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China-Russia relations:  
A quantum leap? 

SUMMARY 
Hours before the Beijing Winter Olympics officially opened on 4 February 2022, Chinese President 
Xi Jinping had a long meeting with Russian President Vladimir Putin. In the joint statement issued 
after the meeting, the Chinese leader for the first time voiced his country's outright opposition to 
NATO enlargement and support for Russia's 'proposals to create long-term legally binding security 
guarantees' in Europe. This stance might be seen as the culmination of a relationship, formed in 
1992, between the newly proclaimed Russian Federation and a China that had just started emerging 
from the stupor following the Tiananmen Square massacre. 

This relationship has seen major shifts since 1992. At the outset, China's population was greater than 
Russia's and both countries had a very similar level of GDP. Nowadays, thanks to China's exceptional 
growth performance, its economy is more than eight times bigger than Russia's. Similarly, trade with 
Russia is not of major importance to China in terms of value. However, the high share of raw 
materials (including food) in Russian exports and the transfer of Russian military technology are of 
strategic importance to China in these relations. 

Since 2012, the relationship has evolved into an informal alliance in the face of what both countries 
consider a rising threat from the West to their regimes. At present, China's response to Russia's full-
scale invasion of Ukraine seems to be more favourable to Russia than it was in 2014 when Russia 
annexed Crimea. China has been critical of NATO's enlargement to central and eastern Europe, and 
less insistent about respect for the territorial integrity of nations – something that it has traditionally 
upheld in light of the 'open Taiwan question'. On 30 March, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov 
met his Chinese counterpart Wang Yi in China to discuss the bilateral relationship.  

Experts posit that China is likely to support the kind of solution to the Ukraine war that would be the 
least likely to challenge the power monopoly of the Chinese Communist Party. 
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Introduction 
Russia–China relations have experienced many ups and downs, in particular since the start of the 
20th century, when Russia succumbed to a Bolshevik dictatorship and China faced one of its 
endemic periods of extreme turbulence. Even after the proclamation of the People's Republic of 
China (PRC) in 1949, relations between the two communist powers remained unstable, and troops 
from both sides even clashed briefly in 1969 at the Ussuri River marking the border between Russian 
Siberia and China's north-eastern province of Heilongjiang. These points of tension in Russian–
Chinese relations allowed then United States Secretary of State Henry Kissinger to engage with 
China in order to use it as a counterbalance to the Soviet Union. Yet, just a year after the demise of 
the Soviet Union in 1991, Russia and China started consistently engaging in efforts to improve 
mutual ties, as well as reinforcing their economic, political, ideological (for example, on 
authoritarianism) and military cooperation. 

The year 2012 may be seen as marking the start of an informal alliance between Russia and China, 
spurred by their mutual unease about the upsurge against authoritarianism during the Arab Spring 
and the protests against Vladimir Putin in Russia. That same year, XI Jinping assumed two of the 
most important posts in China's political system: secretary-general of the Communist Party and 
chairman of the Central Military Commission. 

Since 2014, Russian and Chinese official rhetoric has portrayed bilateral strategic ties as being 'at 
their best point in history'; in 2019, the two countries upgraded their relations to the highest level 
of partnership within China's hierarchy of diplomatic ties. The joint statement made by Xi Jinping 
and Vladimir Putin on 4 February 2022 (see below for details) fits perfectly into this scheme. While 
real progress had been slow in the past, the change in circumstances – such as the antagonism 
between the West and like-minded countries, on the one hand, and authoritarian regimes, on the 
other – has increased the need for closer ties between Russia and China. The full-scale Russian 
invasion of Ukraine, which started on 24 February, has further accelerated this trend. 

The rhetoric... 
On 4 February 2022, Xi Jinping held a three-hour meeting with Vladimir Putin just hours before the 
start of the Beijing Winter Olympics. This was the first face-to-face meeting for Xi with a foreign head 
of state since the outbreak of the coronavirus pandemic and only the third bilateral visit abroad for 
Putin since early 2020 (Putin had met with US President Joe Biden in Geneva in June 2021, and with 
Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi in New Delhi in December 2021). After the meeting, the two 
sides published a 16-page 'Joint Statement of the Russian Federation and the People's Republic of 
China on the International Relations entering a New Era and the Global Sustainable Development'. 
In broad terms, the first part of this document deals with democracy and human rights, the second 
with enhancing partnership relations, the third with 'serious international security challenges', and 
the final one with Russia and China 'as world powers'. 

In the run-up to the meeting of 4 February, Putin had claimed in an article for the Chinese News 
Agency Xinhua that the 'Russia-China comprehensive strategic partnership ... has reached an 
unprecedented level'. Furthermore, the joint statement affirmed that 'the new inter-State relations 
between Russia and China are superior to political and military alliances of the Cold War era. 
Friendship between the two states has no limits...'. Xi's official reaction to the June 2021 renewal of 
the 20-year-old Sino-Russian Treaty of Good-Neighborliness and Friendly Cooperation had been 
equally favourable: he qualified the move as a 'vivid example of building a new type of international 
relations and community with a shared future for mankind'. As pointed out by the German think-
tank MERICS, in formal terms, China views its bilateral relations with Russia as its only bilateral 
relationship that qualifies as a 'Comprehensive Strategic Partnership of Coordination for a New Era', 
characterised by 'cooperation on all issues, including international affairs, military and technological 
development'. 

https://www.britannica.com/summary/Russian-Revolution
https://carnegieendowment.org/files/%E7%8E%8B.pdf
https://www.cna.org/cna_files/pdf/d0022974.a2.pdf
https://www.britannica.com/place/Ussuri-River
https://nsarchive2.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB66/
https://www.osw.waw.pl/sites/default/files/OSW-Report_Beijing-Moscow-axis_net.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-parliament-xi-timeline-idUSKCN1GS0ZA
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-parliament-xi-timeline-idUSKCN1GS0ZA
https://merics.org/en/short-analysis/marriage-convenience-strategic-partnership-china-russia-relations-and-fight-global
https://www.gzeromedia.com/russia-china-vs-the-west
https://epthinktank.eu/2022/03/04/russias-war-on-ukraine-military-balance-of-power/
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/zxxx_662805/202202/t20220204_10638923.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/06/16/world/europe/biden-putin-geneva-meeting.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/putin-modi-reaffirm-time-tested-ties-at-new-delhi-summit/6341606.html
http://www.lawinfochina.com/display.aspx?id=8215&lib=tax&SearchKeyword=&SearchCKeyword
https://english.news.cn/20220203/c11f134fb822487a83a8361d61d9c1af/c.html
https://www.peaceagreements.org/viewmasterdocument/1735
https://merics.org/en/short-analysis/marriage-convenience-strategic-partnership-china-russia-relations-and-fight-global
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Figure 1 – Not all partnerships are created equal: Hierarchy of China's diplomatic 
partnerships, in order of closeness 

 
Note: As China's only treaty ally, North Korea is not included in this partnership framework. 

Sources: Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China, MERICS. 
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...and reality 
Population, GDP and commercial ties 
According to World Bank data for 2019, China's population stood at 1 408 million and Russia's at 
144.4 million (this latter figure being slightly lower than that of Germany and France combined, and 
constituting 44 % of the US figure of 323.33 million), meaning that China was almost 10 times more 
populous than Russia. Russia's population started declining in 2019 and is very likely to continue to 
do so in the near future, while China's population level seems to be heading towards 'growth 
stagnation … before it starts to decline'. Other World Bank data for 2019 show that Russia had a 
gross domestic product (GDP) of US$1 687 billion (while China had a GDP of US$1 4280 billion, 
almost 8.5 times that of Russia. Following Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine (see Section on 
'Current developments' below) this trend of China's economy powering further ahead of the Russian 
one is likely to accelerate again. 

Figure 2 – Trends in Chinese and Russian GDP growth since 1989 (constant US$ million) 

Source: EPRS based on World Bank data. 

However, Russian–Chinese bilateral trade relations appear less impressive than what the joint 
statement of 4 February would have its readers believe. In 2019, Russia's total exports amounted to 
US$422.78 billion, of which US$56.79 billion – a little more than a quarter of Russia's total – went to 
China, making it Russia's top trading partner. That same year, China's exports to Russia were worth 
US$54.19 billion, or just 2.1 % of China's total exports of US$2 590.61 billion – showing Russia's 
relative insignificance to China as an export destination. In 2020, Russia ranked only 14th among 
China's trading partners, despite its efforts to pivot to Asia as its relations with the West continued 
deteriorating. In the first quarter of 2020, 46 % of Russian–Chinese trade-based transactions were 
paid in US dollars, 30 % in euros and the rest in Russian roubles and Chinese renminbi. 

In 2019, 'mineral fuels, oils and products of their distillation' constituted 73 % (EPRS, based on UN 
Comtrade) of all Russian exports to China. In the same year, more than 55 % of Chinese exports to 
Russia consisted of machinery, equipment and vehicles. The recent hike in Russian exports to China 
seems primarily due to an increase in the value of oil exports. (The average annual price of a barrel 
of WTI crude oil over the past 11 years first declined from a peak of US$94.88 in 2011 to a low of 
US$43.29 in 2016 and then rose again to an average price of US$68.17 in 2021). In 2021, 20 % of 
China's imports of coal, 15 % of its imports of oil and 8 % of its gas imports came from Russia (in 
2020, coal still had a share of 59 % in China's energy mix). 

 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=CN-RU-US
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/01/03/russia-demography-birthrate-decline-ukraine/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/01/03/russia-demography-birthrate-decline-ukraine/
https://www.scmp.com/economy/china-economy/article/3163841/chinas-population-nears-normalised-phase-decline-experts
https://www.scmp.com/economy/china-economy/article/3163841/chinas-population-nears-normalised-phase-decline-experts
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD?locations=CN-RU
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_ATA(2022)729292
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD?locations=CN-RU
https://unctadstat.unctad.org/CountryProfile/GeneralProfile/en-GB/643/index.html
https://www.worldstopexports.com/chinas-top-import-partners/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/01/has-russias-pivot-to-asia-worked/
https://www.osw.waw.pl/sites/default/files/OSW-Report_Beijing-Moscow-axis_net.pdf
https://comtrade.un.org/data
https://comtrade.un.org/data
https://www.bruegel.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/WP-2019-08.pdf
https://www.macrotrends.net/2516/wti-crude-oil-prices-10-year-daily-chart
https://helda.helsinki.fi/bof/bitstream/handle/123456789/18304/bpb2202.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.enerdata.net/publications/daily-energy-news/coal-may-account-44-chinas-energy-mix-2030.html
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Figure 3 – Mineral fuel trade between Russia and China 

 
Source: EPRS, based on UN Comtrade. 

On 4 February 2022, the two countries also signed a contract for the additional delivery by Russia of 
10 billion cubic metres (bcm) of natural gas per year to China for at least 25 years. This appears 
relatively modest in volume in comparison to the 38 bcm already contracted by China from Russia 
and the 174.9 bcm Russia delivered to European countries in 2020. This new contract had already 
been announced in 2021. 

On 28 February, four days after the onset of the Russian war on Ukraine, Gazprom announced that 
it had signed a contract to perform design and survey work in view of the construction of the 'Soyuz 
Vostok' gas pipeline planned to deliver up to 50 bcm a year of Russian gas to China. Discussions on 
this pipeline had already been under way for some time, but as of early February, no official 
agreement had been reached. Now, after the contract has been signed, Gazprom will be able to use 
the same gas deposits it currently uses for exports to Europe as a source of supply to the Chinese 
market. Given the size of the new pipeline – very similar to the envisaged volume of 55 bcm for 
North Stream 2 – this would be an important step in reinforcing the mutual Russian–Chinese 
dependency. This is all the more so in view of the fact that, according to the China National 
Petroleum Corporation (CNPC), China plans to increase the share of gas in its energy mix from 8 % 
in 2020 to 12 % in 2030. 

Table 1 – Geographical distribution of certain Russian top export items in 2019 (% of total) 

Source: EPRS based on BOFIT Policy Brief 2/2022. 

 EU US China Other east Asia Other 

Crude oil 50.3 1.8 27.6 9.3 11 

Petroleum 
products 

50.3 6.7 5.0 6.5 31.5 

Natural gas 63.9 0.0 1.1 7.3 27.7 

Coal 29.0 0.1 13.5 29.5 27.9 

Wheat 3.2 0.0 0.2 3.8 92.8 

Sawn wood 15.3 0.2 55.7 8.5 20.3 

https://comtrade.un.org/data
https://www.reuters.com/world/putin-tells-xi-new-deal-that-could-sell-more-russian-gas-china-2022-02-04/
https://www.reuters.com/world/putin-tells-xi-new-deal-that-could-sell-more-russian-gas-china-2022-02-04/
http://www.gazpromexport.ru/en/statistics/#:%7E:text=Gas%20supplies%20to%20Europe,Central%20European%20states%20took%2022%20%25.
https://helda.helsinki.fi/bof/bitstream/handle/123456789/18304/bpb2202.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.businessinsider.com/russia-china-gas-pipeline-sanctions-ukraine-putin-gazprom-soyuz-vostok-2022-3?r=US&IR=T
https://pgjonline.com/news/2021/april/feasibility-analysis-for-gazprom-s-soyuz-vostok-gas-pipeline-project-approved
https://helda.helsinki.fi/bof/bitstream/handle/123456789/18304/bpb2202.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://helda.helsinki.fi/bof/bitstream/handle/123456789/18304/bpb2202.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/analyses/2022-02-11/gazproms-new-chinese-contract
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2017/608629/EPRS_ATA(2017)608629_EN.pdf
https://www.enerdata.net/publications/daily-energy-news/coal-may-account-44-chinas-energy-mix-2030.html
https://www.enerdata.net/publications/daily-energy-news/coal-may-account-44-chinas-energy-mix-2030.html
https://www.enerdata.net/publications/daily-energy-news/coal-may-account-44-chinas-energy-mix-2030.html
https://helda.helsinki.fi/bof/bitstream/handle/123456789/18304/bpb2202.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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On 4 February, Russia's oil company Rosneft also signed a contract with the CNPC for the supply of 
100 million tonnes of oil to China through Kazakhstan over 10 years. Before the start of the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine, some experts considered this contract as more important than that for the 
delivery of gas, in light of China's diminishing oil reserves that currently cover less than 30 % of the 
country's oil consumption. While the share of oil in China's overall energy mix is planned to decrease 
slightly from 20 % in 2020 to 18 % in 2030, it would still be the second most important fossil energy 
source after coal (whose share is expected to decrease to 44 %). 

In strategic terms, the likely increase in China's reliance on oil and gas imports from Russia will 
reduce its dependency on energy imports from the Middle East. As oil and gas are currently primarily 
delivered via sea lanes that China will in all likelihood not be able to control completely (in 2016, 
almost 80 % of China's oil imports still passed through the South China Sea via the Strait of Malacca), 
China has a strong strategic interest in promoting energy imports via land links to Russia. 

Regarding trade in military goods, between 2016 and 2020, Russia was by far China's most 
important source of arms imports, with a share of 77 % in these imports. Accounting for 18 % of 
Russian arms exports, China was Russia's second-largest client of these commodities after India. 
Furthermore, Russian arms exports to China in that period were up by almost 50 % when compared 
to the preceding five-year period. Today, probably also as a consequence of the 2014 crisis between 
Russia and the West following Russia's illegal annexation of Crimea, the country is now much more 
willing to share advanced defence technologies with China. 

Russian food exports to China have also grown, representing 8 % of total exports to China in 2020 
compared to only 4 % in 2018. In that area, China might be said to be pursuing a strategic goal: 
having less than 10 % of the planet's arable land but about 20 % of its population, China seems 
increasingly concerned about securing food for its people. As pointed out by the European Council 
for Foreign Relations (ECFR), agriculture in Russia's far east is experiencing a boom, in part due to 
rising demand from China. Taking into account that China's relations with the US, Canada and 
Australia (currently numbers 2, 3 and 4 after Brazil in terms of value of food imports by China) are 
deteriorating fast, and that Russia is trying to refashion itself as one of the largest producers of food, 
the Russian far east might slowly become a major source of food supplies to China. 

Consequently, while for China its bilateral trade with Russia is still relatively insignificant, this might 
change, given the likely deepening antagonism between Russia and the West, and the fact that 
Russia could at least partially solve China's problems in terms of energy and food supply. 

In the same vein, experts caution that the sanctions that have already been imposed or might be 
imposed on Russia due to the conflict in Ukraine are more than likely to increase Russia's 
dependence on its strategic, trade and financial links with China. 

According to Bloomberg, China is already discussing the possibility of some of its state-owned firms 
buying (additional) stakes in Russian energy and commodities firms. The Gazprom announcement 
of 28 February – although it will take some time to implement – would then just be the start of a real 
acceleration in Russian–Chinese relations. 

Strategic aspects of the joint statement 
In part III of Putin and XI's joint statement – on serious international security challenges – Russia and 
China criticise AUKUS and 'the formation of closed block structures and opposing camps in Asia-
Pacific'. Russia declares 'its support for the One-China principle, confirms that Taiwan is an 
inalienable part of China and opposes any forms of independence of Taiwan'. The two countries 
voice their opposition to NATO enlargement, and China gives its support to Russia's 'proposals to 
create long-term legally binding security guarantees in Europe'. This marks the first time since 1959 
that China has taken a definitive stance on a major European security issue in support of Russia. 

The statement, however, does not directly mention Ukraine or the South China Sea (SCS). The 
absence of an explicit reference to Ukraine has been attributed by some observers to Beijing's good 

https://tass.com/economy/1397909
https://www.osw.waw.pl/sites/default/files/OSW-Report_Beijing-Moscow-axis_net.pdf
https://www.enerdata.net/publications/daily-energy-news/coal-may-account-44-chinas-energy-mix-2030.html#:%7E:text=Consequently%2C%20the%20share%20of%20natural,and%20natural%20gas%20(12%25).
https://www.spglobal.com/commodity-insights/en/market-insights/latest-news/natural-gas/022822-factbox-key-china-russia-oil-and-gas-deals-joint-projects-and-energy-investments
https://www.osw.waw.pl/sites/default/files/OSW-Report_Beijing-Moscow-axis_net.pdf#page=8
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/jagged-sphere
https://chinapower.csis.org/much-trade-transits-south-china-sea/
https://warsawinstitute.org/china-malacca-dilemma/
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/military/article/3139603/how-china-grew-buyer-major-arms-trade-player
https://www.csis.org/analysis/changing-nature-and-implications-russian-military-transfers-china
https://www.osw.waw.pl/sites/default/files/OSW-Report_Beijing-Moscow-axis_net.pdf
https://www.osw.waw.pl/sites/default/files/OSW-Report_Beijing-Moscow-axis_net.pdf
https://www.fao.org/china/fao-in-china/china-at-a-glance/en/
https://thediplomat.com/2021/11/chinas-evolving-food-security-strategy/
https://ecfr.eu/publication/its-complicated-russias-tricky-relationship-with-china/
https://ecfr.eu/publication/its-complicated-russias-tricky-relationship-with-china/
https://chinapower.csis.org/china-food-security/
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/12/16/magazine/russia-climate-migration-crisis.html?
https://time.com/6154189/russia-swift-china-usd-rmb-finance-trade/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_ATA(2022)729287
https://www.politico.eu/article/eu-russia-saction-war-ukraine-trade/?utm_source=POLITICO.EU&utm_campaign=1661ec48fc-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2022_03_18_04_42&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_10959edeb5-1661ec48fc-189191509
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2022/03/19/the-war-in-ukraine-will-determine-how-china-sees-the-world
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-03-08/china-considers-buying-stakes-in-russian-energy-commodity-firms?utm_medium=social&cmpid=socialflow-twitter-business&utm_source=twitter&utm_content=business&utm_campaign=socialflow-organic
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_BRI(2022)698917
https://twitter.com/MrKRudd/status/1489737125792980994?s=20&t=8eAD7ONgy_9_bEI-_fAz3g
https://www.lemonde.fr/signataires/sylvie-kauffmann/
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2013-12/05/content_17155276.htm
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relationship with that country in both trade (food) and military terms. In a similar vein, Russia may 
have refrained from supporting China's position on the SCS because of its traditionally close ties 
with Vietnam. India seems to be another point on which China and Russia (still) diverge. As 
illustrated by Putin's recent visit to New Delhi, India and Russia are trying to 'rethink, adjust, and 
upgrade' their traditionally good relationship. That said, India is a member of the Quadrilateral 
Security Dialogue (Quad) grouping, widely perceived as having been created to contain China. 

Central Asia's role in the bilateral relationship 
In their joint statement, Russia and China also agree to 'focus on building the Greater Eurasian 
Partnership in parallel and in coordination with the Belt and Road construction ... to promote greater 
interconnectedness between the Asia Pacific and Eurasian region'. The five ex-Soviet central Asian 
countries (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan) would play a key role 
in these projects. In the past, many experts were rather sceptical about the prospect of Russia and 
China coming to a mutual understanding about central Asia. However, events so far have proven these 
critics wrong, as China and Russia – probably also driven by their shared hostility to 'colour revolutions' 
– seem to have reached a modus vivendi, with China acknowledging Russia's military influence over 
the five central Asian countries and Russia accepting that China be their first choice economic partner. 

Current developments 
The joint statement also gave Russia a tactical advantage to 
use while building up its military presence around Ukraine 
prior to launching a full-scale invasion of this country. As 
one analyst observed, Russia-China 'alignment' has enabled 
Russia to cut its military presence in its far east to levels not 
seen for decades, and to shift at least 12 battle groups from 
that region to Belarus. It has also allowed Russia to send one 
cruiser from its Pacific fleet (the Varyag based in 
Vladivostok) into the Mediterranean Sea. Since August 
2021, Russia and China have repeatedly engaged in joint 
military exercises and naval patrols. In November 2021, they 
signed a roadmap for closer military cooperation up to 2025. 

Since the outbreak of Russia's war on Ukraine, China's 
public stance on the issue has not been very clear. It has 
performed a balancing act to try to reconcile its important 
partnership with Russia with its declared devotion to the 
territorial integrity and sovereignty of countries, something 
it considers essential for attaining its long-term goal of 
reunification with Taiwan. 

On 25 February 2022, China – together with India and the 
United Arab Emirates – abstained when the UN Security 
Council (UNSC) voted on a draft resolution condemning the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine. It should be noted that China 
had also abstained in the UNSC in 2014 following Russia's 
illegal annexation of Crimea (India at the time was also a member of the UNSC and condemned the 
annexation). In 2014, China also refrained from formally recognising Russia's illegal annexation of 
Crimea. 

Expert views 
Much will depend on how soon the war in Ukraine ends. A short and decisive Russian victory in 
Ukraine ending with the establishment of a pro-Russian puppet regime – according to Western 

UNGA resolution and ICJ case 
The joint statement of 4 February declares that 
Russia and China 'support the deepened strategic 
partnership with BRICS countries ... as well as the 
increased coordination between BRICS countries 
on international platforms'. However, when the 
United Nations General Assembly on 2 March 
with a clear majority approved a resolution 
asking Russia to 'immediately, completely and 
unconditionally withdraw all of its military forces 
from the territory of Ukraine within its 
internationally recognized borders', the BRICS 
countries did not support the Russian position; 
China, India and South Africa abstained, while 
Brazil supported the resolution. The International 
Court of Justice, in its order of 16 March 2022 
relating to the case filed with it on 'Allegations of 
Genocide under the Convention on the 
Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of 
Genocide (Ukraine v. Russian Federation), 
indicated, as one of the provisional measures, 
that 'The Russian Federation shall immediately 
suspend the military operations that it 
commenced on 24 February 2022 in the territory 
of Ukraine'. While 13 judges voted in favour of 
this indication, the Russian and the Chinese 
judges voted against it. 

 

https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2013-12/05/content_17155276.htm
https://thediplomat.com/2022/02/ukraine-chinas-burning-bridge-to-europe/
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/russia-and-vietnam-alliance-convenience
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/russia-and-vietnam-alliance-convenience
https://carnegiemoscow.org/commentary/85903
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_BRI(2021)690513
https://www.wsj.com/articles/india-china-aukus-quad-japan-indo-pacific-australia-huawei-11633033358
https://thediplomat.com/2017/10/the-gordian-rail-tie-russias-mythic-belt-and-road-cooperation/
https://www.osw.waw.pl/sites/default/files/OSW-Report_Beijing-Moscow-axis_net.pdf
https://twitter.com/kofmanmichael/status/1489732225109217288?s=11
https://www.navalnews.com/naval-news/2022/02/russia-sends-slava-class-cruiser-ustinov-in-the-mediterranean/
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intelligence, this has been Putin's aim from the start – would probably have allowed China to keep 
up appearances while safeguarding its political and economic interests in both Russia and Ukraine. 
In the current context of Russia's war on Ukraine, some analysts believe that Xi Jinping will in all 
likelihood try to avoid humiliating Putin, prompted by a fear of (pro-democratic) regime change – 
one of the main ideological pillars of the Russian–Chinese informal alliance – and by his close, 
personal relationship with the Russian leader. 

Experts argue that China does not want the West to get out of this conflict (much) stronger: 
according to an analysis by Chatham House, this would very likely have repercussions on the West's 
stance on Taiwan. Yet other experts posit that China would at the current juncture probably favour 
a negotiated settlement of the crisis. As indicated by Xi Jinping in his virtual summit with French 
President Emmanuel Macron and German Chancellor Olaf Scholz on 8 March, China would even be 
interested in getting involved in any diplomatic settlement. Such involvement could allow China to 
promote an outcome that would best secure its political and economic interests not only in Russia 
and in Ukraine but also in general. A settlement that would, for instance, keep up the legal fiction 
that the territorial integrity of Ukraine has been restored, while at the same time ensuring that the 
potential negative economic effects for China resulting from the war in Ukraine (potential secondary 
sanctions and the fear that an unexpected rise in inflation might strongly reduce the margins for 
monetary policy) are minimised, would probably be highly welcome. Given that China's economic 
situation before the Russian aggression was already somewhat challenging (real-estate problems 
and the negative economic impact of the 'zero-Covid-strategy' pursued by President Xi), the 
Communist Party and its secretary-general are likely to be very risk-averse; in particular in light of 
the 20th Party Congress coming up in the autumn of 2022. 

Even before the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine, many argued that China seemed to have 
accepted Russia's ambitions to bring the European part of the post-Soviet area within its sphere of 
influence. Furthermore, before the Russian attack on Ukraine analysts had also pointed out that 
Russia and China had agreed on a kind of 'benevolent neutrality', should a conflict with the US arise. 
As mentioned, this very likely allowed Russia to move considerable troops from its far east to the 
Ukrainian border before the start of the invasion. 

With the outcome of the ongoing conflict in Ukraine more than uncertain, experts tend to agree that 
China will do its utmost to support the solution least likely to pose a challenge to the power of the 
Communist Party of China in the run-up to the 20th Party Congress, and to China's economic interests. 
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