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Executive summary

The future of Russia-China relations will have a decisive impact far beyond the borders of 
the two authoritarian partners. How Moscow’s and Beijing’s strategic, political, economic and mi-
litary ties develop will affect security and prosperity in Europe and the Indo-Pacific, and on the global 
stage in the intensifying battle between democracy and autocracy.

At the same time, the trajectory of their relationship in the short, medium and long term is 
not set in stone and will depend on numerous factors inside, between and beyond Russia 
and China. These will include structural bilateral factors that either enable or limit stronger relations, 
as well as external factors in both the European and the Indo-Pacific theatres.

How these various factors will develop and interact across different timeframes remains 
an open question. This report identifies three overarching scenarios for the future of Russia-China 
relations, as well as their development paths, likelihood and implications: 

•	 The first, most likely, scenario based on current trends is a continuation of the status 
quo whereby relations strengthen but face clear limits and challenges. China continues to prop 
up its junior strategic partner Russia while the West remains disunited on how to handle Beijing. 

•	 The second scenario, seen as more likely in the long term, is a worsening of relations, 
in which China prioritizes ties with the West and distances itself from Russia. A faltering Russian 
economy and war effort makes this scenario the best for the West and the worst for Russia. 

•	 The third scenario, which appears least likely from current trends, is significantly im-
proved ties, involving a closely aligned strategic or full-blown military alliance. China abandons 
its balancing act and provides direct military aid to Russia, strengthening the global autocratic 
bloc. The silver lining for the West could be a China with less room for manoeuvre.

The West must plan for this full range of possible outcomes across domains and their im-
pacts. Crucially, western policy choices will play a vital role in the future development of Russia-China 
ties. They must therefore aim to affect the outcome in an optimal direction for western interests:

•	 Accept, face and prepare for a long-term joint Russia-China threat. This global strategic 
partnership will not go away, cannot be “solved”, and must be managed systematically.

•	 Build capacity to simultaneously deter and counter Russia and China in both theatres. 
The defence of Taiwan starts in Ukraine, as threats, resources and strategies are interconnected.

•	 Strengthen Europe’s capacity to secure Europe. Countering both adversaries will require 
the EU to upgrade both its strategic culture and its military and defence-industrial capacity.

•	 Transatlantic unity and dialogue. US-European alignment on framing and countering the 
Russia-China threat must be combined with dialogue on handling differences on China policy.

•	 Understand and exploit the limits of Russia-China alignment. The West must leverage 
the many areas and issues where Moscow and Beijing diverge. 

•	 Maximize the cost of China’s support for Russia’s war. Pressure on China works and the 
EU must follow the US lead on credible secondary sanctions implementation.

•	 Counter the Russia-China axis globally. Shore up allies east and west, fight Russian-Chi-
nese global influence and improve relations with middle powers.
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Introduction

The Russia-China relationship has grown quickly and significantly since Russia’s full-scale 
invasion of Ukraine and ties are now closer than ever in many areas. As Russia has become 
increasingly isolated, Chinese political, economic and military support has been crucial for 
bolstering Russia’s struggling economy and long-term war efforts. In addition, Russia’s war 
against Ukraine has brought about a significant strengthening of strategic coordination and 
alignment between Russia and China on the global stage.

However, the war has also exposed and exacerbated the many limits and challenges in 
relations. The two countries have increasingly different strategic and geopolitical ambitions, 
means and prospects. While they share many vital views, they are separated by several 
others. In the areas of political, economic and military cooperation, there are grave limitations. 
A fundamental issue is growing inequality, where the distorted balance of power challenges 
Russian sensitivities and allows China to exploit potential advantages.

How Russia-China relations develop in the future will have a decisive impact far beyond the 
borders of the two authoritarian partners. Moscow’s and Beijing’s political, economic and 
military ties will, for better or worse, affect the security and prosperity of Europe, the Indo-
Pacific and the global stage in the intensifying battle between democracy and autocracy. 

At the same time, the trajectory of their relationship in the short, medium and long term is not 
set in stone but will depend on numerous factors inside, between and beyond Russia and 
China. Four categories of factors are outlined below: 

•	 Internal relations: bilateral factors that contribute to strengthened relations;

•	 Internal relations: bilateral factors that limit and challenge relations;

•	 External relations: factors related to the European geopolitical theatre; and

•	 External relations: factors related to the Indo-Pacific geopolitical theatre.

The first two are related to bilateral Russia-China ties and involve political, economic, military 
and strategic factors. The other two are related to external events and actors in Russia’s and 
China’s respective main geopolitical theatres of action, such as relations with third actors, 
regional dynamics and power balances, and wars and escalation outcomes.

In analysing these factors, the report considers their development in relation to different 
timeframes, as this gives a better understanding of how and when the different factors might 
be relevant: 

•	 The short term is defined as 0–2 years from now and considers current and ongoing 
events and power dynamics and their immediate to near-future effects. 

•	 The medium term is defined as 3–9 years from now and the focus is on still forming or 
solidifying trends and shifts, and their outcomes a couple of years down the line. 

•	 The long term is defined as 10 years and beyond from now and examines deeper 
structural and systematic changes and transformations and their more uncertain long-
term implications.

Based on these various factors and their hypothetical development in the short, medium 
and long term, the report outlines three plausible future scenarios for how Chinese-Russian 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/china/putin-and-xis-unholy-alliance
https://www.uscc.gov/research/chinas-position-russias-invasion-ukraine
https://sceeus.se/en/publications/russia-china-economic-relations-since-the-full-scale-invasion-of-ukraine/
https://www.wsj.com/politics/national-security/china-russia-arms-production-help-c098c08b?mod=article_inline
https://foreignpolicy.com/2024/04/30/russia-china-partnership-trade-relations/
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relations will develop. In describing these scenarios, the report also expands on and analyses 
what they entail, how they might come about, what currently speaks for and against the 
likelihood of each and what they mean for Russia, China and the West. 

The primary functions of scenario mapping are to allow us to imagine the consequences 
of different future situations, identify the actions and paths that lead us there and develop 
effective strategies for various outcomes. The report therefore also analyses both the role of 
western policy choices in each scenario and the respective policy implications for the West. 

Bilateral factors contributing to strengthened relations

This category comprises the direct bilateral factors in the relationship between Russia and 
China that contribute to potential future development or improved relations in four main 
spheres – the political, economic, military and strategic. While relations between Russia and 
China have been improving for several decades, this trend has gathered pace significantly 
in the areas since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine. Arguably, if the war continues to 
drag on, this speaks for a continued development of stronger ties. Furthermore, in the various 
spheres covered below where cooperation has increased, there is an ongoing process of 
formalization and institutionalization of connections, creation of mutual dependencies, and 
path dependency of a joint strategic partnership against the West, all of which also point to 
a similar future direction.

Politically, the two presidents and other high-ranking representatives frequently emphasize 
in meetings that the relationship is strong, growing, resilient and comprehensive, despite 
hostile global forces and pressures. The institutionalization of contact and cooperation 
between government officials on many levels is thus a vital factor for the future. Moreover, 
the personal relationship between Putin and Xi is particularly close, and therefore, in the 
long-term, how long these two aging leaders can maintain their grip on power will be crucial 
for the relationship.

Economically, relations have grown significantly since the start of the war. After an initial 
slump, trade recovered to record levels in July 2022, and Russian energy exports to China 
have increased substantially. China’s economic presence in and exports to Russia have 
also strengthened considerably in many areas, such as machinery, vehicles, electronics, 
chemicals, plastics and rubber. The use and role of the yuan have grown both in Russia 
– in its reserves, stock market and bank loans – and in its trade with both China and third 
countries, creating dependencies and risks for Moscow. 

Cooperation is also growing around trade routes and infrastructure, as well as trade between 
regions and across the border. As trade relations grow, so does the dependency of each on 
the other’s exports and markets, albeit unequally (see below), hinting at closer future ties too. 
In the short to medium term, how much continued support China provides to prop up the 
Russian economy will be a vital factor in the relationship’s overall trajectory.

Militarily, relations continue to strengthen, as evidenced by joint military exercises and ongoing 
cooperation on technological development. The two countries have become institutionally 
closer in the defence sphere through contacts, interoperability and joint ventures. This is a 
key factor for the development path of future relations, including through potential mutual 
dependency on a joint strategic posture towards the West. 

https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/content-series/russia-tomorrow/five-scenarios-for-russias-future/
https://www.clingendael.org/publication/after-putin-deluge
https://sceeus.se/en/publications/chinas-and-russias-narratives-on-ukraine-examining-the-boundaries-of-political-alignment/
https://sceeus.se/en/publications/putin-in-beijing-may-16-17-2024/
https://www.ft.com/content/6459a746-e11e-4340-9cb5-ae3ebaa23e0e
https://sceeus.se/en/publications/russia-china-economic-relations-since-the-full-scale-invasion-of-ukraine/
https://www.ft.com/content/19eb54ba-f6f7-48ba-a586-b8a113396955
https://www.ft.com/content/d16c688d-9579-4f1d-a84f-ca29ca2f0bc0
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/12/21/business/china-russia-trade.html
https://www.ft.com/content/44c673b1-4eb5-4233-9c4a-a6980221b3d8
https://carnegieeurope.eu/russia-eurasia/politika/2024/05/china-russia-yuan?lang=en&center=russia-eurasia
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-03-29/bank-of-russia-sees-no-alternative-to-yuan-for-its-reserves
https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/6453978
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-03-05/russia-s-chinese-yuan-funding-lifeline-is-getting-too-expensive
https://www.cbr.ru/collection/collection/file/48852/orfr_2024-01.pdf
https://carnegieendowment.org/russia-eurasia/politika/2023/01/the-risks-of-russias-growing-dependence-on-the-yuan?lang=en
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/74060
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202305/1291710.shtml
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09636412.2024.2319587
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/08/13/world/asia/china-russia-military-patrols.html
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Crucially, China is providing wide-ranging and increasingly important material support to 
Russia’s war effort and defence industry. This includes sensitive technology, navigation 
equipment for helicopters, drone components, parts for fighter jets, radar, optics and 
jamming equipment, excavators for digging trenches, electronics and microchips, machinery, 
vehicles, a range of metals and chemicals vital for the defence industry and various other 
components, parts and dual- and “omni”-use goods. Since early 2023, US representatives 
have continuously expressed concern that China could start to provide more direct military 
support. According to experts, Russia’s stores and output of military equipment might start to 
dry up in a few years. The amount of military-material support China provides in the medium 
term could be central for the war in Ukraine and the closeness of relations.

Strategically, China and Russia are – and are likely to remain for the foreseeable future – 
united in their opposition and resistance to the West’s liberal world order and its principles 
of democracy and human rights, as well as against what they see as the hegemony of the 
United States. These run counter to the two regimes’ ambition and goal to remake the global 
order in their image, so that they can freely control and dominate their respective parts of 
the world. This fundamental of their relationship is unlikely to change and speaks strongly in 
favour of a continuation of current trends.

Importantly, each shares many positions on important issues such as the war against Ukraine, 
its causes and related subjects. Both believe that NATO’s actions provoked the conflict, 
that Russia has been forced to protect its legitimate security interests and that NATO is an 
antagonistic organization that threatens the security of both Europe and the Indo-Pacific. 
China’s interest in NATO has grown significantly since the outbreak of the war. China has 
adopted Russia’s concept and interpretation of “indivisible security” as a development of its 
existing stance, and both view the United States as a manipulative actor trying to strengthen 
its power through the war. Sanctions are described as illegal and counterproductive tools for 
weakening Russia and China. Beijing has also tried to undermine western peace initiatives 
at Russia’s behest.

This strategic coordination – although not yet complete alignment – in a growing range 
of spheres in the international arena has increased significantly since the war. These 
include closer alignment on global narratives, disinformation and propaganda efforts; closer 
cooperation in international bodies such as the UN, the BRICS (the intergovernmental 
organization comprising Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa and others) and the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), closer positions on various issues such as NATO 
and its presence in the Indo-Pacific region and anti-western sentiments in the so-called 
Global South. This growing global alignment suggests less friction and greater opportunities 
for closer global cooperation in the future.

Moreover, it is remarkable how far the Chinese leadership has gone to support Moscow. 
Despite the negative impact on China’s relations with West and its reputation with some 
countries globally, the greater risk of a trade war with the United States, increased western 
attention on Taiwan, European alignment with the more “hawkish” US stance on China, 
strengthened and renewed Transatlantic relations, a newfound geopolitical and defence-
industrial urgency in Europe and the major negative economic consequences, China is 
continuing to support Russia. China is also striving to sabotage this European awakening 
and Transatlantic unity by exploiting weak links such as Hungary and Serbia, among others. 
All of this speaks against China abandoning or distancing itself from Russia in the near 
future, despite western pressure.

https://csis-website-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2024-04/240419_Snegovaya_Backin_Stock.pdf?VersionId=R.2JNVf7ECi8Jyk_9QVWuP8_g5KLkbCe
https://carnegieendowment.org/russia-eurasia/politika/2024/05/behind-the-scenes-chinas-increasing-role-in-russias-defense-industry?lang=en
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/world-news/2023/08/19/china-helping-arm-russia-helicopters-drones-metals-xi-putin/
https://www.ft.com/content/99520f81-b39c-4232-8601-0c7a7214b21e
https://www.reuters.com/markets/commodities/russian-aluminium-giant-rusal-pivots-towards-china-2023-10-26/
https://apnews.com/article/united-states-china-russia-ukraine-war-265df843be030b7183c95b6f3afca8ec
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2024/apr/12/china-supporting-russia-in-massive-military-expansion-us-says
https://www.economist.com/europe/2024/07/16/russias-vast-stocks-of-soviet-era-weaponry-are-running-out
https://www.rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/commentary/russian-military-objectives-and-capacity-ukraine-through-2024
https://www.gisreportsonline.com/r/china-russia-alignment-cooperation-ukraine-war-military-supplies-putin-xi-jinpin/
https://tass.com/world/1781039
https://kinacentrum.se/en/publications/new-developments-in-nato-china-relations-and-their-potential-impact-on-swedens-future-relations-with-china/
https://sceeus.se/en/publications/chinas-and-russias-narratives-on-ukraine-examining-the-boundaries-of-political-alignment/
https://www.politico.eu/article/zelenskyy-accuses-certain-states-of-helping-russia-sabotage-peace-summit/
https://merics.org/en/report/china-russia-alignment-threat-europes-security
https://securingdemocracy.gmfus.org/a-year-of-disinformation-russia-and-chinas-influence-campaigns-during-the-war-in-ukraine/
https://www.voanews.com/a/chinese-state-social-media-echo-russian-propaganda-on-concert-hall-attack/7554888.html
https://carnegieendowment.org/europe/strategic-europe/2023/09/the-west-is-losing-ground-in-multilateral-fora?lang=en
https://www.economist.com/china/2024/05/28/china-uses-russia-as-a-wrecking-ball
https://foreignpolicy.com/2023/08/18/brics-summit-china-russia-expansion-dollar-currency/
https://www.gisreportsonline.com/r/china-russia-challenge-global-system/
https://cepa.org/article/nato-wakes-up-to-the-chinese-threat/
https://daviscenter.fas.harvard.edu/insights/global-battle-hearts-and-minds-russia-and-china-have-edge-over-us
https://www.project-syndicate.org/onpoint/the-us-china-trade-war-heats-up
https://foreignpolicy.com/2024/02/21/taiwan-news-china-western-media-cross-straight-tensions-war/
https://www.ft.com/content/e4e79fd4-64da-44ff-917e-053ac20b467f
https://www.belfercenter.org/publication/has-russias-invasion-ukraine-strengthened-transatlantic-ties
https://www.politico.eu/article/rise-and-fall-geopolitical-europe-ukraine-russia-israel-palestine-commission/
https://www.bruegel.org/analysis/european-defence-industrial-strategy-important-raising-many-questions
https://www.diis.dk/en/research/the-economic-meaning-of-the-russia-ukraine-war-china
https://www.ispionline.it/en/publication/rain-or-shine-the-china-hungary-relationship-can-weather-it-all-175590
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Bilateral factors limiting and challenging the relationship

Like the first, this second category of factors also deals with direct bilateral aspects of 
Russian-Chinese relations, but those which put strain on the development of the relationship. 
These include the political, economic, military and strategic spheres, and their alignment and 
cooperation in various global regions, as well as the crucial factor of the growing power 
imbalance between the two.

Despite many signs of strengthened relations, Russia’s war against Ukraine has also 
exposed and reinforced the many limitations of the relationship. The war is perhaps the 
most serious test for the relationship in several decades and demonstrates the long-term, 
difficult challenges it faces. These challenges include political differences on many issues 
and an increasingly skewed power balance that drives Russia’s concern about its status, 
independence and room for manoeuvre. In the medium term, the longer the war drags on, 
the greater strain it could put on these ties.

Significant political differences exist on many issues. Russia’s violation of international law 
seems to have irked China, as it is detrimental to China’s international image as a responsible 
global actor and its efforts to portray itself as a strong proponent of territorial integrity. 
Throughout the war, China has called for a ceasefire and peace negotiations, in an attempt to 
appear neutral to avoid a negative impact on its reputation. China has also clearly signalled 
against Russian nuclear threats, even if such criticism has not been explicitly directed at 
Russia, and against Russian imperialistic rhetoric on Central Asia. 

Economic ties are limited by Russia’s fear of being exploited and, more practically, by 
insufficient infrastructure and lacking Chinese political will. Moreover, Russia has seen very 
little foreign direct investment from China – less than half of what Kazakhstan received in the 
period 2016 to 2023 – and Chinese Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) investments in Russia, 
previously the top destination, completely dried up in 2022 and 2023. In the long term, 
whether China will agree to finalize construction of the long-awaited but frozen Power of 
Siberia 2 gas pipeline will be important for how far trade relations can grow, as a large part 
of bilateral trade (and its growth) comprises Russian hydrocarbons exports.

China’s consideration of secondary sanctions, its reputation and its economic relations with 
the West also present serious obstacles. In the medium to long term, how much pressure 
western secondary sanctions put on China, and the degree to which China strives to adhere 
to these sanctions, will play a fundamental role in ties between Moscow and Beijing.

In the military sphere, several limitations are evident. China’s reluctance to provide Russia 
with weapons and munitions for its war effort is a clear example, as is the long-term sharp 
decline in Russian arms exports to China. While China relies on Russian military technology in 
some areas, Moscow’s usefulness to Beijing in this regard is likely to decrease over time due 
to its weakened arms export capacity, the Ukraine war’s demonstration of the deficiencies of 
Russian weapon systems and China’s efforts to reduce this dependence through domestic 
production. 

Cooperation on technological development is hampered by deep mutual suspicion, Chinese 
industrial espionage, theft and reverse-engineering of Russian technologies, and Russian 
fears of being exploited and overtaken. Both countries value their strategic autonomy highly 
and are unwilling to risk their security for the other.

https://www.channelnewsasia.com/asia/china-russia-vladimir-putin-xi-jinping-no-limits-partnership-analysts-4341006
https://asiasociety.org/policy-institute/interpreting-xi-jinpings-shifting-strategy-russia-ukraine-war
https://jamestown.org/program/china-evaluates-partnership-with-russia/
https://sceeus.se/en/publications/chinas-and-russias-narratives-on-ukraine-examining-the-boundaries-of-political-alignment/
https://sceeus.se/en/publications/chinas-and-russias-narratives-on-ukraine-examining-the-boundaries-of-political-alignment/
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/zxxx_662805/202302/t20230224_11030713.html
https://www.gisreportsonline.com/r/china-shuttle-diplomacy/
https://www.ft.com/content/c5ce76df-9b1b-4dfc-a619-07da1d40cbd3
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/zxxx_662805/202209/t20220915_10766191.html
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2023/07/20/russias-surging-trade-with-china-creates-infrastructure-headaches-a81897
https://eurasianet.org/fdi-flow-from-china-to-eurasia-is-ebbing
https://greenfdc.org/china-belt-and-road-initiative-bri-investment-report-2023/
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2024/06/20/as-power-of-siberia-2-pipeline-stagnates-so-do-russias-hopes-for-pivoting-gas-exports-eastward-a85468
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2024/05/chinas-alignment-putin-uneasy-its-rivalry-us-makes-him-too-useful-abandon
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA2061-5.html
https://csis-website-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2023-09/230918_Bergmann_Seller%27s_Remorse.pdf?VersionId=NVJUTh98MUcdL6omB.5ZM03zApNB4dUb
https://www.cna.org/reports/2023/10/Russias-Evolving-Arms-Market-and-Customer-Base.pdf
https://ipdefenseforum.com/2024/03/ccps-espionage-threatens-military-critical-infrastructure-systems-worldwide/
https://www.defencexp.com/chinas-reverse-engineered-weapons-a-land-of-larceny/


7Future scenarios of Russia-China relations: not great, not terrible?﻿

Discrepancies in Sino-Russian global strategic cooperation and alignment

The two authoritarian states’ views on both Europe and Ukraine also differ. Despite agreeing 
with Russia on excessive US influence on EU foreign policy, China is more positively inclined 
towards European independence, as long as it is anti-US and in line with Chinese goals of 
driving a wedge into the Transatlantic alliance. Similarly, Russia views Ukraine as a puppet of 
the United States with “an illegitimate Nazi regime”, while China has described Ukraine as a 
legitimate and friendly state and maintains its relations with the country. 

Importantly, when it comes to their views of the future world order, China and Russia are 
aligned only on what they do not want, not on what they do. Both oppose a continuation 
of US hegemony and the western-created and -led liberal world order, which they see as 
disadvantaging their respective countries and their geopolitical ambitions abroad. However, 
what they want instead is much harder for them to agree on, and thus not spelled out in 
concrete terms. This is often encapsulated in the term “multipolarity”, which is popular in the 
Global South and therefore central to Moscow’s and Beijing’s narrational efforts to rally non-
western countries against the perceived imperial, neo-colonial West. The advantage, and 
problem, for Russia and China is that multipolarity is a very vague term that is understood 
differently by different countries, including Russia and China themselves. 

One formulation used to elaborate the concept of multipolarity in several key Russian-
Chinese joint statements, including those of February 4, 2022, and May 16, 2024, as well 
as separately by the two sides, is the “democratization of international relations”. However, 
many other more or less vague notions are also frequently used by the two states to explain 
the term that include references to the UN and international law, a world that is more ‘just’, 
‘balanced’, ‘orderly’ and ‘equal’, the need to promote cultural and civilizational diversity and 
economic globalization and the need for international cooperation and dialogue, as well as 
to the presence of ‘sovereignty’ and absence of (mainly US) hegemony and monopolization.

Furthermore, their differing geopolitical and global interests, along with Russia’s increasingly 
poor economic and strategic prospects, are notable. In the medium to long-term, how closely 
Moscow and Beijing can manage to align strategically on various global issues, and how 
well they can jointly formulate a coherent alternative to the West’s liberal world order, could 
matter a great deal for the future of their relations.

Another discrepancy between the countries is that both Russia and China want the other to 
serve as a distraction for the West, particularly the United States, in their respective theatres 
of geopolitical conflict, allowing them more room for manoeuvre in their own. Moscow’s 
clearest path to victory in Ukraine involves Washington abandoning Kyiv, perhaps to focus 
on the Indo-Pacific instead, while Beijing benefits from Russia’s war in Europe by delaying 
and weakening western engagement in the Indo-Pacific. It is therefore notable when China 
manages to insert formulations in joint statements about NATO needing to remain a ‘regional’, 
i.e., European, organization, whereas Russia would probably not mind NATO shifting its focus 
away from Europe.

Another potential source of tension between the two is rivalry and competition in various 
regions bordering their countries. In the Arctic, while cooperation is increasing, Russia is at 
the same time trying to keep China at arm’s length. In Central Asia, competition and shifting 
power dynamics are negative factors in the relationship, as Russia’s influence decreases and 
China’s presence increases. While China is not seeking to supplant Russia as the security 

https://merics.org/en/merics-briefs/correct-choice-strategic-autonomy-what-china-wants-eu
https://carnegieendowment.org/posts/2023/07/ukraines-delicate-balancing-act-with-china?lang=en
https://foreignpolicy.com/2023/09/22/multipolar-world-bipolar-power-geopolitics-business-strategy-china-united-states-india/
https://thediplomat.com/2023/05/middle-eastern-countries-are-rebalancing-relations-with-the-us-and-china/
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/ukraine-effect-demise-or-rebirth-global-order
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2024/05/russia-using-soviet-playbook-global-south-challenge-west-and-it-working
https://www.ft.com/content/8ac52fe7-e9db-48a8-b2f0-7305ab53f4c3
https://thediplomat.com/2023/05/chinas-audacious-bid-for-its-vision-of-a-multi-polar-world/
http://www.en.kremlin.ru/supplement/5770
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provider for the region, Beijing’s clear support for Central Asian countries’ increasing 
distance from Russia – as manifest in the ongoing institutionalization of the “Central Asia 5 
+ China” format – adds to these challenges and is troubling for Moscow. In 2023, China’s 
trade turnover with Central Asia (US$ 90 billion) was more than double that of Russia’s 
(US$ 44 billion).

On the Korean Peninsula, improved Russian-North Korean relations could lead to difficult 
menage-a-trois dynamics with potentially negative consequences for China. These might 
include complications in China’s relationship with the United States, increased regional 
instability, counterproductive effects on China’s criticism of the United States’ so-called 
Cold War mentality and bloc-thinking, and greater Russian leverage.

Consequences of the power imbalance in the future

One of the most important effects of the war is the strengthening of the long-standing trend 
of a shift in the power balance in the relationship. The development of an ever weaker and 
more dependent Russia alongside a relatively strong China can be seen in many areas – from 
the political to the economic, military and regional – and is likely to continue. Interestingly, 
such inequality is also indirectly evident in the countries’ rhetoric, as both Moscow and 
Beijing have repeatedly emphasized Russia’s great power status and its independence, as 
when in June 2022 Putin emphasized that Russia does not need China to support it “every 
step of the way”.

However, exactly when, how and why China will utilize its increasing power over Russia 
remains unclear. Dependency does not mean that Russia will become completely subservient 
to China. Nor does it automatically translate into Chinese influence over Russian political, 
economic or military decisions. China is likely to proceed cautiously. It is well aware of 
Russian sensitivities, as well as of its own dependence on Russia as a strategic partner and 
on Russian resources. Important questions include how much dependence and inequality 
Russia is willing to accept, and how great the risk is that China might play its stronger hand 
too soon, thereby creating tensions within the Russian leadership, elite groups or population.

Nonetheless, Russia will have to come to terms with growing Chinese demands, whether 
they concern discounts on gas and oil, an increased Chinese presence in Russia, Central 
Asia or the Arctic, access to Russian military technology, reduced Russian defence industrial 
cooperation with India or support for China’s various political positions and geopolitical 
ambitions in its vicinity. In the event of deteriorating relations or increased Chinese fear of 
reactions from the West, China’s power may also be used against Russia. China’s room for 
manoeuvre is increasing while Russia’s is decreasing.

Therefore, in the long term, how much weaker and dependent Russia becomes, and how far 
and how directly China will exploit this, is likely to significantly affect the overall development 
of the relationship. A continuing and even growing power imbalance might draw the countries 
closer as Russia has no other options and China sees opportunities, but is likely at the same 
time to give rise to a number of difficult challenges.
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External factors related to the European theatre

The development of Russia-China relations will depend not only on what happens between 
the two states, but also to a significant degree on factors external to the relationship. This 
third category of factors thus deals with those factors related to Russia’s main geopolitical 
theatre – the European one.

Crucially, the development of Russia-China relations will depend on Russia’s war on Ukraine. 
While relations have continued to develop, the war has also intensified the limitations and 
challenges, and represents a serious strain on the relationship, not least as supporting Russia 
entails increasing costs for China. 

How the war develops – and potentially ends – in the medium to long term could have 
significant consequences for the Russia-China relationship. A more advantageous war 
outcome for Russia (total or partial victory, or a Minsk-style “compromise”) could further 
strengthen the ties, as well as Moscow’s relative power and value as a partner for China. A 
worse outcome – a stalemate or a Ukrainian victory – would probably accelerate Russian 
dependence on – and potential toxicity for – China. 

Certain drastic outcomes could cause a serious deterioration in Russian-Chinese ties, 
notably Russian use of tactical nuclear weapons in Ukraine or other types of nuclear 
escalation, Moscow aggressively testing NATO’s article 5 or an escalation to minor or full-
scale conflict between Russia and NATO, as Russia might then become too great a burden 
for China. In the long term, the key for China is to avoid a Russian defeat leading to regime 
change or collapse, and thus the loss of its most important strategic partner. Conversely, 
and importantly, the outcome of the war will also partly depend on how the relationship and 
China’s support develop.

Moreover, in the medium to long term, the evolution of China-Russia relations must also 
be viewed through the lens of how China’s relations with the West in general, and China-
Europe relations in particular, develop. As the West grows increasingly wary and weary of 
the systematic and decisive support China is providing for Russia’s war, calls to punish and 
pressure China to distance itself from Russia have grown louder. At the same time, to reach its 
long-term goals, China is striving to continue to navigate the delicate balancing act between 
supporting Russia, upholding stable and predictable political and economic relations with 
the West, and preventing still China-tolerant European countries from becoming as hawkish 
as the United States. Thus, the levels of western, Transatlantic and European unity and 
resolve, to counter Russia and China separately and to perceive them as a joint threat, are 
also important.

External factors related to the Indo-Pacific theatre

Beyond the crucial factors in the European theatre, such as Europe’s agency and approach 
to China, and Russia’s war against Ukraine, the future of Russia-China relations will also 
drastically depend on geopolitical developments in the Indo-Pacific region – the main 
geopolitical theatre of action of China. While not irrelevant for Russia, this region is 
fundamental to China’s ambitions, prospects and behaviour internationally, and therefore 
also Beijing’s ties with and actions vis-à-vis Moscow. This fourth category thus deals with 
the external factors of this region.
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First, how the geopolitical balance and dynamic evolves between the various actors in 
the Indo-Pacific, such as China, the United States, Taiwan, Japan, India, North Korea and 
South Korea, among others, will be important. In the medium term, the strengthening of 
anti-Chinese and pro-western groupings, such as AUKUS, the Quad (Australia, India, Japan 
and the United States), the Japan-United States-South Korea triad, and Japan and South 
Korea bilateral, might push a “surrounded” China closer to its only real strategic partner, 
Russia. The same goes for increasing US bilateral engagement with countries such as the 
Philippines and Vietnam, and the increasing Indo-Pacific engagement and presence of 
NATO and Europe in the medium to long term. On the other hand, how Moscow’s ties with 
certain Indo-Pacific countries, such as India and North Korea, with which China has complex 
relations, develop in the short term, might complicate its ties with Beijing.

Second, and relatedly, whether we see some type of regional escalation (potentially driven by 
China), and how Russia and other actors respond to this, will also be key. Several different 
escalation scenarios are imaginable, especially in the medium to long term, including a 
conflict on the Korean Peninsula, Chinese military aggression against a neighbour such as 
India, Japan or the Philippines, a Chinese blockade or even invasion of Taiwan, and US-
China trade wars or military conflicts. Many see the year 2027 and beyond as pivotal for 
China’s capacities and ambitions to invade Taiwan. The greater the hostility between China 
and western actors, the more Beijing might turn to Moscow, to provide and receive various 
kinds of support quid pro quo. How far Russia is willing or able to go in support of China’s 
regional geopolitical ambitions will also be important. 

Third, finally and more specifically, how US-China relations develop is likely to be critical 
for the future of Russia-China ties. While various future bilateral developments between 
Washington and Beijing are imaginable, many of the current trends point to continuing 
and probably increased tensions and rivalries. If US-China relations significantly worsen, 
escalating into a trade war, large-scale US sanctions on China or some type of proxy or 
direct military conflict, this is likely to have a profound impact on Russia-China relations. As 
China tries to balance relations with both Russia and the US/the West, the worse it gets 
between Washington and Beijing, the more prepared Beijing might be to draw closer to 
Moscow.

The future of the relationship: three scenarios

The development of and interactions between the various factors covered above in different 
timeframes will be crucial for the future of the relationship. Importantly, neither the long-
term, powerful fundamentals of the relationship – political, economic, military and strategic 
– nor the many limitations and challenges in these areas are likely to disappear. Similarly, 
factors related to both the European and the Indo-Pacific theatres will be central to how ties 
develop. As these various factors point in different directions, there are several plausible 
future scenarios for how Russia-China relations might develop.

This report outlines three broad types of scenarios, where the different factors lead to different 
outcomes. The first scenario is a continuation of the status quo, with steadily increasing 
cooperation but clear limitations. The second scenario is a worsening of relations, where 
the negative factors start to outweigh the positive ones. The third scenario is a decisive 
strengthening of relations, significantly beyond the status quo and current trends, due to 
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the mitigation of negative factors or a much larger role for the positive factors. 

While other scenario conceptualizations are entirely possible, including more specific 
versions of these three, completely different types and “black swans”, these three scenarios 
have been chosen based on plausibility, probability, simplicity and usefulness in engendering 
policy implications. Moreover, given that the three scenarios are broad archetypes covering 
many different cooperation areas, it is possible to imagine a large number of combinations of 
elements from the different scenario types, where cooperation in one area has progressed 
much further than in another. The archetypes thus help to identify the continuum of cooperation, 
from worse to better, in various spheres of future Russia-China relations.
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Scenario 1: A continuation of the status quo

The first scenario type, which is the most likely in the short to medium term, given various 
current trends and no unexpected developments, is a continuation of the strategic partnership, 
whereby Russia increasingly becomes a supporting partner to China.

What would it entail? 

In this scenario, the Russian-Chinese relationship steadily and moderately improves in various 
spheres – economic, political, diplomatic, military and defence-industrial technology – but 
many limitations and challenges remain, placing constraints on the growth of the relationship 
and what the partners can realistically gain from each other. China continues to carefully 
balance support to Russia with maintaining functional relations with the West. Therefore, 
China keeps the Russian economy afloat and boosts Russian war efforts through imports 
of gas and oil, and exports of various products, which include vital technology and dual-use 
products. 

There may be stronger mutual efforts to boost yuan-ruble payments and trade as well as a 
faster “yuanization” of the Russian economy. Moreover, Russian and Chinese efforts to build 
an alternative financial and payment ecosystem outside of US dollar hegemony could be 
strengthened.

In this scenario China, however, does not provide significant direct military support such as 
weapons or ammunition. While military exercises and joint defence technology cooperation 
increase, there is no formal military alliance. In the event of a Chinese war against Taiwan, 
Russia’s support does not extend beyond political, diplomatic and inconsequential material 
backing.

In the information sphere, Russia and China could continue to more closely align and 
coordinate their efforts and narratives. A recent indicator is the various cooperation 
agreements between state media actors struck during Putin’s visit to Beijing in May. This also 
includes closer diplomatic cooperation and outreach in multilateral forums, with the Global 
South and within the BRICS and the SCO. China’s efforts to hamper western and Ukrainian 
peace efforts in favour of its own pro-Russian stance are a recent example.

Finally, it is also possible to envisage a strengthening of the current trend for the two societies 
to become increasingly connected not only in the political, economic and military spheres, 
but also culturally and societally, in fields such as education, science, tourism, language, 
exchanges and other people-to-people contacts. This is especially relevant with regard to 
Russia’s ongoing transformation away from a western socio-cultural orientation. According 
to polls, the attitude of ordinary Russians towards China is becoming increasingly warm. 
Importantly, Russian universities have special expertise in subjects such as maths and 
theoretical physics that would be valuable for China.

How would this come about? 

This type of scenario builds on several likely but not guaranteed premises: that Chinese-
western relations will continue to be difficult but manageable with no clear breaks; that the 
West does not make it too difficult or costly for China to support Russia; that the current 
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Russian regime and internal political system remain relatively stable; and that Russia does 
not become too toxic or burdensome for China. While the continuation of these premises 
seems probable, especially in the short term, they should not be taken for granted in the 
medium to long term, given the many limitations and challenges.

In the European theatre, a Europe divided, indecisive and misaligned with the US on China 
would be likely to contribute to this scenario, as it would make it easier for Beijing to continue 
its balancing act between Moscow and the West. As various individual European countries 
pursue their own paths in relations with China, prioritizing national interests, as actors like 
Hungary, Slovakia and Serbia play spoiler and sabotaging roles, and as China continues to 
exploit internal divisions, Beijing can continue to count on schisms in China policy within 
both Europe and the Transatlantic alliance in at least the short term.

An unresolved Russian war against Ukraine, which seems probable in the short to medium 
term, is also conducive to this scenario, as a clearer outcome in either direction could lead 
to the other two scenarios.

In the Indo-Pacific theatre, this scenario would probably build on the absence of a dramatic 
geopolitical or military regional escalation dragging China into confrontation with the United 
States, as well as on continued relatively functional economic and political relations between 
Washington and Beijing. Also relevant for this scenario is a continuation of current trends 
with regard to various regional bilateral and multilateral ties, including that anti-Chinese 
groupings do not push a desperate Beijing too far. 

What would be the consequences for Russia and China?

For Russia, the consequences would be continued Chinese political, economic and material 
support, helping to prevent Russia from becoming completely isolated on the global stage, 
keeping its economy alive and sustaining its defence-industrial war machine. However, this 
would also mean increasing dependence on China, potentially leading to demands from 
Beijing that might compromise Russian interests. 

For China, this scenario would mean a continuation of the tricky navigation between not 
allowing Russia to fail and not alienating the West or pushing Europe too far towards the 
hawkish direction of the United States. This allows Beijing to imperfectly but semi-plausibly 
achieve its dual goals of preserving its junior strategic partner Russia and not consolidating 
a hard anti-Chinese western alliance. Thus, if the status quo continues, and Beijing is not 
forced to choose one side over the other, this would be a fairly comfortable and positive 
development for China. 

However, if the West starts to put serious pressure on China to distance itself from Russia, 
then these dual Chinese goals become increasingly mutually incompatible, and Beijing’s 
balancing act much harder, potentially forcing China to make difficult choices between only 
bad options. 

What would it mean for western policy?

For the West, this would mean a much higher likelihood that Russia, propped up by China, 
will be able to continue its war on Ukraine for many years, thereby threatening European 
security, stability and prosperity, Transatlantic unity and western global credibility. 
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It would also mean that the West would have to continue its difficult, unending assessments 
of whether or how much China is enabling Russian war efforts, whether and how to stop 
this and, particularly for the EU, how to weigh this against upholding economic relations 
with China – a mirror dilemma to China’s. On the global stage, it could risk weakening the 
liberal world order and strengthening the global autocratic axis to the detriment of western 
interests.

A continued strategic alignment between Russia and China will also require a western 
ability to deter and counter both simultaneously, in both the European and the Indo-Pacific 
theatres, and beyond. Just as Russia and China learn from each other in their confrontations 
with the West, so too must the West draw lessons on the synergies between their malicious 
behaviour across domains.

What speaks for or against it?

Many current trends point towards this scenario in at least the short term. Russian-Chinese 
relations have been developing not just for the two years since the start of the war, but for 
several decades. While there are different views on how strong the relation’s foundations 
really are, or whether this is partly a “marriage of convenience”, many factors keep the two 
nations together beyond an immediate, opportunistic and temporary alignment of interests. 
These include deeper economic and political ties, increasing cultural exchanges and people-
to-people contacts, and a common understanding and view between the two regimes 
(and especially the two presidents) on areas such as indivisible security, mutual spheres 
of interest where foreign powers may not interfere and the threat to regime stability and 
political-system viability that democracy, human rights and the liberal world order pose. The 
strategic alignment against the West thus in many ways runs deep and is unlikely to change 
soon.

However, in the medium to long term, several structural, albeit more uncertain, trends are 
emerging or solidifying that speak against this scenario type. Economic ties, which have 
skyrocketed since 2022, are now limited by existing infrastructure and political will, and are 
unlikely to grow any further. This is reflected in the level of bilateral trade in the first seven 
months of 2024, which only grew by 2 % compared to the same period in 2023. In the military 
sphere, China will become less and less dependent on Russian technology and arms. The 
two countries’ strategic coordination globally, which has improved on some issues, mainly 
related to criticism of the West, behaviour in multilateral forums and outreach to the Global 
South, seems unlikely to become further aligned on many other issues and regions, notably 
the Arctic, Central Asia, the Korean Peninsula and the Middle East.

Scenario 2: A worsening of relations

A second scenario type is a deterioration in Russia-China relations. In this scenario, which 
is less likely in the short term but more likely in the long term, cooperation stagnates and 
decreases in various areas due to the increasing importance of the many negative factors 
relative to the positive.

What would it entail? 

There are several variants of this scenario, depending on how bad things get between the two 
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partners, but the overarching theme is a clear negative break from current trends. Politically, 
it could mean fewer high-level visits and exchanges, and China more clearly distancing itself 
from Russia in its diplomacy and rhetoric. This could also entail China overtly or covertly 
pushing back against Russia on for example Ukraine, nuclear sabre-rattling or North Korea; 
or China starting to diplomatically support Ukraine, its peace formula and a long-term war 
outcome that ensures Ukrainian territorial integrity and sovereignty, instead of China’s current 
pro-Russian “neutrality” which emphasizes the “legitimate security interests” of all. 

Economically, this scenario could mean China decreasing its support for Russia’s economy 
and war efforts by buying less Russian oil and gas and abandoning joint energy infrastructure 
plans such as Power of Siberia 2; exporting fewer products, including military and dual-use 
components, to Russia; investing less in Russia; and generally doing more to avoid violating 
western sanctions. China could also in this scenario more bluntly start to exploit Russia’s 
various dependencies on China to extract more concessions without concern for Russian 
sensitivities.

Militarily, it could mean fewer joint exercises and stagnating military-technological and 
defence-industrial cooperation. Wary of each other, in this scenario the countries would 
not share any of the respective sensitive military technologies that the other needs for their 
modernization, particularly Russia. 

Socially and culturally, in this scenario type, the two countries and their populations and 
societies would begin to drift apart rather than grow closer. In Russia, this could manifest 
as popular displeasure with the country’s humiliating dependence or junior status relative to 
China, and in particular anger at an increased Chinese presence and activities in Russia’s 
Far East. In China, it could be reflected in the population’s unwillingness to sacrifice ties with 
and opportunities in the West for a sub-par northern substitute.

How would it come about? 

As shown above, the relationship has many limits, challenges and sources of tension, and 
many imaginable combinations of these could lead to this type of scenario. Furthermore, 
there are also many reasons why China might start to consider Russia’s toxicity too costly 
for Beijing’s multiple goals of upholding its vital economic relations with the West, promoting 
its global status and maintaining its ability to freely navigate complex strategic relations with 
the United States. Among such reasons are Russian behaviour in Ukraine or the Korean 
Peninsula, nuclear rhetoric or even action and, relatedly, Russia’s growing pariah status in 
many parts of the world. Another would be increased western secondary sanctions pressure 
on third countries such as China. 

Furthermore, it is possible to imagine possible serious internal problems emerging in both 
countries that would indirectly affect the relations. If Russia, for structural or technological 
reasons, could no longer extract or export energy, its value for China would diminish. If 
Russia’s elite starts to be seriously concerned about the country’s loss of strategic autonomy, 
this could dampen Moscow’s enthusiasm for further boosting relations. If China’s many and 
serious economic problems aggravate or lead to a major crisis, it is likely that this would 
significantly negatively affect both Russia and their economic relations, given Russia’s 
economic dependence.

Another potential aspect is changes in the leadership of the two countries. While strong 
bilateral relations extend far beyond the two presidents, the importance of the personal 
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connection between Putin and Xi should not be underestimated, given its longevity, the 
level of trust and the frequency of interactions, as well as their individual power over their 
respective regimes. A sudden replacement of either leader – which is unlikely but not 
impossible, especially in the long term given their ages – could lead to abrupt changes, most 
likely for the worse for bilateral ties.

In the European theatre, this scenario type could build on a Europe that is more unified, 
resolute and aligned with the United States on how to counter Beijing. The more pressure 
Europe puts on China to not support Russia, the less European countries will allow 
themselves to be instrumentalized by Beijing’s divisive approach. In addition, the stronger 
the Transatlantic alliance, the less likely it will be that Beijing will be willing or able to continue 
to support Moscow. On the other hand, a Europe that is completely aligned with the hawkish 
US stance on China might produce the opposite effect if China feels pushed into the arms 
of Russia.

Negative progress of the war for Moscow is another reason for why Russia could become 
too much of a burden for China. Russian military setbacks and potential ultimate defeat could 
lead to a weaker and more isolated Russia on the global stage, less capable of assisting 
China to counter western interests and power projection. While Beijing would probably still 
be interested in its natural resources and geography, its military technology and its markets, 
such a Russia would be a less valuable strategic partner for China and therefore less worth 
risking relations with the West for.

At the same time, while a far from certain consequence, if a negative war outcome for Russia 
leads to internal instability, unpredictability and even regime change or collapse, this could 
be an extremely negative development for China. In such a scenario, Beijing might lose its 
main strategic partner and be forced to have to deal with severe instability across much 
of China’s northern, and potentially also western, borders, especially if the chaos spreads 
south to Central Asia. China would want to avoid this nightmare at all costs. This could 
therefore lead to far more immediate Chinese support for the Russian regime to avoid such 
a development, with the potential to rapidly draw the two regimes closer together. 

In the Indo-Pacific theatre, several potential developments could contribute to the 
manifestation of this scenario. A serious challenge to relations would be Moscow-fuelled 
North Korean aggression against South Korea or escalation on the Korean peninsula, which 
runs counter to Beijing’s desire for stability in its neighbourhood. A less serious challenge 
would be Russia continuing to build ties with India. 

If relations improve or at least stabilize between China and the West in the Indo-Pacific, 
particularly with the United States, and both sides manage to navigate and accommodate 
each other’s interests and concerns, there might be less need and fewer incentives for China 
to turn to Russia, as well as better chances for the West to pressure Beijing to distance itself 
from Moscow.

What would be the consequences for Russia and China?

For Russia, being deprived of support from its main backer and strategic partner would mean 
further global isolation with potentially severe consequences in many areas. Economically, 
fewer Chinese exports and less income from energy exports would threaten the stability and 
viability of Russia’s economy, state budget and markets. Militarily, Russia’s defence industry, 

https://www.lemonde.fr/en/opinion/article/2024/05/18/xi-and-putin-a-far-from-self-evident-friendship_6671856_23.html
https://eu.boell.org/en/EU-China-common-strategy
https://www.politico.eu/article/europe-needs-an-endgame-for-its-china-policy/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2024/754446/EXPO_STU(2024)754446_EN.pdf
https://jamestown.org/program/russias-growing-isolation-changes-balance-of-war/


18Future scenarios of Russia-China relations: not great, not terrible?﻿

which depends on Chinese export and components, would be weakened, hampering 
Russia’s war efforts in Ukraine as well as its long-term military capabilities. Politically, losing 
Chinese support could weaken Russia’s global position and opportunities, making it more 
toxic for other partners such as the BRICS, Turkey and Central Asia, among others, damaging 
Russian interests and its ability to exert influence.

For China, the consequences would include the potential loss of its main strategic partner in 
its long-term rivalry with the United States. Deteriorating relations with Russia would be likely 
to have negative economic, political and military impacts on China, as it would have less 
access to cheap energy, receive less Russian support for its global geopolitical ambitions, 
and have less access to the Arctic, and to the few technological and military-technological 
areas where Russia still has an edge, such as civilian nuclear energy and space. It could 
also mean having to worry more about its 4,209-km long border with its northern neighbour, 
potentially diverting attention and resources it would rather spend elsewhere. Losing its 
closest and most powerful partner would thus hamper Beijing’s long-term goal of overtaking 
Washington as the leading global superpower.

However, China ceasing or limiting its support for Russia, and thus mitigating many western 
concerns, could also promote the stabilization of fraught US-China relations and reduce 
European aversion to China, potentially opening up more space for China to navigate, 
manage and influence western de-coupling and de-risking strategies. On the other hand, 
given the numerous other grounds for strategic competition and rivalry between China and 
especially the United States beyond the issue of Russia, Beijing might conclude, with good 
reason, that the trajectory of the US-China relations would not change considerably either 
way.

What would it mean for western policy?

For the West, this would arguably be the best of the three scenarios, as less Chinese support 
for Russia’s economy and war effort would make a Ukrainian victory in the war much more 
likely. European and Transatlantic security, prosperity, influence and resolve would all be 
boosted, including in other global regions. Moreover, reduced Russian-Chinese cooperation 
and alignment in the international arena, as well as a reduced ability to coordinate and 
provoke anti-western sentiments, would weaken the autocratic bloc in the global battle for 
the world order.

However, this scenario might pose a different long-term challenge for the West. If China were 
no longer bogged down by having to support an increasingly toxic, unstable and isolated 
Russia, it might be freer to manoeuvre and navigate its relations with the West and other 
global actors. Such a scenario might engender even more disunity and friction in the West 
on how to handle long-term trade and political relations with China. The EU would be less 
concerned about its immediate security and more inclined to maintain prosperous economic 
relations with China, while the United States might focus more resources on handling the 
Chinese threat in the Indo-Pacific and expect European backing in this theatre after all the 
military support the United States has provided to counter the Russian threat in Europe.

What speaks for or against it?

Despite numerous limits and challenges, many of the deeper foundations of the relationship 
between Russia and China seem strong and enduring, which makes this type of scenario 
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less likely in the short term. However, some growing tendencies point in the opposite 
direction in the medium term and especially in the long term. The longer Russia’s war against 
Ukraine and European security drags on, and the clearer it becomes that China is providing 
systematic, decisive support for Russia’s military industry and war effort, the stronger the 
western political will to increase pressure on China to change its behaviour. 

Thus, the stark December 2023 warning from the Biden administration to third countries 
enabling Russian sanctions evasion, and the increasing number of Chinese entities sanctioned 
and export blacklisted by the United States, has been followed by an increasing number of 
reports about major Chinese banks’ reluctance or ceasing to serve Russian customers due 
to fear of secondary sanctions and major problems with payments between the countries. 
Importantly, in early 2024, Chinese exports to Russia – which increased by 47 percent in 
2023 compared to 2022 and reached a record high in December 2023 – started to drop. In 
March, April, May and July 2024, for the first time since mid-2022, Chinese exports to Russia 
were lower compared to the same months in the previous year. At the same time, however, 
this has led to an increase in financial transactions through both smaller regional Chinese 
banks and various murky middlemen.

Arguably, the most reasonable interpretation is that China is reacting to western pressure 
by pausing its economic relations with Russia, suggesting that further similar western action 
could influence Chinese behaviour in this regard. Whether this will affect the other realms 
of the relationship – strategic, political or military – or the overall direction remains open to 
question.

Scenario 3: A significant strengthening of relations

The third scenario type, and arguably the least likely, entails a significantly improved 
relationship compared to the current situation. This could involve a closely aligned political-
strategic or full-blown military alliance, or an uninhibited trading relationship.

What would it entail? 

Politically, it could mean much tighter political and strategic coordination between the two 
countries on various issues and in various regions. In this scenario, China abandons the 
difficult balancing act between its increasingly incompatible goals of supporting Russia and 
maintaining functioning relations with the West, and is thus free to support Russia without 
concern for a western backlash. Their joint strategic posturing in both the North Atlantic and 
Indo-Pacific regions, against Europe, the United States, Taiwan, Japan and others, could be 
decisively strengthened. Government meetings and coordination at all levels could increase, 
allowing stronger cooperation in a wide range of areas.

Economically, apart from stronger trade and economic relations in general, this could have 
several implications. Chinese state and private actors might openly and systematically violate 
sanctions against Russia, perhaps because they no longer fear the consequences if a 
China-West all-out trade war is already a reality. China might become less concerned about 
dependency on Russia due to its fewer options, leading to serious investment in energy 
infrastructure to enable increased Russian energy exports, such as the long-awaited Power 
of Siberia 2 gas pipeline. 
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Militarily, this scenario type could mean several things. One possibility is direct support 
for each other’s wars. China could provide overt, systematic and extensive direct military 
assistance to Russia such as weapon systems, ammunition, equipment and technology. 
Conversely, it is also possible to envisage direct Russian military support for Chinese 
ambitions concerning Taiwan and the Indo-Pacific. Another involves increased cooperation 
on interoperability and joint exercises, involving enhancements in their frequency, complexity 
and geographical scope, including in strategically sensitive regions such as the Baltic Sea, 
the Mediterranean, the South China Sea or the Arctic, and potentially involving third countries 
such as Iran and North Korea. 

A third military aspect entails decisively strengthened cooperation on military-technological 
and defence-industrial endeavours. This might include collaboration on satellite navigation 
systems and data exchange, the space and counterspace domains, and joint integration of 
missile defences. In such a scenario, Russia might increase its sharing and transfer of more 
advanced technologies in the few areas where it still has an edge, such as air defence, anti-
ship and submarine capabilities, fighter jets and early warning systems. In addition, this could 
lead to further cooperation on emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence, quantum 
computing and biotech.

The most far-reaching and least likely version of this military development scenario would 
involve a formal military alliance between the two countries. Beyond a legal obligation to risk 
their own security and troops for the sake of the other, this could entail various concrete 
functional alliance practices such as coordinated military procedures, joint command, 
interoperability, and so on. 

In the cultural and societal sphere, like the first scenario but with a qualitatively more 
pronounced effect, there could be a significant acceleration in the growth of connections, 
and especially a more one-sided boost to Chinese soft power and “sinification” in Russia. 
Russia could become an especially attractive, cheap and available tourist, student and 
science destination for the Chinese middle class, given that it would still be a more open 
society than China’s, and that the West, in this scenario, would be far more closed to China.

In the information and cyber landscapes, Russia and China could in this scenario not only 
coordinate and bolster each other’s narratives in the global information war against the West, 
but also directly cooperate through joint open or clandestine strategic media disinformation 
campaigns, influence operations and other hybrid spheres. This would present a much 
stronger united front and threat to the West.

How would it come about? 

As demonstrated above, several inhibiting factors limit the extent to which relations could be 
significantly strengthened. Mitigation of these factors could lead to this scenario. 

A similar positive effect on Russia-China relations could occur if other limitations diminish, 
such as mutual distrust, regional rivalry or partial misalignment (e.g., in the Arctic, Central 
Asia or the Korean Peninsula), Russian fears of the power imbalance, and the increasingly 
different long-term prospects, aims and strategies of the two countries. However, a significant 
mitigation of many of these seems highly unlikely without regime or leadership changes in the 
countries, given that distrust and misalignment will continue to be intrinsic to the relationship, 
as it has been since the very beginning.
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An especially important set of factors that could contribute to scenarios of stronger Russia-
China relations is related to diminished European and Transatlantic resolve, unity and action 
vis-à-vis Beijing. The less unified, coherent and coordinated the western pressure put 
on China, the more Beijing will be emboldened to cross western red lines on supporting 
Moscow. European and Transatlantic disunity, and internal conflicts on how to deal with 
China in the short term and engage with it in the long term, could lead to bolstered ties 
between Moscow and Beijing. European countries and leaders promoting bilateral ties with 
China and independent policy approaches to Beijing are significant examples of such a 
development.

In the European theatre, another factor that could lead to strengthened relations is a decisive 
development or outcome in Russia’s favour in its war against Ukraine – such as the West 
abandoning Kyiv, a collapse of Ukraine’s defences and/or a breakthrough for Russia or some 
sort of pro-Russian ceasefire or peace deal. This could lead to Russia being less of a burden 
for China, making Beijing’s balancing act easier and opening up room for closer ties with 
Moscow.

In the Indo-Pacific theatre, several factors are of potential importance for this scenario. 
How the regional alliances and balance develop will be important, as stronger anti-China 
groupings might incentivize Beijing to seek closer cooperation with Moscow, while closer 
ties between Russia and North Korea or India might have the opposite effect. 

A crucial factor is the continued Chinese interest in working relations with the West. If the 
current tension, rivalry and hostility between China and the West escalates to a serious 
breakdown in China-western or China-US relations, manifest for example in a trade war, 
Russia-level sanctions on China’s economy or a US-China military conflict (proxy or all-out), 
related for example to Taiwan, then this would pave the way for much closer Russia-China 
relations.

What would be the consequences for Russia and China?

For Russia, this would probably be the best of the three scenarios, as this would enable much 
more Chinese support for Russia’s war efforts and ailing economy while also countering 
Russia’s global isolation and pariah status. Russia has few other powerful friends. Moreover, 
although Moscow would still be in a junior and dependent position vis-à-vis Beijing, the 
power balance might be less skewed than currently if China becomes more dependent on 
its closer ally, Russia.

For China, a much stronger alliance with Russia would have both positive and negative effects. 
On the one hand, China would be bolstered by its junior ally in its long-term strategic rivalry 
with the United States, while also providing Beijing with more tools to coerce and pressure 
Europe. However, the clearer East-West and democracy-autocracy schism manifest in this 
alliance might strengthen China’s ability to induce or coerce small or middle powers to its 
side against the West with regard to some states, but weaken it in the case of others. In the 
long term, it could also be negative for China’s image, influence and manoeuvrability globally, 
as it becomes tied more closely with pariah state Russia and the “axis of evil”.

On the other hand, a continued “yuanization” of Russia and its foreign trade could serve 
as both a test for China’s efforts to internationalize the yuan and a signal to other countries 
globally that, with China’s assistance, it is possible to reduce dependence on or even break 

https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2024/03/why-russia-has-been-so-resilient-to-western-export-controls?lang=en
https://foreignpolicy.com/2024/08/14/russia-china-iran-north-korea-axis-evil-cooperation/
https://carnegieeurope.eu/russia-eurasia/politika/2024/05/china-russia-yuan?lang=en&center=russia-eurasia
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away from the western financial system. At the same time, however, Russia’s growing yuan-
related problems and dependencies might deter other countries.

Furthermore, for both countries, the much stronger access to each other’s sensitive military 
technology would facilitate faster technological development and modernization. In this 
scenario, Beijing would be able to bolster its efforts to achieve parity with the United States.

What would it mean for western policy?

For the West, this scenario would probably be the worst of the three. A stronger Russian-
Chinese partnership or even a formal alliance, where Beijing cares much less about maintaining 
decent relations with the West, would be likely to result in significantly increased Chinese 
support for Russia’s war against Ukraine, amplifying the autocratic threat to European and 
to global security. Joint Russian-Chinese technological development and technology sharing 
would also pose a threat to the West’s military advantage, as well as to its interests in areas 
such as space, AI and emerging technologies.

This would also signify a consolidation of the global autocratic bloc, posing a threat to western 
interests and influence across various regions, including the Indo-Pacific, the Middle East, 
Africa and Central Asia. This alignment could also embolden other countries in the “axis of 
evil”, such as Iran and North Korea, especially with support from Russia and China. 

On the other hand, it could also lead to – and indeed necessitate – stronger western and 
Transatlantic unity, resolve and action on how to manage, deter and counter the combined 
and coordinated long-term revisionist threats from Russia and China in both their respective 
theatres. 

What speaks for or against it?

Several factors support this scenario. The Russian-Chinese strategic alignment against the 
West and its liberal world order is likely not only to endure but also to grow stronger if the 
rivalry between China and the West intensifies in the medium to long term. This is especially 
relevant in the context of the EU decoupling from China, the United States adopting a more 
hawkish stance (especially a potential Trump administration), China experiencing increased 
instability and unpredictability due to economic weakening and political tightening, and the 
world order solidifying around a global democracy-autocracy divide. 

Much analysis highlights the period 2027–2030 as China’s timeline for a potential military 
solution to the issue of Taiwan, based on its military capacity and political narratives. This 
means that in the medium term, the heightened risk of a military conflict between China and 
the United States makes the scenario of closer Russia-China relations more likely. 

However, several factors argue against this scenario, not least the numerous and significant 
limitations and challenges in the relationship which are unlikely to disappear or be resolved. 
Some may even worsen in the medium term as the war and sanctions leave Russia weaker, 
more isolated and more internationally toxic, while Russian and Chinese goals and means 
on the global stage diverge increasingly. Moreover, and importantly, a breakdown in relations 
between China and the West is far from certain as both sides would incur enormous costs 
from such an outcome.

https://www.reuters.com/business/finance/russia-payment-hurdles-with-china-partners-intensified-august-sources-say-2024-08-30/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2023/05/31/central-asia-russia-china-kazakhstan-kyrgyzstan-sco-play-both-sides/?fbclid=IwZXh0bgNhZW0CMTAAAR0S9LlC_DCwa0SXpVC8-CeVR1QDMAOekNp18wuMaSfeP5UmSOXfF_A4ivc_aem_AWp30cEoE1ZJV_I4EZR1MgwW682WdG-tTASG8F6cNp6mv8vqtNuJrniAFK-HfDp8qqcfHiKRwPTfQRdX3Asxi_yu
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/china/axis-upheaval-russia-iran-north-korea-taylor-fontaine
https://www.brandeis.edu/crown/publications/crown-conversations/cc-22.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/08/20/us/politics/biden-nuclear-china-russia.html
https://www.ui.se/globalassets/ui.se-eng/publications/other-publications/is-a-conflict-over-taiwan-drawing-near-a-review-of-available-forecasts-and-scenarios.pdf
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Conclusions

Multiple possible futures. The ongoing and future development of Russian-Chinese 
relations is not set in stone. While many current trends point to a continuation of the status 
quo in the short term, in the medium to long term, other plausible paths can be imagined 
to either significantly better or worse relations, based on a variety of crucial factors inside, 
between and beyond the two countries.

Vital consequences for both Russia and China. Despite the growing inequality in 
Russia-China relations, their future development will have significant consequences for both 
Moscow and Beijing. For Russia, it might mean the difference between the long-term survival 
of its economy and the success of its war against Ukraine and Europe, or military, economic 
or even regime collapse. For China, it will be an important factor in the failure or triumph of 
its long-term goals of rivalling, surpassing and replacing the United States as the global 
hegemon and transforming the liberal world order, especially as this is closely connected to 
the issue of Chinese-western relations.

Differences in scenario preference and viability. However, which scenario is more 
desirable, given current circumstances and prospects, probably differs between the two 
countries. While both countries might be comfortable with a continuation of the status quo, 
Russia might presumably want a significant strengthening of relations. Moscow has few 
other partners or allies to rely on and the more Chinese political, economic and military 
support it receives, the better – despite the increased dependence this would cause. 

For Beijing, however, which wants to balance relations with both Russia and the West, 
such a scenario could mean isolation, sanctions and thus large economic, reputational and 
manoeuvrability costs. Similarly, while a worsening of China-Russia relations would bring 
negative outcomes for both, China would probably be able to cope with and even find silver 
linings in such a scenario, whereas for Russia it could be potentially catastrophic.

Differing levels of agency. Russia and China, as well as the West, can affect the future 
development of Russia-China relations, although to differing degrees. Russia’s options are 
limited, as it is increasingly reliant on China. How Moscow plays its various remaining cards, 
however, still matters, including how well it succeeds in boosting various strategic, political, 
economic and military-technological ties with China; how it fares, and acts, in the war against 
Ukraine; and how much it can leverage the few things it has that China wants, such as cheap 
Russian energy, military technology, access to the Arctic and Russian support for Chinese 
geopolitical ambitions. 

China is probably the actor with the most agency in how the relations develop because of 
Russia’s dependence and because China has options. Thus, to a certain degree, relations 
will develop as far as China allows them to, which in turn partly depends on how China 
chooses to and succeeds in balancing and navigating relations with both Russia and the 
West at the same time. 
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Policy recommendations for the EU and the West

The West must prepare for a range of potential outcomes in Russia-China relations across 
domains and their impact on western interests, some favourable and some unfavourable. 
This entails making difficult but necessary choices regarding resource allocation and 
strategy development to effectively counter and deter the joint Russia-China threat in both 
the European and the Indo-Pacific theatres and on the global stage beyond.

Importantly, the policy choices of the West will play a crucial role in the future development 
of Russia-China ties. Moreover, as shown above, there are worse and better outcomes in 
the Russia-China relationship for the West. The West should therefore pursue several policy 
approaches that will be crucial to affecting Russia-China ties in an optimal direction and that 
will be vital for securing western interests regardless of the outcome.

•	 Accept, face and prepare for a long-term joint Russia-China strategic threat. 
The deep and growing ties between Moscow and Beijing are strong and enduring – built 
on a foundation of joint strategic rivalry with the West. This systemic, global and united 
threat to western security and interests is unlikely to disappear soon, cannot be resolved 
through grand “deals” or diplomacy and requires western unity and resolve.

•	 Draw the right parallels between theatres and adversaries. Increasingly, the two 
theatres of Europe and the Indo-Pacific are interconnected geopolitically for the West 
in terms of threats, resources and strategies. Just as Russia and China learn from each 
other in their confrontations with the West, so too must the West draw lessons on the 
synergies between their malicious behaviour across domains.

•	 Build capacity to deter and counter both Russia and China simultaneously 
in both theatres. The defence of Taiwan starts in Ukraine, as credible US deterrence 
and resolve against China is demonstrated by supporting Ukraine’s victory and ensuring 
Russia’s defeat. Conversely, this dual-theatre capability requires the EU to develop its 
strategic thinking and culture on deterrence capacity against both adversaries. 

•	 Strengthen Europe’s capacity to take care of Europe. Countering both Russia – 
which is existential for Europe – and China – which is existential for the US – requires that 
both Europe and the US take primary responsibility for securing their respective theatres. 
This means Europe becoming serious about its geopolitical agency, not least through 
massive investments in military and defence-industrial capacity, its competitiveness 
and technological development, and its long-term capacity to stay united, resolute and 
independent in the face of Chinese attempts to divide.

•	 Transatlantic unity on broad fundamentals. Unity and close alignment between the 
US and Europe on how to jointly frame, manage and counter the Russia-China threat, in 
both theatres and globally, will be crucial for western interests and security. Countering 
Beijing and Moscow will require close Transatlantic unity and cooperation in various 
spheres, such as sanctions, democratic resilience, defence against kinetic and hybrid 
threats, the defence industry, technological development, alliances and multilateral 
forums, international outreach and diplomacy, and global issues,.

•	 Transatlantic dialogue on how to square differences in China policy. At the 
same time, for various reasons, the US and Europe are unlikely to be completely aligned 
on China policy. This need and must not hinder or undermine a coherent Transatlantic 
strategy vis-à-vis the Russia-China axis. Through dialogue and mutual concessions, both 
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sides need to find ways to work around difficult questions, as well as differences in 
priorities and threat assessments, regarding trade and political relations with China. 

•	 Differentiate between the two partners where necessary. While their joint 
threat requires a holistic western approach, Russia and China are different actors with 
different means and goals, and present different challenges for the West. Russia must 
be countered and contained wherever and whenever, and holds no value as a potential 
partner. With China, the West must seek to uphold functioning economic and political 
relations, not least to resolve global issues.

•	 Understand where alignment ends and adapt strategies accordingly. Despite 
growing alignment, Russia’s and China’s positions, interests and prospects diverge 
in many regions and on many issues. Tracking and understanding the development – 
and limits – of their alignment will be crucial to properly manage and counter the joint 
Russian-Chinese threat with differentiated strategies in different spheres.

•	 Find and exploit differences where possible. Russia and China are too close to 
be pulled apart through “wedges” or a “reverse-Kissinger”. However, the West can and 
should leverage the many regions and issues where they are misaligned, including in the 
Arctic, the Korean Peninsula, Central Asia, Russian nuclear sabre-rattling and violation 
of international law, and potentially also Ukraine and Taiwan.

•	 Minimize Beijing’s support to Moscow by maximizing the pain. Western pressure 
works in affecting Chinese economic behaviour vis-à-vis Russia. Russia-China trade has 
levelled off in 2024 in response to the pressure from secondary sanctions, as Chinese 
actors’ reluctance has led to severe problems with transactions. The EU must follow the 
US lead in pressuring both China and other third actors not to enable sanctions evasion 
by Russia. Credible sanctions enforcement sends strategic signal to China and others.

•	 Shore up allies both west and east. In both theatres, bolstering allies as much as 
possible against the threats from Russia and China will be crucial to western success 
and credibility in the global battle against the autocratic axis. In the west this includes 
Ukraine, NATO’s eastern flank and fledgling democracies such as Moldova and Armenia. 
In the east this includes Taiwan, Japan, South Korea and the Philippines.

•	 Expose and counter the flawed Russia-China offer in the global arena. Beijing 
and Moscow’s alternative vision for the world finds fertile ground due to real grievances, 
disillusionment with the West, and cheap Chinese loans and Russian hydrocarbons. 
However, their hollow version of a “multipolar world” – built on contempt for international 
law – runs counter to the interests of global partners; breeds instability, autocracy and 
debt traps; and does not provide solutions to global issues such as poverty, inequality and 
conflict. The West needs to fight Russian-Chinese influence internationally by engaging 
global partners with diplomacy, clear narratives and real economic involvement.

•	 Improve relations with key rising and middle powers between east and west. 
Limiting the global influence and options of the Russia-China axis will require building 
trust with countries such as India, Turkey, Brazil, Kazakhstan and Indonesia, among others. 
The West’s strategic engagement with these states will be central for reasons connected 
to connectivity, transport, supply chains, energy and resources, trade and sanctions, and 
diplomatic outreach and clout with the developing world. The West should therefore 
strengthen its cooperation with these countries through “mini-lateralism”, as well as 
focused and pragmatic partnerships.

https://carnegie-production-assets.s3.amazonaws.com/static/files/Rumer_Taiwan%20Friendship_final-2024.pdf
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