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ABSTRACT: In the post-cold war era there has been a remarkable renewal and strengthening of Sino-
Russian relations, especially from 2000 onwards. Moscow and Beijing started renewing and enhancing their
ties in security, trade, as well as diplomatic issues more vigorously. The close cooperation between the two
countries is evident however the partnership hasn’t advanced to an anti-hegemonic opposition bloc despite
the opportunities that arise. Russia and China are two rising powers with a great geopolitical weight in the
international system and their partnership constitutes a constant topic of analysis. Sino-Russian co-operation
takes place on many levels from energy supplies, joint military exercises, trade agreements, arms sales and
the establishment of new multilateral institutions (such as the Sanghai organization, BRICS New
Development Bank and the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, AIIB) to a broad consensus on issues in
international relations. However, the two powers haven’t formed an actual alliance that could fundamentally
alter the distribution of power in the international system.
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Introduction

Sino-Russian relation has been raised to one of the most important research areas in international
relations attracting a lot attention from academics to policy-makers around the world. Russia and
China's have intensified their cooperation in a number of areas raising worries on a possible change in
the current international system dynamics and the prominent question is whether their partnership will
pass the test of time and whether they will enter into a military-political alliance that can shift the global
balance of power. “Political and economic rapprochement is taking place between Russia and China in a
number of fields: energy, arms production, trade in national currencies and strategic projects in transport
and supporting infrastructure” (Malle 2017, 136). Particularly their energy trade and military
cooperation has been increased notably in the last two decades. Sino-Russian co-operation takes place
on many levels from energy agreements, joint military exercises, arms sales and the establishment of
new multilateral institutions (such as the Shanghai organization, BRICS New Development Bank and
the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, AIIB) to a broad consensus on issues in international
relations and support in international fora.

China and Russia share similar worldviews on the international system and domestic affairs.
They both advocate for a multipolar world system with UN having a greater role, the principle of
“non-interference in state sovereignty and freedom from ‘western hegemony’ (Konings 2007,
341). Nonetheless, the relationship between Beijing and Moscow remains in flux prompting
questions about the depth and the long term vitality of their co-operation but most importantly on
the direction it will follow and particularly whether this combined effort will challenge USA
hegemony.

There have been different categorizations of this particular partnership between China and
Russia, it has been characterized as axis of convenience (Lo 2008), presidential pseudo alliance
(Baev 2018) opportunistic (Weitz 2008) an illusion (Beaucamp,2015), strategic partners as stated in
the Treaty of 2001, a limited, defensive, strategic partnership (Li 2007, 478), or an alliance in the
making (Economist 1997, Allison 2018) while for Garnett ’Sino-Russian behavior is a particularly
clear example of a response to U.S. power that is hardly limited to these two states’’ (2001, 42).
Nonetheless despite the conceptualization of the Sino-Russia relationship their rapprochement is
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evident and it shows dissatisfaction with Western policies. “Both countries seek to offset US
military superiority without engaging with American power directly (Shanghai cooperation
organization) counterbalancing US interests in Central Asia. The two powers have institutionalized
these norms within the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, which they use to counterbalance US
interests in Central Asia” (Fergusson 2012, 197).

However, the two powers haven’t formed an actual alliance that could fundamentally alter the
distribution of power in the international system. The main research question of this paper is
Whether this partnership has been intensified throughout the years? The intensity of this strategic
partnership thought the last 18 years can provide us with an overall insight on developments,
achievements and limitations. This paper will Illuminate the key drivers of Sino-Russian strategic
cooperation giving special attention points of friction and to asymmetries in the bilateral
relationship posed by the structure of the international system itself.

The periods (are calculated according to the days of elections as per follow 26 March 2000,
12 March 2004, 2 March 2008, 4 March 2012 and 18 March 2018 (source: OSCE)) under which our
analysis will be divided mark Vladimir Putin terms in power from his first presidential election
from 2000 till 2004, the second presidential term from 2004 till 2008, the period of him acting
as Prime Minister of Russia, maintaining his political dominance (Chivers 2008) from 2008 till
2012 and lastly its third presidential term from 2012 till 2018.

The areas of cooperation that will be included is economic activities focus mainly on trade
specifically on energy, and on military arms sales and joint military exercises. A significant amount
of literature has been devoted to Sino-Russian military cooperation however that does not
sufficiently demonstrate how much and how consistently the military cooperation between these
two countries has increased in the post-cold war period (Korolev 2018). The same is also attributed
on the energy cooperation as the cornerstone of this bilateral relationship. Thus, most approach
when examining the Sino-Russian partnership lacking a holistic approach on the areas the
cooperation is developed, the period it is formed and its intensity from time to time.

This paper will attempt to provide an overall approach based on measurable indicators of
cooperation to see the trends and the intensity of cooperation in periods and in particular how it was
influenced by certain events, Ukraine, Crimea, Syria and the US-China trade war.

Historical background and partnership building

In the post-cold war era there has been a remarkable renewal and strengthening of Sino-Russian
relations, especially from 2000 onwards. Moscow and Beijing started renewing and enhancing their ties
in security, trade, as well as diplomatic issues more vigorously and despite their great differences in the
cultural identity and temperament, the two countries share common borders longer than 4,000 km and
one common past (Oznobishchev 2017).

China-Russia rapprochement is not a product of 2000’s and the first approach “lies in the
1980s, as Soviet president Mikhail Gorbachev and Chinese premier Deng Xiaoping sought to
overcome decades of ideological, military, and political mistrust and competition” (Garnet 2010,
41). Since Mikhail Gorbachev’s visit to Beijing in 1989, Moscow’s relations with China have
grown continually stronger (Bellacqua 2010). The materialized development of the Sino-Russian
strategic partnership dates back to 1996 when Yeltchin used the term on a joint Sino-Russian
statement (Li 2007, 479). “The Russian-Chinese relationship has been strengthening since the
signing of the ‘Treaty of Good neighborliness, Friendship and Co-operation’ in 2001 (Portyakov
2010, 2) and besides reaching an agreement on their common borders engaged in a series of
common trade agreements and joints endeavors showcasing their will to create a multipolar world
by limiting western interventions. For some authors one of the most dramatic diplomatic
turnarounds in the past decade is the deepening of Sino-Russian strategic studies (Garnett 2001)
that turns West’s focus to the developments in the East.
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Military cooperation

Military cooperation between China and Russia has been strengthened particularly after the resolution
of the borders dispute in 2001 and overcoming the accusation Russia has made against China in 2003
that was attempting to replicate its arsenal technology. Since then “the two have held high-level
discussions on international security, negotiated important security-related agreements, conducted joint
military exercises, and perhaps most strikingly engaged in large-scale arms trade” (Scharwtz 2014, 1).
“The evolution of the China-Russia military relationship toward a higher level of cooperation and
coordination is evident in the three main areas of bilateral defense engagement: (1) military exercises,
(2) military-technical cooperation, and (3) high-level military-to-military contacts” (Meick 2017, 5).

Arms sales is an important element of the Sino-Russian strategic partnership with China being
the largest importer of Russian military equipment during 1999 to 2006 reaching nearly 2 billion
USD per year from 1999-2005 (Weezerman 2017). Another important aspect that the two countries
seem to strengthen their partnership is on joint military exercises ,which the use “to demonstrate
their increasing military capabilities and the strength of China-Russia defense ties to the
international community, particularly the United States and countries in the Asia Pacific” (Meick
2017, 6).

In the next tables there is depiction of the intensity of the bilateral arms sales trade between
the two countries as divided in the distinct periods of analysis (see table 1, graph 1).

Table 1: Change in imports of weapons to China from Russia (in percentage per period)

Period Imports to China from Russia
2000-2004 29,40%
2004-2008 -52,44%
2008-2012 -52,18%
2012-2017 18,65%
Total 2000 - 2017 -61,50%

Source: SIPRI
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Graph 1: Change in imports to China from Russia (in percentage per period)
Source: SIPRI

According to the data provided the bilateral trade between the two countries seems to vary
according to periods. The highest volume of which was employed in the first period of 2000 till
2004 with the next two periods present a negative relation with lower transactions that seems to
balance again in the period between 2012 to 2017 but not reaching the level of the first period.
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Despite of enhanced cooperation since 2000, the data don’t depict an intensified cooperation
but quite the opposite. The period of 2008 till 2012 includes the economic crisis which resulted in a
reduction in arms sales transactions, the war in Georgia and the Syrian war that didn’t seem to
increase the bilateral transactions.

The last period between 2014 concedes with the annexation of Crimea, Ukraine crisis and the
trade war between China and USA however despite these opportunities to forge a closer partnership
or intensify their cooperation we identify a cooperative but not convergent trend (see table 1).
Russia’s sales to China have decreased considerably, to less than US$ 1 billion per year (SIPRI,
Weezerman, 2017, Arms Transfers Database 1991-2011). Among the reasons for this decrease is
that Russia was reluctant to provide China with more advanced (Weitz 2008) and China sought
more sophisticated technology than Russia was willing to offer (De Haas 2013).

The overall exports to China from Russia since 2000 and by the year 2017 have decreased
showcasing the China’s shift away from Russian exports was in part linked to its own growing

manufacturing capabilities while also rapidly transitioned into a major arms exporter (Wezeman
2017).

Joint military exercises

China and Russia have been associated in a series of military exercises since 2002 either under the aegis
of SCO or on a bilateral level. The joint China-Russia military exercises provide several benefits to both
countries that contribute to their security partnership (Weitz, 2015) and “can be regarded as an extension
and thermometer of the overall relationship between the two countries” (De Haas 2013, 44)

Table 2: Military exercises (including naval)

Period SCO with the SCO Joint (only Bilateral
participation of Russia China)
other members

2000-2004 z il 1
2004-2008 1 1 1
2008-2012 E) 1 3
2012-2018 E) 1 10

Source: Adapted from Weitz 2015; Yu Bin 2014, Scobell, Ratner, and Beckley 2014, Blasko 2010

Since 2000 the two countries have continued on a regular basis their exercises under SCO as well as
having stepped up the level of their joint military exercises especially on bilateral level showing an
intensification in security (see table 2) and a “shift from arms transfers to direct military cooperation”
(Schwatz 2014). However, these exercises have a dual purpose first to indicate a close cooperation with
one another on joint war games unity not only in their borders is Asia Pacific but also in other regions of
the world (Mediterranean, Baltic) as well as has served to gain more insight into the military capabilities
of the other ‘partner’ (De Haas 2013).

Energy

The energy cooperation between China and Russia is the most distinct feature of their strategic
partnership and has gained vigorous support from both governments. “The trade between the two
countries began somehow increasing in the early 2000s due to the warming of political relations
associated with signing the Treaty of Good Neighborliness and Friendly Cooperation in 20017
(Nezhnikova, Papelniuk, Gorokhova 2018).

From 2008 to 2016 Russian and Chinese companies signed several major oil and gas
agreements, a period in which Moscow reassessed China as a future energy consumer and lifted
bilateral cooperation to a new level (Roseth 2017). Among the most prominent agreements in Sino-
Russian bilateral energy cooperation is the ambitious agreement of the 21 May 2014 when “the
China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC), the country’s largest integrated energy company,
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and Russian energy giant Gazprom, which controls Russia’s export gas pipelines, finally signed a
thirty-year, $400 billion deal that will see as much as thirty-eight billion cubic meters (bcm) of
Russian gas go to China annually from around 2018 to 2047 (Weitz 2014) that however hasn’t
started delivery yet.

Table 3: Growth rate of China’s fuel imports from Russia-World

Year Growth rate of imports Growth rate of imports
of fuels from Russia of fuels from the World

2000 - 2004 133,18% 828,08%

2004 - 2008 282,23% 194,19%

2008 - 2012 93,94% 161,81%

2012 -2017 -24,42% 14,68%

Source: UN Comtrade

The figures in table 2 show that the imports of fuels of China from Russia increased through the four
periods analyzed, except between the years of 2012 and 2017, when there was a reduction of 24,42% in
the imports of the product. However, despite the increase in imports of fuels between 2000 and 2017,
the growth rate has diminished along the years, whose peak was reached from 2004 to 2008
(282,23%).Similarly, it is observed that China has imported fewer fuels from its worldwide trade
partners, whereas the growth rate at the beginning of the last decade was 828%, the growth rate between
2012 and 2017 suffered a dramatic drop at the amount of 14,68% showing that energy ties between
China and Russia are relatively modest and haven’t reached an intensified level of cooperation (see

table 3).
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Graph 2: Growth rate of China’s import fuels from Russia and the rest of World
Source: UN Comtrade

According to the periods under analysis we observe that the overall fuels imports to China where higher
only during the period 2004-2008 surpassing imports for the rest parts of the world and also increased
since the period 2000 to 2008 however the next two periods from 2008 to 2012 and from 2012 to 2018
indicate a lower import growth rate from both Russia and the world indicating not an intensified trade
cooperation but a diminishing one (see table 3) considering as well that the 2014 gas deal hasn’t been
implemented yet. While at the same time Russia is looking for a fully diversified Asian energy market,
extending beyond China to cover the wider Asia-Pacific region in Japan, South Korea and Southeast
Asia (Lo and Rothman 2006).
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Conclusion

Sino-Russian relations have been friendly and cooperative over the past 18 years as a result of common
strategic interests, facilitating arms sales, join forces in joint military exercises a built a seemingly win-
win bilateral trade network.

The areas of cooperation discussed above showcase a trend of influx in Sino-Russian
relations. Despite deepened cooperation since 2000, China and Russia haven’t reached a steady
level of partnership that would indicate a military alliance however has far exceeded to be called an
axis of convenience. The trend indicators of the analysis show a dual approach of both
rapprochement and constraint that represents the countries policies towards one another.
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