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The de-dollarization process is one of the most important factors within the economic, 

political and strategic competition of the last few years, and it may cause changes in the 

structure of the international system as it regards some of the emerging powers or those 

powers which intend to revise the economic-financial and global political-strategic status 

quo. This process was reinvigorated by the trade disputes between the United States and 

China as well as by the use of the dollar by the current US administration as a tool aimed 

at strengthening the sanctioning policies, in order to rebalance what Washington perceives 

as a situation of disadvantage caused by the alleged currency manipulation by commercial 

competitors1.  

Recently Craig Cohen, an analyst at JPMorgan Chase, predicted the possible 

forfeiture of dollar as the dominant currency: what has been given the United States an 

“exorbitant privilege”, according to the well-known definition of the then French Finance 

Minister, Valéry Giscard d'Estaing. Since the Federal Reserve holds the monopoly of the 

printing money of the universally accepted means of payment (dollar), Washington can 

issue debt in its own currency, manage substantial deficits (in foreign accounts) without 

apparent consequences, take advantage of lower financing costs and less exposure to 

foreign economic shocks and, last but not least, exercise its global political and strategic 

hegemony2.  

According to Cohen, the economic rise of Asia, which currently represents 50% of 

GDP and two thirds of global economic growth, will lead to a progressive increase in 

transactions in currencies other than the dollar, even if the latter were not officially 

replaced as dominant international currency. Basically, the Asian economic growth – and 

conversely the political one – could affect the value of the dollar and advantage the 

adoption of a mix of other currencies and other valuable assets, such as gold3.  

As a matter of fact, the economic uncertainty caused by commercial tensions, slow 

growth and low or negative interest rates have induced central banks around the world to 

increase their gold reserves at a rapid pace: in 2018 the central banks recorded the 

strongest demand for gold, since 19714.  

The change in the dynamics inherent in another key element of dollarization, the 

connection between the US currency and oil trade, could contribute to de-dollarization. 

Nowadays Beijing has surpassed Washington as the world's largest importer of crude oil, 

partly due to the increase in oil production in the United States over the past decade. 
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The expansion of American domestic production has already led Washington to 

reduce imports by around 25% since 2010, at the same time as the Chinese have 

increased their oil imports. This trend could induce Beijing to pay the trade deficit related to 

oil imports through its own currency: petroyuan futures, launched in March 2019 in the 

Shanghai International Energy Exchange, have already exceeded the corresponding 

petrodollar futures in terms of volume in Singapore and Dubai. At the same time, the oil 

companies of Russia, Iran and Venezuela have already begun to accept the yuan as a 

payment currency for Chinese imports5. 

Because of the sanctioning policies and the continuous geopolitical tensions, Russia 

is one of the main actors involved in the de-dollarization process and in the strengthening 

of the economic and commercial partnership with China. According to the Financial Times, 

the idea of Andrei Kostin (director of the Russian VTB bank) of converting the reserves of 

banks and Russian companies into other currencies would have been supported by the 

Russian Ministry of Finance, the Central Bank and President Vladimir Putin6. 

As already mentioned, one of the main indicators of de-dollarization is the gold 

purchase. Moscow's gold reserves have exceeded 100 billion dollars, mainly due to the 

increase in the price of gold and the desire to boost the reserves of this precious metal. 

According to the latest data published by the Russian Central Bank, in the single month of 

June 2019 Moscow acquired over 18 tons of gold, bringing the total Russian reserves to 

2208 tons, equivalent to a value of 100.277 billion dollars. Since the beginning of this year, 

Moscow has increased its gold reserves by about 96.4 tons7. In 2018, the Russian Central 

Bank was the world leader in terms of acquired gold reserves, 274.3 tons, the largest 

quantity ever obtained in a single year, according to the World Gold Council8. 

The current sanctions led Russia to also decrease its currency reserves in dollars 

(from 29% to 10%, at the end of March 2019): in this regard Benn Steil, economist at the 

Council on Foreign Relations, admitted that Russia is making a real “strategic change in its 

reserves, towards the possession of less dollars and more assets in other currencies”9.  

In the second quarter of 2018, after a new round of sanctions imposed by 

Washington, the Russian Central Bank reallocated 101 billion dollars of its foreign 

exchange reserves in order to acquire the equivalent currency in euros, renminbi and yen. 

This operation makes the Russian share of Chinese currency equivalent to about ten times 

that of the global central banks: these shares represent about a quarter of the world 

reserves in yuan, according to data from the International Monetary Fund. Morgan Stanley 
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has also estimated that in 2018 the Russian Federation was the main buyer of Chinese 

bonds, representing more than 90% of the inflows into the Chinese bond market10.  

A further element is provided by payments for exports from Moscow to Beijing. 

According to RBC, the share of dollar payments has fallen below 50% for the first time in 

history: from 75.1% in 2018 to 45.7% in the first quarter of 2019. In addition, if we consider 

both the imports and exports of goods and services between Russia and China, the share 

of dollar payments has dropped dramatically but still accounts for 55.7% of the total ($ 

14.7 billion out of a total of $ 26.4 billion). At the same time, the share of euro payments in 

Russian exports to China rose from 0.7% in the first quarter of 2018 to 37.6% in the first 

quarter of 201911. 

The Russian approach, like that of other states, is not only driven by economic and 

financial considerations, but it also has a political and strategic character. Elvira Nabiullina, 

governor of the Russian Central Bank, explained that Moscow's drive towards de-

dollarization, adopted especially over the past two years, concerns “the reduction of the 

economic and political risk deriving from the actions of the current United States towards 

the countries that do not follow US policies”12. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

It is foreseeable that the de-dollarization process does not lead, in the short term, to a 

sudden decline of the dollar as the dominant international currency. Historically, the origin 

of the pre-eminence of the American currency (over the British pound) is traced back to 

the Bretton Woods agreements (1944). In substance, however, the value of the pound had 

already eroded several decades before the Second World War, following a gradual path 

during which the slow economic and political decadence of Great Britain was flanked by 

the rise of American economic power. However, the historical parallelism with the decline 

of the pound to the advantage of the dollar does not take into account the fact that 70% of 

all global commercial transactions are still carried out in dollars and the share of dollars in 

global currency reserves still accounts for 63-65%. Therefore, at present no regional or 

national economy is in a position to completely abandon the dollar for the simple reason 

that the American currency is still dominant in international regulations and foreign 

exchange reserves13.  

Nonetheless, it is possible to glimpse the beginning of a phase that could lead to the 

gradual abandonment of the US currency by Asian economies, especially if the 

sanctioning regime and protectionist policies of Washington should persist. As a matter of 

fact, the tendency to seek alternatives to dependence on the dollar is pushing an 

increasing number of states to adopt other national currencies as a payment system for 

the bilateral exchange of goods and services. The acceleration of this trend, or its constant 
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continuation over time, could erode the dominance of the dollar and inaugurate a system 

that implies the use of a basket of national currencies (or even cryptocurrencies, with the 

consequent threat for the monetary sovereignty of states14).  

Nonetheless, in the Russian case there are some variables that make uncertain such 

a process. If it is true that the increase in bilateral trade with China can favour the 

abandonment of the dollar as a payment currency, it is equally evident that Russia remains 

predominantly an exporter of raw materials and energy, which are goods whose markets 

are still dominated by dollar. In this framework, a change could take place if the Kremlin 

persuaded its European partners to use national currencies in bilateral trade15. 

Overall, the de-dollarization process is linked to the willingness of the proponents - 

and Russia is among the main ones - to distance themselves from the influence of the 

dollar in order to pursue a multipolar world order. However, the possibilities of carrying out 

such a project, in the medium-long term, are linked both to the actual weight of the 

economic-financial interchange between the proponent states (Russia, China, India, 

Turkey, Iran, etc.) and to their economic growth, as well as to the conditions of the US 

economy and its foreign debt. 
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