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® China has generally maintained a Russia-leaning stance on the situation in Ukraine. Beijing has been critical of the

United States, blaming it as the root cause of the war. China and Russia appear to have a shared understanding on or
be cooperating on disinformation activities.
® China’s position is anti-U.S. than pro-Russian. Beijing continues to take a Russia-leaning stance, with the main reason
being to counter the United States.
1) China regards the United States as the primary cause of the war. The war has become an opportunity for Beijing
to reaffirm the danger of U.S. hegemony.
2) China is engaged in disinformation activities regarding the United States.
® In the context of the struggle against the United States, the depth and breadth of the China-Russia partnership is greater
than we imagined. In particular, their confrontation with the United States was made ever clearer in their February 4
joint statement.
1) China and Russia’s worldviews are aligned in their opposition to color revolutions.
2) They together oppose the pressures of NATO and the Indo-Pacific strategy.
3) China supports President Putin’s call for building a new European security architecture.
® Beijing does not necessarily consider its position as internationally isolated. China is strengthening its diplomacy
toward emerging powers and making efforts to have more states neutral about the war.
1) China strives to encourage Europe to pursue strategic autonomy.
2) China emphasizes their shared positions with other emerging and developing countries, such as opposition to
sanctions and neutrality.
® Conversely, the China-Russia partnership also has limits. China is unlikely to conspicuously provide direct and full

support to Russia, at least in the short term.

Introduction

On February 24, 2022, Russian forces invaded Ukraine, heralding large-scale combat operations. Despite the initial
prospect that Russia with its superior forces would score an overwhelming victory, the front lines have settled into a
stalemate due to Russia’s underestimation of Ukraine and Ukraine’s fierce and effective resistance.

China’s response to this war has drawn attention from the outset. Whether China will distance itself from Russia or take

Moscow’s side will be vital for determining the course of the war itself and of the international order.!

! For a concise discussion of China’s position and orientation on this war, see Evan A. Feigenbaum, “China Faces Irreconcilable Choices on
Ukraine,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, February 24, 2022. https://carnegieendowment.org/2022/02/24/china-faces-
irreconcilable-choices-on-ukraine-pub-86515
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What stance has China taken on the war? As Russia’s overt invasion isolates it from the international community,
observers have repeatedly stated that even China has begun to distance itself from Russia and that the tide has turned. In
reality, however, there has been no meaningful change in Chinese policy. China’s position has been and continues to be
one of neutrality with a lean toward Russia, or tacit support for Moscow.

Why is this the case? The international community unanimously condemns Russia over the invasion. By not joining in,
Beijing would fail to gain international support and may become caught up in the economic sanctions on Russia. It is
unknown to what extent China and Russia shared information about the invasion in advance. Even if information had been
shared to some extent, the way the war subsequently unfolded must have been unforeseen. President Vladimir Putin’s hope
for a short-term settlement dissipated, the war has become protracted, and human losses are increasing, including civilians.

From a commonsense perspective, we would expect China to further distance itself from Russia. This, however, has not
happened. The question is why China is choosing not to distance itself from Russia.

Meanwhile, it is also a fact that there are limits to the China-Russia relationship (contrary to the so-called “friendship
with no limits”). What are causing these limits?

This article makes the following points.

The first is about China’s distrust of the United States and the deep-rootedness of their confrontation. China regards the
United States as the root cause of the current situation and, furthermore, as adding fuel to the fire. Beijing’s stance is
characterized first and foremost by anti-U.S. sentiment, more than its closeness or distance with Russia.

Second, China and Russia may be working together more closely than we imagine with respect to their U.S. strategies.
The deepening of Sino-Russian relations since 2014, and especially since 2019, extends beyond a “marriage of
convenience” as they were once described. In particular, the February 2022 joint statement was a key declaration that
brought confrontation with the United States to the forefront. In the statement, China and Russia aligned their positions on
anti-color revolutions and anti-military alliances, while China supported President Putin’s pursuit of reconfiguring the
European security order.

Third, China does not consider itself as internationally isolated as we think. With regard to Europe, China sees significant
contradictions between the United States and Europe and within Europe, and is encouraging Europe to increase its strategic
autonomy. Additionally, it sees other emerging powers in the Middle East, South Asia, and Southeast Asia as not
necessarily amenable to Western arguments and is enhancing diplomacy with these countries.

Fourth, factors that could become centrifugal forces in China-Russia relations, such as relations with Ukraine,
contradictions with Chinese principles, and the weakness of the China-Russia relationship, have not manifested a

significant effect. That said, the threat of economic sanctions could be deterring China from supporting Russia.

China continues to maintain a generally Russia-leaning stance. Although not supporting the war itself, China has not
called Russia’s actions an invasion, has not condemned Russia, and expresses opposition to sanctions. Beijing blames the
conflict most of all on “deliberate U.S. policies” to expand NATO and encourage color revolutions. China also shares
understanding on and propagates Russian disinformation regarding U.S. biological weapons research, among other subject
matters. However, China neither considers itself a direct participant in the war, nor is providing direct military or economic
support, and must show reasonable concern for humanitarian crises. On the one hand, China has voiced opposition to

economic sanctions. On the other hand, it has not outright breached or ignored the sanctions and is complying with them
2
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as of date. Furthermore, although Russia reportedly requested military assistance from China, this has yet to materialize.
To understand where China is coming from, we can refer to the five principles announced by Foreign Minister Wang Yi
on February 26, the four points subsequently put forward by President Xi Jinping on March 10, and the six points on
humanitarian issues advocated by Foreign Minister Wang on March 7.2 Summaries of President Xi and Minister Wang’s
meetings with heads of state and foreign ministers are also important for understanding how China differentiates its
messages depending on the counterpart.
From these principles and statements, we can deduce that China has made remarks on the following ten items related to
the situation in Ukraine:
1) Principles of the United Nations Charter, such as sovereignty and territorial integrity, and their application to Ukraine
2) Emphasis on each country’s legitimate demands and claims related to security and the principle of indivisible security
3) Preventing humanitarian crises
4) Dialogue and diplomatic efforts
5) A new European security mechanism
6) Opposition to unilateral sanctions
7)  Opposition to actions that add fuel to the fire
8) Joint response to the adverse external effects of the Ukrainian crisis
9) Opposition to the Cold War mentality that fuels divisiveness

10) Autonomous decision-making by each country

Table 1 shows the number of times that the above ten items were mentioned at the 28 meetings which Foreign Minister
Wang Yi held with 22 countries since Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and which discussed its situation (in-person, telephone,
and virtual meetings). As can be seen, China places emphasis on dialogue and diplomatic solutions, a new European
security mechanism, and opposition to unilateral sanctions.

“New European security mechanism” refers to the discussion about creating a new security mechanism in a way that
accommodates Russia’s concerns and appears to incorporate Russia’s argument. “Emphasis on each country’s legitimate
demands and claims related to security” calls for consideration of Russia’s position.

Sovereignty, territorial integrity, and other principles form the foundation of Chinese diplomacy. As it is hard to imagine
that China would not mention them, it is conceivable that they are mentioned at every meeting but are not particularly

emphasized in the readout.

2 < Z A A 5 6 24 BT e 24 ) AL T A 53 [Wang Yi Expounds China’s Five-Point Position on the Current Ukraine Issue],” PRC
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA), February 26, 2022.

https://www.mfa.gov.cn/web/wibz_673089/xghd _673097/202202/t20220226 _10645790.shtml; 3 5% i B 15 5 70, 22 H 3 R A 3
fErLPE 7S A8 [Wang Yi Puts Forward Six-point Initiative on Preventing a Large-scale Humanitarian Crisis in Ukraine],” PRC MFA,
March 7, 2022. https:/www.mfa.gov.cn/web/wibz _673089/xghd 673097/202203/t20220307_10648854.shtml
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Table 1  No. of times mentioned at foreign
ministers’ meetings (Feb. 24—Apr. 6)
2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16

o

Sovereignty and territory

Legitimate security interests

Preventing humanitarian crises

Dialogue and diplomacy

New mechanism

Opposition to unilateral sanctions
Opposition to actions that add fuel to the fire
Response to adverse external effects
Opposition to Cold War mentality
Autonomous decision-making

Source: Compiled based on PRC Ministry of Foreign Affairs website.

Criticism of the United States

(1) Confrontation at U.S.-China Meetings

China’s stance on the Russia-Ukraine war is characterized most of all by Beijing’s continued and severe criticism of the
United States. China sees the United States as the root cause of the war and as using a variety of means to apply pressure
on Russia and China, and is against this.

At meetings with the United States, China did not agree to distance itself from Russia despite U.S. persuasion and
exhibited distrust of the United States. On March 14, State Councilor Yang Jiechi held an in-person meeting with National
Security Advisor Jake Sullivan. Although the meeting was originally set up to discuss the Taiwan issue and other
outstanding bilateral issues, the situation in Ukraine naturally accounted for a large part of the discussion. The seven-hour
meeting became the most intense exchanges held between the United States and China over the Russia-Ukraine war. Yet
the talks not only ended in a complete disappointment for the United States; they also made the United States realize the
significant rift between the two countries. China strongly criticized the deepening U.S. involvement in Taiwan.® In
criticizing the United States, Yang reiterated the claims that the United States and Ukraine were pursuing a biological
weapons development program. This was exactly the type of disinformation Russia touts, and not only its top diplomats
but also China’s leadership were sympathetic to such claims. Through this meeting, it likely dawned on the United States
that China’s stance which de facto supported Russia would not change easily.*

The meeting was followed by a phone conversation between Xi Jinping and Joseph Biden Jr., but their two-hour meeting
did not result in any particular progress. President Biden warned the Chinese not to provide military or economic support
to Russia. In response, Xi Jinping simply repeated concerns about the war and opposition to sanctions.® Citing the proverbs,

“It takes two hands to clap” and “He who tied the bell to the tiger must take it off,” Xi suggested that not only Russia but

3 ki g IRl 2 1 B g R 2 S BV R SCHE /T 208 [ Yang Jiechi Meets with US National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan],” PRC
MFA, March 15, 2022. https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/zyxw/202203/t20220315 10651720.shtml

4 “China’s Decisive Turning Point: Will It Side with Russia and Divide the World?,” The Guardian, March 18, 2022.
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/mar/18/chinas-decisive-turning-point-will-it-side-with-russia-and-divide-the-world

S <3P FEE RS EMAETE [President Xi Jinping Has a Video Call with US President Joe Biden],” PRC MFA, March 18, 2022.
https://www.fmpre.gov.cn/zyxw/202203/t20220319_10653187.shtml
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https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/mar/18/chinas-decisive-turning-point-will-it-side-with-russia-and-divide-the-world
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also Ukraine was responsible for the war, and that the person who should bear the most responsibility was the person who
tied the bell, i.e., the United States.

The summary released by China stressed President Biden’s commitment that the United States would not seek to change
the Chinese political system and that the one-China policy remains unchanged (note that this is not the one-China “principle”
as China claims). Xi Jinping requested that the U.S. government abide by Biden’s commitment. Beijing may have sought
to highlight the outcomes of the meeting by 1) making a distinction between President Biden and the U.S. government and
avoiding direct and personal criticism of President Biden and 2) emphasizing the U.S. side’s assertions (which do not
appear in the U.S. readout) as outcomes.

After this meeting, Wang Yi advocated the importance of dialogue, ceasefire, preventing civilian casualties, and
preventing humanitarian crises in the short term, while at the same time, criticizing the United States and NATO on the
grounds that it was important to “reject the Cold War mentality, refrain from bloc confrontation, and truly build a balanced,
effective and sustainable security architecture for the region” as a long-term issue.®

No further U.S.-China senior officials’ meetings have been held regarding the situation in Ukraine. The United States
has continued to pressure China to stop short of supporting Russia directly. In response, China has repeatedly criticized

the United States.

(2) China’s Domestic Discourse

The Chinese domestic discourse generally argues that the United States is the root cause of the Russia-Ukraine war, with
some even arguing that the United States intentionally incited Russia to start the war.

From March 29 to April 11, the People’s Daily published ten commentaries as part of a series titled, “Viewing American
Hegemony from the Ukrainian Crisis.” They were written under the penname “Zhong Sheng,” implying they are important
People’s Daily commentaries on international affairs and were published under the authorization of the Party leadership.
These commentaries espouse a strongly conspiratorial view, contending that U.S. hegemony was primarily responsible for
the war in Ukraine, that the United States deliberately fueled the crisis, and by lending a hand in the war, exacerbated the
situation. The first commentary in the series affirms that the United States attempted to expand U.S. hegemony through
NATO expansion, while continuing to unsettle Russia’s neighbors through color revolutions, and that the Ukrainian crisis
is a global crisis created by the United States.” Furthermore, the commentary asserts that the United States continued to
add fuel to the fire, such as by providing weapons and imposing economic sanctions on Russia, and that it has not made
active efforts to achieve a ceasefire.®

Most of the debate among experts and scholars in China are critical, blaming the United States more directly for
deliberately starting the war.

For example, Wang Fan of China Foreign Affairs University views that the crisis was created intentionally by the United
States. He says that the United States strives to give the impression of fulfilling its responsibility without being directly

involved, and wishes to stir turmoil in Europe and decrease its strategic autonomy but does not seek excessive disruption.

6 TR FHMEREMA R, WHEJ LIEMA— [Wang Yi: China’s Position is Objective and Fair, and on the Right Side of
History],” PRC MFA, March 20, 2022. https:/www.fmprc.gov.cn/wjbzhd/202203/t20220320_10653530.shtml

T EfEHLFE A T HEEN 0 SHE—— M 5 2= fE AU SE U AL(1) [The U.S. Has Unshirkable Responsibility for the Crisis: U.S.
Hegemony as Seen from the Ukrainian Crisis (1)],” AR HR [People’s Daily], March 29, 2022.

8 ek K BaIh R NBUE R I RRRS (B —— D5 = B 3 N AL(2) [Adding Fuel to the Fire Creates Obstacles to a
Political Solution (Zhong Sheng): U.S. Hegemony as Seen from the Ukrainian Crisis (2)],” AR H#k [People’s Daily], March 30, 2022.

5
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Wang contends that the United States is therefore troubled by the current situation despite being the one that created the
crisis.®

Wang Yiwei of Renmin University likewise regards that the United States is largely responsible for the situation. He
believes that the tension over Ukraine was caused by the United States. He explains the United States needed some tension
in Europe because without it Europe and Russia may reconcile and Europe and China may move closer together.} Wang
observes that the events unfolding in Ukraine are part of a U.S./Western war against Russia, and that public opinion warfare,
diplomatic warfare, psychological warfare, cyber warfare, and financial warfare could all be a type of exercise. With the
West aiming to defeat Russia with hard decoupling and pressuring China with soft decoupling, Wang worries that the
aftermath of the Russia sanctions would extend to China.!

Jin Canrong of Renmin University posits that the war was the result of U.S. incitement, even if Russia and Ukraine were
partly to blame, and that the United States bears the greatest responsibility.!? He contends that stirring tensions allows the
United States to stop Russia and Germany from working together strategically and weaken Europe’s autonomy. Wang
anticipated that European capital would flee to the United States because of instability in Russia and Europe, and that the
political crisis would lead to soaring resource prices, enabling the United States to supply resources to Europe instead of
Russia.®® Jin welcomes Russia’s move, both for challenging the Western-led international order for the first time since the
end of the Cold War, and for marking the end of the era of the United States as the sole superpower.14

Zhang Weiwei of Fudan University discusses that the roots of the Ukrainian crisis lie in the United States. Washington
had hoped that clashes of some degree would occur in Ukraine so that European capital would flow to the United States,
Russia would be weakened, Europe would be splintered, and Europe’s dependence on the United States would deepen. He
notes that, to this end, the United States kept pressure on Russia through democratic and military alliances. In Zhang’s
view, President Putin is showing a resolute opposition to such U.S. moves, and its purpose is to destroy the U.S. unipolar
hegemonic order.!®

Some in fact argue that China should cut ties with Russia and improve relations with the West. For example, Hu Wei of
the Public Policy Research Center of the Counselors’ Office of the State Council urged China to severe ties with President
Putin as early as possible. However, such articles were banned soon after their publication, and the Xi Jinping regime has

effectively prohibited discussion of this issue.

(3) Disinformation

9 “FiH: TGN — Hi%ELEE [Wang Fan: The Ukrainian Crisis Will Likely Make a Drama Series],” BRI 4R [Global Times],
February 18, 2022.
10 «F UM MSEEL T 2AIU Gk, XTHAE ‘—F =15’ [Wang Yiwei: In Their War Games in Ukraine, Both Russia and the
U.S. Seek to ‘Kill Three Birds with One Stone’],” Chongyang Institute for Financial Studies, Renmin University of China, %; ¥
[NetEase], February 22, 2022. https://www.163.com/dy/article/H0Q75J9U0519C6BH.html
W e LR BRSO R B B @ 4 4, MRJCIEANER [Wang Yiwei: It Is Possible that in the End Ukraine Becomes
the Dividing Line of Eurasian Cooperation and Connectivity and Russia Cannot Integrate into Europe],” Chongyang Institute for Financial
Studies, Renmin University of China, 5 [NetEase], March 1, 2022. https:/www.163.com/dy/article/HI CNSBKJ0519C6BH.html
2o lizg: RERKRDMR B IHEE , BIEGE RSB P EEEHEE I4E [Jin Canrong: The U.S. Is the ‘Most Responsible
Country’ for the Russia-Ukraine Conflict, the U.S. is Spreading Rumors to Impose Responsibility on China],” ¥Ek/ [Huanqiu Net],
March 8, 2022. https://world.huangiu.com/article/476y9cfKlgo
18 <SR 7E S 2 AN A M 2 33# [The U.S. Roleplay in the Ukrainian Crisis],” Y6# Hil [Guangming Daily], February 15, 2022.
4 Jin Canrong, “fk 5%, SEEALA415K? [What Are the U.S. Gains and Losses from the Russia-Ukraine Conflict?]” W53
[Guancha], March 25, 2022. https://www.guancha.cn/JinCanRong/2022 03 25 631784.shtml
15 Zhang Weiwei, “ (iXmi2RE)Y 25 138 #1: 277 =B 2 [“This Is China,’ No. 138: Ukrainian Conflict Revisited],” ##JL [Sohu],
March 27, 2022.
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For reporting about the Russian invasion, China used only the news of official media outlets, such as the People’s Daily
and Xinhua, prohibited independent reporting, and banned information critical of Russia and sympathetic to the West.

Even before the war began, China spread disinformation domestically and globally by republishing Russian reports.®
For example, the Chinese media repeatedly spreads Russian disinformation that the United States has 300 biological testing
labs worldwide, and that biological weapons testing was conducted in labs in Ukraine.}” The United Nations (UN) and
other organizations deny such news as disinformation.!® However, coinciding with Russia’s spread of this information in
the aftermath of the invasion, Chinese officials and media began to bring spotlight to biological weapons testing. As noted
earlier, Yang Jiechi raised this issue in his meeting with Sullivan and condemned the United States. Furthermore, Foreign
Ministry spokesperson Zhao Lijian condemned the United States for not responding seriously to the allegations.

The official media, including the People’s Daily, has repeatedly reported this point, aiming to spread the image that the
United States was conducting biological weapons testing.*® Additionally, China has spread the Russian Defense Ministry’s
March 10 announcement that the U.S. forces were conducting coronavirus tests in Ukraine using bats. This resonates with
China’s disinformation that the origin of COVID-19 was biological weapons testing carried out by U.S. forces.

The other distinctive disinformation concerns neo-Nazi forces in Ukraine. In particular, the narrative has spread that
Ukrainian neo-Nazi forces were involved in the 2019 protests in Hong Kong. An article published in late 2019, citing
Russian reports, describes that the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) deployed the Azov Battalion, Ukraine’s far-
right unit, for the Hong Kong protests. This narrative was not widely spread at this time.?® However, in the latest war,
related disinformation spread in China as well, with Russia proclaiming “de-Nazification” as its war aim and hurling neo-
Nazi criticism at Ukraine. The story claims that neo-Nazis have been the main force in the color revolutions waged by the
United States around the world, and the Azov Battalion, receiving U.S. support for the Ukrainian color revolution, has
been sharing its experience in Hong Kong and causing mayhem.?* Xinhua Net posted a video explaining how the United
States has fostered neo-Nazi forces in Ukraine to put pressure on Russia.?? These videos are reportedly being spread not
only on social media in China, but also on Facebook and YouTube targeted at overseas Chinese in Taiwan and various

countries.?

16 David Bandurski, “China and Russia are Joining Forces to Spread Disinformation,” Brooking Institution, March 11, 2022.
https://www.brookings.edu/techstream/china-and-russia-are-joining-forces-to-spread-disinformation/

17 e s = ] DL AT 4x k2 S5, 15[E% ! [How Did Biological Labs End Up All Over the World? America, Please Answer!]” A
[:% [People’s Daily Online], March 17, 2022. http://world.people.com.cn/n1/2022/0317/c1002-32377508.html

18 “UN Dismisses Russian Claim of Ukraine-US Biological Weapons Program,” United Nations, March 11, 2022.
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/202203 11 -un-dismisses-russian-claim-of-ukraine-us-biological-weapons-program; “Theory about
U.S.-Funded Bioweapons Labs in Ukraine is Unfounded,” New York Times, March 11, 2022.

W EYERBE RWRBEUEFE B —— NS 2 AR HiF (4) [The ‘Bio-Military Empire’ Cannot Prove Innocence
(Zhong Sheng): U.S. Hegemony as Seen from the Ukrainian Crisis (4)],” AN HR [People’s Daily], April 1, 2022; “Fifa: SEE V)56
fiL% W E SR [Feature Article: The Disorderly Biological Experiments of the U.S. Will Be Harmful to the Entire World],” #rt£M
[Xinhua Net], March 27, 2022. http://www.news.cn/world/2022-03/27/c_1128508004.htm; “3% [E A& Scib = BAH, %37 [The US.
Biolab Black Box Must Be Opened],” People’s Daily WeChat Account, March 21, 2022.
https://weibo.com/ttarticle/p/show?1d=2309404749487070642517

0 HUERAEN GBE BT RED WM S T [‘Reinforcements’ Arrive for Hong Kong Insurgents: Neo-Nazis from
Ukraine],” IRERBSH [Global Times], December 4, 2019.

2 TE w2y, RUPLELAF M ? [How Did the Ukrainian Nazi Organization Disrupt Hong Kong?],” WeChat public account
“Zhengjie Bureau,” March 2, 2022; “#2JE 7522 ‘WilE EENERFFXAFPEEIE [Ukraine’s ‘Azov Battalion’ Revealed: Who
Is Supporting This Neo-Nazi Malignancy?],” #i &= [Beijing News], March 7, 2022; “fE S 725 A ‘998 18? [Are There Really
“Nazis’ in Ukraine?],” #7 Ml [Xinmin Evening News], March 12, 2022.

2 XSRS D ? — g LIRS fE S E #7432 3 [Is This Battalion a Nazi Battalion? Neo-Nazi Forces and Their
Underlying U.S. Hegemony],” #7#£® [Xinhua Net], April 9, 2022. http://www.news.cn/video/2022-04/09/c_1211634759.htm

2 Jerry Yu, “Analysis: How Ukraine Has been Nazified in the Chinese Information Space?”” Doublethink Lab, March 31, 2022.
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While some say that people in China are the main target of disinformation, this is not necessarily correct. Indeed, the
narratives are disseminated domestically, but they are also viewed by quite a number of people overseas. In particular,
there are a fair number of people in Japan, the United States, and Europe who believe the disinformation about COVID-
19. Moreover, there are some widespread conspiracy theories that lay the blame entirely on the conspiracy of the United
States or the Biden family (there is a conspiracy theory in the United States linking Hunter Biden to biological weapons
testing).?*

Information about the Bucha massacre reported and spread on social media in China is based on the Russian explanation.
Accordingly, the story circulated is either that the massacre itself is fake information or that Ukrainian neo-Nazis executed
the massacre. Citing Russian reports, the Global Times and its website Huanqiu Net have reported that the incident was
carried out by Ukraine.?

Although discourse critical of these claims is not wholly absent, it is not mainstream and is not actively conducted. All
Chinese domestic social media accounts of Wang Jixian, a Chinese programmer in Odessa who posted about the situation
in Ukraine, reportedly vanished on March 18. According to some reports, there have been calls to hold Russia responsible
for the Bucha massacre. However, the Russian explanation continues to permeate and dominate domestically, stymying
lively discussions.

Criticisms have been raised against “U.S. disinformation” as well. China denies that it was informed of the Russian
invasion, that it requested Russia to wait until the Olympics were over, and that Russia requested economic and military
assistance from China, dismissing them as disinformation.?® Spokesperson Zhao Lijian stated that the United States was
the one spreading disinformation, and that the United States, instead of blaming China, should fulfill its responsibility and
role in the Ukrainian crisis.

These propaganda efforts appear to be fairly effective domestically. According to a survey by the brand consulting
company, Brand Finance, 52% of Chinese respondents said the United States is most responsible for the situation in
Ukraine, while only 11% said Russia is most responsible.?’

As the above illustrates, China has ratcheted up opposition to the United States during the war.

Relations with Russia: Significance of the February 4 Joint Declaration

(1) Deepening Relations with Russia

The relationship between China and Russia is deepening, and the breadth and depth of their cooperation are greater than
imagined. This deepening of relations is based on their shared interest: countering the United States. Until the beginning
of the 2010s, China and Russia, while having a friendly relationship, did not share any major goals or threat perceptions.
It was believed that Sino-Russian relations were a relationship of mutual exploitation when it suited both sides, and not a

strategic partnership beyond that. However, following Russia’s invasion of Crimea in 2014, China-Russia relations

https://medium.com/doublethinklab/analysis-how-ukraine-has-been-nazifized-in-chinese-information-space-8 1 ce236f6a55

2 “How ‘Ukraine Bioweapons Labs’ Myth Went from QAnon Fringe to Fox News,” The Guardian, March 18, 2022.

5 At HM R FHETE, TR RMESERRAR S, ROSIHSRAEFE [Bucha Incident’s ‘Storm’ Rank Surged,
Expert Says It Is Part of the Russian-Ukrainian Public Opinion Warfare and May Not Necessarily Hinder the Negotiation Process],” ¥ BRI
& [Global Times), April 5,2022; “EHELRIR: MERAZH D w2 FE B RE [U.S. Military Expert: The People of Bucha Were Killed
by Ukrainian Forces],” ¥k [Huangiu Net], April 7, 2022. https://world.huanqgiu.com/article/47VcDmzG55s.

% Qin Gang, “Opinion: Chinese Ambassador: Where We Stand on Ukraine,” Washington Post, March 15, 2022.

27 “Russia’s Soft Power Collapses Globally following Invasion, Attitudes towards Ukraine Soar,” Brand Finance, March 14, 2022.
https://brandfinance.com/press-releases/russias-soft-power-collapses-globally-following-invasion-attitudes-towards-ukraine-soar.
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gradually began to grow closer and were enshrined as the “China-Russia comprehensive strategic partnership of
coordination for a new era” in 2019.2% The bilateral relationship deepened to the level of a quasi-alliance or to the verge
of a military alliance.”?®

The deepening of China-Russia relations was triggered by two events. One was Russia’s international isolation caused
by Western sanctions due to its invasion of Crimea in 2014. The other was the escalation of the U.S.-China confrontation
in 2018-19 that elevated China’s need to move closer to Russia.

On the military front, Russia has provided China with s-400 surface-to-air missiles and Su-35 fighters since 2015, and
announced Russian assistance for building China’s missile warning system in 2019.3° Joint military exercises have also
been conducted actively, with live-fire exercises increasingly carried out. In November 2021, the “Road Map for Military
Co-operation for 2021-2025” was concluded. This was the first formal agreement reached since the 1993 agreement on
military cooperation.3!

On the economic front, the two countries have been advancing energy cooperation. For China, Russia is the second
largest crude oil supplier after Saudi Arabia, the third largest natural gas supplier, and the second largest coal supplier.
Crude oil imports from Russia account for about 16% of China’s crude oil imports, natural gas imports about 10%, and
coal imports 15%. An agreement on natural gas supply was reached in May 2014, and the Power of Siberia pipeline opened
in 2019. In addition, Power of Siberia 2, which passes through Mongolia, is scheduled for construction.

Furthermore, cooperation on global governance has strengthened in recent years. In December 2019, Xi Jinping stated,
“The United States and some other Western countries have increased their interference in the internal affairs of Russia and
China, threatened the sovereign security of the two countries, and impeded their economic and social development,”
expressing the view that Western interference in internal affairs was a common threat facing China and Russia.®? The
declaration on global governance issued by their foreign ministers on March 23, 2021 expressed the two countries’
positions on human rights and democracy that differ from the Western interpretation. The declaration also indicated their

joint opposition to imposition of Western standards and Western interference in internal affairs.33

(2) Joint Statement of February 4, 2022
On February 4, President Putin, who was visiting China to attend the Beijing Winter Olympics opening ceremony, and
President Xi signed the “Joint Statement on the International Relations Entering a New Era and the Global Sustainable

Development.”®* This declaration vowed that the friendship between China and Russia had no limits and there were no

28 Regarding the deepening of China-Russia relations, see Alexander Lukin, China and Russia: The New Rapprochement, Medford: Polity,

2018; Alexander Gabuev, “A ‘Soft Alliance’? Russia-China Relations after the Ukraine Crisis,” European Council on Foreign Relations,

February 2015; Angela Stent, “Russia and China: Axis of Revisionists?”” Global China, Brookings Institution, February 2020; Kadri Liik,

“It’s Complicated: Russia’s Tricky Relationship with China,” European Council on Foreign Relations, December 2021.

2 Alexander Korolev, “On the Verge of an Alliance: Contemporary China-Russia Military Cooperation,” Asian Security, No.15, Vol.3,

pp-233-252. For a similar view, see Nadege Rolland, “A China-Russia Condominium over Eurasia,” Survival, Vol.61, No.1, pp.7-22.

30 Vassily Kashin, “Tacit Alliance: Russia and China Take Military Partnership to New Level,” Carnegie Moscow Center, October 22, 2019.

https://carnegiemoscow.org/commentary/80136

81 «China, Russia approve 2021-25 road map to increase military co-operation,” Janes, November 24, 2021. https://www.janes.com/defence-

news/news-detail/china-russia-approve-202 125-road-map-to-increase-military-co-operation

32 Angela Stent, “Russia and China: Axis of Revisionists?”.

33 cerpdie N PRGN E R4 55 BT IR R AP A8 H 4 T M  A BRVG ELAT A @ B & A B [Joint Statement between the Foreign Ministers of

the People’s Republic of China and the Russian Federation on Some Issues of Current Global Governance],” PRC MFA, March 23, 2021.

https://www.fmpre.gov.cn/wjbzhd/202103/t20210323_9137040.shtml

84 <ot N RSN K 2P Wi B 00 T AR 1 B 0% R AN A BR AT RS2 R R B A A B (4230 [Joint Statement of the People’s
Republic of China and the Russian Federation on the International Relations Entering a New Era and the Global Sustainable Development
(Full Text)],” PRC MFA, February 4, 2022. https://www.mfa.gov.cn/web/ziliao_674904/1179_674909/202202/t20220204_10638953.shtml
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forbidden areas of cooperation, marking a new stage in the China-Russia partnership.

The importance of this declaration should not be underestimated. The February 4 statement was, in a word, a declaration
that laid bare their feelings of rivalry and hostility toward the United States. Previous China-Russia declarations were
structured mainly around practical cooperation. The 2019 joint declaration, for example, listed items for practical
cooperation and enshrined cooperation mechanisms. In contrast, the February 4 declaration conveyed the threat perception
and worldview of the two countries. A People’s Daily editorial in fact praises the joint declaration for expressing shared
positions on democracy, development, security, and order.

The declaration first conveys their shared view that the balance of power is changing and, notwithstanding this, the U.S.
threat is growing. This is in line with China’s recent emphasis on international relations undergoing a once-in-a-century
transformation and on threats growing amidst this transformation. In other words, although “the world is going through
momentous changes, and humanity is entering a new era of rapid development and profound transformation,” some actors
“advocate unilateral approaches to addressing international issues and resort to force; they interfere in the internal affairs

of other states, infringing their legitimate rights and interests, and incite contradictions, differences and confrontation.”

(i) View of democracy

The joint declaration begins by stating that China and Russia reached a shared view on democracy. The declaration
expresses opposition to certain states (the United States) drawing dividing lines based on ideology, imposing their
“democratic standards” on other countries, and monopolizing the right to define democracy. In addition, it states, “The
sides believe that the advocacy of democracy and human rights must not be used to put pressure on other countries. They
oppose the abuse of democratic values and interference in the internal affairs of sovereign states under the pretext of

protecting democracy and human rights, and any attempts to incite divisions and confrontation in the world.”

(i1) View of development
The next section on development lists items for economic cooperation. These are mainly focused around the Belt and

Road Initiative, cooperation in the Arctic, and energy.

(iil) View of security

The third section is security issues. It contains the most notable content in terms of relevance to the current situation. In
particular, it is important that China and Russia agreed on three items: criticism of color revolutions; criticism of military
alliances; and establishment of a new European security mechanism.

First, the declaration describes that China and Russia have a shared view on countering the imposition of standards by
democratic states. The declaration also reveals skepticisms that the United States would create pro-U.S. governments
through color revolutions and encroach on the strategic space of China and Russia.*

Such views have increased since the late 2000s, and both Xi and Putin have raised their alarm. From December 2021 to

B PRI RAKBIENELZENIE S (F19%5)  [Inject More Life and Vitality into the Development of China-Russia Relations (He
Yin)],” AN H# [People’s Daily], February 5, 2022.

3% Regarding China’s view of color revolutions, see Yamaguchi Shinji, “Chugoku shu kinpei seiken no ideorogii wo meguru toso: wahei
enpen karaa kakumei e no taiko to kokusaiteki wagoken [The Ideological Struggle of China’s Xi Jinping Regime: Opposition to Peace
Evolution and Color Revolutions and International Discourse Power],” Roles Report, No.17, January 2022. https://roles.rcast.u-
tokyo.ac.jp/uploads/publication/file/32/publication.pdf
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January 2022, President Nursultan Nazarbayev began to lose control of the anti-government protests in Kazakhstan.
Through the intervention of the Russia-led Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), dissidents were swept away,
and Kassym-Jomart Tokayev was appointed president. China saw this anti-government movement as a plot for a color
revolution. When President Tokayev took office, President Xi Jinping made clear in his message that “China firmly opposes
any deliberate attempt by external forces to provoke unrest and instigate a ‘color revolution’ in Kazakhstan.”®

For China and Russia, the unrest in Kazakhstan served as a reminder of the threat posed by color revolutions. Beijing
and Moscow have a shared understanding that Ukraine’s color revolution set the country on a pro-Western path. Countering
this trend became an important shared interest that united Beijing and Moscow.

Second is opposition to military alliances. It is of note that China and Russia express concern over both NATO and the
Indo-Pacific strategy in the statement. Neither NATO nor the Indo-Pacific strategy was mentioned as a common concern
of the two countries in previous China-Russia joint statements. The fact that military alliances are explicitly mentioned as
a threat facing the two countries demonstrates a more active approach to cooperation than before. Furthermore, concern
over AUKUS is also expressed.

With regard to European security, the declaration enshrines that “The Chinese side is sympathetic to and supports the
proposals put forward by the Russian Federation to create long-term legally binding security guarantees in Europe.” This
refers to such legally binding security guarantees as suspension of NATO enlargement, as advocated by Russia, implying
amajor transformation of the post-Cold War European international order. China’s expression of support was worded fairly
assertively for its part.2® As noted earlier, China has repeatedly referred to a new European security mechanism, and we
can see that it was based on this expression of support for Russia in the joint declaration. As Table 1 shows, China has
emphasized this item in relation to the current war. Although this point has not been mentioned often, it is a testament of
China’s Russia-leaning stance and sheds light on how China is viewing the war. Put bluntly at the risk of being
misunderstood, China sees the war as a Russian challenge to the U.S.-centered European order, and in that sense, Beijing

is giving tacit support.

(iv) View of order

The fourth section on order discusses the international order that China and Russia should aspire toward. The phrase,
“Friendship between the two States has no limits, there are no ‘forbidden’ areas of cooperation,” is found in this section.
It states that China and Russia should aim for an international order that upholds the principles of the UN Charter, advances
multipolarity, and promotes the democratization of international relations, which are nothing very new. The inclusion of

opposition to power politics and unilateral sanctions is, however, suggestive.

Interestingly, the joint declaration expresses concern over domestic and foreign bioweapons activities by the United
States. That is to say, in the joint declaration, China and Russia raise concerns over “domestic and foreign bioweapons
activities by the United States and its allies,” and express that these activities “pose a serious threat to the national security

of China and the Russian Federation and are detrimental to the security of the respective regions.” As noted above, China

8T «SEF R MG R SR RER R B ME [Xi Jinping Sends a Verbal Message to Kazakh President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev],” PRC
MFA, January 7, 2022. https://www.mfa.gov.cn/zyxw/202201/t20220107_10479994.shtml
3 For an opinion that focuses on this point, see Shi Yinhong, “Bf f¥54: %% Wik I E M RKM 224 HELL [Shi Yinhong: Russia’s Attempt to
Rebuild the European Security Framework],” Beijing News Think Tank, February 26, 2022. https://www.sohu.com/a/525699727 114988
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and Russia disseminate disinformation on this issue, and it can be considered that its seeds were already sown at this
meeting.

In fact, linkages between Chinese and Russian disinformation activities have been observed in the current war. Whether
the latest China-Russia cooperation is based on a joint plan or on mutual concurrence is unclear. Nevertheless, there is no
doubt that the two countries have developed cooperative relations to a certain extent. In 2013, the Chinese and Russian
governments agreed on sharing news, and news sharing between People’s Daily Online and Voice of Russia began. In June
2015, the China-Russia Media Forum was launched, and media cooperation between the two countries began to be
discussed. Various agreements have been signed between the major media outlets of the two countries, such as China’s
People’s Daily and Xinhua and Russia’s RT and Voice of Russia. Mutual news reprinting and quoting, joint interviews,
joint planning, joint program production, and local media cooperation are conducted within the framework of the above
media cooperation. *® In addition, on July 24, 2020, an agreement was reached between their foreign ministry

spokespersons on cooperation on disinformation measures.*°

In this way, China and Russia have deepened their strategic cooperation against the United States, including reaching
shared views on the U.S. threat (color revolutions and military alliances) and China supporting Russia’s call for a new
European security architecture. This was premised on the United States’ waning power and willingness to intervene in
conflicts. As they expected, the United States and NATO did not intervene in the war. It is unknown to what extent China
was informed in advance of the invasion. However, based on the content of the joint declaration, it seems China would not
be greatly surprised if Russia took some form of action. For China and Russia, the miscalculations were probably: 1) the
failure of military operations; 2) defeat in information warfare; and 3) economic sanctions beyond their imagination.
Despite these miscalculations, China is expected to maintain its Russia-leaning position as long as this war is challenging

the U.S.-centered order from China’s point of view.

Other Foreign Policies

(1) Stance toward the EU

China’s EU policy and U.S./NATO policy are clearly distinct. Beijing does not openly criticize the EU as it does the
United States. Foreign Minister Wang Yi has held numerous meetings with EU countries and delivered messages with the
following characteristics.

First, they express “grievance” or “regret” over the Ukraine situation and concerns over the humanitarian crisis. At least
judging from the Foreign Ministry readouts, such expression of concern is directed mainly at Europe and is often not found

in messages to other regions.

39 Jia Lerong and Zhou Nan, “F AR EG/E: KB . . FERS5FEM A [China-Russia Media Cooperation: Development
Stage, Model, Effect and Existing Problem],” %' Wi xRk F WA 5T [Russian, East European & Central Asian Studies], Vol.237, No.6,
2020, pp.89-102.

40 <o B FI B Wi AP A8 B0 R B N BT RE R WU [ B A 1EHT 5 {5 B [Chinese and Russian Foreign Ministry Spokespersons Held

Consultations and Agreed to Cooperate in Combating Disinformation],” PRC MFA, July 25, 2020.

https://www.mfa.gov.cn/web/wjdt 674879/sjxw_674887/202007/t20200725 7794944 .shtml
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In a phone conversation on March 7 with Hungarian Foreign Minister Péter Szijjartd, Foreign Minister Wang Yi
expressed regret over the situation in Ukraine.*! In addition, during a phone conversation held on the same day with EU
High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy Josep Borrell Fontelles, Foreign Minister Wang stated that
China was “deeply grieved” over the situation in Ukraine to date.*? On March 8, during a video conference with Germany
and France, President Xi Jinping stated, “The current situation in Ukraine is worrisome, and the Chinese side is deeply
grieved by the outbreak of war again on the European continent.”*® While not condemning Russia, the Chinese side
expressed sympathy for the horrors that were taking place. Sometimes the remarks were taken as evidence of China
beginning to distance itself from Russia, but in reality, they have not been made to countries other than Europe and the
United States.

Secondly, the messages urge the formation of a “new European security architecture.”** As Table 2 shows, this matter
has been mentioned at most of the foreign ministers’ meetings, and it suggests that China attaches importance to it. The
remark also supports Russia’s assertion as noted earlier. China has supported President Putin’s stance on the new security
mechanism, with the February 4 joint statement containing wording that calls for this architecture. The fact that such
wording continues to be reiterated indicates China’s unchanging position.

Thirdly, China encourages the EU to adopt an independent foreign policy. At the China-EU summit on April 1, European
Commission President Ursula Gertrud von der Leyen 1) confronted China with the realities of the war, including
humanitarian crises, 2) appealed to China to uphold its principle of respecting the UN Charter, and 3) emphasized the
economic costs of a Russian invasion, hinting also that supporting Russia could lead to sanctions.*® President Xi Jinping
had little to say in response. He urged instead that the EU form its own perception of China and adopt an independent
China policy.* Needless to say, his remarks were intended to encourage alienation between the United States and Europe.
Furthermore, at the March 7 meeting with Hungarian Foreign Minister Szijjartd, Foreign Minister Wang Yi called on
Europe to uphold the spirit of strategic autonomy and play a more proactive role in resolving the current Ukraine crisis
and building a European security mechanism.*

With Hungary, China not only recommends an independent European foreign policy, but also praises Hungary’s own

A« B[R] ) R AMK T A R 2 38 4 [Wang Yi Speaks with Hungarian Minister of Foreign Affairs and Trade Peter Szijjarto on the
Phone],” PRC MFA, March 8, 2022. https://www.mfa.gov.cn/wjbzhd/202203/t20220308 10649236.shtml

42« F 2R [R R PR AN AL 5 2 O i SR A R 1 B H i [Wang Yi Speaks with High Representative of the EU for Foreign Affairs and
Security Policy Josep Borrell Fontelles on the Phone],” PRC MFA, March 8, 2022.

https://www.mfa.gov.cn/wjbzhd/202203/t20220308 10649238.shtml

A 3P [R) vk E A E 4 S N BT MG 2 [President Xi Jinping Holds a Virtual Summit with Leaders of France and Germany],” PRC
MFA, March 8, 2022. https://www.mfa.gov.cn/zyxw/202203/t20220308 10649835.shtml

44« 2% R4 [E] 4MK TUR{A il FLTE [Wang Yi Speaks with German Foreign Minister Annalena Baerbock on the Phone],” PRC MFA,
February 27, 2022. https://www.mfa.gov.cn/wibzhd/202202/t20220227 10645941 .shtml; “F 37 & KFI Ml T L) 24474 HE [Wang
Yi Holds Virtual Meeting with Italian Minister of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation Luigi Di Maio],” PRC MFA, March 10,
2022. https:/www.fmpre.gov.cn/wjbzhd/202203/t20220310_10650621.shtml; “ 7 3% [Fl 1 22 &l B AR HESH 38 K i #A 78 R @ B [Wang
Yi Speaks with Dutch Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister Wopke Hoekstra on the Phone],” PRC MFA, March 16, 2022.
https://www.fmpre.gov.cn/wjbzhd/202203/t20220316_10652047.shtml; T 5% R B A BRI 1 e A S T il R iR [Wang Yi Speaks
with President and Foreign Minister of the Swiss Confederation Ignazio Cassis on the Phone],” PRC MFA, March 29, 2022.
https://www.fmpre.gov.cn/wjbzhd/202203/t20220329 10657355.shtml

4 Noah Barkin, “Watching China in Europe-April 2022,” The German Marshall Fund of the United States, April 6, 2022.
https://www.gmfus.org/news/watching-china-europe-april-2022

46« ST DR 3 35 2 T OR AR FIRR B 2 01 2> E 483 B [President Xi Jinping Meets with European Council President
Charles Michel and European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen],” PRC MFA, April 1, 2022.
https://www.fmpre.gov.cn/zyxw/202204/t20220401_10663314.shtml

AT < F B[] ) AR AME T R 238 L 1E [Wang Yi Speaks with Hungarian Minister of Foreign Affairs and Trade Peter Szijjarto on the
Phone],” PRC MFA, March 8, 2022. https://www.mfa.gov.cn/wjbzhd/202203/t20220308 10649236.shtml
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independent foreign policy. Following the Hungarian general election, Foreign Minister Wang Yi conveyed his
congratulations on the victory of the ruling party led by Prime Minister Orban Viktor, and urged Hungary to maintain its
independent foreign policy.*® Orban’s victory in Hungary was construed as proof that Europe would not be at the mercy
of the West.*®

In advocating a neutral position and peaceful solution and encouraging an independent foreign policy, China may have
aimed to alienate Europe from the United States. The reason for China’s distinct U.S. and Europe policies may be based
on Beijing’s perception that significant contradictions exist between the United States and Europe and that China could
further widen the contradictions. In reality, however, Europe’s view of China has become more severe, and events have
not unfolded as China envisioned. At the foreign ministers’ meeting on March 30, Foreign Minister Wang Yi was reportedly
furious at the EU for refusing a vague agenda with items they could agree upon and for refusing to not take up the Ukrainian
crisis.%® Nonetheless, as a matter of Chinese foreign policy, the leader’s judgment of the situation cannot be easily

overturned. Thus, China’s assumption of U.S.-Europe contradictions is not expected to change anytime soon.

No. of mentions at foreign ministers’ meetings: FEurope and other regions (Feb. 24-Apr. 6)

Table 2 No. of times mentioned at foreign ministers’
meetings: Europe and other regions (Feb. 24—Apr. 6)

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

curope R T

| Sovereignty and territory u |_egitimate security interests
Preventing humanitarian crises Dialogue and diplomacy
m New mechanism m Opposition to unilateral sanctions

m Opposition to actions that add fuel to the fire m Response to adverse external effects

m Opposition to Cold War mentality m Autonomous decision-making

Source: Compiled based on PRC Ministry of Foreign Affairs website.

(2) Emphasis on the Closeness of the Positions of China and Emerging Powers

The international community is not entirely united in standing up against Russia’s aggression, and China has been taking
pains to embrace countries that take a neutral position.

At a joint press conference with Algerian Foreign Minister Ramtane Lamamra, Foreign Minister Wang Yi highlighted

the closeness of the positions of Asian/African countries and China, stating, “I have exchanged views with many foreign

48 < ZR R W TR AME TG IR 2 38 1% [Wang Yi Speaks with Hungarian Minister of Foreign Affairs and Trade Peter Szijjarto on the
Phone],” PRC MFA, April 4, 2022. https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/web/wjbzhd/202204/t20220404 10664581 .shtml

9 AR WM CRFEAEET MELAEEHERS [Tu Dong: It Is Difficult to Drown Out ‘Alternate Voices’ in Europe],” BRI [Global
Times], April 7, 2022.

50 Noah Barkin, “Watching China in Europe-April 2022.”
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ministers of Asian and African countries. I feel that many countries, like China, are following closely the developments of
the Ukraine crisis, and share a lot of common language.”

As Table 2 shows, China underscores to emerging powers that it prioritizes a peaceful solution, opposes sanctions, and
is against the Ukraine situation having an impact on other regions. This may be an effort to find as much common ground
as possible with countries that do not wish to side with either the West or Russia and to increase the number of neutral
countries. It can be said that China is indirectly supporting Russia’s position by creating a situation in which the whole
world is not united against Russia.

Chinese diplomacy trends following the invasion of Ukraine reveals that Beijing has actively engaged in diplomacy
with the Middle East, South Asia, and Southeast Asia. Since the second half of March, Foreign Minister Wang Yi has
visited Pakistan, Afghanistan, India, and Nepal and hosted the Third Foreign Ministers’ Meeting among the Neighboring
Countries of Afghanistan in Tunxi, Anhui Province. China has since shifted its focus to diplomacy with Southeast Asia.
Beijing’s priority may be to find as much common ground as possible with these countries and to encourage an anti-
sanctions and anti-factional neutral position.

In particular, it is noteworthy that China is moving to improve relations with regimes that do not have international
legitimacy, including Afghanistan and Myanmar. Such moves by China may prompt global divisions and intensify
competition between political systems.

China has minimal contact with U.S. allies outside of Europe, and has no foreign ministerial level contacts with such
countries as Japan and Australia. This is perhaps unsurprising given Beijing’s diplomatic stance to date. The United States
and its allies are not considered China’s partners in the current situation. Rather, China has criticized Japan for using the

Ukraine situation as a pretext to “play up external threats and seek stronger military forces and capability.”>!

Factors that Would Cause Distancing from Russia

China’s rivalry with the United States and prospect that European countries and other nations would not necessarily be
monolithic are factors driving China’s Russia-leaning position. Conversely, there are factors that would cause China to
distance itself from Russia. While not as potent as the factors moving China closer to Russia, they nevertheless provide

some checks and balances.

(1) Threat of Economic Sanctions

The first is the threat of economic sanctions. The United States and Europe imposed severe economic sanctions on
Russia and warned China about the consequences of supporting Russia. This is thought to be deterring China from
providing large-scale support for Moscow. China’s behavior patterns suggest that it rarely challenges the West’s imposition
of economic sanctions openly while the sanctions are in effect. Having already experienced U.S. sanctions in the trade war,
China may have deemed it unwise to be imposed with a second round of sanctions over this issue.

China was likely very receptive to providing military and economic assistance when Russia requested it.>? However, it

later became noticeably wary of assisting Russia directly, perhaps due to concerns over the U.S. and European warnings.

51 «2022 4 3 A 17 HAMEE R T NS IR FREBI4T10#% & [Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Zhao Lijian’s Regular Press Conference on
March 17, 2022],” PRC MFA, March 17, 2022. https://www.fmpre.gov.cn/fyrbt 673021/jzhsl 673025/202203/t20220317_10652719.shtml
52 “Russia Asked China for Military and Economic Aid for Ukraine War, U.S. Officials Say,” New York Times, March 13, 2022; “EU Has
‘Very Reliable Evidence’ China is Considering Military Support for Russia,” Politico, March 18, 2022. https://www.politico.eu/article/eu-
has-very-reliable-evidence-china-is-considering-military-aid-for-russia/
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Chinese enterprises have been cautious about operating in Russia out of fears of economic sanctions and their impact.
Oil and energy companies, for example, are reportedly executing existing contracts but are prudent toward new imports.>
In addition, exporters have become wary, worried about Russian banks becoming subject to the sanctions and the certainty
of payments.> In any case, China has no immediate capacity to absorb Russian energy exports. There are eight natural
gas pipelines to Europe and one to China, making the capacity ratio 6:1. However, as the pipelines to Europe and China
are not connected, exports to Europe cannot be immediately redirected to China.>

Technology companies have stayed in Russia but are taking a cautious approach. Didi Chuxing Technology announced
its withdrawal from Russia in the latter half of February before the Russian invasion, only to reverse its decision after a
wave of criticism on Chinese social media.®® Huawei remained in Russia and saw its market share in the country increase
dramatically as a result of the withdrawal of Western companies but is gradually turning cautious.®’

China has long devoted attention to financial sanctions as a plausible scenario (as has Russia, most likely). China is
watching to see to what extent Russian measures can ease the sanctions. In response to the regulations of SWIFT, China
created the Cross-Border Interbank Payment System (CIPS) to reduce its dependence on SWIFT. However, CIPS payments
have yet to become widespread, and there are no prospects of CIPS replacing SWIFT.

Furthermore, China and Russia are using more yuan for trade settlements to reduce the risk of sanctions. As of 2014,
3.1% of China-Russia trade used the yuan, and by 2021, the percentage was 17%.58 In reality, however, Chinese enterprises
are cautious, and the Chinese government has not indicated any intention to support Russia economically.

Nevertheless, overall trade between China and Russia is increasing, with bilateral trade in the first quarter of 2022 rising
nearly 30% year-on-year to 38.2 billion yuan.%® Trade has continued to grow even after the Russian invasion, rising 12%
year-on-year in March.®° In addition, local governments have shown enthusiasm for border trade. On March 20, Xu Qin,
secretary of the Heilongjiang Provincial Party Committee, inspected a natural gas pipeline in Heihe City, Heilongjiang
Province along the China-Russia border, and underscored deepening energy cooperation between China and Russia and
China’s opening up in all directions to Russia.?* Heihe City seeks to expand cooperation between the companies of the
two countries, and as this reveals, cooperation has not waned at the local level.®?

The issue is whether sanctions can really be imposed on China if and when it provides aid to Russia in violation of the
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sanctions. China’s economy is incomparably larger than Russia’s. Sanctions against China would undoubtedly be crippling
to economies worldwide. Even the sanctions against Russia, namely energy-related sanctions, have a large loophole due
to Europe’s energy dependence on Russia, which has undermined the effectiveness of the sanctions.

Judging from the above, China may be carefully ascertaining the power of the economic sanctions and is taking a wait-
and-see approach. At present, China is not actively providing military supplies or economic assistance. While companies

appear to be cautious in its activities, China-Russia relations could reasonably deepen in the long term.

(2) Relations with Ukraine

The second factor is whether China can sacrifice its friendly relations with Ukraine. China has friendly relations with
both Russia and Ukraine, and some have argued that China should not take sides and damage its relations with the other
side.

In reality, however, China has taken an exceptionally cold stance toward Ukraine. China does not appear to be in close
communication with Ukraine since before and after the Russian invasion, and a phone conversation between President Xi
Jinping and President Volodymyr Zelensky has yet to take place, despite the Ukrainian side’s request.?® At the two
meetings held between Foreign Minister Wang Yi and Foreign Minister Dmytro Kuleba, China focused the discussion on
cooperation for protecting its nationals and humanitarian issues. Wang Yi also urged Ukraine to make choices
independently, implicitly demanding concessions from Ukraine.®*

China certainly had friendly relations with Ukraine. Ukraine has been China’s source of technology and human resources
for the military industry. Ukraine’s military industry was highly attractive to China following the dissolution of the Soviet
Union. Beijing has implemented the “Double Introduction Project,” acquiring technology and talent from Ukraine, and
acquired them at a low cost.® China also had expectations that Ukraine would become a source of grain supplies and was
eyeing the country for its nuclear power industry. Moreover, Ukraine was expected to be a node of the Belt and Road
initiative.%

Nevertheless, it is without a doubt that Ukraine’s importance had already peaked out. Relations between China and
Ukraine have been ambiguous since 2014. After the invasion of Crimea, Ukraine explored ways to develop closer ties with
NATO and the West, while its relationship with China grew awkward as Beijing and Moscow moved closer. Political ties
between China and Ukraine had been virtually suspended until 2017. Although relations, mainly economic, have gradually
improved since then, China could not dispel its distrust of the Ukrainian government, which has displayed a Western-
leaning stance amid deteriorating U.S.-China relations. For China, the post-color revolution Ukraine was not a reliable
partner.

This is most clearly illustrated by a Chinese company’s moves to take over Motor Sich. Motor Sich is a leading
manufacturer of helicopter and airplane engines and has produced engines for the An-225 Mriya, among other engines.

China had keen interest in this company. In 2015, an investment and technology transfer agreement was concluded between
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Beijing Skyrizon Aviation Industry Investment (Skyrizon) and Motor Sich. In 2016, an agreement for the Beijing Xinwei
Technology Group to become a co-owner of Motor Sich was close to being signed but was blocked by the Security Service
of Ukraine. Wang Jing, the entrepreneur who owns Skyrizon and the Beijing Xinwei Technology Group, is a figure
allegedly with ties to Russia.%” In August 2020, Wang Jing began reattempting to take over Motor Sich. Alarmed by these
developments, Secretary of State Mike Pompeo expressed concern about the takeover. The U.S. Department of Commerce
added Skyrizon to the Military End User list on the grounds that it has ties to the People’s Liberation Army.% In response,
President Zelensky imposed sanctions on Wang Jing and Skyrizon on January 29, 2021 and nationalized Motor Sich to
block the acquisition in March of that year.5

Additionally, Ukraine’s moves to align itself with the West on human rights issues displeased China. In June 2021,
Ukraine expressed its intention to join a proposal calling for China to conduct a UN investigation into human rights
violations in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region. In response, China warned that it would halt exports of COVID-
19 vaccines, forcing Ukraine to withdraw its co-sponsorship.”’ Although China was satisfied with Ukraine’s response, it

was clear that the two countries did not have a highly friendly relationship.’

(3) Humanitarian Crisis

The third factor is humanitarian crisis. Contrary to China’s initial outlook, the war has become protracted and civilian
casualties are increasing, which is inevitably a cause for concern for China. Wang Yi had been raising humanitarian issues
from the outset, and as the war stalemated, he announced a six-point initiative on humanitarian issues.

However, even while Beijing acknowledges the humanitarian issue, it has not criticized Russia for causing it. Beijing
voted in favor of a UN Security Council resolution on humanitarian issues proposed by Russia. It also co-sponsored a
humanitarian resolution that does not mention Russia’s responsibility, which was proposed independently by South Africa.
As for the Bucha massacre, China was shocked over the humanitarian situation as noted earlier but has not acknowledged
Russia’s responsibility in the incident.

China has shown concern for humanitarian issues and readiness to provide humanitarian assistance. Nevertheless, this

does not appear to have changed the Chinese overall stance.

(4) Contradictions with Chinese Principles

The fourth factor is divergence with Chinese principles. Russia’s actions are undesirable for China from the perspective
of its principles such as secession and sovereignty. Principles are undoubtedly important for China, and there is no doubt
that the issue of secession has negative connotations for the Taiwan issue. China still has not formally approved Russia’s
annexation of the Crimean Peninsula, nor is it anticipated to approve the independence of eastern Donetsk and Luhansk.

Yet for China, the principles are criteria that must always be taken into consideration but are not absolute rules of conduct.
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Especially in recent years, discrepancies between principles and actual actions have increased as China becomes a great
power and heightens its influence across the world. This trend is expected to continue as the U.S.-China confrontation
deepens. In the ongoing case, China, while mentioning the importance of principles, has gradually shifted its argument to
opposition to economic sanctions, opposition to the Cold War mentality, and adverse impacts on other regions, suggesting

that it is focused more on practical needs than commitment to principles.

(5) A Thin Bilateral Relationship

Moreover, the China-Russia relationship is not without its challenges. The two countries have developed close relations
out of strategic necessity, with the relations being the closest between the top leaders and thinning out as one moves down
the ladder. This relationship is often described as “hot government, cold people” or “hot politics, cold economics.”

The bilateral relationship is exceptionally strong between the leaders. As state leaders, Xi and Putin have met 38 times
in nine years, making Putin the state leader Xi has had the most meetings with. Both of them consider the struggle with
the United States as a top priority, are highly wary of color revolutions, and are stepping up repression at home. This has
facilitated the current strengthening of the China-Russia relationship, and is also a potential weakness for the future
bilateral relationship. A change in leadership may provide a catalyst to reassess their ties.

To be sure, the Sino-Russian relationship faces a variety of potential challenges in terms of the bilateral agenda. For
example, the two countries can never become “equal partners” due to the significant disparity in their economic power,
which is something that makes Russia wary. Furthermore, China’s growing presence in the Arctic and Central Asia may
be desirable for economic development but is also a source of concern for Russia.”> However, while these issues may have
a large impact in the long run, they are currently not major elements affecting the relationship.

All of this suggests that, while the bilateral relationship has potential vulnerabilities, they are unlikely to manifest

themselves, at least in the short term.

(6) China’s Domestic Politics

The last factor, China’s domestic politics, could be beneficial or detrimental to the relationship. With the 20th National
Congress of the Chinese Communist Party to be held this fall, many personnel changes are under way behind the scenes.
Thus, Beijing may not have much spare energy to focus on external issues. In addition, COVID-19 is spreading, and
Shanghai is mired in a difficult situation due to the lockdown. This will likely have a major impact on economic activities,
and the regime faces growing uncertainty. Therefore, one can construe that China would not want to become further
embroiled in the Russia-Ukraine war.

Conversely, any major policy change could be a risk for Xi Jinping, precisely during this period of domestic instability.
Strengthening ties with Russia is a strategic decision that Xi has been pursuing, and at this stage, he cannot make a policy
change that would be the equivalent of admitting a policy error on his part. This is also the reason that China insists on a
zero-Covid policy and repeatedly imposes authoritarian lockdowns, and is an issue inherent to authoritarian regimes.

In general, domestic politics has been oriented toward maintaining China’s current position, making it difficult for

Beijing to distance itself from a Russia-leaning stance as well as initiate economic and military support for Russia.
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It can be deemed from the above that the factors that would distance China from Russia have not been strong drivers.
That said, the threat of economic sanctions may be keeping China from openly and fully supporting Russia. While Beijing
gives reasonable consideration to the humanitarian crisis and the balance with Chinese principles, it has yet to change its

Russia-leaning stance. Additionally, China appears to be giving little consideration to its relationship with Ukraine.

Future Outlook

China, while avoiding being at the forefront, has maintained a Russia-leaning stance and continues to criticize the United
States. Beijing considers the United States to be the primary cause of the Russia-Ukraine war and has intensified its
criticism of Washington through a variety of disinformation activities. The China-Russia partnership has deepened in such
areas as anti-color revolutions and anti-military alliances. Furthermore, Beijing views that Russia is aiming to restructure
the European security order and is supporting this move. China, for its part, seeks to promote strategic autonomy in Europe
assuming significant U.S.-Europe contradictions. Additionally, China is emphasizing its position of neutrality toward Asian
and African countries, opposing sanctions and the Cold War mentality, and underscoring their shared positions.

Lastly, this article examines what the future holds.

(1) Short-term Prospects

In the short term, China is expected to maintain its Russia-leaning stance without moving to the forefront. In particular,
Beijing will continue to cooperate with Russia on disinformation. This is the most optimal way for China to cooperate with
Russia at low cost and to criticize the United States. Diplomatically, China’s main tactic will be to call for a ceasefire and
expand the circle of neutrality, mainly among emerging powers.

On the other hand, direct military and economic assistance is expected to be limited. The reason is that China does not
have the capacity to support Russia and wants to avoid becoming subject to sanctions.

China will have a stronger incentive to further reduce interdependence with the United States in critical technologies

and supplies. This could lead to further divisions in the world.

(2) Medium- to Long-Term Scenario

In the medium- to long-term, Russia’s dependence on China is anticipated to increase. Even if Russia secures military
victory or if a stalemate leads to a compromise, it would be imposed long-term economic sanctions and tread a course of
overall decline, jeopardizing its standing as a great power. While this might expand Chinese influence, it may also be a
scenario that Beijing wants to avoid as much as possible until it becomes a genuine superpower. A premature fall of Russia
would not be in the interest of China.

In this sense, Russia’s defeat and the collapse of the Putin regime is a scenario that China wants to avoid, and in order

to do so, China may expand its support for Russia or even serve as a mediator.

(3) Can a Wedge Be Driven into the China-Russia Partnership?

Finally, is it possible to drive a wedge into the China-Russia partnership? From the West’s perspective, this is a critical
question in considering strategic competition in the future. The current war has shown that short-term results are difficult
to realize. There is no doubt that China and Russia have a deeper partnership than previously thought.

However, Sino-Russian relations are not monolithic and have some weaknesses. In the medium- to long-term, it will be
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important to exploit these weaknesses. First, there is the question of how much China can support Russia and whether
China is willing to lend support. As Beijing’s standing on the war reveals, it partners with Russia in diplomacy and
information warfare, while it is cautious about material support, both military and economic. Russia’s dependence on
China is likely to deepen going forward and could become a burden for China.

Second, as noted earlier, the relationship between Xi and Putin has contributed to the current China-Russia partnership.
But will future leaders sustain this relationship? Changes in leadership could affect the strength of the bilateral relationship,
and this tendency is even more true for authoritarian regimes. In the case of China-Soviet relations, Mao Zedong and Nikita
Khrushchev deepened their confrontation soon after Stalin’s death, while Deng Xiaoping improved relations with Mikhail
Gorbachev some time after Mao’s death. There is no guarantee that such a swingback will not occur.
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