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Once in a while, think tanks such as the Brookings Institute are able to deal with highly
strategic and current issues. Often, the conferences held by such organizations are based
on false pretenses and copious banality, the sole intention being to undermine and
downplay the efforts of strategic opponents of the US. Recently, the Brookings Institute’s
International Strategy and Strategy Project held a lecture on May 9, 2017 where it invited
Bobo Lo, an analyst at Lowy Institute for International Policy, to speak. The topic of the
subject, extremely interesting to the author and mentioned in the past, is the strategic
partnership between China and Russia.

The main assumption Bobo Lo starts with to define relations between Moscow and Beijing is
that the two countries base their collaboration on convenience and a convergence of
interests rather than on an alliance. He goes on to say that the major frictions in the
relationship concern the fate that Putin and Xi hold for Europe, in particular for the European
Union, in addition to differences of opinions surrounding the Chinese role in the Pacific. In
the first case, Lo states that Russia wants to end the European project while China hopes for
a strong and prosperous Europe. With regard to the situation in the Pacific, according to this
report, Moscow wants a balance of power between powers without hegemonic domination
being transferred from Washington to Beijing.

The only merit in Lo’s analysis is his identification of the United States as the major cause of
the strategic proximity between Moscow and Beijing, certainly a hypothesis that is little
questioned by US policy makers. Lo believes Washington’s obsession with China-Russia
cooperation is counterproductive, though he also believes that the United States doesn’t
actually possess capabilities to sabotage or delimit the many areas of cooperation between
Beijing and Moscow.

What is missing in Lo’s analysis are two essential factors governing how Moscow and Beijing
have structured their relationship. China and Russia have different tasks in ushering in their
world order, namely, by preserving global stability through military and economic means.
Their overall relationship of mutual cooperation goes beyond the region of Eurasia and
focuses on the whole process of a sustainable globalization as well as on how to create an
environment where everyone can prosper in a viable and sustainable way. Doing this entails
a departure from the current belligerent and chaotic unipolar world order.

Moscow and Beijing: Security and Economy

Beijing has been the world’s economic engine for over two decades and shows no signs of
slowing down, at least not too much. Moscow, contrary to western media propaganda, has
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returned to play a role not only on a regional scale but as a global power. Both of these
paths of military and economic growth for China and Russia have set things on a collision
course with the United States, the current global superpower that tends to dominate
international relations with economic, political and military bullying thanks to a complicit
media and corrupt politicians.

In the case of Beijing, the process of globalization has immensely enhanced the country,
allowing the Asian giant to become the world’s factory, enabling Western countries to
outsource to low-cost labor. In this process of economic growth, Beijing has over the years
gone from being a simple paradise for low-cost outsourcing for private companies to being a
global leader in investment and long-term projects. The dividends of years of wealth
accumulation at the expense of Western nations has allowed Beijing to be more than just a
strategic partner for other nations. China drives the process of globalization, as recently
pointed out by Xi Jinping in Davos in a historic speech. China’s transition from a harmless
partner of the West to regional power with enormous foreign economic investments place
the country on a collision course with Washington. Inevitably, Beijing will become the Asian
hegemon, something US policymakers have always guaranteed will not be tolerated.

The danger Washington sees is that of China emerging as a regional superpower that will
call the shots in the Pacific, the most important region of the planet. The United States has
many vested interests in the region and undeniably sees its future as the leader of the world
order in jeopardy. Obama’s pivot to Asia was precisely for the purposes of containing China
and limiting its economic power so as to attenuate Beijing’s ambitions.

Unsurprisingly, Washington’s concerns with Moscow relate to its resurgence in military
capabilities. Russia is able to oppose certain objectives of the United States (see Ukraine or
Syria) by military means. The possibility of the Kremlin limiting American influence in
Eastern Europe, the Middle East and Eurasia in general is cause for concern for American
policy makers, who continue to fail to contain Russia and limit Moscow’s spheres of
influence.

In this context, the strategic division of labor between Russia and China comes into play to
ensure the stability of the Eurasian region as a whole; in Asia, in the Middle East and in
Europe. To succeed in this task, Moscow has mainly assumed the military burden, shared
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with other friendly nations belonging to the affected areas. In the Middle East, for example,
Tehran’s partnership with Moscow is viewed positively by Beijing, given its intention to
stabilize the region and to eradicate the problem of terrorism, something about which
nations like China and Russia are particularly concerned.

The influence of Islamist extremists in the Caucasian regions in Russia or in the autonomous
region of Xinjiang in China are something that both Putin and Xi are aware can be exploited
by opposing Western countries. In North Africa, Egypt has signed several contracts for the
purchase of military vehicles from Moscow, as well as having bought the two Mistral ships
from France, thereby relying on military supplies from Moscow. It is therefore not surprising
that Moscow and Egypt cooperated with the situation in Libya and in North Africa in general.

In Southeast Asia, Moscow seeks to coordinate efforts to reach an agreement between
Afghanistan, Pakistan and India. The entry into the Shanghai Cooperation Organization
(SCO) of New Delhi and Islamabad (Tehran will be next), with the blessing of Beijing as the
protagonist of the 2017 SCO meeting, is a keystone achievement and the right prism
through which to observe the evolution of the region. Moscow is essentially acting as a
mediator between the parties and is also able to engage with India in spite of the
dominating presence of China. The ultimate goal of Moscow and Beijing is to eradicate the
terrorist phenomenon in the Asian region with a view to what is happening in North Africa
and the Middle East with Iran and Egypt.

Heading to a Multipolar World Order

The turning point in relations between Moscow and Beijing concerns the ability to engage
third countries in military or economic ways, depending on these countries’ needs and
objectives. Clearly in the military field it is Moscow that is leading, with arms sold to current
and future partners and security cooperation (such as with ex-Soviet Central-Asian republics
or in the Donbass) and targeted interventions if needed, as in Syria. Beijing, on the other
hand, acts in a different way, focusing on the economic arena, in particular with the Asian
Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) at its center.
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Initiatives such as the One Belt One Road (OBOR) and the Maritime Silk Road have the same
strategic aim of the Russian military initiative, namely, ensuring the independence of the
region from a geo-economic perspective, reaching win-win arrangements for all partners
involved. Naturally, the win-win agreement does not mean that China wins and then wins
again; rather, a series of bilateral concessions can come to satisfy all actors involved. An
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important example in this regard that explains the Sino-Russian partnership concerns the
integration of the Eurasian Union with the Chinese Silk Road. The Russian concerns over the
predominant status of the Chinese colossus in Central Asia have been assuaged by a
number of solutions, such as the support of the OBOR infrastructure program to that of the
Eurasian Union. Beijing is not interested in replacing Moscow’s leading role the post-Soviet
nations in Central Asia but rather with providing significant energy and economic
development to particularly underdeveloped nations that are in need of important economic
investment, something only Beijing is able to guarantee.

The linking of the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU) with the One Belt One Road initiative
guarantees Moscow a primary role in the transit of goods from east to west, thereby
becoming the connecting point between China and Europe while expanding the role and
function of the EEU. All participants in these initiatives have a unique opportunity to expand
their economic condition through this whole range of connections. Beijing guarantees the
money for troubled countries, and Moscow the security. The SCO will play a major role in
reducing and preventing terrorist influence in the region, a prerequisite for the success of
any projects. Also, the AlIB, and to some extent the BRICS Development Bank, will also have
to step in and offer alternative economic guarantees to countries potentially involved in
these projects, in order to free them from the existing international financial institutions.

One Belt One Road, and all the related projects, represent a unique occasion whereby all
relevant players share common goals and benefits from such transformative geo-economic
relationships. This security-economy relationship between Moscow and Beijing is the heart
of the evolution of the current world order, from the unipolar to the multipolar world. The US
cannot oppose China on the economic front and Russia on the military front. It all comes
down to how much China and Russia can continue to provide and guarantee economic and
security umbrellas for the rest of the world.

Federico Pieraccini is an independent freelance writer specialized in international affairs,
conflicts, politics and strategies.
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