previously outlined led China to advocate for North 

Korea to return to the Agreed Framework of 1994,274 and later push for Pyongyang’s 

participation in both Four-Party(1997-1998) and Six-Party (2003-2009) Talks.275  

Beijing’s frustration with the DPRK’s unwillingness to compromise and the need 

to demonstrate that China is a responsible power compelled the CCP leadership to support 

limited international sanctions, as it did in 2006 onwards. This lukewarm approach to 

sanctions is a result of China’s desire to preserve the DPRK regime at all costs.276 As 

Shambaugh notes, containing the DPRK’s nuclear program is important to China, although 

Beijing sees the issue through the lens of regime survival and reform.277 Beijing also 

 
271 Chung and Choi, “Uncertain Allies,” 258.  
272 Shambaugh, 53.  
273 Meyskens, 18. 
274 The Agreed Framework between the United States of America and the Democratic People’s 

Republic of Korea (21 October 1994) outlined the freezing of the DPRK’s indigenous nuclear power plant 
program, its replacement with a light water reactor power plant program, as well as normalization of the 
U.S-DPRK relations.  

275 Shambaugh, 53. 
276 Jones, “China’s Interests,” 255. 
277 Shambaugh, 53. 



70 

avoids pushing Pyongyang hard on either internal reforms or more moderate behavior on 

the international stage since China’s leaders fear losing all influence in the DPRK, 

potentially making the Kim regime hostile, or making China seem inconsequential if the 

DPRK ignores its efforts.278 These observations led Scobell to conclude that the United 

States should not “count on China to dissuade North Korea from going nuclear.”279 

Rozman suggests that for an increasingly Sinocentric and anti-American foreign policy 

under Xi Jinping keeping North Korea politically and economically stable has become 

more important than denuclearization as it allows greater political control over the Korean 

peninsula and boosts China’s importance as the foremost powerbroker in the region.280 

The geopolitical dimension of the U.S.-China relations has had a considerable 

effect on the Chinese views and interests in North Korea. Since the creation of the two 

Koreas, Chinese policymakers considered North Korea to be its “strategic buffer zone” 

between itself and the U.S.-aligned South Korea and Japan.281 As Scobell notes, “China 

recalls that Korea was the route by which imperial Japan launched its invasion of the 

Chinese mainland in the early 20th century.”282 Some, but not all, among the Chinese 

policymakers still see the DPRK as China’s closest ally and seek to protect it from the 

interference from the United States and its regional allies.283 China also seeks to prevent 

the strengthening of the U.S. positions on the peninsula (such as through the deployment 

of THAAD), a direct American intervention against the Kim regime, or a hasty unification 
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under the auspices of South Korea that would help the United States “encircle” China.284 

As noted by Chung, “the more bifurcated the policy space of Asia becomes between the 

U.S. and China, the less room will be available for middle and smaller powers to utilize for 

effective hedging.”285 This, in turn, will serve to strengthen the alliance ties between South 

Korea and the United States, “thereby making Beijing’s view of the alliance more negative, 

if not antagonistic.”286 

China’s economic interests in North Korea are largely driven by the overarching 

goal to foment economic transformation and reform of its partner’s economy. Reilly 

observes that since 2005 China’s central leadership, agencies, and local authorities have 

encouraged private companies to expand trade and investment in North Korea through 

infrastructure projects, aid, and diplomatic engagement.287 This led to the skyrocketing of 

the bilateral trade, with as much as 67% of the DPRK’s overall trade being with China by 

2011.288 Beijing also heavily invested in North Korea’s infrastructure (as much as $10 

billion by 2015), including such projects as the $150 million bridge across the Yalu River, 

as well as highways and railways to North Korean iron and copper mines.289 In 2012, the 

China Overseas Investment Federation announced a $470 billion “Fund for Investment into 

North Korea.”290  

China’s economic engagement with North Korea has led to only a limited 

transformative effect so far with Pyongyang being largely hesitant to turn from its 

command economy to more open market-oriented practices. On the other hand, interactions 

that do take place do so on a market basis, and each new agreement between China and the 

DPRK requires Pyongyang to open up further by permitting visits to new areas or easing 
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visa restrictions.291 More robust engagement also led to an effect that Reilly calls 

institutional isomorphism—establishment of new institutions by the DPRK that mirror 

their Chinese counterparts either because they ease cooperation with China or because they 

appear to be effective.292 Among notable examples are the Taepung International 

Investment Group (January 2010), the State Development Bank (2011) and the Industrial 

Development Bank (2011). 2010 also marked the establishment of two joint economic 

development zones in Hwanggumphyong and Wihwa in close proximity to China’s 

Dandong City.293 Attitudes towards market reforms are changing among an increasing 

number of North Korean officials as they become more exposed to China and its market 

system, with as many as 1,000 officials from Pyongyang visiting Chinese cities in February 

2012.294 However, despite these developments, economic reform in North Korea remains 

quite limited. For instance, the visits by lower-ranking North Korean officials have 

drastically slowed down after 2014, although high-level visits resumed in 2018.295 Not all 

economic interactions between the DPRK and China are positive either. According to Cha, 

41 percent of Chinese joint ventures in North Korea are in extractive industries, such as the 

mining of iron ore, coal, copper, and rare earth minerals, prompting him to describe 

Beijing’s strategy as that of deliberate economic predation.296 

China’s goals for North Korea also concern the deepening ties between China and 

South Korea. China-ROK relations have been completely transformed since the end of the 

Cold War, becoming one of the strongest in East Asia. In 2001, China became South 

Korea’s most important trade partner, surpassing the United States; since then, the overall 

trade has grown from $40 billion to over $250 billion.297 While China has virtually 
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monopolized the North Korean foreign trade (95% of its imports and 65% of the DPRK 

export market), its major economic interests on the peninsula lie undoubtedly with South 

Korea (see Table 2).  

Table 2. North Korean Trade Balance with Russia and China (2018 data)298 

 NK 
Imports 

(in $ 
mil.) 

% of 
Total 

Imports 
to NK 

% of 
Total 

Exports 
from 

Partner 

NK 
Exports 

(in $ 
mil.) 

% of 
Total 

Exports 
from 
NK 

% of 
Total 

Imports 
to 

Partner 

SK 
Imports 

(in $ 
mil.) 

SK 
Exports 

(in $ 
mil.) 

China 2,220 95.7% 0.19% 182 62.5% 0.022% 160,000 107,000 
Russia 32.1 1.38% 0.02% 1.96 0.67% 0.002% 7,440 17,900 
(South Korean figures included for comparison) 

 

South Korea is the one of the largest foreign investors in China and thousands of 

South Korean companies operate in China, employing hundreds of thousands of Chinese 

workers.299 As Shambaugh notes, China is strengthening ties with South Korea not only 

due to economic motives, but also as a part of a long-term strategic thinking.300 If Beijing’s 

relations with Seoul are not robust enough, China will not have sufficient leverage in 

influencing the eventual fate of the entire peninsula in case of either continued conflict or 

reunification. Strong relations with the ROK also would enable China to offset both the 

U.S.–ROK alliance and any potential attempts by Japan to increase its clout on the 

peninsula.301 Both Beijing and Seoul oppose nuclear weapons development and 

brinksmanship by Pyongyang, but also do not endorse a stringent sanctions regime against 

the DPRK. Shambaugh summarizes China’s approach to South Korea as being a hedge 

against possible regime collapse in Pyongyang and potential reunification, a part of a 
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greater strategy to gain influence on the peninsula, as well as a lucrative economic 

investment.302 

Regarding the topic of a possible Korean reunification, the opinion among the 

Chinese elites is divided. The opponents of reunification claim that China benefits from 

the division on the peninsula, because DPRK serves both as a buffer zone and a 

counterweight to the U.S. regional strategies. Nevertheless, they admit that as China grows 

stronger, the geopolitical utility it derives from the existence of the DPRK declines.303 The 

opponents also fear the destabilizing effect of a powerful Korean state on China’s border 

and its potentially close ties with the United States, especially if Washington insists on 

maintaining its presence on the peninsula. On the other hand, the supporters of the 

reunification emphasize the unsustainable dynamic on the peninsula and favor a gradual 

and peaceful unification. These pro-unification elites envision that this process will result 

not only in the dismantling of Pyongyang’s nuclear weapons program under the 

International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) supervision, but also the end of the U.S.-

ROK alliance and political neutrality of the new unified Korean state.304 Overall, the 

stance of the Chinese analysts is that rapid reunification of the peninsula may be as 

undesirable as total collapse of the North Korean regime, potentially becoming 

unmanageable and disruptive with a substantial part of its costs falling on China.305 

Instead, Beijing favors gradual integration of the ROK and the DPRK through gradually 

increasing social and economic exchanges and confidence-building measures that would 

eventually lead to formal unification.306 

It should also be noted that China is currently home to approximately 2 million 

ethnic Koreans, half of which resides in the Jilin Province in China’s northeast, specifically 
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its constituent Yanbian Korean Autonomous Prefecture.307 Many of these ethnic Koreans, 

especially the younger generations, have grown to identify themselves as Chinese. The 

reason for this is twofold, as economic opportunities are more available for those to 

assimilate and because the Chinese state has largely curtailed opportunities to learn Korean 

in school in an attempt to enforce homogeneity.308 South Korean nationals represent the 

largest single group of foreigners in China, the 2010 Population Census reporting 120,750 

persons.309 The number of North Korean refugees in China is estimated to be in the tens 

of thousands and defections have drastically decreased since 2014.310 Some, unable to 

procure passage to the ROK or other countries, settle in China’s northeast, often risking 

deportation. North Koreans residing in China on a legal basis number only a few thousands 

due to the difficulties in obtaining visas and passports from DPRK authorities. However, 

in 2012 Beijing and Pyongyang agreed on 40,000 industrial trainee visas to be granted to 

North Korean workers per year in order to provide a much-needed cash infusion for the 

impoverished DPRK regime.311 

2. Russian Interests 

While the issues of the Korean Peninsula are not as salient to Russia as they are to 

China due to an enormous distance between Korea and Russia’s heartland, various Russian 

regimes have tried to assert their dominance there. Section II of this chapter explored the 

ebb and flow of Russia’s interests on the peninsula. As a result of the fall of the Soviet 

Union, the role of Moscow in the region greatly diminished and South Korea quickly 

became a preferred partner for Russia just as it has become for China. Yeltsin (1991-1999) 
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and his government largely distanced themselves from the DPRK and did not view it either 

as an ally or as a strategic asset, as it was viewed during the Cold War.312 Many Russian 

decisionmakers during the early Yeltsin era saw the DPRK as a totalitarian pariah state 

with no future and supported the absorption of North by the South on the ROK terms, an 

attitude made even stronger by the fact that the North maintained ties with the staunchly 

communist opposition to Yeltsin’s rule.313 After feeling marginalized during the first 

nuclear crisis of 1993, some Russian officials sought to restore Moscow’s influence on the 

Korean peninsula and started to make efforts to balance relations with the DPRK and the 

ROK.314  

The move to improve relations with both Koreas began in 1995 but gained 

significant momentum under the Putin administration, whose first foreign visits as 

president were to Japan and the DPRK. Putin began to view the Korean peninsula with 

greater interest as it provided him with an opportunity to reassert Russia as a great power 

in the region and develop the sparsely populated Siberian and Far Eastern regions.315 The 

framework he adopted during his first terms as the president of Russia (2000-2008) sought 

to rekindle the ties with the DPRK and to continue developing trade with the ROK, while 

also collaborating with the United States, Japan, and China on the issues of the 

peninsula.316 While many perspectives on the Korean War and the continuing 

confrontation between the two Koreas exist among Russian elites and experts, the broad 

consensus is that Russia should not repeat the mistakes of the early Yeltsin administration 

and allow itself to be pushed to the fringes of the political process in Korea.317 The 

majority of the Russian elites similarly agree on the importance of ties with the DPRK. The 
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centrists believe that bolstering these ties is a pragmatic choice that enhances Russia’s 

security given the more volatile situation on the peninsula and mirror the views of the 

Chinese experts that the collapse of the DPRK will only worsen the security risks for 

Russia. The communists emphasize the past friendship with North Korea, highlighting the 

role of the Soviet Union in creating Kim Il-sung’s regime. Lastly, the nationalists see 

stronger ties with Pyongyang as a response to the hegemonism of the United States and its 

strong links with Tokyo and Seoul.318 

Since its inclusion into the Six-Party Talks in 2003, Russia has taken a position 

against North Korea’s nuclear weapons program. But, the views expressed by the Russians 

were not dissimilar to those of the Chinese elites in that the denuclearization of the DPRK 

should not occur at the cost of regime survival. As Cha observes, “at the broadest level, 

Russian interests converge with those of the United States and others in that Moscow 

desires a denuclearized North Korea and seeks a peaceful diplomatic resolution of the 

problem,” tying the end of the DPRK nuclear program with the withdrawal of the U.S. 

ballistic missile defense from the peninsula.319 Nevertheless, Putin and his closest advisors 

recognize the reality that Kim’s regime is unlikely to abandon its nuclear weapons program 

and views its nuclear arsenal as its only real security guarantee, since the new Treaty on 

Friendship, Good-Neighborly Relations and Cooperation signed by Russia and the DPRK 

in 2000 no longer provides for mutual defense. Moreover, Moscow does not perceive the 

North Korean weapons program to be a direct threat to its national security and does not 

believe that these weapons will ever be used against Russian targets.320  

Russia’s support of the sanctions has been, therefore, lukewarm, although it has 

backed them at the UN level for the sake of political expedience.321 Russian support for 
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sanctions can also be linked to its desire to keep the proliferation of nuclear weapons to a 

minimum, as the expansion of the “nuclear club” makes its own membership less exclusive 

and degrades Moscow’s status as a great power.322 Like China, Russia is wary of a 

potential collapse of the DPRK as it is likely to affect its own stability adversely, especially 

in the regions where there central government’s degree of control is low.323 Moscow’s 

preferred approach to this situation has been to help resolve the issue diplomatically 

through a multilateral arrangement, through the means of arms control and confidence-

building measures between the DPRK, the ROK, and the United States. 

The majority of Russian observers of North Korea realize the need for extensive 

economic reform but, at the same time, see the internal situation in the DPRK as unlikely 

to progress from its current untenable situation.324 Some cautiously express hope that 

North Korea’s systematic crisis will be resolved when the regime’s current “experiments” 

lead to a meaningful reform and eventual democratization.325 The detractors of the Kim 

regime go as far as to call it tyrannical and an “enemy of its own people” and the reforms 

it undertakes as purely cosmetic.326 The broad consensus among observers is that the 

prospects of a successful transformation are poor due to the predominance of the Soviet 

military-industrial model that is less flexible than China’s model of socialism.327 The 

Russian political elite largely disregards these opinions and supports Putin’s pragmatic and 

non-ideological approach. Russia’s state-backed projects currently focus on ambitious 

infrastructure projects, modernization of numerous Soviet-era enterprises, establishment of 

new port links, and development of free economic zones along the border.328 

Russia has a significant economic interest from a lasting rapprochement between 

the two Koreas, as it will serve to expand its burgeoning trade, investment, and 
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technological links with the ROK. To this end, it has proposed to build an overland gas 

pipeline from Vladivostok to Seoul, which will require Pyongyang’s agreement to build on 

its territory (see Figure 5).329 Another project concerns the modernization of the trans-

Korean rail link, which would in turn be connected to the Trans-Siberian railway, in effect 

linking both Koreas to Europe.330 Concerning these two projects, Russia benefits from 

some positive goodwill of both Koreas, who do not see it either as a dominating force with 

hegemonic aspirations as they view China, or as a source of negative historic memories, 

like Japan.331 According to the Russian proposals, North Korea could also potentially 

benefit from an injection of Russian investment into the crumbling North Korean 

infrastructure, technical expertise, as well as the training of its own personnel.332 During 

the Six-Party Talks, Russia has been criticized for blind advocacy of these commercial 

projects as a potential solution of deadlocks, possibly demonstrating a lack of 

understanding of the situation by the Russian negotiators.333 Regardless of the Russian 

position, the ultimate future of these initiatives depends entirely on the future of the ROK-

DPRK relations and, so far, these proposals exist only on paper. 
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Figure 5. Existing and Proposed Portions of a Russia-DPRK-ROK Gas 

Pipeline334 

Regarding the unification of the peninsula under one Korean state, Russia officially 

supports the creation of a singular democratic Korea, although it is questionable how 

seriously Moscow supports this scenario.335 Among the experts, it is generally agreed upon 

that the existence of a strong, unified Korea will be beneficial for Russia as a whole. 

Economically, South Korea is a strong and technologically developed country, so a unified 

Korea could also become and indispensable trade partner to Russia. Politically, Russia and 

Korea have no border disputes (unlike Russia and Japan) and there are few concerns about 

Korean migration to Russia (unlike those that exist about China).336 In a geopolitical sense, 

a united Korea can become a counterweight to the rising China and is likely to behave more 

independently on the world stage since the raison d’etre for the American troops’ presence 

on the peninsula will disappear with the removal of a hostile regime in the north.337 A 

single Korean state would also be preferential as a trade partner over Japan, with which 
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Russia has a long-standing territorial dispute, or China, which possesses less contemporary 

technology (although the technology gap between China and the ROK is slowly 

shrinking).338 A few voices dissent from this view, mainly from the numbers of communist 

and nationalist experts, who view old USSR-DPRK relations with nostalgia and laud 

Pyongyang for its resistance against the West. At the same time, most view the situation 

with from a realistic point of view and see unification as unlikely, due to resistance either 

from the Kim regime or from China. 

Russian political calculus regarding the Korean issues is further complicated by the 

presence of four distinct groups of Korean minorities within its borders.339 The first, 

consisting of Chinese nationals of Korean descent, arrived in the Russian Far East from 

Northeast China and have so far been singled out and frequently harassed by the RFE 

authorities.340 The second group is comprised of 40,000 Koreans of Southern extraction 

sent to Southern Sakhalin by Japan during World War II as forced laborers. This group was 

never granted Soviet citizenship, although their children frequently married Russians to 

become citizens. Their descendants see themselves mainly as “Russian,” although some 

have benefitted from opportunities to learn their original language and culture.341 A third 

group of Koreans in the RFE were originally exiled to the Soviet Central Asia on Stalin’s 

orders, although approximately 16,000 have returned to the RFE since their rehabilitation 

in the early 1960s. Although this group has received some assistance from South Korea, 

financial hurdles largely prevent more of the Central Asian Koreans from returning to what 

they consider their homeland. Finally, the last group, consisting of approximately 10,000 

North Korean laborers have entered Russia under the work contracts operated by the DPRK 

government in Russia. Firmly under the supervision of their North Korean managers, these 

guest workers seek employment in local Russian enterprises and logging camps, some 

working under duress. Some of them also participate in DPRK-sponsored criminal 

activities, such as drug trafficking and currency counterfeiting, with a portion of their illicit 
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gains being taken by their managers and the state. Of all four groups, Russian officials and 

analysts find the last to pose the most concern as these North Korean nationals may serve 

as an unpredictable fifth column of Pyongyang in the future.342 

D. ANALYSIS OF SINO-RUSSIAN COOPERATION—RUSSIA 
FOLLOWING CHINA’S LEAD 

Russia was largely excluded from being involved in both the 1993–94 nuclear crisis 

or the Four-Party Talks of 1997–98, which included the United States, China, the ROK, 

and the DPRK. Since Moscow’s inclusion in the Six-Party Talks in 2003, China and Russia 

have followed a pattern of close cooperation on North Korean issues, with Russia generally 

seen as following China’s lead. The strongest drivers for this cooperation have been rooted 

in Beijing’s and Moscow’s similar geopolitical designs on the peninsula, similar concerns 

about potential negative consequences of an uncontrolled collapse of the DPRK regime, as 

well as a shared lukewarm opposition to the nuclear status of Pyongyang. As the anti-West 

and, specifically, anti-U.S. sentiments became stronger among both Russia’s and China’s 

political elites in the late 2000s and the 2010s, so did their shared identities as bulwarks of 

anti-Western resistance, which then influenced their similar policies towards North 

Korea.343 Most commonly, this cooperation takes the form of common stances against 

strong sanctions against North Korea and joint statements against coercive measures taken 

by the United States, although a few cases of security cooperation have also taken place. 

1. Political and Diplomatic Cooperation 

Sino-Russian cooperation on the question of North Korean sanctions dates back to 

2003, when Russia stopped its efforts to present itself as the principal broker between the 

international community and the DPRK and began to align closer with China and support 

its position in the Six-Party Talks, which included Russia.344 This partnership continued 
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even following the failure of the Six-Party Talks, as evidenced by Russia’s and China’s 

support for sanctions against North Korea and their joint collaboration on the United 

Nations resolutions (1695, 1718, 1874, 2094) passed in 2006, 2009, and 2013 in the 

aftermath of nuclear and missile tests by the DPRK. In March of 2017, Chinese Foreign 

Minister Wang Yi proposed a “freeze-for-freeze” plan, which stated that Pyongyang would 

suspend its missile and weapons tests if Washington and Seoul suspended their military 

exercises.345 This plan was enthusiastically backed by Russia, which proposed its own 

“parallel advancement” plan, which, according to them, considered the interests of all 

parties and rejected the use of force and unilaterally imposed sanctions.346 The two plans 

were combined in a joint statement on 4 July 2017, which advocated for a moratorium on 

the DPRK weapons testing in exchange for the suspension of U.S.-ROK exercises, 

resuming dialogue, and revising the existing regional security architecture.347 

In response to the efforts of the Trump administration to initiate a dialogue with 

Kim Jong-un in 2017 and 2018, Russia, China, and North Korea held a series of trilateral 

talks in an attempt to converge the positions of the three countries and assist Pyongyang in 

its negotiations with Washington.348 More recently, Russia and China proposed partially 

lifting the sanctions on 16 December 2019, with the Russian Ambassador to the United 

Nations Vasily Nebenzya calling for a reinstatement of the diplomatic process.349 

Preceding this announcement, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov stated that the Six-

Party Talks should resume, although he added that the trilateral initiative is not a substitute 

for the U.S.-DPRK dialogue.350 These proposals were supported by China, whose foreign 
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ministry officials urged the UNSC to form a consensus on this proposed resolution.351 

Ultimately, this Sino-Russian proposal did not receive the support of the other UNSC 

members, and the resolution did not pass, due to the increasingly hostile rhetoric of 

Pyongyang during these events.352 

2. Economic Cooperation 

Sino-Russian cooperation on economic issues regarding North Korea is fairly 

limited, given that China possesses the lion’s share of the North Korean trade market. Both 

countries maintain a degree of economic activity and trade with the DPRK, sometimes 

restricted by sanctions, going only so far as to keep the Kim regime relatively stable. 

Russia’s current role in the North Korean economy is significantly lower than it was during 

the Soviet period, and it is unlikely to increase for the following reasons. First, Russia is 

unwilling to sell goods at subsidized (“friendship”) prices to the North Koreans and is not 

willing to provide the DPRK with preferential long-term loans. In fact, Russia refused to 

write off the existing debt of $8.8 billion that North Korea owed to the USSR and that the 

North demanded it forgive as a gesture of political goodwill.353 Second, Russian 

companies are generally deterred from conducting business in North Korea due to heavy 

international sanctions making money transfers and payment settlements almost 

impossible. Third, Russian businessmen attempting to do business in the North are 

experiencing hurdles, similar to those that existed in the Soviet Union, namely corruption, 

bureaucratic obstacles, opaque decision-making mechanisms, and general problems with 

communication.354 In sharp contrast, Chinese companies are generally more nimble, more 
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knowledgeable of the North Korean bureaucratic machine, and feel much more 

comfortable with operating in the DPRK. 

One economic area in which China and Russia cooperate significantly is the supply 

of oil and petroleum products to North Korea. Lukin and Zakharova suggest that there is 

evidence that much of the Russian-originated petroleum products go undetected by official 

customs reports and are channeled mainly through China, accounting for up to one third of 

China’s exports to North Korea.355 China’s annual estimated deliveries to North Korea 

constitute about 500,000 metric tons of crude oil and 270,000 tons of other oil products, 

while Russia exports up to 300,000 tons of gasoline and diesel fuel, frequently using 

Singaporean brokers as intermediaries.356 This covert trade by Russia is designed to avoid 

international sanctions, such as those placed by the U.S. Treasury Office of Foreign Assets 

Control on two Vladivostok-based oil companies in 2017.357 In 2018, both Russia and 

China jointly delayed the U.S. request to the United Nations sanctions committee to stop 

deliveries of oil products to North Korea in excess of 500,000 barrels per year—a quota 

allowed under the current U.N. sanctions.358 

3. Security Cooperation 

Chinese and Russian positions similarly converged on the question of the U.S. 

deployment of the Terminal High Altitude Air Defense (THAAD) system in South Korea, 

which began to be discussed in 2013 and saw initial delivery in 2017. Both see its 

deployment as counterproductive not only to stability on the peninsula, but to their own 

security interests as well.359 China in this case has reacted more strongly due to concerns 

over the impact of the THAAD system on their second-strike capability, prompting them 

to levy economic sanctions against the ROK, which is one of China’s top trade partners.360 
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Although Russia’s second-strike capability is not strongly affected by the presence of 

THAAD on the peninsula, Russia supported the Chinese opposition to the system’s 

deployment. The two sides issued a joint statement at the Xiangshan forum in Beijing in 

October 2016 protesting the unilateral deployment of missile defense systems by the 

United States worldwide.361 This issue was discussed again during a Putin-Xi meeting in 

July 2017, where both leaders criticized the deployment of the system and stated that 

instability on the Korean peninsula should not be used by the United States as a pretext for 

boosting its military capabilities in the ROK.362 Rozman posits that due to increasingly 

antagonistic relations between the United States and both Russia and China, the emergence 

of a “Northern Triangle,” composed of Russia and China and the DPRK and opposed to 

the U.S.-Japan and the U.S.-ROK alliances, has become a distinct possibility.363 The idea 

of a “Northern Triangle” remains latent due to the Kim’s regime preference to act 

autonomously and avoids trilateral commitments. However, Rozman warns that the 

powerful geopolitical forces that are driving Russia and China may soon override any 

clashes in interests and identities between them, leading to their joint support of Pyongyang 

in future conflicts.364 

Sino-Russian cooperation in the region also frequently takes the form of conducting 

joint military exercises, even while urging the United States and the ROK to cease 

conducting their own. At the same time, no joint Russia-China-DPRK trilateral exercise 

has taken place to this date. In May 2016, the two militaries held their first set of computer-

simulated exercises in Moscow, centered on combating ballistic missile threats and 

practicing missile defense.365 In December 2017 a similar exercise was held in Beijing. A 

series of Sino-Russian naval exercises, some of them linked to Korean peninsula issues, 
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began to take place as early as 2005. In 2017, several joint China-Russia naval drills were 

held near the Russian port of Vladivostok, situated close to the Russia-North Korea border, 

coinciding with a period of heightened tensions between Pyongyang and Washington.366 

E. ANALYSIS OF SINO-RUSSIAN COMPETITION—RUSSIA ACCEPTING 
CHINA’S PREDOMINANCE 

Overall, Sino-Russian competition in North Korea has so far been extremely weak. 

Moscow and Beijing have formed a strong consensus on North Korean issues, which has 

grown ever stronger due to Russia’s post-Ukraine estrangement with the West and Putin’s 

“pivot to the East.” This cooperation is driven by their shared struggle against the U.S.-led 

world order and the alliance-centric security approach in the region, with the expulsion of 

the U.S. forces from the peninsula being one of the primary goals for both Russia and 

China.367 Some South Korean experts have theorized that one of the reasons why Russia 

increased its cooperation with the DPRK in the recent years is to provide a counterweight 

to China’s growing influence there, although Lukin refutes this, claiming that there’s little 

evidence to corroborate this hypothesis.368 North Koreans themselves see Russia as a 

potential counterweight to China and have welcomed the inclusion of Russia in the Six-

Party Talks in 2003, due to seeing Russia as a “more honest broker” than China.369 It is 

unlikely, however, that Pyongyang will be as successful at playing off Moscow and Beijing 

against each other as it was during the Cold War, primarily due to a massive influence 

differential between Russia and China. This being said, even if Moscow began to actively 

compete with Beijing over North Korea, this would not hamper the Chinese leaders in the 

slightest, as Russia is unlikely to outperform China economically due to its relatively 

limited financial resources.370 Lukin goes so far as to say that China might even welcome 

Russia’s increased economic presence in the North, since more trade and investment 
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engagements with other countries might push the DPRK towards a more liberal and open 

economic model.371 Rozman observes that Russia is aware of China’s basic interests in 

the DPRK and avoids making any steps that would upset its strategic partner.372 

While the Korean peninsula and the Asian-Pacific region in general is important to 

Russia and its great power aspirations, its importance pales in comparison to Russia’s 

interests in Ukraine, Belarus, and other post-Soviet regions, where Moscow has been 

willing to commit its military to defend them. China, on the other hand, views the Korean 

peninsula as an area of its fundamental interests and is much less interested in Eastern 

Europe, where Russia’s ambitions are the strongest.373 Moreover, Chinese rising influence 

in the Asia-Pacific region may even benefit Russia as it serves as a distraction for the 

United States from Moscow’s European ambitions.374 For this reason Russia largely 

prefers to follow China’s lead on the Korean issues, while China tacitly supports Russia in 

Ukraine and, most recently, in the Middle East.375 

At the same time, Sino-Russian interests in North Korea are not identical, despite 

running in parallel for the time being. Putin sees both Koreas as an economic opportunity 

and a way to increase Russia’s prestige in the region if he plays an active role as an “honest 

broker” in solving the nuclear crisis.376 This would explain his own initiatives in bilateral 

Russia-North Korea diplomacy, such as his 2019 summit with Kim Jong-un in 
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Vladivostok.377 China, on the other hand, is content to have the crisis continue for the time 

being as it serves to increase its clout in the region and vis-à-vis the United States.378 

Beijing’s primary focus is on maintaining stability and preventing the United States from 

taking hostile action against the DPRK, while halting the missile and weapons tests is only 

a secondary priority.379 Both Russia and China have diverging visions of the unification 

of the Korean peninsula, however unlikely at this time. There is hope in Moscow that a 

unified Korea will become a powerful player in the region and will be able to conduct 

foreign policy independent of both Washington and Beijing.380 This vision is unlikely to 

materialize because the United States is unlikely to abandon its position in Korea even in 

the event of reunification, and China is similarly unlikely to allow events on the peninsula 

to proceed against its interests. 

Some aspects of future competition can be seen now as Russia’s and China’s views 

on multipolarity are beginning to slowly diverge. Rozman notes that if only a decade earlier 

both Moscow and Beijing were speaking in unison about the future of multipolarity as a 

counterweight to the U.S.-led global order, Sinocentrism and Russocentrism have become 

central to China’s and Russia’s official discourses.381 China increasingly sees the world as 

bipolar, with China as the United States as the two competing poles, and Russia relegated 

to the role of China’s partner and a resource base, although China still pays lip service to 

Russia’s status as a great power.382 The disparity between the influence of Beijing and 

Moscow on the DPRK is growing and is becoming evident to all involved parties. How 

this will affect the dynamic of Sino-Russian collaboration on Korean peninsula issues and 
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whether it will lead to competition in the future is difficult to say, but it calls the future of 

cooperation into question.  

F. CONCLUSION 

As the evidence shows, Russia and China’s cooperation on North Korean issues is 

far stronger than their competition. Moscow and Beijing are united in their opposition to 

the United States and its presence in the region and object to the strengthening of the U.S.-

ROK alliance in response to the North Korean threat. At the same time, they oppose the 

nuclearization of the DPRK regime in principle, as it may lead to greater instability, a 

regional arms race, or a nuclear accident, although both see de-nuclearization as an unlikely 

scenario. Both Moscow and Beijing are interested in a stable North Korean regime, and, to 

this end, they work jointly through the United Nations to ease economic sanctions, to 

protest the increase of U.S. military capabilities in the region, and to focus on diplomatic 

solutions to the nuclear crisis, instead of forceful and coercive measures. Moreover, they 

seek to ensure this stability through overt and covert economic assistance to Pyongyang 

and joint military exercises in the region to show their resolve. 

Little to no competition between Russia and China occurs currently in regard to 

North Korea. Russia realizes that China has a predominant economic role in the DPRK, 

and that the Korean peninsula presents a much higher interest to China than it does to 

Russia. Russia’s focus is much stronger in Europe, so there is little direct competition over 

Korea. China welcomes at best and ignores at worst what little economic involvement 

Russia has in the DPRK and does not impede its infrastructure initiatives involving the 

ROK, however unlikely they are to take shape. Global geostrategic concerns of another 

confrontation with the United States also push Moscow’s and Beijing’s interests ever closer 

together, which may override whatever concerns Russia may have about rising China and 

its overwhelming influence on the Korean peninsula. 
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IV. SINO-RUSSIAN INTERACTIONS IN MONGOLIA 

A. INTRODUCTION 

A burgeoning democracy in Northeast Asia, Mongolia finds itself both isolated 

from other democratic states and yet greatly dependent on its two neighbors, Russia and 

China. Mongolia’s dependence on its neighbors is exacerbated by the weakness of its 

institutions, corruption, a small and export-oriented economy, as well as a comparatively 

small population of 3.2 million (compared to Russia’s 144.5 million and China’s 1.4 

billion). This dependence makes Mongolia extremely susceptible to attempts by both 

countries to exert influence within its borders. These attempts, however, are complicated 

by the Mongolian leadership’s policy of emphasizing their country’s relations with the 

“Third Neighbor,” as well as an active foreign policy that ensures Mongolia’s agency.383  

This chapter examines the character of Sino-Russian interactions in Mongolia and 

analyzes both their cooperative and competitive aspects. The findings suggest that overall, 

cooperation between Russia and China in Mongolia is stronger than their competition. For 

China and Russia, Mongolia is a relatively low priority, but rather a territory in which 

stability is important for both. Mutually beneficial trade, infrastructure projects, and 

military exercises, involving all three countries, serve as ample evidence of strong Russia-

China cooperation. Although latent competition, especially in economic and political 

spheres, exists, its effects are mitigated by the imperative to maintain stability in the region, 

relative unimportance of Mongolia to both Russia and China, as well as the efforts of the 

Mongolian leadership, which seeks to benefit from both of its neighbors.  

The first part of the chapter will examine historical background of the China-

Russia-Mongolia relationship. This background information is important due to its impact 

on present-day interactions, as well as the fears and perceptions of the Mongolian 

leadership. The following section will discuss the interests that both Russia and China have 
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vis-à-vis Mongolia. The subsequent two sections will analyze evidence of both cooperation 

and competition of Russia and China in Mongolia.  

B. BACKGROUND 

Mongolia, surrounded by Russia to the north and China to the south, has historically 

been the object of geopolitical competition between the two great powers. Once a part of 

the Chinese Qing Empire, Mongolia (known to the Qing as Outer Mongolia) asserted its 

independence from its former master in 1911 upon the collapse of the Qing Dynasty. In 

response to Chinese efforts to re-incorporate it as part of the Republic of China in 1911–

12, Mongolian authorities initiated contact with Russia in order to secure support for their 

independence. Russia initially only supported Outer Mongolian autonomy, but not full 

independence, instead seeking to turn Mongolia into a buffer region between itself and 

China.384 After Mongolia briefly fell back under Chinese control, a new Marxist regime 

proclaimed an independent Mongolian People’s Republic (MPR) in 1924 with Soviet 

support. During the following two decades, Soviet-Mongolian relations kept improving. 

Most notably, Mongolian forces supported the Soviet Red Army’s defeat of the Imperial 

Japanese invasion in the battle of Khalkhin Gol (1939). Mongolian de jure independence 

(although the country was de facto dependent on the USSR) was further affirmed at the 

Yalta Conference (February 1945) and was recognized by the Chinese Nationalists as part 

of the Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friendship and Alliance (August 1945).385 

Soviet influence in Mongolia continued to grow as Beijing, now under CCP control, 

made strong efforts to influence Mongolia and urged the Soviet Union in 1950 and again 

in 1954 to reconsider the status of Outer Mongolia and recognize China’s sovereignty over 

its territory.386 This influence only increased as Sino-Soviet relations deteriorated during 

the Sino-Soviet split, with Mongolia joining the Council on Mutual Economic Assistance 
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(COMECON) as a full member in 1962.387 Sino-Mongolian relations continued to worsen 

when the Mongolian leader at the time, Yumjaagiin Tsedenbal, refused to side with China 

and rebuke India in regards to the 1962 Sino-Indian War and instead fostered positive 

relations with the Dalai Lama.388 Mongolia once again turned to the Soviet Union for 

protection, resulting in the Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation and Mutual Assistance 

between the USSR and the Mongolian People’s Republic being signed at Ulan Bator in 

1966, which included a provision for “mutual assistance in ensuring the defense potential 

of both countries.”389 This treaty allowed the Soviet Union to conduct a major build-up of 

their armed forces in Mongolia for possible use against China. Notably, this included not 

only conventional forces, but also 120 short-range nuclear-capable Scaleboard (SS-12) 

missiles, deployed there in 1967.390 As a result of the treaty, Soviet forces were 

permanently stationed in Mongolia until the dissolution of the USSR in 1991.391 

In the late 1980s Mongolia improved its relations with China and the West, 

following Gorbachev’s example. In 1989 the MPR and the USSR finalized their plan for 

the Soviet troop withdrawal from Mongolia.392 The early 1990s also marked a period of 

political transition in Mongolia, as the collapse of the USSR and the 1989 Tiananmen 

Square massacre convinced the political elites to open up the nation to democracy.393 In 

1991 Soviet forces withdrew, resulting in the waning of Russian influence in Mongolia. 

Trade with the new Russian state virtually collapsed, as “...the import of petroleum 

products in early 1992 was reduced to only 21% of needed supplies, resulting in great 
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hardship that winter for the Mongolian people.”394 Although some attempts were made to 

re-orient Mongolia towards its “Third Neighbor,” which included strengthening economic 

ties with Japan, South Korea, and the United States, China quickly filled the economic 

vacuum, accounting for 82.5 percent of Mongolia’s exports by 2018 (see Table 3).395 

Mongolian elites similarly saw China as their country’s only chance to stay afloat 

economically, reorienting their exports, mostly coal and animal products, primarily 

towards China.396  

Table 3. Mongolia’s Imports, Exports, Trade Balance, and FDI (2018 
data)397 

 Imports 
(USD) 

Percentage of 
Mongolia’s 
overall imports 

Percentage 
of partner’s 
overall 
exports 

Exports 
(USD) 

Percentage of 
Mongolia’s 
overall exports 

Percentage 
of 
partner’s 
overall 
imports 

Foreign 
Direct 
Investment 
by Partner 

Russia $1.62B 28.2% 0.38% $84.9M 1.1% 0.037% $31.8B 
China $1.86B 32.3% 0.072% $6.3B 82.5% 0.39% $155.8B 

 

Since the early 2000s, however, Russia has made a vigorous attempt to bring 

Mongolia back to its sphere of influence, starting with Vladimir Putin’s visit in November 

2000, during which he signed the “Ulaanbaatar Declaration,” designed to strengthen 

Russian-Mongolian bilateral ties.398 In the last two decades, this partnership has 

considerably expanded, especially in the areas of energy and transportation infrastructure, 

some of the projects being jointly owned and operated by Russian and Mongolian 
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enterprises.399 Strengthening Sino-Russian bilateral ties since 2000, especially after 

Russia’s “turn to the east” in 2014, have also spurred Mongolia to become more active in 

the trilateral China-Mongolia-Russia relationship and seek a greater share in Russia’s oil 

and gas pipeline projects, as well as China’s (BRI) framework. This trilateral cooperation 

has recently been given form in the “China-Mongolia-Russia economic corridor,” 

announced during the 2014 Dushanbe SCO Summit.400 

Shared history with Mongolia thus plays an important part of the patterns of Sino-

Russian interactions in this country. Russia has a strong political standing in Mongolia 

largely due to its role in the country’s creation and MPR’s prior dependence on the USSR. 

Economically, Russia is now at a disadvantage, given its “lost decade” of economic 

relations in the 1990s and the near monopolization of the Mongolian export market by 

China. Mongolian leaders are particularly amenable to strengthening relations with Russia 

due to concern over China’s rise and the increasing Chinese influence over Mongolia’s 

economy, politics, and security. Fears of Chinese rising nationalism and irredentism—a set 

of revisionist ideas with a goal of returning former Qing territories to Chinese control—

have a considerable impact on Sino-Mongolian relations, with significant concerns arising 

from the Chinese Ministry of State Security-issued statements that “the Mongolian region 

has since ancient times been Chinese territory” in 1992.401 While such statements have not 

been repeated recently, other political issues complicate Sino-Mongolian relations, such as 

the large Chinese population in the regions bordering Mongolia and the treatment of 

minorities, including Mongols, by Chinese authorities.402 Other issues that affect Sino-

Russian interactions in Mongolia are its democratic politics (compared to authoritarian 
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regimes in Russia and China), the ability of the Mongolian leaders to balance their 

neighbors and occasionally play them against each other, and its relations with the “Third 

Neighbor.”403 

C. CHINESE AND RUSSIAN INTERESTS VIS-À-VIS MONGOLIA 

The most hawkish nationalists in China certainly view Mongolia as China’s lost 

territory to be eventually returned to China together with Taiwan, the Senkakus, as well as 

the disputed features in the South China Sea. Currently, the strengthening of economic ties 

has been at the forefront of China’s policy towards Mongolia. Although imports from 

Mongolia to China have overall slowed down since 2013 due to decreased demand in 

China, the Chinese economy continues to benefit from Mongolian raw materials, such as 

zinc, copper, iron, coal, as well as animal products.404 Additionally, Chinese dominance 

of Mongolia’s economy further translates into structural power and control for Beijing—

both through control of key strategic industries by Chinese SOEs and through a large 

number of Chinese migrant laborers, whose annual number reached 25,000 by 2012.405 Its 

influence is bolstered by the high value of China’s FDI into the Mongolian economy—

$155.8 billion by 2018. China also seeks to develop ties with the country’s political elite, 

who are predominantly wealthy businessmen, in order to further solidify Mongolia’s place 

in its sphere of influence. 

Russia’s goals in Mongolia have not changed considerably from those of the 

Imperial and the Soviet periods. These goals are security, great power prestige, and 

economic interests, although the role of the first two goals has somewhat subsided, partially 

due to the normalization of Sino-Russian relations since 1989 and the fact that the brunt of 

Russia’s foreign policy efforts has been directed towards the former USSR republics.406 
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Due to its decreasing share of Mongolia’s external trade and the predominance of China, 

Russia has elected to focus on Mongolia’s natural resources as the main vector of 

maintaining and growing its influence. Of particular interest to Moscow are Mongolia’s 

copper, gold, and coal mines, which were heavily invested in during the Soviet period.407 

At the same time, Russia is mostly concerned with maintaining what little influence it still 

has, such as its 49 percent share in Mongolia’s Erdenet Mining Corporation, although in 

many cases these efforts have become increasingly costly and difficult.408 What little 

successes Russia has seen in Mongolia have occurred largely due the determination of the 

Mongolian elite to balance the growing influence of China in its economy and politics. 

Both states are also interested in the overall stability of Mongolia, while they are occupied 

by more important policy matters elsewhere. 

D. ANALYSIS OF SINO-RUSSIAN COOPERATION—BURGEONING 
TRADE AND MULTILATERALISM 

This section will examine the evidence for Sino-Russian cooperation in Mongolia, 

first noting its economic and infrastructure aspects, followed by its security dimension. 

Russia and China already have sizable bilateral trade that has become increasingly 

important to both in the recent decades and cooperating with Mongolia has provided both 

great powers with additional avenues to broaden this cooperation. Both Moscow and 

Beijing are also interested in keeping the region stable in order to focus their attention on 

other more important regions, thus significant cooperation also takes place in the realm of 

security.  

1. Economic Cooperation 

Overall, Sino-Russian economic cooperation in Mongolia has been strengthened 

during the last two decades, especially as both countries have experienced setbacks in other 

areas. China’s clashes with its neighbors and the United States over its territorial claims in 

the South China and East China Seas and the crippling Western economic sanctions on 
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Russia for its 2014 invasion of Ukraine have spurred both states to embrace greater 

economic cooperation. Mongolia, situated between the two, has also realized that its 

economic future largely depends on its neighbors and their support in connecting Mongolia 

to other Eurasian markets. Mongolia’s increased interest in the Sino-Russian bilateral deals 

and efforts to expand these projects to include Mongolia on a trilateral basis under the 

tenure of its President Tsakhiagiin Elbegdorj (2009-2017) were attributed to its desire to 

not be left out of the regional development, as well as to maximize potential benefits from 

the Sino-Russian rapprochement.409 

The announcement of the China-Mongolia-Russia economic corridor in 2014 has 

thus built on the converging interests of all three states and has attempted to integrate other 

regional projects, such as China’s BRI, Russia’s Eurasian Economic Union (EEU), and 

Mongolia’s “Steppe Way” project.410 This project aims to serve the development of 

Russia’s Siberian regions and the Far East, China’s Inner Mongolia and northern provinces, 

as well as to link Mongolia to Europe, Central Asia, and East Asia via Russia’s Trans-

Siberian Railway and China’s rail and highway networks.411 Experts in Russia, China, and 

Mongolia see the project as a great way to exploit complementarity of their countries’ 

economies: Mongolia stands to benefit from its resource endowment (coal, uranium, and 

animal products), Russia will find an increased outlet for its raw resources, heavy industry, 

and technology, while China will use its comparative advantage in light industry, labor-

intensive products, and its emerging high technology sector.412  

The corridor also provides an opportunity for both Russia and China to invest in 

Mongolia’s transportation networks, with the bulk of financing coming from the Asian 
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Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), headquartered in Beijing, China.413 In its initial 

stages, the project faced serious difficulties due to underdeveloped infrastructure (in all 

three countries) and the overall small scale of the border trade (refer to Table 3).414 Since 

2014, the corridor has resulted in increased rail traffic from China to Europe, with 900 

freight trains passing through Mongolia in 2018 compared to only ten in 2014.415 Other 

transportation initiatives include the construction of a new high-speed passenger rail that 

will substantially reduce the amount of time it takes to travel from Moscow to Beijing, 

while Mongolia’s Ulaanbaatar Railway will be utilized for commercial freight traffic, 

although these projects may not be completed in the near future and will remain in the 

planning phase.416 Despite the expressed interest of the three governments in these 

projects, the corridor and the new transportation infrastructure will have significant 

competitive disadvantages. Dondokov notes that the delivery of cargo by land will be 

significantly more expensive than by the existing maritime routes and that the impact of 

the corridor on the development of the region will be small due to low population density 

and economic potential of Mongolia and the neighboring Siberian regions of Russia.417 

This would suggest that Beijing has little interest in funding such links to Moscow. 

Russia and China also cooperate with each other in regard to oil and gas sales, and 

Mongolia has sometimes, but not always, been the vector for energy transfer between the 

two states. Prior to 2014, Russia’s sales of oil and gas to China were relatively low, due to 

higher commodity prices in Europe, but, since 2014, the momentum for Sino-Russian 

pipeline projects has been revived, due to economic sanctions that were placed on 

Russia.418 Mongolian leaders sought to benefit from this situation, as shown by President 
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Elbegdorj’s campaign for the “Power of Siberia” pipeline to be built through Mongolian 

territory. Elbegdorj cited the opportunity to cut costs due to a shorter route; however, 

Russia and China resolved to bypass Mongolia.419 In regard to another major energy 

project, the Altai pipeline, envisioned to supply gas to China’s Xinjiang region, Sino-

Russian cooperation was slow at first, due to the fact that China’s western regions were 

already amply supplied with gas from Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan and that its energy 

needs were mostly not met in the east. Since then, Russia has become more open to China’s 

investment in its oil operations in Siberia, while China has reduced its forecast of domestic 

shale gas production by 2020.420 As a result, the Altai pipeline has gained favor as a 

potential infrastructure project between China and Russia, with Mongolia capitalizing on 

this development and obtaining an agreement to consider shifting the western part of the 

pipeline to cross Mongolia and to reduce costs. 

2. Security Cooperation 

Russia and China’s burgeoning security cooperation has similarly included 

Mongolia, albeit to a lesser extent. One of the major obstacles to greater cooperation of the 

three states in the realm of security is Mongolia’s defense ties with the West, particularly 

the United States (as evident by the biannual Khaan Quest exercises and Mongolia’s 

involvement in both Iraq and Afghanistan), at least as seen by Chinese policymakers.421 

This, however, has not precluded some degree of security cooperation, with Mongolia 

seeking and receiving observer status in the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) at 

the 2004 Tashkent Summit. In 2018, Mongolia, alongside China, participated in Russia’s 

Vostok-18 military exercise, indicating a growing strategic relationship between Moscow, 

Beijing, and Ulaanbaatar.422 During the 2018 SCO summit in Qingdao, President Battulga 

further expressed interest in upgrading Mongolia’s observer status to a full-fledged 
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membership.423 In 2019, during the SCO summit held in Bishkek, leaders of the three 

states vowed to expand cooperation and coordination within the SCO framework further, 

including facilitating a better customs regime.424 Mongolia has also expressed interest in 

cooperating with both Russia and China in the realm of cybersecurity, likely under the 

terms of the 2015 SCO draft cybersecurity framework, despite several cyberattacks on 

various Mongolian digital databases carried out by individuals and groups operating from 

within Russia and China.425 

E. ANALYSIS OF SINO-RUSSIAN COMPETITION—INTERFERENCE 
AND BALANCING 

This section will examine the patterns of Sino-Russian competition in Mongolia, 

focusing on the political and economic aspects of this competition. Overall, the competition 

can be described as muted, largely due to Mongolia’s relative unimportance to either of the 

two players, whose concerns are more acute in other regions, as well as the shared interest 

of both Russia and China to maintain the status quo of Mongolia as a stable and conflict-

free border region. Moreover, while Russia “[has] to pursue an active policy, bestow gifts 

(in the form of loan forgiveness), and apply naked pressure, just to stay in the game, China 

has not had to do much of anything, certain as it is that it will ultimately win,” resulting in 

Moscow being less interested in actively competing with the superior economic might of 

Beijing.426 Mongolian involvement and balancing between the two neighbors has also 

served to increase the costs of competition for both Russia and China. 

1. Political Competition 

There is evidence of competition between Russia and China in the area of 

Mongolia’s domestic politics, as both states have interfered in Mongolia’s internal matters 
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and have backed different factions. Russia previously miscalculated in Mongolia by 

supporting President Nambaryn Enkhbayar, who was ousted from power and prosecuted 

for corruption at the end of his term.427 Under his successor, Tsakhiagiin Elbegdorj, 

relations between Russia and Mongolia were considerably cooler, especially due to 

Russia’s support of the People’s Party (the successor to the Soviet-era Mongolian People’s 

Revolutionary Party) as opposed to the Democratic Party, to which Elbegdorj belonged.428 

In 2017, however, Russia backed the Democratic Party candidate, Khaltmaagiin Battulga, 

who won the election. His opponent, People’s Party’s Miyegombo Enkhbold, had 

significant connections with China and, during his tenure as the Prime Minister, worked to 

strengthen Sino-Mongolian ties and attract Chinese investment.429  

One of the areas in which Russian and Chinese interests clashed directly is the issue 

of Mongolia’s railway gauge. The Russian gauge, used throughout Russia and in most of 

Mongolia’s older railways, is the broader 1520 millimeter gauge, while China uses the 

standard 1435 millimeter gauge (see Figure 6).430 This has been a major obstacle in Sino-

Mongolian trade, since the wheels of the trains have to be changed at the border, which is 

a time-consuming procedure. The issue of whether to rebuild the existing railroads or build 

new ones in either the Russian or the Chinese gauge has had a polarizing effect on domestic 

Mongolian politics. Some of the most ardent opponents of building the railroads using the 

standard gauge included President Battulga. In 2014, he produced a documentary aired on 

Mongolian national television, which equated the support of the 1435 gauge with 

complacency in the face of a potential Chinese invasion. The documentary showed footage 

of tanks being transported using the railways, as well as maps showing Chinese forces 

moving towards Mongolia using the projected transportation lines. Moreover, Battulga 

used the documentary to discredit other politicians, like the former Prime Minister 
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Enkhsaikhan, as traitors due to their pro-Chinese policies.431 His agenda was tied to the 

long-standing Russian interests in gaining access to coal from Mongolia’s various deposits. 

In the end, however, the pro-Russian elites lost with the Great Khural (Mongolia’s 

Parliament) voting to adopt the standard gauge for its newest railway sections taking the 

coal to the Chinese border.  

 
Figure 6. Railroad Links between Russia, China, and Mongolia.432 

After his accession to the presidency in 2017, Battulga’s pro-Russian and anti-

Chinese stance has significantly strengthened Russia’s influence in Mongolia, lowering 

Russia’s costs to compete. Observers point to his decision to have Mongolian troops 

participate in Russia’s Vostok-18 military exercise as major evidence of this new trend.433 

Some of the underlying reasons for this shift include Mongolia’s desire to benefit from 

Russia’s isolation from the West and the need to improve its own economy, which has been 
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shrinking since 2011, while also balancing against growing Chinese economic 

influence.434 At the same time, Mongolian policymakers have been careful not to damage 

their relations with Beijing by getting too close to Russia. They are wary of China’s record 

of imposing sanctions on its neighbors that have ignored China’s foreign interests, as was 

the case when China sanctioned South Korea over the deployment of the Terminal High 

Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) system by the United States. Mongolia itself came close 

to incurring China’s wrath when it hosted Dalai Lama in 2016.435 Perhaps feeling 

overwhelmed by political pressures from both Russia and China, Mongolia’s policymakers 

have been consistently calling for “neutrality” in its foreign affairs, citing examples of 

Switzerland and Turkmenistan as states they want to emulate in this regard.436 

Overt competition between Russia and China in Mongolian domestic affairs also 

takes its latent character from the fact that heavy handed attempts to exert influence by 

either great power result in pushback from the local elites and attempts at balancing. 

Compared to other neighbors of Russia, Mongolia did not react overtly negatively to 

Russia’s 2014 invasion of Ukraine, largely due to low threat perception of Russia by 

Mongolian policymakers. Some politicians in the Great Khural even voiced support for 

Russia’s actions, most notably among them, Battulga.437 The political mainstream 

remained cautious, however, due to the fact that China has consistently been opposed to 

separatist movements and resulting political instability, and also due to fears that Russia’s 

seizure of Crimea may encourage Chinese irredentism.438 

Beijing’s attempts to exert influence have also backfired and led to the elites and 

the public opinion imposing greater costs to do so in the future, thus lowering the general 
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impetus for competition. Like Russia with its conflict in Ukraine, China has also pressured 

Mongolia to back its position in its disputes with Japan over the Senkaku Islands and in the 

South China Sea with its other maritime neighbors.439 Perceptions that China is hostile 

and intends to return Mongolia into its sphere of influence occasionally flare up in 

Mongolia’s political discourse and the press. One such event involved China’s Xi Jinping 

erroneously implying that Mongolia was his ancestral homeland when reciting a 

Mongolian nationalist poem during a state visit, requiring an assurance from China’s 

foreign ministry that it will always respect Mongolia’s independence and sovereignty.440 

Mongolia’s fears of China have been noticed by China as well, which sees this “China 

threat theory” as well as the perceived instability in Mongolia’s political environment as a 

major obstacle to its economic projects.441 

2. Economic Competition 

Economic competition between Russia and China in Mongolia has certainly taken 

place, but it has not led to any considerable escalation due to China’s preponderance in the 

Mongolian economy. So far, Russia has mainly attempted to boost its economic influence 

in Mongolia through its existing assets (i.e., the railways), which were jointly built during 

the Soviet period and are now jointly owned by the two states. China, on the other hand, 

mainly uses the advantage of its considerably stronger economy and its economic ties with 

Mongolia. According to Sergey Radchenko, “although [Russia and China] have been 

careful not to step on each other’s toes, their economic interests are basically at odds,” with 

the competition being “mainly commercial and only implicitly geopolitical.”442 

Mongolia’s “Third Neighbor” policy also seems to alleviate some aspects of Sino-Russian 

competition, ensuring that it is not seen by either as a zero-sum contest.  

 
439 Radchenko, “Mongolia Hangs in the Balance,” 136. 
440 Radchenko, “Mongolia Hangs in the Balance,” 134–135. 
441 Lin, “The Construction of China-Russia-Mongolia Free Trade Area under ‘the Belt and Road,’” 

73. 
442 Radchenko, “Sino-Russian Competition in Mongolia,” 112. 



106 

The following is an example of Sino-Russian economic competition taking place 

in the mining sector, resulting in Beijing winning out over Moscow. In this case Russia 

was thwarted in its attempts to secure access to Mongolia’s mining enterprises, such as the 

Oyu Tolgoi in South Gobi Desert, in which it had been heavily involved during the Soviet 

period. Russia had proposed building a railway connecting this deposit with the main trans-

Mongolian line and was assured that it would be given access to its copper and gold by 

President Enkhbayar. However, his successor, Tsakhiagiin Elbegdorj, awarded the mining 

contract to the Canadian Ivanhoe Mines in 2009 and, instead of Russia, the copper ore was 

transported to China via trucks.443 The next year Russia has expressed interest in gaining 

access to a coal deposit at Tavan Tolgoi and was assured by Mongolian policymakers that 

access would be given in exchange for the writing off of 97.8 percent of Mongolia’s recent 

debt. Russia’s bid to build a railway to the Tavan Tolgoi, however, was rejected once again 

and the contract given to another company, South Korea’s Lotte Group, and the next year 

Mongolia announced that the rights to Tavan Tolgoi would be given not only to the Russian 

Railroads, but to its Chinese and American competitors as well, much to Russia’s 

frustration. Russia was further disappointed by Mongolia’s decision to build the railway 

from Tavan Tolgoi to the Chinese border in 2013.444 While this example showcases the 

importance of Mongolia’s “Third Neighbor,” it also demonstrates Russia’s inability to out-

compete China economically. 

Like Russia, China’s efforts to exert influence in Mongolia have also suffered some 

significant setbacks, thus reducing the strength of its ability to compete. One of these 

disputes once again involved the Tavan Tolgoi coal deposit, with China’s aluminum 

conglomerate Chalco attempting to gain ownership of the resources by buying the assets 

from the Canadian Ivanhoe Mines’ subsidiary, South Gobi Resources. The deal was 

concluded without any input from Ulaanbaatar and, when it was announced, resulted in 

both public and official outrage. As a result, the Mongolian parliament passed laws 

requiring the state’s approval for such transfers and South Gobi Resources lost its mining 

 
443 Radchenko, “Sino-Russian Competition in Mongolia,” 116–117. 
444 Radchenko, “Sino-Russian Competition in Mongolia,” 117–118. 
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permits. In another episode, Mongolia also succeeded in pressuring Chalco to pay a greater 

price for the coal imported to China, long perceived by Mongolians to be much lower than 

that on the global markets.445 

F. CONCLUSION 

The overall pattern of Sino-Russian interactions in Mongolia has shown that both 

states are willing to cooperate on projects that mutually enhance their regional prestige and 

offer prospects of economic growth. Their cooperation with each other’s regional projects, 

such as Russia’s EEU and China’s BRI, although occasionally fraught with difficulties, 

testifies to this effect. In Mongolia, both states have found a willing partner who could 

stand to gain from regional cooperation and who actively pursues avenues to foment 

cooperation between its neighbors for its own benefit. Russia and China’s interests are not 

misaligned in Mongolia, with both benefitting from having a stable and conflict-free 

neighbor, while their attention is focused on regions more vital to their security and national 

prestige. Both Moscow and Beijing benefit from incorporating Mongolia into the SCO, as 

it ensures regional stability. Russia and China can also benefit from infrastructure projects 

that involve Mongolia, although it may take considerable time for these benefits to be seen.  

Sino-Russian competition in Mongolia has so far remained largely muted. Most 

importantly, most of Russia’s and China’s foreign policy efforts are being spent elsewhere, 

Mongolia being a relatively unimportant region to both states. China’s efforts to gain 

influence in Mongolia have also been more efficient than those of Russia, simply due to 

China’s greater economic weight, although not all of China’s investments have panned out 

so far. From this point of view, it is questionable how much utility Russia perceives in its 

interactions with Mongolia compared to their high costs, especially after its active policy 

has not resulted in its desired outcome of obtaining access to raw materials. At the same 

time, Mongolia’s domestic politics have not favored China in the recent years, with a strong 

anti-Chinese sentiment complicating China’s goal of translating its economic might into a 

political advantage. On the other hand, Sino-Russian competition has been, to some degree, 

 
445 Radchenko, “Sino-Russian Competition in Mongolia,” 119–120. 
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influenced by Mongolian policymakers, whose imperatives have remained largely torn 

between their desire to attract China’s investments, but also to limit its growing influence 

by using Russia as a political counterweight. As a result, Mongolia’s two powerful 

neighbors have become content with the current status quo that encourages a degree of 

parity and stability without triggering a security dilemma for either of them. 
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V. CONCLUSION 

This thesis  examined the interactions between Russia and China in Asia to 

determine whether cooperation or competition between them was stronger. It analyzed 

Moscow’s and Beijing’s behavior in Central Asia, North Korea, and Mongolia—three 

regions that border  Russia and China and in which both great powers seek to increase their 

influence. For each region, the thesis explored the history of its interaction with Russian 

and Chinese regimes, outlined the current interests of Russia and China there now, and, 

finally, analyzed the evidence of both countries’ cooperation and competition there. 

Central Asia presents the best case of competition between Russia and China of the 

three regions examined, although even here cooperation is overall stronger. Mutual 

concerns about potential instability emanating from the Central Asian republics motivate 

both Russia and China to support the existing regimes by playing to their strengths. 

Moscow continues to play the role of the regional security provider through organizations 

like CSTO, while Beijing flexes its financial muscle (BRI, AIIB, etc.) to invest into the 

CARs’ developing economies and infrastructure. Russia and China cooperate on economic 

issues rather than compete, exemplified by their intentions to merge their regional 

economic projects (EEU and BRI), the viability of Russia’s dubious economic initiatives 

notwithstanding. There are, however, many indicators that the interactions between Russia 

and China are going to become more competitive in the future, given the higher stakes in 

this region for both Moscow and Beijing. There are already noteworthy disputes in the 

energy sector, in which China has undermined Russia and sought to obtain oil and gas 

directly from the Central Asian republics, resulting in losses for the Russian energy 

companies. This, coupled with increasing Chinese arms sales to the region and the building 

of military outposts in the CARs, showcases China’s infringement on Russia’s traditional 

roles of an energy supplier and a security provider. If the opposition to the presence of the 

United States in the region and its alleged support of the “color revolutions” has previously 

been a unifying force for Moscow and Beijing, the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan is 

likely to further exacerbate the disagreements between Russia and China in the future. 
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In North Korea, the interests of Russia and China closely align, resulting in overall 

cooperative interactions in the region. Both Moscow and Beijing are concerned with 

ensuring the survival of the Kim regime due to the enormous risks that a full-blown regime 

collapse in DPRK might pose for their security. Russia and China also share an interest in 

compelling North Korea to abandon its nuclear weapons program, although it is a 

secondary goal for both. The end result of this is Moscow’s and Beijing’s lukewarm 

support for sanctions following DPRK nuclear weapons tests, followed by later calls to 

remove the economic sanctions, deemed too damaging to the North Korean economy, and 

actions taken to supply North Korea in circumvention of the sanctions. Both Russia and 

China negatively view U.S. presence on the Korean peninsula and have been staunch 

opponents of the United States installing THAAD missile systems in South Korea, 

decrying this action as destabilizing to the region. This united opposition results in even 

closer security cooperation between Moscow and Beijing, demonstrated by their joint naval 

exercises in the vicinity of North Korea in 2016 and 2017. Very little competition takes 

place in the economic sector as well. China is very concerned with the lack of meaningful 

reform in the DPRK and attempts to entice North Korean elites to follow the Chinese model 

by initiating market-based interactions with North Korean enterprises and sponsoring trips 

for important officials to witness China’s successes. While unable to meaningfully compete 

with China economically, Russia could benefit from the success of China’s initiatives, 

since the normalization of the DPRK economy could improve the ability of Russian 

businesses to access North Korean markets and may potentially even lead to normalization 

of relations with South Korea, enabling the use of the DPRK as a transit hub to the ROK. 

Overall, Russia understands that the North Korean issues are much more salient to China 

due to Pyongyang’s physical proximity to Beijing and a longer geographical border. So 

far, it follows China’s lead on the most important issues of the region. The increasing 

involvement of the United States in the issues of Northeast Asia in response to China’s rise 

is only likely to further solidify Sino-Russian partnership there. 

The third case examined by this thesis concerns the interactions of Russia and China 

in Mongolia. Largely insignificant in the grander designs of both Moscow and Beijing, 

Mongolia is a region where the two largely cooperate in the interests of maintaining 



111 

stability, encouraging prosperity, and avoiding a security dilemma that would take away 

their attention from more important regions, such as Eastern Europe, the Middle East, and 

the Arctic for Russia, and Taiwan and the Western Pacific for China. Lacking any 

meaningful economic advantages over China in Mongolia, Russia opts to cooperate with 

China and has proposed to merge their regional economic projects, albeit with little follow-

through. China’s economic might virtually ensures that its political and security interests 

are cemented in these regions, hindering Russia from gaining a significant economic 

foothold. However, it is China’s heavy-handedness that, at the same time, provides Russia 

with a political advantage, as Mongolian policy-makers frequently turn to Moscow as a 

potential counterweight. As China’s clout grows and Russia’s wanes, however, it is 

unlikely that their cooperation will be meaningful or that there will be more competition—

rather, Mongolia will likely find itself firmly within China’s sphere of influence. 

The findings in the three cases demonstrate that, on the whole, Russia and China 

choose to cooperate, rather than compete, on many issues. The region with the most overt 

competition is Central Asia and even there Moscow and Beijing are involved in mostly 

distinct sectors with Russia being the predominant security provider and China being the 

primary economic benefactor of the region for the purpose of gaining Central Asian energy 

resources. In all three cases, Russia and China’s greatest concerns are with maintaining 

stability and encouraging prosperity in each region in order to focus on larger national 

objectives in other regions which do not conflict with each other. Maintaining or increasing 

their own clout in each examined region is an important goal for both great powers, albeit 

secondary. Another factor encouraging cooperation is the power disparity between Russia 

and China, leading Russia to follow China’s economic lead or to propose the merging of 

their efforts so as to avoid competition that Russia cannot sustain. Finally, both the global 

concerns that Moscow and Beijing have regarding their confrontations with the United 

States and direct U.S. involvement in the examined regions, such as Central Asia and 

Korea, are a powerful force that pushes Russia and China toward cooperation. 

As China continues to grow and Russia’s power decreases, it is unlikely that their 

cooperation is going to benefit Moscow in the way some Russian elites hope. Already many 

analysts and observers point out the subservient nature of Moscow’s behavior toward 
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Beijing and deride Russia as China’s “junior partner.” While Russia maintains its nuclear 

status and a moderately capable conventional military, Beijing will continue to pay 

Moscow lip service, recognizing them as an equal partner and another great power. In 

reality, however, Russian interests are already being threatened in its traditional sphere of 

influence, while its attention is diverted to military adventures in Eastern Europe and the 

Middle East and perceived threats from NATO and the European Union. China, on the 

other hand, is only likely to benefit further from Russia’s cooperation as it stands poised to 

challenge the United States’ global dominance. 

Since Sino-Russian cooperation largely benefits China, it largely goes against the 

global and regional interests of the United States. Of the three cases examined by this 

thesis, the alignment of Moscow and Beijing is most concerning in the case of North Korea. 

Joint declarations decrying the U.S. attempts to bolster the defensive capabilities of its 

regional allies and partners, calls to ease the sanctions placed on the DPRK regime, 

circumvention of the UN sanctions, and joint naval exercises by the Russian and Chinese 

navies in the vicinity of the Korean peninsula are only likely to prolong the standoff over 

the North Korean nuclear program. Given how little influence both Moscow and Beijing 

have on Pyongyang’s decision-making, a strategy of diplomatic outreach directly to the 

DPRK leadership and confidence-building measures may bring better results for 

Washington than confrontation and the imposition of ineffective sanctions. In the other two 

cases, cooperation between Russia and China may also result in negative consequences for 

the United States as it largely results in Chinese influence growing unimpeded in these 

regions. In light of these findings, it is crucial that the United States increases its 

engagement in Central Asia and Mongolia, providing these countries with a viable 

alternative to China’s Belt and Road Initiative that Russia is simply unable to provide. 

Finally, it would be beneficial for the U.S. interests to engage the public opinion in Russia 

and to demonstrate that Russia’s aspirations for great power status will not be fulfilled by 

allying themselves with China, whose leaders hardly see Russia as such. Doing so could 

possibly drive a wedge between Russia and China and ensure that China will encounter 

additional obstacles to its rise.  



113 

Just like for the United States as whole, the implications of Sino-Russian 

cooperation are negative for the United States Navy as well. Joint naval exercises between 

Russia and China in support of their interests in Korea are the most evident indicator of the 

threats that the Japan-based Seventh Fleet is likely to face in the near future. Both 

adversaries have also engaged in various forms of asymmetrical warfare, such as cyber and 

propaganda attacks on U.S. forces, as well as on U.S. allies and partners. While they may 

be not expressly coordinated, such attacks advance both Russia’s and China’s interests in 

weakening U.S. forces’ capabilities and instilling doubt in U.S. abilities to protect its allies. 

For now, the U.S. Navy’s best strategy is to maintain and grow its presence in the region, 

demonstrating its commitment to defend its allies, as well as the global freedom of 

navigation and commerce. It is also important to provide an alternative source of security 

for regions that are landlocked and normally have little interaction with the United States 

Navy, such as Mongolia and Central Asia. This can take many forms, from direct presence 

of U.S. Forces there to providing military aid as well as education and training 

opportunities for the local militaries. Overall, contemporary great power competition won’t 

go away quickly, short of direct military confrontation. Defending U.S. global interests 

will require not only the capabilities of the U.S. military, but also the coordinated 

application of its entire government and civilian resources. 
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