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China-Russia: the fragile alliance that scares Europe 

 

To what extent is it possible to speak about a strategic partnership between China and 

Russia? Certainly this alliance, assuming that we can actually talk about an alliance, has no 

historical roots: Moscow and Beijing were allies for a short period after the Second World War, 

when the newly formed People's Republic of China remained almost completely isolated on the 

international chessboard, but their bond has always been very unbalanced towards USSR, until it 

was finally dissolved in 1969. 

Since then the relationship between Russia and China has become increasingly pragmatic: 

the two countries have cooperated when they could not avoid it or when it was actually convenient 

for both to cooperate, and they moved away whenever they realized they had divergent interests. 

After Russia, in early 2014, decided to annex the territory of Crimea, everything has changed1. 

Moscow has remained isolated and Beijing decided to take advantage of the situation by offering to 

help at his own conditions, which is by taking the lead in a new unbalanced relationship that is hard 

to accept for Russia.  

After just a couple of years, China is already able to dominate every aspect of this new 

partnership. Its economy is six times larger (with the same purchasing power) than the one of 

Russia. Moscow is the tenth reference market for Chinese exports, just above the Philippines, 

while for Russia China is the second main market, after the European Union, especially thanks to 

oil imports. In general, the political and strategic weight of the People's Republic is growing, while 

that of Russia is decreasing2. As far as Moscow is concerned, while putting pressure on the West 

to force it to ease the sanctions initially seemed a winning strategy, now had become a trap from 

which it is more and more difficult to escape. Russia seems having lost all hope of remaining an 

equal partner with China, although it not yet clear is to what extent this dependence on the East 

can influence its political, economic and strategic choices. 

The realignment between Moscow and Beijing became evident in May 2014, when Vladimir 

Putin flew to Shanghai accompanied by a large delegation of entrepreneurs and managed to sign a 

thirty-year agreement to export to China oil for 400 billion dollars. Moscow oil should arrive in 

Beijing through the "Power of Siberia" pipeline, which is supposed to become operational towards 

the end of the year3. About half of the machinery and technologies that Russian companies use for 

their mining plants are imported from China. At the same time, Moscow and Beijing have started 

discussing about the enhancement of military cooperation and about the opportunity to improve the 

connectivity of the north-west routes to facilitate the interchange of natural gas (LNG). 

For several years, China and Russia have begun to develop what observers call an "anti-

dollar strategy", aimed at limiting the use of the US currency in the interchange between the two 

countries to favour the rubble and the yuan4. Today more than ever, Moscow and Beijing are under 

                                                           
1  “Russia and China. Partnership is much better for China than it is for Russia. Just how much better might not become 

clear for a few years yet”, The Economist, 27 July 2019, https://www.economist.com/leaders/2019/07/27/partnership-

is-much-better-for-china-than-it-is-for-russia  
2  It is interesting to recall that only in 1989 the capacity Russian economy was 100% higher than the one of China.   
3  Zhao Runhua e Huang Kaixi, “Russia-to-China ‘Power of Siberia’ Pipeline to Open in 2019”, Caixin Global News, 8 

March 2019, https://www.caixinglobal.com/2019-03-08/russia-to-china-power-of-siberia-pipeline-to-open-in-2019-
101389328.html 

4  It is important to remember that it is not the first time that Russia and China have tried to agree on ruble-yuan 

exchange agreement, and that all previous attempts have failed. Karen Yeung, “Why China and Russia are struggling 

to abandon the US dollar and forge a yuan-rouble deal”, South China Morning Post, 15 January 2019, 

https://www.scmp.com/economy/china-economy/article/2182192/why-china-and-russia-are-struggling-abandon-us-

dollar-and 
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pressure because of the trade sanctions Washington has imposed on them, hence the need to try 

to reduce the use of US dollars on their respective economies. The Russian Central Bank currently 

holds 14 percent of its currency reserves in yuan. A quota three times higher than any other central 

bank. From a long-term perspective, although this reflection has not yet been officialised, the new 

system that Moscow and Beijing are trying to create can grow and become a real alternative to the 

dollar system for other nations, starting from those that are already well connected to Moscow and 

Beijing. If it is true that Russia and China are now trying to impose their national currencies on a 

regional or international scale, this new attitude does not imply that they are achieving their desired 

results5. 

Another area in which Russia is increasingly dependent on China is technology. Huawei has 

been commissioned to take care of the improvement of the Russian 5G network, and Moscow 

uses Chinese technologies and methods to control its computer network and all those who use it. 

Similarly to what is happening in Central Asia and Southeast Asia, the fear that this technological 

dependence on China could give Beijing a privileged access on sensitive information is real, but 

the absence of valid alternatives and the inability to fill an already enormous technological gap at 

home eliminate all possibilities to limit this emerging collaboration. 

Beijing's renewed interest in Central Asia also deserves some explanations. China 

established its first ties with this region back in 1996, when the heads of state of Kazakhstan, 

China, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Russia signed a treaty to strengthen military support in the 

region. The “Shanghai Group” or “Group of Five” was born. In 2001, in Shanghai, the same five 

countries invited Uzbekistan to join their group and agreed to establish a more structured regional 

organization: the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO). At first Russia welcomed China as a 

country capable, on the one hand, of accepting its political and strategic supremacy in an area 

easily recognizable as Moscow own backyard, and, on the other hand, of contributing to its 

development focusing on the deepening of investments and economic interchange. However, 

through time Moscow realized that Beijing's interest in Central Asia has always had a strategic 

rather than an economic nature. Today this trend is clearer than ever, even as far as non-SCO 

countries are concerned6. 

Tajikistan is the nation that to date has benefited the most from Chinese "generosity".         

Less fortunate than its neighbours in terms of natural resources availability, Tajikistan is the 

poorest state in the region, where Beijing has so far invested 1.3 billion dollars to build roads, 

bridges, schools and government buildings. Half of the national public debt depends on loans 

received from Beijing, and China’s presence is very strong presence in the mining sector, in the 

production and distribution of energy, in media and security.  

Besides Tajikistan, China has always been very interested in Kazakhstan. The reason is 

simple: these two countries share their borders with the autonomous region of Xinjiang, so their 

collaboration is essential not only to continue advancing the New Silk Road project, but also to 

                                                           
5  A study carried out by economists Ethan Ilzetzki of the London School of Economics and Carmen Reinhart and 

Kenneth Rogoff of Harvard University showed that, until 2015, 62 percent of world countries were linked to the dollar 
and about the same percentage of developing countries was borrowing dollars. At the same time, less than 30 
percent of nations used the euro to keep their exchange rates stable and only 13 percent of developing countries 
borrowed euros in significant quantities. British pound and Chinese yuan appear more and more rarely in 
international statistics. Ethan Ilzetzki, Carmen Reinhart, Kenneth Rogoff, “Exchange Arrangements entering the 21st 
Century: Which Anchor will hold?”, NBER Working Paper Series, Working Paper 23134, Cambridge, National Bureau 
of Economic Research, http://www.nber.org/papers/w23134 

6  “The junior partner. How Vladimir Putin’s embrace of China weakens Russia. He needs Xi Jinping more than Mr Xi 
needs him—and Central Asia is changing as a result”, The Economist, 25 July 2019, 

https://www.economist.com/briefing/2019/07/25/how-vladimir-putins-embrace-of-china-weakens-russia 
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create a solid security cordon around an area where Beijing has decided to suppress any 

autonomous political and cultural aspiration7, by resorting to the use of forced internment camps. 

Since China started resuming relations with Central Asian countries, transforming them from 

economic partnerships into strategic alliances, Russia's influence in the region started 

deteriorating. Moscow began to worry when, at the beginning of 2016, some operational units of 

the People's Liberation Army arrived in Tajikistan, officially to help controlling movements all along 

the Wakhan Corridor, the portion of Afghanistan that separates Tajikistan from Pakistan, but then 

they remained stationing in the country. Actually, from 2016 joint military exercises and China-led 

training programs for local troops have become the norm, even though China is trying it best to 

defuse the attention on its military presence in the region8. 

Beijing is trying to maintain a low profile also to avoid furthering annoying Moscow, as the 

country is currently unable to respond to a raising Chinese threat in the region. As noted by 

Raffaello Pantucci, a researcher of the London-based Royal United Services Institute, noted, China 

is redesigning the historical balance of power in Central Asia: “once upon a time we used to say 

that all roads led to Moscow. Now they all go to Beijing”9.  

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

What are the objectives and which is the potential of this alliance, and what are the 

consequences for Europe? From the Chinese point of view, the main objective is to ensure that 

feeling reassured on the Eastern front, Russia will keep a neutral, if not friendly, posture in the 

China-United States confrontation. Beijing is not interested in weakening Moscow, as this will not 

be functional to the maintenance of stability in Central Asia. At the same time, Beijing does not 

want to see Moscow becoming stronger. Accordingly, the country wants to create a strong 

partnership, securing a dominant position in it. China as therefore strengthened investments, 

increased oil and armaments imports, and supported, whenever possible, the Russian line within 

the United Nations Security Council. At the same time, China is also trying to avoid been perceived 

as too pro-Russia. Indeed, despite having chosen not to criticize the annexation of Crimea, China 

has not officially recognized it10. The Chinese Communist Party is pragmatic: the invasion of 

Ukraine and the annexation of Crimea have eliminated any opportunity for a realignment between 

Russia and the United States, and it is China’s interest to avoid them to solve this impasse11. In 

addition, the Ukrainian crisis has been useful in turning the attention of the West elsewhere, and 

has created a situation that has led Moscow to lean more and more on Beijing. 

From the Russian perspective, the isolation to which the West relegated it pushed the 

country to look for new allies in the East. Even though the Kremlin is aware that the Moscow-

Beijing axis is unbalanced towards the latter, it has to accept it as it has no available alternatives 

for now. However, by investing in strategic collaborations, which are creating new constraints for 

Beijing as well, such as exchange of energy resources, armaments, and internationalization of the 

yuan, Moscow is relatively reducing its dependence from its neighbour.  

European observers have a completely different understanding of the realignment between 

China and Russia. Many consider it an alliance with no future for at least two reasons. On the one 

hand, the deepening of bilateral dependency will lead Russia to take a step back, to avoid finding 

                                                           
7  John Sudworth, “Searching for truth in China's Uighur 're-education' camps”, BBC, 21 June 2019, 

https://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-china-blog-48700786 
8  Stephen Blank, “Sino-Tajik Exercises: The Latest Chinese Encroachment Into Russia’s ‘Sphere of Influence’”, 

Eurasia Daily Monitor, Vol. 16, N. 107, 25 July 2019, https://jamestown.org/program/sino-tajik-exercises-the-latest-

chinese-encroachment-into-russias-sphere-of-influence/ 
9  “The junior partner”, The Economist, op. cit. 
10  Shannon Tiezzi, “China Reacts to the Crimea Referendum”, The Diplomat, 18 March 2014, 

https://thediplomat.com/2014/03/china-reacts-to-the-crimea-referendum/ 
11  “The junior partner”, The Economist, op. cit.  
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itself too tied to Beijing's interests and priorities. On the other hand, a change of government could 

bring Russia closer to the West. Alexei Navalny, the most famous Russian dissident and Vladimir 

Putin political adversary agrees with this second explanation. He believes that “Putin’s choices will 

make the next Russian leader a hostage to Chinese politics, as it will soon become too difficult for 

anyone to restructure the alliance by turning it into something useful and fruitful both for Russia 

and its people”12. At the same time, it is not certain that Moscow will be able to find an alternative 

to Beijing, and therefore it could be forced to continue to consider economic dependence from 

China as inevitable. In addition, it is debatable that a major change in Russian leadership will 

create the conditions for a realignment with the West or a rapprochement with the United States. 

Yet, as highlighted in “Russia and China. Anatomy of a Partnership”, a report published by 

the Italian Institute for International Political Studies (ISPI), the Russia-China bloc, regardless of its 

pragmatic, asymmetrical, and potentially conflicting nature, is not destined to disappear. 

Accordingly, it would be advisable to start a debate on how to prevent it from becoming an 

aggregator of anti-western dissent13. 

 The Russia-China partnership is problematic for the EU for three reasons:  

1) Although Moscow and Beijing have not launched any joint campaign to promote authoritarian 

governance beyond national borders, their alliance offers a real alternative for countries that are 

not particularly convinced by the validity of the West-supported model of liberal democracy. The 

block that will be able to prove to be more efficient and dynamic will most likely prevail. 

2) To counterbalance the Russian-Chinese axis in a more credible and coherent way, Europe 

should show itself as a more united block, both in contrasting the consolidation of this alliance and 

in proposing a valid alternative to the states that could find themselves attracted by it. 

3) Finally, Europe should try to become more active and seek more opportunities for dialogue, 

without limiting it to economic issues, rather embracing, among others, also financial and security 

issues. Although it is possible that by trying to engage China in a dialogue on any of these issues 

Europe will end up being embedded in extenuating and possibly unfruitful discussion, Bruxelles 

cannot miss the chance to try to redefine, with the support of Beijing, an international system that 

could be accepted by both of them. Also, because the only possible alternative is engaging in a 

fight to hinder China’s attempt to impose its standards unilaterally. 

 If it is true, as the American academic Jeremi Suri pointed out, that it has been the need to 

challenge the American order to bring Moscow and Beijing closer, it is evident that as long as the 

United States continues to be perceived as a common enemy, the asymmetry in this alliance will 

continue to be perceived as a secondary problem for the Kremlin14. Paradoxically, to offer Russia 

an alternative, the West in general and the European Union in particular should launch a new 

productive dialogue to find a way to prevent the isolation to which they have relegated Moscow 

from becoming a double-edged sword transforming Russia into an even more unpredictable and 

dangerous enemy. 

                                                           
12  “The junior partner”, The Economist, op. cit.  
13  Aldo Ferrari e Eleonora Tafuro Ambrosetti, “Russia and China. Anatomy of a Partnership”, Ledizioni LediPublishing, 

Milano, May 2019, p. 133. 
14  Jeremi Suri, “American Pressure Against Revisionist Russia and China”, ISPI Commentary, 21 December 2018, 

https://www.ispionline.it/en/pubblicazione/american-pressure-against-revisionist-russia-and-china-21830. 


