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Key Takeaways 

» Since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, China has become indispensable to Russia, 
giving Beijing growing leverage in one of the most consequential strategic partnerships 
threatening the United States and global stability. Rather than simply supporting Russia, Beijing is 
converting Moscow’s dependence into lasting military, technological, economic, and geopolitical 
advantages while avoiding the obligations of a formal alliance. China is using Russia’s reliance on its 
support to secure discounted energy, gain access to advanced military technologies, and absorb 
battlefield lessons from Ukraine. 

» China has become the decisive external enabler of Russia’s war in Ukraine. China’s oil purchases 
help fund the Russian government. Dual-use goods from China and Hong Kong keep Russia’s weapons 
programs running despite Western export controls. China has also reportedly provided satellite imagery 
to support Russian strike targeting and trained Russian personnel on drone operations. China’s 
diplomatic backing provides Moscow cover to sustain its war in Ukraine. 

» China and Russia have built an increasingly sanctions-resistant financial and economic relationship 
that has reduced, but not eliminated, Western leverage. Expanding renminbi (RMB)-based trade, al-
ternative payment infrastructure, and layered sanctions-evasion networks have cut Russia’s economic 
isolation while deepening its dependence on China. 
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» The China-Russia partnership has become the central pillar of an emerging authoritarian align-
ment seeking to erode trust in U.S. alliances and partnerships, weaken U.S. influence, and reshape 
the international order. Beijing and Moscow increasingly coordinate across diplomatic, military, eco-
nomic, and technological domains while using institutions such as BRICS and the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization (SCO) to promote an alternative international order less constrained by Western rules and 
institutions. 

» Despite unprecedented cooperation, the relationship remains one of strategic alignment rather 
than mutual trust, and real limits persist. Persistent frictions—including Russia’s unease with junior-
partner status, divergent nuclear doctrines, intelligence concerns, North Korea, and competing regional 
ambitions—constrain deeper integration without altering the partnership’s overall trajectory. 

Strategic Alignment 
 China’s relationship with Russia is at the core of 

the informal “Axis of Autocracy,” the members 
of which seek to weaken U.S. influence, contest 
the existing international order, and expand the 
regional and global power of autocratic coun-
tries. Their partnership has become the central pil-
lar of that alignment and China’s most consequen-
tial strategic relationship, even though Beijing and 
Moscow have deliberately stopped short of forming 
a formal alliance. 

 Both leaders have prioritized the relationship, 
leading to a “no limits” partnership. After evolv-
ing from early Cold War allies to bitter rivals during 
the Sino-Soviet split, China and Russia normalized 
relations in the late 1980s and steadily deepened 
ties following Russia’s 2014 annexation of Crimea 
and resulting Western sanctions.1 Frequent leader 
engagements—including more than 40 meetings 
between General Secretary of the Chinese Com-
munist Party (CCP) Xi Jinping and Russian President 
Vladimir Putin since 2013—demonstrate the prior-
ity both capitals attach to the relationship.2 Weeks 
before Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022, Beijing 
and Moscow capped this trajectory by declaring a 
“no limits” partnership.3  

 The China-Russia partnership is now indispensa-
ble for Moscow. Russia’s full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine in 2022 has transformed the relationship: 
sanctions and export controls cut Russia off from 

Western markets and technology, leaving China as 
its primary economic and political lifeline.4 This war-
time support has resulted in Russia being depend-
ent upon China across trade, energy, finance, and 
defense-related supply chains, anchoring the part-
nership at the center of Moscow’s ability to con-
tinue large-scale military operations in Europe.5 

 China and Russia are increasingly synchronizing 
their diplomacy, military activities, and infor-
mation campaigns to undermine the United 
States and U.S.-led international order. In a 2025 
joint statement on global strategic stability, for ex-
ample, they jointly condemned the U.S. Golden 
Dome missile defense initiative as militarizing space 
and fueling an arms race, even as both pursue 
counterspace and advanced strike capabilities of 
their own.6 The two have paired this coordinated 
messaging with sophisticated joint military exer-
cises, including the Joint Sea-2026 naval drills and 
subsequent joint maritime patrols in the Pacific.7  

 China and Russia are working to reshape the in-
ternational landscape in ways that reduce West-
ern influence and advance an alternative order 
more friendly to authoritarian regimes. Beijing 
and Moscow play central roles in establishing and 
strengthening alternative institutions, such as BRICS 
and the SCO, while also coordinating within existing 
institutions to block or weaken initiatives related to 
sanctions, human rights, and other issues they char-
acterize as violations of state sovereignty and non-
interference.8 
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 The partnership has become structurally asym-
metric, with Russia increasingly dependent on 
China while Beijing preserves wide strategic 
freedom of action. The dependency runs primarily 
one way. China gains discounted energy, select 
Russian military technologies, operational lessons, 

and a partner in challenging the United States and 
NATO. At the same time, Beijing avoids binding al-
liance commitments that would obligate it to match 
Russia’s risk taking or directly share the costs of 
Moscow’s aggression.9 

 

 
*In February 2024, the U.S. Department of Commerce’s Bureau of Industry and Security—in conjunction with the EU, Japan, and the UK—pub-
lished the CHPL, a list of 50 export-controlled items subject to the highest-priority focus due to their potential use by Russia against Ukraine. 
See U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of Industry and Security, Common High Priority Items List (CHPL), February 23, 2024. https://me-
dia.bis.gov/licensing/country-guidance/common-high-priority-items-list-chpl. 

China: The Decisive Enabler of Russia's War in Ukraine  

» China is the indispensable economic and technological lifeline for Russia. In July 2025, China’s 
foreign minister reportedly told the EU’s top diplomat that Beijing cannot accept a Russian loss in 
Ukraine because that would allow the United States to shift its full attention to China.10 Consistent with 
this strategic calculation, Beijing has sustained Russia’s war effort in critical ways. China is Russia’s larg-
est economic partner and oil purchaser, supplies critical inputs for weapons production, helps Russia 
evade sanctions and export controls, and provides Russia diplomatic cover. NATO has accordingly des-
ignated China as a “decisive enabler” of the war in Ukraine.11 

» China’s support expands the scale and precision of Russian attacks on Ukraine. China has secretly 
trained Russian military personnel on drone operations and supplied engines that have enabled Russia 
to increase production of its drone fleet, including Garpiya-A1 drones used to attack military and civilian 
targets in Ukraine.12 Russia has reportedly deployed the Chinese-made Silent Hunter laser system, giv-
ing it a counter-drone capability that can undercut one of Ukraine’s key battlefield advantages.13 Beijing 
has even reportedly supported Russia’s intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance capabilities by 
providing satellite imagery to track Ukrainian targets and guide missile strikes.14 

» China’s support helps prevent Russia’s economic collapse. China is Russia’s largest energy purchaser 
and economic partner. Bilateral trade has more than doubled from pre-invasion levels, reaching a rec-
ord $244.8 billion in 2024 and on track to reach an all-time high in 2026.15 This expanding economic 
lifeline has blunted broad global sanctions and targeted weapons-related controls as Chinese compa-
nies replace Western suppliers across Russia’s economy and defense industrial supply chain.  

» Russia’s weapons production would not be possible without China’s support. Russia does not pro-
duce many key components necessary for modern weapons systems. China is the leading supplier to 
Russia of key export-controlled Common High Priority List (CHPL)* items needed for these weapons, 
and in 2026 it accounted for 90 percent of all sanctioned technology entering Russia.16 Since 2022, 
China has exported $10.3 billion worth of CHPL items to Russia, including semiconductors, drone parts, 
electronic circuits, machine tools, and other key components.17 According to Ukrainian military intelli-
gence documents, the V2U autonomous drone used by Russian forces runs on Chinese minicomputers, 
Chinese GPS modules, Chinese motors, Chinese batteries, and Chinese solid-state drives.18 China has 
also reportedly supplied nitrocellulose, a key ingredient in gunpowder and rocket propellant manufac-
turing, to support Russia’s munitions and artillery shell production.19 
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Note: This graph demonstrates dual-use items under the European Commission definition, which includes a list of 
goods and technologies that have both civilian and military applications. These items are controlled under Regula-
tion (EU) 2021/821 in accordance with the Dual Use Correlation Table. The EU, the UK, Japan, and the United States 
jointly created and monitor the CHPL and also use Harmonized System (HS) codes that additionally monitor ex-
ports to Russia that fuel military efforts.  
Source: General Customs Administration of China, KSE Institute. 

» China has facilitated massive export control evasion to help Russia. China’s support for Russia’s 
arms industry occurs through a layered evasion network, including direct sales, sales through shell com-
panies, false labeling, intermediaries, and third-country transshipment. These tactics allow China to sup-
port Russia’s war efforts and reduce the visibility of its involvement.20 For example, Chinese companies 
have shipped engines labeled as “industrial refrigeration units” to a sanctioned Russian weapons man-
ufacturer.21 Nearly 300 Chinese and Hong Kong individuals and entities have been sanctioned by the 
U.S. Department of the Treasury’s Office of Foreign Assets Control for violating controls, and over 158 
have been placed on the entity list by the U.S. Department of Commerce’s Bureau of Industry and 
Security.22 

» China’s diplomatic support has weakened international efforts to isolate Russia and reduced the 
political costs of its aggression. Beijing uses its diplomatic position to back Moscow in numerous 
ways. It has voted against or abstained on UN resolutions condemning Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.23 
Chinese officials and state media regularly echo Russian narratives of NATO provocation.24 China has 
offered itself as a “neutral peacemaker” despite Xi and Putin’s “no limits” ties.25 

» Ukraine exposes China’s activities in support of Russia's war. Ukraine has taken various steps to 
expose China’s role. In 2025 Ukraine detained Chinese nationals fighting for Russia, caught Chinese 
spies attempting to steal classified military technology, and sanctioned Chinese firms accused of help-
ing Russia produce missiles and supplying components for drones.26 While China accounts for about 
one-fifth of Ukraine’s total imports, Ukraine has been willing to confront China, recognizing its active 
support for Russia’s war.27 
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Sanctions Evasion 
 China and Russia have rapidly reoriented their 

financial relationship toward China-centered 
payment channels, deepening Russia’s depend-
ence on China’s financial system. The RMB’s share 
of foreign currency traded on the Moscow ex-
change rose from 3 percent in 2022 to 54 percent 
in May 2024 before surging to 99.8 percent after 
Treasury sanctioned the exchange in June 2024, ef-
fectively halting all U.S. dollar and euro transac-
tions.28 Subsequent RMB liquidity strains reported 
in Russia underscored that this shift leaves Moscow 
exposed to China-centered disruptions.29 The finan-
cial architecture makes the dependence durable: 
Moscow can no longer exit the relationship without 
losing access to critical infrastructure for cross-bor-
der trade and payments.  

 China’s financial system offers Russian banks 
and traders a lifeline. A growing number of Rus-
sian banks participate in China’s Cross-Border Inter-
bank Payment System (CIPS).30 Though China does 
not identify participants by name, the number of fi-
nancial institutions directly participating† rose from 
76 in February 2022 to 210 in June 2026.31 CIPS al-
lows Chinese financial institutions to more easily fa-
cilitate RMB trade settlements with Russia and ob-
scure sanctioned trade.32 By 2024, over 90 percent 
of China-Russia bilateral trade was conducted in ru-
bles or RMB as both sides moved away from dollar 
and euro settlement.33 

 Russia benefits from China’s efforts to develop 
an alternative international financial structure 
that evades the dollar-based system. CIPS and 
RMB settlement help blunt U.S. and allied sanctions 
that restrict access to SWIFT and other dollar-based 
financial infrastructure.34 Small regional Chinese 

 
† Though CIPS does have a native messaging system built into the platform, its payment settlement system is fully compatible and often used 
with SWIFT. Direct participants hold a CIPS account and can make payments accompanied by CIPS messaging, where indirect participants process 
RMB transactions through correspondent accounts with direct participants. Benn Steil and Yuma Schuster, “How Cross-Border Chinese RMB 
Flows May Weaken U.S. Sanctions,” Council on Foreign Relations, March 6, 2026. https://www.cfr.org/articles/how-cross-border-chinese-rmb-
flows-may-weaken-u-s-sanctions; “What are the Types of Participants in CIPS?” Cross-Border Interbank Payment System. https://web.ar-
chive.org/web/20260731181142/https://www.cips.com.cn/kjjqgsyyingw/2025-12/11/article_2025121115151515220.shtml.  
‡ For more, see Graham Ayres and Lyndi Tsering, “China’s Facilitation of Sanctions and Export Control Evasion,” U.S.-China Economic and Security 
Review Commission, November 14, 2025. https://www.uscc.gov/research/chinas-facilitation-sanctions-and-export-control-evasion.  

banks, siloed from the dollar-based system, facili-
tate payments on behalf of sanctioned Russian buy-
ers.35 These transactions are then layered through a 
network of intermediaries, further complicating 
sanctions enforcement and effectiveness.‡ 36 

Military Cooperation 
 Military-to-military cooperation between Russia 

and China has expanded in scale and scope over 
the past decade. Since 2003, China and Russia have 
shared expertise across air, land, and sea, participat-
ing in at least 119 combined military exercises as of 
April 2026.37 Since 2012, China and Russia have held 
annual naval exercises, and the two countries par-
ticipate in multilateral military exercises.38 The two 
countries began joint bomber and naval patrols in 
2019 and 2020, respectively.39 In July 2026, China 
and Russia conducted joint naval operations and 
patrols featuring submarine and anti-submarine 
and drone operations.40 However, despite this 
growing cooperation, the two militaries lack in-
teroperability and are constrained by a variety of 
factors, including minimal experience conducting 
real-world joint operations.41 

 Joint exercises have become more provocative. 
China-Russia joint exercises have become more 
provocative in recent years. In 2024, Chinese and 
Russian aircraft conducted joint patrols from the 
Sea of Japan to the East China Sea, entering South 
Korea’s air defense identification zone (ADIZ) with-
out notice, testing the readiness of the United 
States, South Korea, and Japan.42 In a separate 2024 
joint bomber patrol, Chinese bombers entered the 
Alaskan ADIZ for the first time.43 

 For decades, Russia helped the People’s Libera-
tion Army (PLA) fill modernization gaps through 
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weapons sales while withholding its most ad-
vanced systems. From the 1990s through the early 
2020s, Russia was China’s leading foreign arms sup-
plier, providing 77 percent of China’s total arms im-
ports over that period and accounting for approxi-
mately $38.5 billion in known weapons sales.44 This 
includes systems such as the 270 Su-27 and Su-30 
fighter aircraft, Russian KILO-class diesel-powered 
submarines, and S-300 surface-to-air missiles, but 
not Russia’s most sensitive technologies.45 How-
ever, as China’s defense industry matured, its de-
pendence on Russian arms declined significantly. 
Today, Beijing is one of the world’s major arms ex-
porters.46  

 Russia’s wartime dependence is giving Beijing 
unprecedented access to Moscow’s most ad-
vanced military technology. Russia is now willing 
to share more advanced platforms such as Su-35 
fighter jets and S-400 air defense systems.47 Reports 
indicate there has even been cooperation to de-
velop a missile defense system that would surpass 
Russia’s most advanced system, the S-500, and 
China’s next-generation Type 096 ballistic missile 
submarine.48 If accurate, this cooperation directly 
affects U.S. naval posture and anti-submarine war-
fare planning in the Pacific.49 As discussed in the 
Technology Cooperation section, reports indicate 
Moscow and Beijing are working secretly together 
on other next-generation military technology, as 
well.  

 China is learning from Russia’s military experi-
ences in Ukraine. China’s military has not had com-
bat experience for more than four decades. Access 
to Russian training and combat experience, partic-
ularly lessons from the war in Ukraine, offers a val-
uable opportunity to improve the PLA’s operational 
concepts, readiness, and tactics. Reports indicate 
Russia is training Chinese soldiers in drone warfare 
and urban combat and may be sharing data on the 
performance of Western weapons and defense sys-
tems.50 Chinese military journals suggest the PLA is 
interested in data on U.S. systems that Taiwan also 
uses, including HIMARS rocket launchers.51 Uncon-
firmed intelligence reports note that China sent mil-
itary observers into Russian-occupied Ukraine.52 

According to documents obtained by hacktivist 
group Black Moon, Russia agreed to train a battal-
ion of Chinese paratroopers in airborne armored 
assault operations, providing the PLA with experi-
ence and operational insights directly applicable to 
a future campaign against Taiwan.53 

Technology 
Cooperation 
 China and Russia cooperate selectively in 

emerging technologies—including artificial in-
telligence (AI), quantum technologies, advanced 
nuclear energy, and space. While both countries 
possess substantial technical expertise and state-
backed research capabilities, China outpaces Russia 
on research and development (R&D) spending, in-
vesting roughly 2.6 percent of GDP compared to 
Russia’s roughly 0.94 percent as of 2023.54 Russia’s 
research ecosystem has suffered additional losses 
since the 2022 invasion of Ukraine amid the emigra-
tion of scientific talent and cuts to civilian research 
funding.55 In recent years, the relationship has be-
gun to invert: Russia once supplied the most ad-
vanced technologies, but China’s research base, 
manufacturing capacity, and technological capabil-
ities have now outpaced Russia’s in many areas.  

 Leaked documents indicate deepening coopera-
tion on AI-driven weapons of the future. Accord-
ing to documents obtained by The Insider, China is 
proposing joint development of autonomous loi-
tering munition swarms combining frontline 
knowledge from Russia’s war in Ukraine with Chi-
nese AI systems and scalable manufacturing.56 The 
presentations given at the Third China-Russia Mili-
tary-Technical Cooperation Forum in Guangzhou 
also outlined cooperation in developing next-gen-
eration armored vehicles with AI-driven “active pro-
tection, uncrewed turrets, and integrated drone 
swarms.”57  

 Civil nuclear cooperation is expanding into next-
generation technologies. Starting in the 1990s, 
Russia supplied the designs and equipment for 
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nuclear power plants in China and later provided 
nuclear fuel.58 China is now self-sufficient in signifi-
cant aspects of the fuel cycle.59 Four additional Rus-
sian-designed reactor units are expected to enter 
service in China in 2026–2028.60 The countries are 
extending cooperation beyond conventional nu-
clear plants. At the May 2026 Xi-Putin summit, 
Rosatom—the Russian state nuclear energy corpo-
ration—signed agreements with various Chinese 
entities covering research into nuclear fusion, nu-
clear medicine, and photonic and quantum technol-
ogies.61 

 China and Russia are expanding space coopera-
tion to improve military capabilities and com-
pete with the United States. In 2022, Putin and Xi 
signed agreements to integrate China’s BeiDou and 
Russia’s GLONASS satellite navigation systems by 
building and maintaining ground stations and im-
proving interoperability and data sharing.62 Further, 
leaked documents from a 2023 China-Russia mili-
tary forum in Guangzhou reveal a Chinese-drafted 
three-tier escalation plan to neutralize Starlink 
through regulatory pressure, electronic warfare, 
cyberattacks, and physical destruction of satel-
lites.63 This cooperation could complicate U.S. oper-
ations through enhanced battlefield awareness, 
more secure communications, real-time intelli-
gence sharing, and erosion of satellite communica-
tions for the United States and partners in a contin-
gency. In addition, China and Russia are construct-
ing an International Lunar Research Station under a 
March 2021 memorandum of understanding that 
will support scientific research and exploration, with 
Russia planning to supply the facility by building a 
nuclear power station on the surface of the moon 
by 2036.64 

 China and Russia also cooperate in quantum 
communications research. In 2024, Chinese and 
Russian scientists announced the establishment of 
a roughly 2,361-mile (3,800-kilometer) quantum 

 
§ The U.S. National Security Agency highlights several limitations of quantum key distribution (QKD)—the technology referenced in this sen-
tence—to delivering secure communications and does not support the usage of QKD to protect U.S. national security systems. See U.S. National 
Security Agency, Quantum Key Distribution (QKD) and Quantum Cryptography (QC), accessed August 10, 2026. https://www.nsa.gov/Cybersecu-
rity/Quantum-Key-Distribution-QKD-and-Quantum-Cryptography-QC/.  

communication link using keys transmitted by 
China’s Micius quantum satellite.§ 65 

Asymmetric Energy 
Relationship 
 The war in Ukraine has entrenched Russia’s de-

pendence on China as its primary energy cus-
tomer. Energy accounts for around a third of total 
bilateral trade, with China alone accounting for half 
of Russia’s crude oil exports.66 China’s purchase of 
$372 billion in Russian fossil fuels since the invasion 
has provided Moscow with critical wartime reve-
nue.67 Oil and gas revenues have traditionally ac-
counted for between 30 percent and 50 percent of 
Russia’s government budget.68 

 China aids Russian sanctions evasion but re-
mains sensitive to threats of secondary sanc-
tions. China and Russia oil trade relies on a sanc-
tions evasion network that uses shadow fleets, dis-
guised tankers, mislabeled cargoes, shell compa-
nies, opaque financial networks, and “teapot refin-
eries” in China insulated from the broader financial 
system.69 While China has refused to implement the 
G7 oil price cap against Russia, it still buys Russia’s 
oil at a steep discount.70 There is a limit to the sanc-
tions evasion risk China’s large financial institutions 
will take on: Chinese state-owned companies sus-
pended purchases of Russian seaborne oil in Octo-
ber 2025 over fears of U.S. secondary sanctions.71 
China figured out workarounds, however, and its 
crude oil imports from Russia by volume ended the 
year down by only about 8 percent.72  

 Russia needs China as a buyer more than China 
needs Russian oil. Russian crude oil makes up only 
about a fifth of China’s imports, but nearly half of 
Russia’s crude oil exports go to China.73 Though 
China remains dependent on imported oil, it 
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diversifies supply through imports from Iran, Vene-
zuela, Brazil, Saudi Arabia, and other Gulf produc-
ers.74 

 Russia is trying to expand its natural gas sales to 
China, but China is driving a hard bargain. Russia 
is the largest source of imported natural gas for 
China (via pipeline and liquified natural gas [LNG]), 
though it accounts for only about 20 percent of 
crude oil imports and only about 10 percent of 
China’s total natural gas use.75 The Power of Siberia 
1 pipeline delivers approximately 38 billion cubic 
meters of natural gas from Russia to China annu-
ally.76 Russia has prioritized a proposed Power of Si-
beria 2 pipeline, which would add 50 billion cubic 
meters in capacity, and Putin sought a commitment 
from Xi to move forward in May 2026.77 Xi delayed 
agreement, however, reportedly seeking price con-
cessions given Russia’s weak hand.78 

 China has leveraged the imbalance to expand 
strategic investments in Arctic energy and trade 
development. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and re-
sulting economic isolation from the West have 
compelled Russia to accept a greater Chinese pres-
ence in the Arctic—a region Moscow has tradition-
ally viewed as central to its sovereignty and national 
security.79 Chinese state-owned enterprises now 
hold a combined 20 percent stake in the U.S.- and 
EU-sanctioned Arctic LNG 2 project.80 China and 
Russia are also developing year-round commercial 
shipping along the Northern Sea Route, including a 
joint venture to manufacture ice-class container 
ships, with the first vessel planned to enter service 
in 2027.81  

Friction and Limits  
 Moscow chafes at being the junior partner. The 

same asymmetry that makes the China-Russia part-
nership so strategically significant also generates its 
most basic friction. As Russia grows more depend-
ent on China for energy sales, technology, finance, 
trade, and diplomatic support, segments of the 
Russian elite have become increasingly uneasy 
about Beijing’s emergence as the dominant partner 
in the relationship.82 This imbalance is already 

generating resentment in Moscow and will con-
strain deeper coordination.83  

 Russia and China have different perspectives on 
some nuclear issues. Although China and Russia 
both rely on nuclear deterrence, they differ sharply 
in how they view the role of nuclear weapons.84 
China maintains a longstanding “no first use” policy, 
while Russia increasingly employs nuclear threats 
and coercive signaling as part of its broader military 
strategy.85 Xi reportedly warned Putin against the 
use of nuclear weapons in Ukraine, reflecting Bei-
jing’s unease with nuclear escalation.86 At the same 
time, Russian military planning reportedly includes 
scenarios involving the use of tactical nuclear weap-
ons against a hypothetical Chinese invasion of the 
Russian Far East.87 

 Russia’s expanding security relationship with 
North Korea has become a new source of fric-
tion. The relationship challenges China’s 
longstanding role as North Korea’s principal exter-
nal patron and one of its most important sources of 
influence in Northeast Asia. Russia’s June 2024 
treaty with North Korea, which includes mutual de-
fense commitments, was quickly followed by North 
Korea’s deployment of thousands of troops to sup-
port Russian operations in Ukraine, underscoring 
the growing depth of the bilateral security relation-
ship.88 Beijing’s restrained response, which empha-
sized that the two are “independent sovereign 
states” and that how they manage their ties is a 
“matter for themselves,” suggested unease with 
Russia playing a larger strategic role in a country 
China has long regarded as central to its regional 
security strategy.89 

 Longstanding intelligence and security concerns 
continue to limit trust between Beijing and Mos-
cow. Despite publicly portraying their relationship 
as a “no limits” strategic partnership, Russian state-
owned defense firm Rostec  has accused Chi-
nese companies of intellectual property (IP) theft 
and reverse-engineering Russian products.90 In 
2019, Rostec said China copied “aircraft engines, 
Sukhoi planes, deck jets, air defense systems, port-
able air defense missiles, and analogs of the Pantsir 
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medium-range surface-to-air systems.”91 Reporting 
also suggests Moscow’s intelligence services re-
main concerned about Chinese efforts to recruit 
Russian sources, obtain military technologies, and 
gather intelligence in sensitive regions like the Arc-
tic and Ukraine.92  

 Competing regional ambitions continue to limit 
deeper integration. Despite growing alignment, 
China and Russia continue to compete for influence 
in regions both regard as strategically important. 
Chinese commentary periodically describes the 

19th century border treaties as “unequal,” reflecting 
lingering historical grievances, while Beijing’s ex-
panding footprint in Central Asia overlaps with an 
area Russia has long viewed as its sphere of influ-
ence.93 China generally seeks stability to protect its 
economic interests, whereas Russia has often lever-
aged instability to maintain geopolitical influence.94 
These frictions constrain deeper integration but are 
unlikely to reverse the broader trajectory of ex-
panding China-Russia cooperation so long as both 
governments view the United States as their princi-
pal strategic competitor. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Disclaimer: This paper is the product of professional research performed by staff of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission and 
was prepared at the request of the Commission to support its deliberations. Posting of the report to the Commission’s website is intended to pro-
mote greater public understanding of the issues addressed by the Commission in its ongoing assessment of U.S.-China economic relations and 
their implications for U.S. security, as mandated by Public Law 106-398 and Public Law 113-291. However, the public release of this document does 
not necessarily imply an endorsement by the Commission, any individual Commissioner, or the Commission’s other professional staff, of the views 
or conclusions expressed in this staff research report. 
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