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ABSTRACT

In 2018, Russian President Vladimir Putin hailed the Sino-Russian 
relationship as having reached its strongest level in history. This article explores 
the evolving dynamics of Sino-Russian cooperation in the Arctic against the 
backdrop of accelerating climate change and geopolitical shifts. It delves into 
the strategic interests of both countries, emphasizing Russia’s reliance on China 
amid Western sanctions and China’s pursuit of Arctic resources and strategic 
positioning. Despite divergences in governance approaches, differing interpreta-
tions of international law, and concerns over sovereignty, both nations recognize 
the mutual benefits of cooperation, particularly in infrastructure development 
and maritime transportation along the Northern Sea Route. This partnership 
underscores a delicate balance between mutual reliance and strategic consider-
ations, influencing regional stability and global geopolitics.

In 2018, Russian President 
Vladimir Putin hailed the Sino-Russian 
relationship as having reached its stron-
gest level in history. Despite rising 
asymmetries between the two coun-
tries, Beijing has emerged as Moscow’s 
key external partner. Concurrently, 
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their strategic partnership is seen as a challenge by the West. Yet, how 
does this burgeoning partnership fare in the Arctic, as accelerating climate 
change brings the region into renewed focus and increased competition, 
even between close partners? 

THE ARCTIC IN THE NATIONAL POLITICS OF RUSSIA 

In 2020, Russia released its latest version of the Basic Principles of 
Russian Federation State Policy in the Arctic for the period up to 2035.1 This 
strategic planning document sets the main goals and tasks of Russian policy 
in the Arctic while also listing challenges to national security in the region. 
The latest edition of the document puts ensuring sovereignty and territorial 
integrity at the top of the list of primary national interests. Other inter-
ests include maintaining peace and stability, using their strategic resource 
base sustainably for economic growth, developing the Northern Sea Route 
(NSR) as a “competitive national transportation passage,” and preserving 
the environment. The primary threats are identified as relating to domestic 
issues, including population decline, insufficient economic and infrastruc-
ture development, and a lack of state support for businesses, among others. 

The primary challenges to national security are viewed as being 
external in origin, due to what Russia calls attempts by foreign states to 
revise international treaties that regulate Arctic activities or hinder Russia’s 
legal actions in the region. Military build-up by other states is also viewed 
as a challenge that leads to an increased possibility of conflict.2 The Strategy 
for Developing the Arctic and Preserving National Security3 also enumerates 
the key challenges and threats that pose a risk to development in the Arctic, 
and the efforts to ensure national security. In the list of eighteen issues, the 
last item refers to the increased potential for conflict requiring improved 
combat capabilities of Russian forces. Some of the other issues are related 
to topics of climate change, socioeconomic development, and the avail-
ability of infrastructure. 

Broadly, the policy documents released in 2020 did not contain 
any surprise elements. While they did flag issues of sovereignty as the top 
national interest,4 they also called for cooperating with other Arctic states5 
and maintaining a zone of peace. Russia is deeply aware of the socioeco-
nomic challenges that confront its territories in the Arctic, and the policy 
documents note the shortfall of infrastructure as both an “economic and 
security concern” amidst accelerating climate change.6 The Arctic also 
remains an important region militarily and is critical for Russia’s nuclear 
deterrence capabilities. This entails maintaining defense capacities, which 
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were neglected after the end of the Cold War and were sought to be reme-
died through military modernization plans after 2008. While noting that 
the level of activity remains far below Cold War levels,7 military activity 
in the region has undeniably been 
increasing,8 with some of the devel-
oping infrastructure being dual-use.9 

Notably, more recent offi-
cial documents contain some visible 
changes and shifts in tone. The Maritime 
Doctrine of the Russian Federation,10 
published in July 2022, puts the Arctic 
Regional Priority Area at the top of the 
regional priorities of the national mari-
time policy. This change is a significant 
shift from the 2015 version, which led 
with the Atlantic Regional Priority 
Area, followed by the Arctic. In the latest iteration, the priorities in the 
region are more expansive and include reinforcing the combat capabilities 
of its forces, integrating the development of port and coastal infrastruc-
ture, and building the NSR as a globally competitive national transporta-
tion route. It also calls for establishing working cooperation with the other 
Arctic littoral states (Canada, Denmark, Norway, and the United States) 
on delimiting maritime areas. The foreign policy concept strongly asserts 
the “unalterability of the historically established international legal regime 
of the inland maritime waters of the Russian Federation”11 (mirroring the 
language of the 2022 Maritime Doctrine), but this position was already 
visible in the new and amended federal laws on rules of navigation in the 
NSR,12 and would not come as a surprise. The aim is to make the NSR 
an international transportation route wherein Russian federal rules are 
followed by foreign vessels for navigation. 

In February 2023, amendments were introduced to the document 
containing the Foundation of State Policy in the Arctic, which removed the 
parts of the section that called for building relations with Arctic states as well 
as regional bodies like the Arctic Council, the Arctic Five, and the Barents 
Euro-Arctic Council.13 The 2023 foreign policy concept has also elimi-
nated references to “cooperation in the Arctic Council, the coastal Arctic 
Five, and the Barents Euro-Arctic Council,” marking a clear shift compared 
to the 2016 document. Instead, it now focuses on building relations with 
Arctic “foreign” states, mirroring the language of the foreign policy concept 
that calls for building ties with non-Arctic, friendly states. Ministerial-level 
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meetings with Moscow, in the Arctic bodies, were suspended following 
Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine, while the annual meetings between 

armed forces chiefs from Arctic states 
had already ceased after Russia’s 2014 
annexation of Crimea. 

This readiness to engage with a 
“wider range” of partners,14 even if they 
are “extra-regional,”15 has been reflected 
in responses from states like China, 
which has emerged as one of the most 
interested “non-Arctic states,” even 
declaring itself a “near-Arctic state” 
in its white paper titled China’s Arctic 
Policy in 2018.16 In the white paper, 
China presents itself as an “important 
stakeholder” affected by changes in 
the Arctic’s climate and ecology, and 

justifies its reasons for becoming a more active player. Seeking to dispel 
concerns about its intentions, China presented its policy as being focused 
on scientific research, addressing environmental and climate change issues, 
and utilizing Arctic resources in a “lawful and rational way” (including 
participating in the development of shipping routes and exploration of 
natural resources), participating in Arctic governance, and promoting 
peace and stability. China recognizes the sovereignty of Arctic states and 
has sought to build bilateral relations with them through cooperative scien-
tific research, diplomatic ties, and investment offers. Beijing was focused 
on scientific research activities for a long time,17 but its rising diplomatic 
and economic profile, as well as strengthening maritime power has raised 
concerns among the Arctic states. Beijing has sought to allay these concerns 
through the white paper18 by presenting itself as non-aggressive.19 

EVOLUTION OF BILATERAL COOPERATION IN THE ARCTIC 

With China and Russia both seeking to advance their interests in the 
Arctic, their bilateral cooperation has evolved and increased in recent years. 
The two sides have been holding dialogues on Arctic issues since 2013, 
which was also the first year when two containers of goods from the China 
Ocean Shipping Company (COSCO) traveled from Dalian, China to 
Rotterdam, the Netherlands via the NSR. Arctic cooperation in areas such 
as the NSR, scientific research, energy resources, and the environment has 
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also been explicitly mentioned in joint statements.20 Furthermore, Russia 
has announced its intention to increase exports of oil and gas eastwards, 
including through the NSR, now more accessible for longer periods in a 
year due to receding ice cover induced by climate change.21 

In fact, two areas of natural resource extraction and connectivity have 
shown a positive trend in Sino-Russian engagement, in the case of the 
Arctic.22 In 2013, the China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) 
acquired a 20 percent stake in Yamal Liquified Natural Gas (LNG), 
followed by a 9.9 percent equity stake by China’s Silk Road Fund in 2016. 
In 2018, Novatek supplied LNG from the Yamal fields to China via the 
NSR for the first time. Cooperation in the energy sector intensified on the 
heels of Western sanctions on Russia, first introduced after its 2014 annex-
ation of Crimea.23 Until then, most of the investment in—and technology 
used for—Arctic oil and gas projects originated in the West. With those 
investments drying up, Russia turned to the East for both capital and tech-
nology, opening up opportunities for China in areas where Moscow might 
previously have been reluctant to cooperate with Beijing.24 The Arctic 
LNG-2 project also saw Chinese companies acquire 20 percent equity 
stakes—10 percent each held by CNPC and the China National Offshore 
Oil Corporation—in 2019. The first of the three LNG trains, as a part of 
this project, began tentative production in early 2024.25 

Chinese companies are also engaged in building infrastructure 
at the Kamchatka LNG transshipment hub to prepare for anchorage in 
Bechevinskaya Bay.26 Russian officials have further indicated their desire 
to engage with partners like India and China for the construction of ice-
class vessels to traverse the NSR (with a goal of fifty vessels by 2035), 
given the existing fleet is not large enough to handle future increases in 
shipping volumes.27 This is in marked contrast to a couple of years ago 
when the Russian Ministry of Industry and Trade opposed the inclusion 
of China in icebreaker construction since the two sides competed in the 
Arctic.28 Interestingly, Chinese company Hudong-Zhonghua did not 
become the preferred partner for building fifteen Arc7 ice-class vessels 
for the Arctic LNG-2 project in 2020.29 Instead, a South Korean partner 
was chosen.30 However, the tightening of sanctions on Russia has led to 
concerns about future cooperation with Japan and South Korea, previously 
seen as important partners in ensuring a diversified source of investment 
and technology.31 Consequently, China’s value as a prospective partner has 
increased. While China has been expanding its shipbuilding capacities and 
has funds for this specific purpose, its expertise in providing technology 
and equipment in offshore exploration remains limited. It has also been 
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suggested that Beijing can be a partner in select areas, including “deep sea 
exploration, ice zone prospecting, oil and gas exploitation, navigation in 
ice zones, engineering of icebreakers,”32 among other domains. 

Connected to natural resource exploitation is the development of 
the NSR, where Putin, during talks with visiting President Xi Jinping, 
in March 2023, declared that Russia was ready for joint development of 
the NSR with China,33 a prospect that would have been hard to imagine 
just a few years ago. Although Russia has been willing to find partners 

in the development of the NSR, it has 
stated in no uncertain terms that these 
are internal waters. However, a memo-
randum of understanding on strength-
ening maritime law enforcement 
cooperation was signed, and a delega-
tion was invited to observe the Arctic 
Patrol 2023 exercise for the first time.34 
While Chinese vessels currently utilize 
the NSR minimally, constituting only 

1.2 percent of all voyages on the route,35 most traffic on the route involves 
destination shipping by Russian ships transporting oil, gas, and construc-
tion material.36 However, a future year-long navigable route could offer 
China significant benefits by shortening voyages to Europe by twelve to 
fifteen days and, avoiding sea lines of communication that could be blocked 
via the western route. There are also expectations that the NSR’s growth 
could provide opportunities for the expansion of the ports of Qingdao and 
Dalian in Northeast China.37

Overall, until now, cooperation between Russia and China has been 
grounded in pragmatism. Moscow has sought to build a diversified port-
folio of investors in Arctic projects while retaining its ownership stake to 
prevent dominance by a single outside actor, a policy that is now under 
stress. Meanwhile, China has also been focused on diversifying its ties with 
most Arctic states while being selective in investing in Russian projects. 
Sino-Russian military engagement in the Arctic remains limited, and the 
two countries have never conducted joint military exercises in the region.38 

DIVERGENCES IN SINORUSSIAN ENGAGEMENT IN THE ARCTIC 

Russia is insistent on the rights of the eight members of the Arctic 
Council to make rules governing the region and has pushed against 
granting extra-regional powers any say in rule-making. It was resistant to 
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China’s entry into the Arctic Council as an observer39 and finally agreed to 
China’s inclusion only after strict criteria were laid down for observer states. 
According to these criteria, observers do not get a vote and do not partici-
pate in rulemaking.40 Experts have also pointed out that China would rather 
acquire a stake in the management of infrastructure projects it invests in, 
including the NSR, which is not in line with Moscow’s preferences.41 

Before being inducted as an observer state, China also had to recog-
nize the sovereignty of Arctic states over the region.42 In addition, its 
compliance with Russian domestic legislation is also seen as an acknowl-
edgment of Russia’s claims of dominance in the NSR.43 Nevertheless, some 
policy divergences persist between the two countries. China’s white paper 
calls for the management of Arctic shipping routes to be done as per the 
United Nations Convention on Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) and has urged 
that freedom of navigation be ensured per the convention. Conversely, 
Russia regards the NSR as internal waters and has enacted regulations for 
the navigation of foreign vessels.44 Russia relies on the historical precedent 
of treating the NSR as a national transport waterway45 and the rights of 
coastal states in “ice-covered areas” under UNCLOS Article 234, to control 
the movement of foreign ships through the NSR. Article 234 offers special 
rights for the control of marine pollution to coastal states in ice-covered 
areas within their Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs).46 

So far, China has not challenged Russian laws and has complied with 
its regulations.47 Cooperation over the NSR could be seen as support for 
Moscow’s control over the connective link.48 In addition, China’s vision of 
a Polar Silk Road traversing international waters is unlikely in the short-
to-medium term given the ice cover, highlighting the value of the NSR. 
However, as the ice retreats and erodes the exclusivity offered by UNCLOS 
Article 234, questions will arise about the applicability of the current 
legislation.49 China has limited opportunity to shape rulemaking in the 
region as a non-Arctic state but seeks to utilize the opportunities before 
it. This was reflected in the formation of the Polar Code, in which China 
sided with the United States to remove a clause—proposed by Russia—in 
the draft that “would retain the primacy of national shipping regulations 
until the International Maritime Organization (IMO) could adopt a fully 
harmonized framework.” 50 51

This element of simultaneous competition and cooperation is also 
reflected in Chinese financing in the Arctic, which mirrors Russia’s careful 
maintenance of a diversified portfolio of investors. China adopts a more 
conservative attitude in investing in projects where there is limited possi-
bility of Russia sharing control over the assets, including offshore projects 
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that require extensive capital.52 Thus far, major Chinese investments in the 
region have been mostly limited to the two LNG projects. Its participation 
in other infrastructure projects has also been limited so far, with concerns 
ranging from secondary sanctions53 to a lack of Chinese technological 
expertise. 

ANALYZING THE STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIP 

As of now, both sides have focused on the benefits of their coopera-
tion, effectively preventing the aforementioned divergences from overshad-
owing bilateral gains. China wishes to maintain stability in its relations 

with Russia amidst a deteriorating rela-
tionship with the United States,54 to 
reap the economic benefits of Arctic 
resources, and to present itself as a 
responsible partner in the region. In 
this regard, there is an acknowledgment 
of the value of cooperating with Russia 
to strengthen its presence in the region. 
China also requires Russian icebreakers 
to traverse the NSR. As such, China 
recognizes the importance of the route 

but has maintained a wait-and-watch approach,55 with a limited number of 
Chinese ships traversing the route.56

For its part, Russia has seen the importance of China grow due to 
sanctions and the breakdown of relations with the West resulting from 
its 2014 annexation of Crimea and the 2022 invasion of Ukraine. This 
changing dynamic complicates Russia’s goal of diversifying its investment 
sources, resulting in increased flexibility in its engagement with Beijing as it 
tries to maintain the preeminence of littoral states. Moscow also recognizes 
its dependence on China in developing Arctic resources and making the 
NSR profitable, leading to increased economic engagement while seeking 
to retain sovereign control over the route. 

Russia experts have also argued that the Arctic is much more of a 
“strategic priority”57 for Russia than for China. The Arctic houses Russia’s 
strategic nuclear forces and remains vital for its energy industry, accounting 
for 80 percent of its natural gas production and 17 percent of its oil produc-
tion.58 Thus far, China has not displayed a revisionist attitude toward the 
Arctic,59 despite some differences over governance in the region. It instead 
uses bilateral and multilateral mechanisms and discussions to build its posi-
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tion as an important stakeholder. Russia, too, is seeking to strike a balance 
between building improved ties with Beijing and protecting its national 
interests in the region.60 In this regard, military cooperation between 
the two sides in the Arctic is not expected to be at the forefront given 
Russia’s continued sensitivity to exercising control in the region. However, 
the evolving geopolitics of the region has meant that Russia has gradually 
become more willing to cooperate with China in the Arctic. Given height-
ened tensions with the West for both parties, the logic of strengthening the 
overall strategic partnership also holds in the context of the Arctic. In this 
scenario, building mutually beneficial cooperation in the Arctic without 
allowing differences to overshadow coordination serves both Russian and 
Chinese interests. 

CONCLUSION

There is no denying that after 2022, the importance of China in 
Russia’s overall foreign policy strategy, as well as in the Arctic, has risen 
significantly. This dynamic will be even more apparent if East Asian coun-
tries like Japan and South Korea withdraw from various industrial projects 
under the threat of sanctions or choose to freeze future cooperation with 
Russia. Such actions would deal a further blow to Russia’s planned diver-
sification of investors in the Arctic but would alternatively give China an 
advantage. Yet China, with no territorial jurisdiction in the region, also 
needs Russia in order to benefit from the natural resource exploitation 
enabled by the NSR and to keep the door open for future geopolitical 
moves. 

China and Russia’s mutual dependence has led to cooperation despite 
differences, as the value of the strategic partnership for both sides remains 
high. As China’s role in the partnership expands, it may want a more active 
role in the Arctic future. For now, Sino-Russian cooperation in the Arctic 
proceeds on a pragmatic basis, maximizing benefits while maintaining 
caution on areas of divergence. f
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