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Sanctions and the Arctic: the other side of Russian-Chinese 

relations 

 
In September, Russia and China carried out a two phase naval exercises called Naval 

Interaction 2017 which took place in Vladivostok (from 18th to 21st) and between the Sea of Japan 

and the southern part of the Sea of Okhotsk (from 22nd to 26th). Eleven ships, two submarines, two 

deep-sea rescue vehicles, four anti-submarine planes and four helicopters took part. Russia and 

China regularly have been conducting military exercises for over a decade, mainly in the framework 

of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (since 2012, also naval exercises). 

The Russian-Chinese partnership is an asset of growing importance for Moscow, which is 

interested in strengthening its role as a Eurasian power in spite of the condition of progressive 

isolation that has been taking shape from the West. Due to the annexation of Crimea, the support 

given to the Donbass separatist forces and the renewed military activism along its western frontier, 

Russia is facing strict sanctions imposed by the United States, European Union and other western 

allies. This condition urged Moscow to seek a new balance in its relations with foreign countries, not 

only in terms of bilateral and multilateral relations, but also, in particular, for the supply of expertise. 

In this perspective, China is an interesting substitute of the West in many respects and regarding the 

acquisition of instruments for the research of energy resources in the Arctic Sea. 

After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the polar region had stopped receiving interest from 

Moscow. This situation continued until the early 2000s, when, coinciding with Vladimir Putin's first 

presidential term, Russia returned to act in that area, re-establishing its military presence, developing 

technological economic projects and reactivating diplomatic relations with neighboring countries. 

This renewed activism has allowed Russia to achieve various domestic and foreign policy objectives. 

On the one hand, it has reaffirmed its sovereignty over the area and expanded its energy supply 

possibilities, and on the other hand has linked the large-scale development of the Arctic region to 

the goal to return the great power status both in the awareness of internal public opinion and on the 

international scene. The strategic value that this area holds for Russia has been summarized in two 

programmatic documents: the "Foundations of the State Policy of the Russian Federation in the 

Arctic Region for the Period up to 2020 and beyond" (issued in 2008) and the "Strategy for 

Development of the Arctic Zone of the Russian Federation and National Security for the Period up 

to 2020 "(issued in 2013). 

Russia nourishes high hopes in exploiting the resources of the Arctic region and the 

repercussions it can produce on the entire Federation, so much so as to give it a special role in the 

country’s long-term development vision. The Artic area holds 13% of the oil and 30% of the world’s 

gas reserves, for a potential value of 35 trillion dollars. With the polar ice cap in progressive 

dissolution, the chances of accessing those resources and then being able to trade them is more 

and more increasing. According to data provided by the Ministry of Energy, Russia produces in the 

Arctic up to 93 million tons of oil per year, equal to about 17% of its total production, with growth 

forecasts to 2030 that could reach 2,2 million barrels per day. 

Starting from 2014, Gazprom and Rozneft (Russian oil and gas companies) had launched 

several exploration projects, endangered by the import ban on technology for prospecting on the 

Arctic's continental shelf and for fossil fuels mining, lying in the condition of having to suspend many 

drilling activities and geological studies. 

  



Russia, Central Asia and the Caucasus 

 

Osservatorio Strategico 2017 – Year XIX issue VI 42 

Since 68% of the technology imported from Russian companies in the energy sector had been 

banned, Gazprom and Rozneft asked the Russian Federal Agency for the Management of Subsoil 

Resources to extend the time they were granted for the Arctic Sea exploration (offshore too). At the 

same time, the search for new partners, unrelated to the sanctions regime and able to provide the 

same technological equipment, began. Hence, the launch of a specific cooperation with China 

oriented to the exploitation of the polar areas. 

In 2016, the Russian Federal Agency for the Management of Subsoil Resources and China 

Oilfield Services Limited have signed a cooperation agreement, under which they commit to long-

term cooperation in the surveillance of seismic activities at sea both in Russia and abroad. The 

Chinese company had already provided its services to Rozneft, providing the necessary 

instrumentation for drilling in the Okhotsk Sea conducted by Russia and Norway. At the end of June 

2017, in the waters of the Bay of Kola, drilling started by a subsidiary of Gazprom, using a Chinese 

manufacturing platform, capable of exploring up to a depth of 1400 meters. 

The Russian-Chinese cooperation in the Arctic represents a field of interest and, probably, a 

source of new developments, given the combination of the interest both of Russia, which exercises 

sovereignty over the areas under exploration, and of China, which holds the knowhow for its 

exploitation. Although China does not yet officially have its own policy for the Arctic region, it is 

possible that the aspirations of the two partners will be aligned for a long time. In fact, Beijing also 

aims to diversify and expand the maritime commercial routes and the suppliers of energy resources, 

implying consequences also for Chinese companies’ investments. 

 

Events 

• Military cooperation between Azerbaijan and Israel is strengthened. On September11th, the 

Azerbaijani Defense Minister, Zakir Hasanov, went on a visit to Israel to discuss military and 

technical-military cooperation with the main national industries. It has not been confirmed whether 

among the discussed issues there was also the purchase of anti-missile systems, as envisaged at 

the end of 2016 by the Minister of Defense Industry, Javer Jamalov, after Armenia had proved to 

possess short-range Iskander ballistic missiles, purchased from Russia. The military cooperation 

between the two countries started in the early 2000s and strengthened between 2008 and 2012, 

when Azerbaijan signed agreements with Israeli defense companies for a total amount of $ 4.85 

billion. Subsequently, the cooperation also extended to the intelligence and counter-terrorism fields, 

as well as to the training of security personnel. Israel represents for Azerbaijan an important partner 

for the acquisition of advanced weapon systems and high level training alternative to Russia - which, 

from Azerbaijani point of view, is not a reliable partner (as it is an Armenia’s ally and supplier) - and 

both to NATO and US (hitherto unwilling to comply with Azerbaijani security needs). Bilateral 

relations between Azerbaijan and Israel are of deep concern both in Armenia (which suffered 

numerous losses in the four-day war of April 2016 due to the weapons Baku purchased from Israel), 

and in Iran, which fears potential attacks or espionage activities conducted by Israel from Azerbaijan. 

 

• Constitutional reform in Georgia. On September 26th, the Georgian parliament launched a 

constitutional reform that further brings the state system closer to the parliamentary republic one. 

The United National Movement and European Georgia opposition parties did not take part in the 

vote and left the chamber in protest. The reform process was promoted by the majority party, 

Georgian Dream-Democratic Georgia (winner of the 2016 parliamentary elections) and supported 

by President Giorgi Margvelashvili, the Venice Commission of the Council of Europe and some non-

governmental organizations. 

One of the critical issues is related to the electoral law for the parliamentary elections. The opposition 

had called for the abolition of the current mixed electoral system, asking for the transition to a 
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proportional system. Georgian Dream-Democratic Georgia has rejected the proposal, accepting, 

however, a lowering of the threshold to 3% barrier and the possibility of aggregating the parties into 

coalitions. If the proportional electoral reform would be approved before the 2024 elections (for 2020 

elections the current system will probably remain in force, even though partially reformed) the 

possibility of aggregating blocks of parties would be abolished and the threshold would return to the 

5%. The continuation of the constitutional reform process remains, however, in the hands of 

Georgian Dream-Democratic Georgia. 

 

• Upcoming Russia and the United States’ joint lunar base. On September27th, the Russian 

space agency, Roscosmos and the NASA announced the development of international technical 

standards that could be used, in particular, for the construction of a space station to be launched 

into the Moon's orbit. The next goal could be to reach the deep space, again through a joint project. 

The first modules of the station should be assembled in 2022 and the end of the works is scheduled 

for 2024. Then, the project will be open to all countries wishing to participate. China and India have 

already shown interest. 

 

• Historical visit of King Salman in the Kremlin. On October 3rd, a three-day visit of King Salman 

of Arabia to Russia began. After a promising start of relations between the newly established Saudi 

kingdom and the Soviet Union (which was the first state to recognize it in 1926), relations between 

Riyadh and Moscow suffered a freeze due to the Cold War and the realignment of the Saudis 

alongside of Washington. The return of a Saudi king to the Kremlin has therefore led President Putin 

to define the event as "historic", as historic are also the agreements signed during the visit in the 

energy, military and infrastructure fields. Russia and Saudi Arabia have concluded 14 agreements, 

related to joint nuclear, agricultural, space research as well as large purchases of weapons, 

amounting to 13 billion dollars. Regarding energy, the state-owned petrochemical company Sibur 

and the Russian State Investment Fund will conduct joint refining projects with Saudi Aramco (world 

industry leader subject to a 5% privatization). In addition, the Russian State Investment Fund and 

the similar Saudi fund have set an investment of 100 million dollars for the construction of railway 

and road infrastructures in Russia; two billions were earmarked for energy projects and for high-tech 

investments. Regarding armaments, Saudi Arabia intends to purchase S-400 ground-air defense 

missile systems, for a total of 3 billion dollars. In the nuclear field, the Russian company Rosatom 

will build two nuclear reactors in Saudi Arabia. Energy cooperation has been enriched by a renewed 

agreement on the maintenance of the oil production quota at 1.8 million barrels per day, assumed 

by the 11 OPEC countries in January 2017 and, according to the intentions of Russians and Saudis, 

to be extended up to spring 2018. The agreement will be submitted to the scrutiny of the other 

members of the oil cartel at the meeting scheduled for the end of 2017-early 2018. If accepted by 

the group, the decision will allow the maintenance of a barrel price of $ 60, raising the income of all 

the producing countries. King Salman also supported Russian policy in the Middle East and the role 

of Moscow in the operations restoring the sovereignty of President Bashar al Assad in Syria. 

 

• Military exercises between Russia and Uzbekistan resumed. On October 3rd, the five days 

exercises decided by the Russian and Uzbek military authorities began. The activities were held in 

the Forish training camp, in a mountainous area of the Jizzak region (Uzbekistan), where the last 

bilateral exercises were held in 2005. Since then, apart from a single participation of Uzbekistan at 

the 2007 SCO exercises, the Russian and Uzbek armed forces no longer carried out common 

activities, due to the isolationist policy conducted by the late president Islam Karimov. His successor, 

Shavkat Mirzyoyev, elected in December 2016, and former interim president since Karimov's death 
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in September 2016, has started a new course in Uzbek foreign policy, also opening up to military 

cooperation, hitherto frozen. 

 

• Suspected authors of anonymous bomb alarms identified. On October 5th, Russian security 

services announced that they had identified the perpetrators of the terrorist campaign carried out in 

more than 30 Russian cities since September 10th, through anonymous telephone calls to the police 

for alleged bomb alarms, which caused the evacuation of tens of thousands of people from shopping 

centers, schools, cinemas, universities, hotels, government buildings and public transportation 

stations. 

Four Russian citizens residing abroad, but with accomplices within the country, have been suspected 

but their identity neither the motive of the campaign were not disclosed. This campaign has been 

defined as "telephone terrorism" and caused economic losses up to 5.2 million dollars. 

 

• Zapad 2017 and military presence in Belarus. In an interview released on October 5th, NATO 

Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg expressed the doubt that some of the Russian men and 

equipment used in the Zapad 2017 exercises (which lasted from September14thto 20th) may have 

remained in Belarus. The Belarusian Defense Minister had previously stated that the Russian troops 

had left the country on September 28th. The tension generated by Russian military activism along its 

western frontier - through the violations of Baltic countries’ airspace and the support given to the 

Ukrainian separatists - remains high and reinforces the belief that Russia intends to maintain 

permanent positions in the West. 

 

 

 

 

 


