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The Changing Context and Character of Russo-Chinese Relations:
Implications for Northeast Asia

Younkyoo Kim

(Associate Professor, Division of International Studies, Hanyang University)

On the same day of the gas agreement signing, Presidents Xi and Putin also inaugurated in
Shanghai a large scale 6-day joint China-Russia naval exercise off East China Sea. But more
significantly, at the little noticed Summit of the 4th Conference on Interaction and Confidence
Building Measures in Asia ("CICA" for short) held in Shanghai on May 21st attended by 11
heads of states including President Xi and President Putin, UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon
and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization Secretary General, delegates from 26 member states
(mostly Asian nations) and some Observer states including the US, a new theme for national
security was pronounced for the Summit. President Putin has denied any China threat and said

that Russia hopes to ‘‘catch the wind from China’s sails.”’17) Defense relations have, in fact,
evidently greatly improved since 2010. The goal of this article is to analyze changing
Russo-Chinese relations under Xi and Putin in the context of shifting Asia-Pacific international
relations. The analysis of the nature of Russo-Chinese relations comes first. The second section
will examine the recent Russo-Chinese gas deal and its impact. The third section will clarify the
North Korean factor in Russo-Chinese relations. The final section will study the impact of North

Korea’s rapprochement with Russia on Northeast Asian international relations.

Russia-China Relations before 2014

The nature of Sino-Russian relations has been a subject of intense debate on a global and
regional level.1®) Throughout the decades of 1990s and 2000s, Sino-Russian relations veered
between conflict and cooperation. During 1992-2000 China and Russia converged on the rationale
to create a counterweight to the US and to deter terrorism and Islamic forces. The years
2001-2004 characterize the strategic, if not normative, divergence between China and Russia due

to war on terrorism. In the years since 2005, with the US suffering a strategic retreat, in spite

17) ¢Vladimir Putin on Foreign Policy: Russia and the Changing World,”” Valdai Discussion Club,
February 27, 2012, http://valdaiclub.com/politics/39300.html.

18) Niklas Swanstrom, “Sino-Russian Relations at the Start of the New Millennium in Central Asia and
Beyond,” Journal of Contemporary China, forthcoming 2014; Yu Bin, “In Search for a Normal
Relationship: China and Russia Into the 21st Century,” China and Eurasia Forum Quarterly, Vol. 5,
No. 4 (2007), p. 47-81.
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of points of divergence, China and Russia continued to publicly acknowledge the importance of
their “strategic partnership” in regional and global affairs. Nonetheless, despite the continuing
convergence relating to opposition to US interests and values, a strategic divergence between
China and Russia has reasserted itself again since 2009. This global phenomenon manifests itself
in slightly different forms from region to region. Most US and foreign attention has focused on
China’s assertiveness in East Asia.l9) Analysts now view China as the gateway or gatekeeper to
Russia’s acceptance in Asia.

Bandwagoning with China against the US and simultaneously covertly trying to restrain China
have been the dominating motifs of Russia’s Asian policy in Northeast and Southeast Asia. As
a result of this dual-track policy, throughout the 2000s, Russia had to accept the palpable signs
of growing Russian dependence on China in economics and energy. In 2009-11, Russia took
determined steps to portray itself as an Asian player. But, Russia’s failure’ to develop the
Russian Far East (RFE) has forced it to “turn to China for help” which has allowed China to
take initial steps to build a new economic and security order in Asia at Russia’s expense. The
nature and direction of Russo-Chinese “strategic partnership” under Presidents Xi and Putin is
becoming again a subject of intense debate. The major assumption of this article is that it is
difficult to see Russia simply acquiescing in its subordination to China without reacting to that
situation negatively. Since 2012, to avoid this dependence on China, Russia has oriented itself
not only toward China, but to the whole spectrum of interests and opportunities in the
Asia-Pacific region from Japan, South Korea, and the United States, to the ASEAN countries.
Russia is tapping into China-Japan tensions to encourage greater Japanese investments and
commitment to the development of Siberia and the Russian Far East (RFE), which would offset
China's presence and diminish Russia's current over-dependence on Chinese investment and trade.
Moscow prefers Japan coming in as well as a counterweight to China. Russia's energy
cooperation with Japan is increasing Moscow's negotiating space vis-a-vis China as well as the
European countries. Vietnam’s permission to use Cam Ranh Bay means that Russia gains a
foothold to expand its influence in Southeast Asia. The South China Sea is important not only

for the abundant resources but also its strategic significance.

Dependence on China
Every official statement on Russo-Chinese relations from Moscow or Beijing reiterates that

relations have never been better and postulates a virtual identity of interests between the two

19) See the reviews of literature on Russo-Chinese ties in Susan Turner, “China and Russia After the
Russian-Georgian War,” Comparative Strategy, XXX, NO. 1, 2011, p. 52; Paul J. Bolt and Sharyl N.
Cross, “The Contemporary Sino-Russian Strategic Partnership: Challenges and Opportunities for the
Twenty-First Century,” Asian Security, VI, NO. 3, 2010, pp. 192-193; James Bellacqua, ed., The Future
of China-Russia Relations (Lexington, KY: The University Press of Kentucky, 2009); Richard Weitz,
China-Russia Security Relations: Strategic Parallelism Without Partnership Or Passion?, Carlisle
Barracks, PA; Strategic Studies Institute, US Army War College, 2008; Bobo Lo, Axis of Convenience:
Moscow, Beijing, and the New Geopolitics (Washington D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2008); Robert
S. Ross, “Balance of Power Politics and the Rise of China: Accommodation and Balancing in East
Asia,” William W. Keller and Thomas G. Rawski, Eds., China’s Rise and the Balance Of Influence in
Asia, Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2007, pp. 121-145.
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governments regarding Asian security. This relationship is a strategic partnership or even
quasi-alliance as both sides normally use the former term. The scale of cooperation between
Russia and China is reflected in the extensive infrastructure of dialogue between the two states
where regular contacts are maintained at nearly all levels of central authority.20)

The basis for China’s strategic partnership with Russia lies in countering the global export of
America’s liberal values. Russia’s professed political values, i.e., sovereign democracy, comport
with so called “Asian values” much more than with European ones.2l) To be sure much
congruence exists in Russo-Chinese views of Asian issues, particularly when it comes to
opposing US interests and values there. The biggest significance of the China-Russia partnership
may be that it establishes an obstacle to the Western monopoly and protects the basic rights of
the non-Western world, including the independence of national interests and the diversity of
political systems. Russia and China have frequently collaborated on the basis of a shared
antipathy to U.S.-led democracy promotion efforts and Washington’s willingness to use force
without the sanction of the UN Security Council.22) The two states’ “normative convergence,”
their virtually identical positions on North Korea, and demands for a new international financial,
political, and economic order, not to mention their critique of US democracy promotion and
other policies, like NATO’s Libya operation and Syrian policies, suggest even closer convergence
in the future, often at the expense of the US and its allies, especially Japan.

In fact, Russo-Chinese closeness cannot be questioned and is openly proclaimed in the
September 2010 Russo-Chinese joint proposal on Asia-Pacific security. This proposal for a new
security order in Asia is based on “mutual trust, mutual benefit, equality, and cooperation.” All
states would respect each other’s sovereignty (i.e. no criticism of their domestic politics) integrity
(i.e. support for Russian and Chinese postures on outstanding territorial issues, the Kurile Islands,
the Senkakus, Taiwan, and possibly even China’s claims on the Spratly Islands), non-alliance
principles (directed against the US alliance system), equal and transparent security frameworks,
equal and indivisible security, etc.23) President Medvedev stated at that time that China tops
Russia’s diplomatic priorities, while relations are developing in all fields.24)

Yet, Chinese and Russian approaches to a range of significant subjects are still largely
uncoordinated and at times in conflict. Several factors make it unlikely that the two countries

will form a true alliance.? The most noteworthy development in their bilateral defense

20) Marcin Kaczmarski, An Asian Alternative? Russia’s Chances of Making Asia an Alternative to Relations
With the West, Centre for Eastern Studies, Warsaw, Poland (2008) at<http://www.osw.waw.pl> [5, Jan.
2013].

21) Russell Ong, “China’s Strategic Convergence With Russia”, Korean Journal of Defense Analysis, XXI,
no. 3(2009): 320.

22) Jeffrey Mankoff, “Partnership in the Pacific? Russia between China and the United States in Asia”, 12
Jun. 2012,
<http://http://us-russiafuture.org/2012/06/12/partnership-in-the-pacific-russia-between-china-and-the-united-state
s-in-asia/>[5Jan.2013].

23) “China, Russia Call for Efforts in Asia-Pacific Security”, China Daily, 28 Sept. 2010.

24) Moscow, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, in English, Moscow, 16 Jul. 2011,
Open Source Center, Foreign Broadcast Information Service Central Eurasia (Henceforth FBIS SOV), 17
Jul. 2011.

25) Richard Weitz, “China-Russia Relations and the United States: At a Turning Point?” 14 Apr. 2011 at
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relationship has been the sharp decline of Russian arms sales to China in recent years.26) The
Russian government has declined to sell China weapons—such as advanced land warfare weapons
or tactical air support aircraft—that could assist the PLA in a ground war with Russia.2?)
Instead, Russia has transferred advanced weapons mostly for naval warfare and air defense. The
Russian military has begun to cite China’s growing military potential as a reason why Russia
needs to acquire more warships and retain tactical nuclear weapons (TNWs) despite U.S. pressure
to negotiate their elimination in strategic arms talks.28) Russia also has ever more overt
misgivings about China’s growing military power, as were shown in difficulties over arms sales,

Chinese interests in the Arctic, and China’s Great Stride exercises of 2009.29

Trade and Economics

Trade imbalance between Russia and China is another source of tension. The terms of trade
have shifted markedly in the PRC’s favor due to a decline in Chinese purchase of weapons
systems and other high-technology items. At present, Russian exports to the PRC consist
overwhelmingly of raw materials.30) Throughout the 2000s the common wisdom was and even
continues to be that Russia is nervous about "rising China" - about becoming its raw-material
appendage, about the demographic imbalance in Siberia and the Far East, etc.3) We see this
concern in bilateral trade trends. Sino-Russian trade touched almost US$80 billion in 2012,
showing a 42.7% year-on-year jump. In 2012, the two countries signed 27 trade contracts worth
$15 billion. But since 2008, Russia has run a $13.5 billion trade deficit with China. Russia is
eager to reduce its dependence on volatile raw material exports by reviving the PRC’s purchase
of high-value industrial goods and services.32) Meanwhile both sides have pledged to increase
trade from $80 billion in 2012 to $200 billion in 2020.

Energy

Putin has termed the development of the RFE “the most important geopolitical task” facing
Russia.33) Russia also has a long-standing desire to be seen as a player in the APR (Asia-Pacific
region). Moscow believes that Russia has a role cut out for it in the Asia-Pacific - that of an

honest broker of the region's territorial disputes. Russia is in all seriousness convinced that it

<http://en.rian.ru/valdai_op/20110414/163523421.html[6Jan.2013].

26) Ibid.

27) Ibid.

28) Ibid.

29) Linda Jakobson, Paul Holtom, Dean Knox and Jingchao, “China's Energy and Security Relations with
Russia: Hopes, Frustrations and Uncertainties”, SIPRI Policy Paper no. 29 (Oct. 2011); Arkady Moshe &
Matti Nojonen, eds., “Russia-China Relations: Current State, Alternative Futures, and Implications for the
West”, FIIA Report 30(2011), Finish Institute of International Affairs, Finland.

30) Ibid.

31) Igor Danchenko, Erica Downs, and Fiona Hill, “One Step Forward, Two Steps Back? The Realities of
a Rising China and Implications for Russia’s Energy Ambitions”, Brookings Policy Paper no. 22 (Aug.
2010): 2.

32) Weitz, “China-Russia Relations and the United States: At a Turning Point?”

33) Segei Blagov, “Russia Mulls Far Eastern Economic Revival” Eurasia Daily Monitor 9, Issue 83, 3
May, 2012.
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carries enough weight in Asia to make a difference in this regard.3¥) But there is still a large
gap between Moscow’s expectations for Russia’s role in the APR and how the region perceives
Russia.35) “Energy has long been Russia’s calling card in Asia and the key to the large-scale
task of rebuilding Siberia, the Russian Far East (RFE), and ensuring Russia’s recognition as a
great Asian power.”36) Yet at the same time Russia faces the danger of dominant Chinese
economic and thus political influence in its Far East. The prevailing or conventional wisdom37) is
that China is broadening or at least attempting to extend its sway in Asia, particularly in the
Russian Far East (RFE) and the South China Sea, and that Moscow has failed to bring to bear
on the Asia-Pacific situation its immense "European experience" in conflict resolution and energy
geopolitics. Certainly its record of conflict resolution on its peripheries is not one to enhance
confidence in its abilities as a mediator. Russia has also failed to draw foreign investment from
the major economic powers and integrate the region with the dynamic Asia-Pacific market. The
signs of growing Russian dependence on China in economics and energy are palpable as are the
signs of China successfully subordinating Russia to its Asian economic agenda. Inasmuch as the
price for shale and LNG in Asia is currently considerably higher than in Europe, all things
being equal countries and firms selling shale and LNG will prefer to export to Asia rather than
Europe, a factor that explains why Europe’s 20 regasification plants are operating only at 10%
capacity.3®) Yet there is no doubt that in the Asian market, an area where Russia also has high
hopes that it is vulnerable should the US decide to export shale an/or LNG or should China
opt for shale based on its own immense holdings.

Indeed, Russian energy prospects in Asia are quite problematical, making opportunities for
US exports particularly attractive beyond the price differential with Europe. Russia has discussed
large-scale oil and gas sales to East Asia with East Asian countries for over twenty years. But
the results to date are not much to brag about. Despite innumerable stories and claims from
Moscow or elsewhere that this time a Russo-Chinese or Japanese gas pipeline agreement is about
to be announced we are still waiting and as of mid-January 2014, despite more such claims, no
agreement has been announced. Now Gazprom is telling us that Gazprom and CNPC are drafting

a supply contract and vow to agree on one by the end of 2014 (Moscow, Interfax, in English,

34) M. K. Bhadrakumar, “Calling the China-Russia Split Isn't Heresy”, Asia Times, 5 Sept. 2012.

35) Gaye Christoffersen, “Russia’s Breakthrough Into the Asia-Pacific: China’s Role”, International Relations
of the Asia-Pacific 6, no. 1 (2010): 64.

36) Stephen Blank and Younkyoo Kim, “Why is Russian Energy Policy Failing in East Asia?” Pacific
Focus 26, no 3 (2011): 409.

37) See the reviews of literature on Russo-Chinese ties in Susan Turner, “China and Russia After the
Russian-Georgian War”, Comparative Strategy XXX, no. 1(2011): 52; Paul J. Bolt and Sharyl N. Cross,
“The Contemporary Sino-Russian Strategic Partnership: Challenges and Opportunities for the Twenty-First
Century”, Asian Security 6, no. 3(2010): 192-193; James Bellacqua, ed., The Future of China-Russia
Relations (Lexington, KY: The University Press of Kentucky, 2009); Richard Weitz, China-Russia
Security Relations: Strategic Parallelism Without Partnership Or Passion? (Carlisle Barracks, PA;
Strategic Studies Institute, US Army War College, 2008); Richard Weitz, Sino-Russian Security
Relations: Constant and Changing, in Russia’s Armed Forces Today and Tomorrow, ed. Stephen Blank
(Carlisle Barracks, PA: Strategic Studies Institute, US Army War College, 2010); Bobo Lo, Axis of
Convenience: Moscow, Beijing, and the New Geopolitics (Washington D.C.: Brookings Institution Press,
2008).

38) Interview with Tim Boersma on Radio Station KPCC, Los Angeles, March 18, 2014.
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January 22, 2014, FBIS SOV, January 22, 2014). Alternatively Russian sources report that
Gazprom hopes to finalize a deal with China when President Vladimir Putin visits China in
May, 2014 but concedes that there is still no accord on prices for this gas (Reuters, January 22,
2014). However, the proliferation of such vague, contradictory but positive reports is a classic
Russian tactic to hide the fact that things are not going well. Neither is there much to report
regarding oil or gas from Russia to Japan or Korea.

The only relatively positive area in energy sales to Asia is oil sales to China. While the
East-Siberia Pacific Ocean pipeline (ESPO) has been up and running since 2011, it was
enmeshed in litigation in 2012 and in effect China is buying Russian oil at prices below Henry
hub or global market levels when one figures in payments on the $25 Billion loan it made to
Russia to build that pipeline. Nevertheless China is receiving oil from Russia for 2014 and
China has also advanced Rosneft $12 billion as part of the deals it concluded with Rosenft in
2013 (Beijing, China Daily Online, in English, January 22, 2014, FBIS SOV, January 22, 2014).
In those deals, Rosneft agreed to supply CNPC (China National Petroleum Corporation) China
with 365 million tons of oil for 25 years worth $270 Billion. In return CNPC has apparently
made a pre-payment to Rosneft of $60-70 Billion. This amounts to 15 million metric tons of
crude oil annually for 25 years at just over $10 Billion annually. And this oil will probably go
through the existing East Siberia Pacific Ocean (ESPO) pipeline to Daqing, China.

In subsequent deals during 2013, at the recent Sino-Russian summit Rosneft gained a contract
to triple the size of current oil deliveries to China to 900,000 BPD, putting it on a par with
Saudi deliveries to China. But it won those contracts only at the price of agreeing to further
huge Chinese loans of $25-30 Billion as infusions of cash to Rosneft and agreeing to facilitate
Sinopec’s acquisition of oil and gas assets in Russia. Specifically Rosneft would consider
Sinopec’s participation in its large-scale project in the RFE, the Eastern Petrochemical Refinery
jointly established in 2007 by Rosneft and Sinopec’s rival CNPC, China National Petrochemical
Corporation (Zhdannikov & Soldatkin 2013). While China will loan Rosneft $2 Billion backed by
25 years of oil supply Rosneft will boost oild exports to China by 800,000 metric tons this
year and annual exports may reach 31 million tons annually or 620,000 barrels a day, more than
doubling present exports. Igor Sechin, Rosneft’s Chairman, even hinted at going to 50 milion
tons per annum. This deal with CNPC to drill in the Pechora and Barents Seas in the Arctic
also highlights CNPC’s growing clout in global markets. Finally Gazprom also announced its
intention to conclude the long-awaited gas deal with China in 2013 and that deal too might
involve advance payments from China to an increeasingly vulnerable Gazprom (Katakey and
Kennedy 2013)

While China may become Russia’s biggest customer, for oil it will do so while it has an
enormous cushion of alternative supliers for both oil ane gas and very likely leverage over oil
and gas pipelines that go exlcusively to China.3® Meanwhile Moscow and Rosneft will depend
excessively on exports to China in Asia through these leveraged pipelines because Moscow has

no other Asian consumer for this oil. This, as energy experts everywhere know, is not a

39) As experts know when a pipeline goes only to one country the consumer in effect owns the pipeline
as he can determine whether or not to receive supplies at any time leaving the supplier with no options
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winning strategy for Russia.

The Kurile Islands dispute and the North Korean nuclear conundrum continue to stymie the
prospects of Russia-Japan and/or Russia-Korea energy partnership. Japan remains lukewarm
pending the resolution of the Kurile Islands dispute and South Korea by itself has limitations to

be the locomotive of growth for Siberia or the Russian Far East.40)

The US Factor

Russia came to the realization of how difficult it was for Russia to truly balance against
China in Asia or realize its cherished dream of becoming a truly independent great power there.
Moscow’s strategy of leveraging its regional position to force Washington into accepting it as an
equal interlocutor had completely failed in Asia as shown by its estrangement from Japan,
marginality in the Six-Party process, and growing economic dependence on China. Neither US
scholarship nor policy took Russia seriously as an Asian actor.4l) This frustrated Moscow,
especially since 2008 when it took determined steps to portray itself as an Asian player. So long
as Washington neglected it as an Asian actor, Moscow would turn primarily to Beijing to
enhance its global standing and capacity to thwart US policy, hoping to thgen use that leverage
at the regional level and thus enhance its own standing in the Asian power balance. Therefore it
is within US power to redress this balance. A US initiative treating Russia as a serious East
Asian partner, engaging in a real dialogue on regional security threats, and a strong public
expression of US willingness to invest in the RFE in return for real guarantees of that
investment might well elicit a favorable Russian response. Arguably Russia benefits greatly by
having a US option with which to counter China.42)

The US administration’s “Asia pivot” policy in 2011 has prompted a renewed debate on the
nature of Russo-Chinese relations.43) Beijing is going all out to strengthen its comprehensive
strategic partnership with Moscow when the US's "pivot to Asia" has grated on Sino-American
ties. The United States shares an interest in involving Russia more in East Asian economic and
security affairs. For example the US Pacific Command (USPACOM) invited the Russian military
to take part in its annual RIMPAC exercises in 2012 to China’s discomfiture.44) Such actions,
along with vigorus Russian diplomacy have led Russia to believe that its situation in Asia is
visibly improving. Russia perceives its growing acceptance in North and Southeast Asia as a

major regional if not international actor.45)

40) Bhadrakumar, “Calling the China-Russia split isn't heresy.”

41) Younkyoo Kim & Stephen Blank, “Restarting the Six-Party Process: Russia’s Dilemmas and Current
Perspectives”, Korea Observer 53, no. 2 (Summer 2012): 253-278.

42) Ibid.

43) Artyom Lukin, “Russia and America in the Asia-Pacificc A New Entente?” Asian Politics & Policy 4,
no. 2 (2012): 153-171.

44) Miles Yu, “Inside China: China Upset Over RIMPAC Snub”, The Washington Times, 4 Jul. 2012 at<
http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2012/jul/4/inside-china-china-upset-over-rimpac-snub/?page=all> [ 29
Jan. 2013].

45)Richard Weitz, “Putin’s Grand Plan for Asia”, The Diplomat, 13 Mar. 2012, at
http://thediplomat.com/2012/03/13/putin-grand-plan-for-asia/ [ 29 Jan. 2013].
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Meanwhile the character of China’s relations with Russia is deeply entwined with the character
of China’s relations with the United States, Japan and the ASEAN countries. Russian security in
the Asia-Pacific depends on the maintenance of an equilibrium and balance between the US and

2

China, not on Russia’s “leaning to one side.” The rise of Chinese power in the Far East has
provoked considerable debate in Russia. Many Russian commentators are of the opinion that as
Russia increasingly feels the threat from a rising China, it will have no choice but to move
closer to the US and the EU.46) There has been speculation that Russia will eventually abandon
China and choose to align itself with the US-led west.47) According to Igor Zevelev, Russia is
likely to become a “swing state,” i.e. a country that has minor power relative to the two leading
powers, but which is still capable of choosing one or the other alternately as a partner.48) He
argues that diversified and multi-tiered partnerships with both the United States and China would
be the best strategy for Russia, forming temporary coalitions with the United States on some
issues, and with China on others.49)

The participation of the Russian Pacific Fleet in the major international naval exercise
RIMPAC in the summer of 2012 testifies to this fact, as it caused concern in China. Beijing has
measured Moscow's response to the rising tensions in the Far East and found it falling far short
of the support it expected for the Chinese stance on the territorial disputes there. Russo-Chinese
naval exercises in April 2012 reflected Moscow’s delicate balancing act in Asia.59) Russia and
China conducted their first official bilateral naval exercise from April 22-27, 2012 in the Yellow
Sea near Qingdao, China. The China-Russia exercise occurred at the same time as a U.S.
amphibious exercise with the Philippines involving nearly 7,000 troops, which included
high-profile island landings a few days before the Sino-Russian drill was scheduled to start.
Contingents from Australia, Japan, and South Korea also participated in these exercises. SDThe
Chinese military media in particular emphasized the unity of the two sides and the implicitly
anti-American aspect of these exercises Indeed, the Chinese Press reported Chief of the General
Staff, Chen Bingde’s statements that bilateral military cooperation was an important aspect of the
overall cooperation between Russia. These exercises represented a sign of the “unshakable

determination” to implement the two governments’ strategic partnership and strategic mutual trust

46) Artyom Lukin, ‘Russia between the US and China”, East Asia Forum 24 Jul. 2012 at<
http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2012/07/24/russia-between-the-us-and-china-2/>[7Jan.2013].

47) Artyom Lukin, “Russia and the Balance of Power in Northeast Asia”, Pacific Focus 27, no. 2(Aug.
2012):155-183; Rens Lee, “The Far East between Russia, China, and America”, Foreign Policy Research
Institute e-Notes (Jul. 2012); Artyom Lukin, “Russia Looks to the Pacific in 2012”7, East Asia Forum, 6
Mar. 2012; Natasha Kuhrt, ”The Russian Far East and Russia’s Asia Policy — Dual Integration or
Double Periphery”, Europe-Asia Studies 64, no. 3 (May 2012) 471-493.

48) Igor Zevelev, “A New Realism for the 21st Century: US-China Relations and Russia’s Choice” ,Russia
in Global Affairs, no. 4(Oct.-Dec. 2012)
http://eng.globalaffairs.ru/number/A-New-Realism-for-the-21st-Century-15817.

49) Ibid.

50) Stephen Blank, “Russo-Chinese Naval Exercises Reflect Moscow’s Delicate Balancing Act in Asia”,
Eurasia Daily Monitor 9, issue 95(18 May, 2012).

51) Richard Weitz, “Assessing the Sino-Russian Naval Exercise “Maritime Cooperation 2012”, Second Line
of Defense at
<http://www.sldinfo.com/assessing-the-sino-russian-naval-exercise-%E2%80%9Cmaritime-cooperation-2012%E
2%80%9D/>[7,Jan.2013].
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between the two militaries, strengthen the two navies’ capacity to deal with new threats (i.e. the
US) and a willingness to work together to safeguard regional peace and security.52)

Such remarks suggest the greater willingness of the Chinese military to take a hard line
against the US. But the Russian military remained more circumspect with regard to naval
issues. Instead, the Russian military’s public response was political in nature. On May 3, 2012,
General Nikolai Makarov, Chief of the General Staff announced a new argument, but one that
was long argued by Beijing, that the US missile defenses were objectionable because they will
also target China’s nuclear potential, an argument that has rarely figured in Moscow’s public
argumentation against those missile defenses, and showing a solicitude for China’s nuclear
capacity that is undoubtedly politically mandated given what we know of Russian defense
thinking.53) But nothing was said or implied about Asian territorial issues or conventional
war-fighting scenarios. This was Putin’s way of sending a discreet but unmistakable signal as
opposed to the rather more blustery tone of the Chinese military. Russian generals do not make
these kinds of statements and announcements without strict political guidance. Thus Moscow is
signaling to both Beijing and Washington that too much US pressure on missile defenses, on
checking China in Asia, and on exporting democracy will lead Moscow closer to Beijing. But it
also implicitly reserved its stance on the territorial disputes between China and Vietnam and and
China and Japan Thus an April 28, 2012 article by Vasily Kashin of the Center for the
Analysis of Strategies and Technologies explicitly waned against China’s growing economic,
political, and military power and influence. Kashin explicitly referred to a Chinese debate in the
mass media and expert sources over switching to the creation of military-political alliances and
tougher opposition to the West.54) Thus Kashin confirmed earlier reports that there are those in
Beijing interested in formulating a closer military-political alliance with Moscow and presumably
vice versa even though that would lead in his view to placing Russian politics under the shadow
of that bilateral competition between Beijing and Washington. Kashin certainly implied that this
outcome would do Russia no good.55) But it is clear that these exercises also signaled improved
Chinese naval capabilities such as naval replenishment at sea and thus constituted a sign to Asia
and the US of those enhanced capabilities. But those capabilities could also conceivably threaten
Russian equities and interests. Putin’s recent remarks that Russia hopes to catch the wind of

China’s sails may yet come through in ways that he certainly did not mean or intend.56)

The Japan Factor

The expansion of Russian-Japanese cooperation can only add to Russia's influence in the
Asia-Pacific region. Notably, the United States' recent deployment of radar systems in northern
Japan doesn't seem to deter Moscow from expanding cooperation in security and defense,

although it has voiced concern over the two sides’ cooperation in missile defense.

52) Blank, “Russo-Chinese Naval Exercises Reflect Moscow’s Delicate Balancing Act in Asia”.

53) Interfax-AVN Online, 3 May, 2012.

54) Vedomosti Online, 28 Apr. 2012.

55) Ibid.

56) Pavel Andreev, “Is Putin’s Russia Keeping Up With a Changing World?” at
http://valdaiclub.com/politics/39560.html,March1,2012 [ 29 Jan. 2013].
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Although Russia has insulted Japan by strengthening its claims to the Kurile Islands and even
reinforcing them militarily, Moscow and Tokyo have been trying to initiate a new rapprochement.
The key motive for approaching Japan is to balance China in Asia, not necessarily a high
valuation of Japan for its intrinsic capabilities and assets.>?) Despite the missteps over disputed
territory, there are several factors that make such a renewal of friendly relations likely.

First, China's overweening pressure on Japan since 2010 may certainly be driving Tokyo to
look for new support, particularly as Russia is regarded as one of the countries with a large
supply of rare earth minerals, which China has attempted to block Japan from buying.  Second,
China's growing propensity to attempt to intimidate its neighbours over maritime boundaries and
other issues has drawn quiet but visible Russian resistance in Southeast Asia, and Moscow
certainly would also not view a Sino-Japanese clash with equanimity. Third, Russian elites still
believe that Japan and Russia are complementary economies and that Japan seeks greater access
to Russian energy despite Russia's terrible commercial record as well as the Kurile Islands
obstacle. The strong demand for Russian energy that Moscow imputes to Tokyo is only partially
true. However, Russia realizes it must sell energy to multiple Asian partners, not just China, to
be taken seriously in its high-priority quest for great power status in Asia.58)

Accordingly both sides have indicated their desire to negotiate on outstanding issues. Most
recently, Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov stated that Russia was prepared to discuss a
peace treaty with Japan on the basis of the UN charter. Lavrov also simultaneously indicated
Russia's willingness to discuss "any matters" that are of interest to Japan — i.e., the Kurile
Islands and China - and to seek an agreement on the disputed islands that is mutually
acceptable.5%)

At the recent Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum summit in Vladivostok in
September, 2012, Japan and Russia signed a series of agreements as part of a meeting between
Prime Minister Noda Yoshihiko and President Vladimir Putin. These accords deal with fish and
seafood poaching in territorial waters, a locally important issue; a memorandum of understanding
(MoU) between Gazprom and Japan's Ministry for Natural Resources and Energy; as well as a
contract to build a large timber complex in the Krasnoyarsk area.60)

The biggest economic issue where agreement could be reached regards the provision of
Russian gas to Japan. Moscow has large-scale ambitions to provide gas to several of its Asian
neighbours, but those plans have remained suspended due to long-standing differences with China
and the difficulties surrounding the realization of Moscow's long-held dream of a Trans-Korean
gas pipeline. That leaves Japan as the only major Asian player with whom progress might be
possible in the immediate future. The MoU signed by Gazprom and Japan's Ministry of Natural
Resources and Energy appears to create a situation where Japan could participate in the
construction of a natural gas liquefaction plant in Vladivostok.

While that could add to Japan's receipt of more liquefied natural gas (LNG) from Russia

57) M. Kaczmarski, An Asian Alternative? Russia’s Chances of Making Asia an alternative to Relations
with the West, Centre for Eastern Studies, Warsaw, at <http://www.osw.waw.pl> [5 Jan. 2013].

58) Kosuke Takahashi, “Pragmatism warms Russo-Japanese relations”, 4sia Times 3 Jul. 2012.

59) “Russia Prepared For Dialog on Peace Treaty With Japan”, Johnson’s Russia List, 16 Mar. 2011.

60) Yu Bin, “ Tales of Different “Pivots™ Comparative Connections (Dec. 2012).
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beyond what it already gets from Sakhalin, it would also greatly increase Russia's capability to
compete in the global gas market. For Russia, the Gazprom-led Eastern Gas Program - of which
LNG production is an important element - is vital to its larger goal of becoming a major energy
provider to East Asia and concurrently a major Asian power in its own right.

Furthermore acceptance of such Japanese help is part of the larger program of "modernization
partnerships." Russia hopes to solicit foreign investment in areas such as the Russian Far East
from countries including Japan to achieve Moscow's geopolitical goals. Russian officials do not
hide that they seek Japanese investment, as Moscow certainly would not like to be left
dependent on exclusively Chinese investment in its Asian provinces and energy facilities - hence
the discussions about investment projects that took place at the APEC summit with Tokyo. At
the same time, Japan does not want China, which would like to obtain reliable sources of energy
in general and LNG in particular, to have unconstrained access to the Russian Far East.

Thus Japan, too, has proposed energy and investment initiatives with Russia. Specifically it has
revived the idea of inviting Gazprom to take part in a project to build a gas pipeline from
southern Sakhalin to Japan's east coast. The pipeline would run from Prigorodnye on Sakhalin,
across the island of Hokkaido, and run southward along Japan's east coast via the prefectures of
Aomori, Iwate, Myagi and Fukushima. It would be 1,300-1,500 kilometers long and could carry
16-20 billion cubic meters of gas. Its estimated cost is US$550 million-$700 million.

For Japanese officials, this proposal is advantageous as this pipeline would supply non-liquefied
gas to Japan, which currently lacks regasification terminals but where demand for gas can be
guaranteed. And the pipeline can be integrated with projects like natural gas power plants. At the
same time, Russia would thus gain a role in gas processing and sales as well as preferential
entry into various other projects. Japan's investment would be repaid by the tariffs for pumping
gas, and Japanese officials are ready to begin construction of the pipeline right away. But
Gazprom still believes that the Vladivostok LNG plant is the main priority. Thus, for the
moment, despite much talk about rapprochement and investments, there is as yet nothing tangible
to speak of other than atmospherics. But as time goes by, and if Chinese pressure on either or
both countries becomes too overbearing, or if Russia and China resolve their own long-standing
gas disputes as they keep promising to do, we may yet see some positive developments either in

energy or in a broader geopolitical settlement between Russia and Japan.

The Russia-China Gas Deal in May 2014

The causes for the Russia-China deadlock were complex. China demanded prices similar to
those it paid to its primary pipeline gas supplier, Turkmenistan. Russia favored tying the price to
oil, as it has done in its European contracts. China insisted that the price be linked to coal, a

formula widely used within China, not to speak of the gas spot price.6D

61) For recent studies on Sino-Russian relations in the gas sector, see Andrew C. Kuchins, “Russia and
CIS in 2013: Russia’s Pivot to Asia,” Asian Survey 54:1 (January/February 2014): 129-137; Elena
Shadrina and Michael Bradshaw, “Russia’s Energy Governance Transitions and Implications for Enhanced
Cooperation with China, Japan, and South Korea,” Post-Soviet Affairs 29:6 (2013): 461-499; Keun-Wook
Paik, “Through the Dragon Gate? A Window of Opportunity for Northeast Asian Gas Security”
(London, UK: Chatham House, May 2012); Keun-Wook Paik, “The Role of Russian Gas in China’s
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In terms of route, Russia wanted to service China from the same gas fields in Western Siberia
that it uses for the European market, known as the “Altai route.” China wanted Russia to open
new gas fields in East Siberia and to ship this gas to northeast China via the ‘“Power of
Siberia” route. Russia planned to use it for the larger Japanese and Korean gas markets — in
conjunction with a Russo-Japanese investment in an LNG port at Vladivostock, and via a
pipeline to be built from Russia through North Korea to South Korea. Russia may have relied
on Japan and other foreign investors to contribute capital for new pipelines in East Siberia, yet
this expectation has not materialized. Japan and Korea lack domestic pipeline infrastructure and
so will continue to focus future consumption on LNG.

The key outcome of the May 2014 deal is that Russia’s decision to ship the gas via the
Power of Siberia route to northeast China. So far, most of Russia’s energy infrastructure is
linked to Europe. The Power of Siberia pipeline needs to be built from scratch. According to
Wood MacKenzie, northeast China will be supplied over a quarter of gas demand by Power of
Siberia gas by 2025.

The official price and pricing formula behind the May 2014 contract have not been disclosed.
The deal struck in the early morning hours of round-the- clock talks may have saved Putin from
an embarrassing setback, but questions may continue for Russia over the contract's profitability
and project costs. "This is indeed a historic event for the gas sector of Russia and of the Soviet
Union," Putin said in remarks quoted by Reuters as he presided with Xi over the signing
ceremony. "This is the biggest contract in the history of the gas sector of the former USSR."
The exact terms remain a commercial secret, but Putin's comments suggested that state-owned
Gazprom may have been forced to make major concessions to China on pricing in order to get
the deal done. "Our Chinese friends are difficult, hard negotiators," Putin said. The exact terms
remain a commercial secret, but Putin's comments suggested that state-owned Gazprom may have
been forced to make major concessions to China on pricing in order to get the deal done.

Putin said Russia would spend U.S. $55 billion on pipeline and field development on its
territory. Gazprom CEO Alexei Miller put the value of the contract at U.S. $400 billion. The
rough total suggests a gas price of slightly over U.S. $350 (2,181 yuan) per thousand cubic
meters, which is about 8 percent below Russia's export prices for Europe but about 9 percent
above China's reported cost for gas from Central Asia. China seems to have gotten a better deal.
With a nominal price of around $350 per 1,000 cubic meters, China is effectively paying less,
not more, than Europe for Russian gas. But President Putin has intimated that the price is
partially indexed to oil markets, which would count in Russia’s favor. In terms of payment and
investment, Gazprom has said it will invest $55 billion, while CNPC will only pre-pay $25
billion. The fact that China did not secure any equity was a significant concession.

Russia and China expect the first gas to flow in four to six years. The gas delivery pipeline,

called the “Power of Siberia”, is expected to launch in 2019. The total cost of the pipeline is

Energy Supply Strategy.” Asia FEurope Journal 11:3 (2013): 323-338; Morena Skalamera, ‘“Booming
Synergies in Sino-Russian Natural Gas Partnership” (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Kennedy School, Belfer
Center for Science and International Affairs, May 2014); Morena Skalamera, ‘“Pipeline Pivot: Why
Russia and China Are Poised to Make Energy History” (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Kennedy School,
Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs, May 2014).
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expected to be around 55 billion US dollars. The value of the contract with China is equally
impressive: $400 billion. According to the agreement, Gazprom will receive from the China
National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) $25 billion as a prepayment for its gas supplies. This
will allow the Russian energy giant to set up a significant part of the pipeline. As it is written
in the contract, the Chinese-Russian 30-year gas deal will provide China with 38 billion cubic
metres a year. However, the energy consultancy Wood Mackenzie, being more realistic, believes
that initially it will be possible to transit only five billion cubic metres per year. The final
capacity of the 38 billion cubic metres will be available in 2025. Although financial terms were
not disclosed, China is expected to pay about $25-billion up front toward the enormous cost of
building pipelines that will deliver gas to Beijing, and further south to the Yangtze River area.
Gazprom expects to sell the gas for about $350 per thousand tons, or $9.91 per thousand cubic
feet. While that is far above prices in North America, where gas has lately traded for around
$4.50, it’s well below the pricing for Pacific liquefied natural gas. Russia nonetheless celebrated
the deal, which ties the price of gas to the price of oil, prompting a headline in one Russian

media outlet: “Putin dictates price to China.”

[Table 1] Gas Prices in the World Market, May 2014

Sources $/mmBtu $/1,000m3
Asian spot LNG Spot market index(Reuters, May 21) 14.00 501.20
Gazprom to Europe 2013 average sales price(Reuters, May 21) 10.60 380.00
China-Russia Deal Consensus estimate 9.78 350.00
China from Turkmenistan Off-Take Agreement 9.00 322.00
UK spot Spot market index 7.70 275.66
US spot Spot market index 4.50 161.10

Source: Craig Murray, The China-Russia Gas Deal: Background and Implications for the

Broad Relationship, US-China Economic and Security Review Commission, June 9, 2014, p. 11.

Russia is believed to have cut prices substantially in the last days of negotiations to bridge a
gap that was the equivalent of some U.S. $71 per thousand cubic meters, or U.S. $2.7 billion a
year at projected volumes, based on bargaining positions previously reported by Reuters. Over the
life of the contract, the difference would be nearly U.S. $81 billion, which is more than Russia's
annual defense budget. The stakes for Russia in holding out for higher prices were huge. But the
political opportunity for Putin to avoid isolation on the world stage may have been priceless.
The gas deal capped the Russian leader's visit for the summit of the Conference on Interaction
and Confidence-Building Measures in Asia (CICA) after announcing over 40 other accords with
China. The gas agreement may have been sweetened with Russian arms sales or other incentives
that would not be transparent, Edward Chow at CSIS said.

In July 2013, Russia conducted land and maritime exercises with China—the largest military
exercise in the Russian Federation’s history. This exercise comprised 130 combat aircraft, 70

ships, 5,000 tanks, and 160,000 troops mustered, allegedly, against a Japanese invasion.62) In

62) Stephen Blank, “The Context of Russo-Chinese Military Relations,” American Foreign Policy Interests,
(December 2013).



36 | SSO0 2uA|Y Hslet st= 2ol

May 2014, the PLA Navy and the Russian Federation Navy held “Joint Sea-2014” in the East
China Sea, off the coast of Shanghai. Fourteen surface combatants, two submarines, and nine
aircraft reportedly participated in the exercise.63)

The more important question for global energy markets involves the deal’s influence on the
way gas is moved on ships. For Australia, Mozambique, the United States and Canada, China
has held promise as a lucrative new market for sea-borne liquefied natural gas. The pipeline
from Russia is the “least-cost trade pathway,” meaning it is cheaper than any other potential
source of imports for China, said Kenneth B. Medlock III, senior director at the Center for
Energy Studies at Rice University in Houston, which has developed a global model of the
natural gas trade.

Meanwhile, Russia is looking to quickly seize LNG market share as well. The development of
the Eastern Siberian gas fields will allow Russia to tap additional supplies that can be exported
onto tankers through the Pacific port at Vladivostok. And China, in a separate deal, agreed to
buy a smaller volume of LNG from the Yamal project, which will help support construction of
that undertaking in Russia’s Arctic. The combined effect stands to disrupt LNG markets as
Russia elbows in with large new supplies. That places new pressure on countries like Canada,
whose bid to be early to market has been eclipsed by Russia. The earliest discussions of LNG
shipments from Canada’s West Coast pointed to a potential bonanza, with Asian prices far higher
than those in North America. And although rising natural gas demand means the Asian market
remains for the taking, the Russian deal underlines the need for Canada to think differently

about exporting to the Pacific.

Russo-North Korean Rapprochement in 2014
President Putin’s 2000 and 2001 summits with Kim Jong Il at the time helped reaffirm that

Russia cannot be simply left out of the resolution of the peninsula’s future or the lager issue of
Asian security. Highlighting the continuing understanding of the importance of Russia’s North

Korean connection, Georgy Toloraya and A. Torkunov write that,

It seems that the role of he Korean peninsula in Russia’s “turn to the East” policy
and seeking firm positions in the dynamically developing APR, remains underestimated.
Northeastern Asia is a gate which gives Russia its access to the APR; Korea is the key
which opens the gate.64)

In a concurrent study Toloraya and Alexander Vorontsov argued along similar lines that,

Looking at the future of relations between Russia and North Korea, it should be kept
in mind that they have not just a regional but also a global dimension and are a part of
Russia’s policy in Northeast Asia as a whole, as well as a part of Russia’s interaction
with the major global partners not only on the Korean issue but on other global
problems too, above all nonproliferation.65)

63) Craig Murray, “The China-Russia Gas Deal,” p. 14.
64) G. Toloraya and A. Kortunov, “The North Korean Factor and Russia’s Positions in Asia,” International
Affairs (Moscow), LX, NO. 3, 2014, p. 105
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Therefore these relationships have meaning beyond the bilateral environment wherein they
occur and affect all the players in Northeast Asia.

Russo-North Korean relations were apparently relatively frozen between the end of 2011 when
Kim Jong Un ascended to power and late 2013. Indeed, the frost was so bad that in 2013
President Putin warned North Korea publicly and in Seoul, no less, that if it did not move on
the proposal agreed to by Kim Jong Il in August 2011 to consider a trans-Korean gas pipeline
connected to Siberian sources and an associated Trans-Siberian-Trans-Korean railway (TSR-TKR)
Moscow might associate itself exclusively with Seoul in regard to investments in North Korea
and the gas pipeline. Indeed, Russia even announced that it was sending Deputy Prime Minister
Dmitry Rogozin to South Korea to discuss new arms sales to South Korea.66)

Similarly Russian analysts like Aleksandr’ Zhebin of the Russian Academy of Sciences Far
East Center, Institute for Korean Studies, wrote at the time that North Korea often acted in the
past without regard for Russian interests and this is happening again with its nuclear and missile
programs. These processes create crises that almost approached in intensity the Cuban missile
crisis (a red flag to any Russian writer). In the current situation North Korea’s policies could
trigger the “most unexpected developments”. Zhebin also argues that for North Korea it is still
important to demonstrate the existence of the “Moscow alternative to the United States and its
allies and also to China”, indicating that he sees Russia as pursuing Korean objectives that are
distinct from both the U.S. and China. He therefore warned Pyongyang that “The degree of
support and understanding that the DPRK can expect from Russia must clearly be directly
proportionate to Pyongyang’s readiness to consult with Moscow on questions directly affecting
our security interests.”67)

This warning, of course, indicated Moscow’s chagrin at the fact that North Korea does not
give Russia a veto or even leverage on its decisions whether or not they affect vital or other
Russian security interests. It also reflected the alarm of Russian analysts, if not he
government that North Korean nuclear and space satellite tests and its general air of provocative
behavior could generate risk-taking that would threaten Russia’s vital interests at a time when
Moscow had no control over the behavior of the North. Thus Russia’s vital interests could be
put at risk by other actors and it would be unable to do anything about that.68) And these were

only the last of several earlier warnings about North Korea’s policies.69)

65) Alexander Vorontsov and Georgy Toloraya, Military Alert on the Korean Peninsula: Time For Some
Conclusions, Carnegie Moscow Center, www.ceip.org,June,2014,p.23

66) Vladimir Putin Took Part in the APEC CEO Summit.” http://eng.kremlin.ru/transcripts/608
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Apart from Zhebin’s warnings, a 2010 article in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ journal
International Affairs stated (incidentally quoting a Chinese analyst Zhou Feng), starkly underlined

the dangers of war in Korea.

Indeed, the situation on the Korean Peninsula, which is in close proximity to our Far
Eastern borders, is explosive and fraught with the most unpredictable consequences.
Peace is very fragile here. No one can guarantee that it will not collapse as a result of
a clash between the two Koreas with the involvement of other countries in the conflict
and the use of weapons of mass destruction. “The aggravation of the North Korean
nuclear issue is one of the long standing problems leading to new ones. This issue
cannot be expected to be settled easily because difficulties have emerged in relations
among large East Asian states. The settlement process can subsequently lead to a
redistribution of roles of large states on the Asian political field — that is a new regional
security problem.”70)

That restructuring of the Asian political order could easily ensue at Russia’s expense given its
weakness there and do so by means over which Russia has little or no influence. While Moscow
has long said that it does not fear Korean unification and might actually welcome it, Russia
could only do so if it happened peacefully not through war.’) In 2011, the commander of
Russia’s nuclear forces, General Sergei Karakayev, warned that expansion of the nuclear club --
which he attributed to US policy as part of Moscow’s inveterate anti-American global posture- --
could drag Russia into war. North Korean and Iranian proliferation could lead the US to attack
them and thus start a major war. Moreover proliferation leads to a reduction of the threshold for
nuclear use, thus creating preconditions for a war near Russia that could go nuclear and/or drag
Russia into it.72) This is a common Russian military assessment of the threat and it leads
Russian policy to seek increased leverage over the DPRK through energy and railways to reduce
the danger to Moscow and the likelihood of such a US attack. And as the situation on the
Korean peninsula has not changed but arguably become more intractable and even dangerous,
these arguments still hold in Moscow.

However, North Korea apparently got the message. Since the start of 2014 signs have
multiplied that North Korea is not only showing renewed interest in Russian economic ties but
that Russia also is increasingly supportive of the DPRK’s political line and that it is becoming
more deeply engaged with North Korea. In other words, the Russo-North Korean
rapprochement that we see clearly represents policy decisions made by both sides and which
therefore must be explained, not merely presented. The collapse of East-West relations in the
wake of the invasion, occupation, annexation of Crimea, and subsequent incitement of unrest
throughout FEastern Ukraine will probably add to the forces driving Pyongyang and Moscow
together again. As Scott Snyder has recently observed,
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Since the beginning of 2014, a series of high-level Russian delegations have visited
Pyongyang to bolster economic cooperation. Following Russia’s annexation of Crimea
and rising tensions between Rusia and the West, the Russian temptation to be a spoiler
in Korea is greater than before. Despite rhetorical support for North Korea’s
denuclearization, Moscow has stepped up economic cooperation efforts with Pyongyang,
including a growing willingness to host North Korean labor in the Siberian logging
industry, and the completion of a railway connection from the Russian Far East ot North
Korea’s year-round ice-fee port at Rajin that might be used to increase Russian coal
exports to Asia.73)

Similarly an Indian assessment observed that,

Russia has waived huge loans (US $10 billion) owed by North Korea since the Soviet
times and has offered US$1 billion for a trans-Siberian railway project through North to
South Korea, received [the] North Korean president at the Sochi winter Olympics, and
sent a ministerial delegation on a visit to Pyongyang to sign up an important economic
and trade cooperation. The refashioning of ties between the Cold War allies might add
heft to Pyongyang’s hard stance for resumption of the six party talks without
preconditions. The G7 brandishing to Putin [of] more sanctions for Russian actions in
Ukraine may have the effect of diminishing Russian interest in tighter sanction on North
Korea.”)

Nevertheless despite Moscow having good reason for striking at U.S. interests in Korea, its
Korean policy is not exclusively dictated by its “Weltpolitik” vis-a-vis the United States.
Russian policy towards both Korean states is also deeply influenced by considerations of a
regional nature and Russia’s overall Asian policies even as they are obviously deeply influenced
as well by its global perspective on ties with the U.S. Indeed, Toloraya and Torkunov admit
that if Russia is to play any kind of meaningful role in the resolution of Korean security issues
— and by their logic — in Northeastern Asia — it needs serious engagement with North Korea as

much if not more than North Korea needs to engage Russia. Thus they write that,

The far from simple experience of the 1990s showed that Russia’s normal relationships
and sustainable contacts with North Korea re indispensable to for its Korean policies;
otherwise they lose vigor and are safely ignored. This should not surprise: Pyongyang
ha been and remains one of the main factors in the Korean context. Strange as it may
seem, Russia needs cooperation with North Korea as much as the North Koreans need
Russia: the experience of the last 25 years has proved that they know how to achieve
their aims without Moscow’s support. This means that Russia’s stronger positions on
the peninsula and the degree to which it is involved in conflict settlement depend on its
relationships with the DPRK and the level of these contacts.7)

Toloraya and Vorontsov in their work also reiterated the point that it is primarily through

Russia’s ties with North Korea that can maintain a solidly established position on the Korean
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74) Sheel Kant Sharma, “The Second Nuclear Age in the Asia-Pacific,” New Delhi, [nstitute of Peace and
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peninsula as a whole and be simultaneously engaged in resolving Northeastern Asian security
issues.’0) While this standpoint clashes with Zhebin’s implicit belief that Moscow does not need
North Korea to be active in Korea; its publication in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ journal,
International Affairs, suggests not just a debate among Russian specialists but also that the
government may be using this debate to send veiled signals to North Korea.

At a press conference on January 21, 2014 Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov again blasted the
U.S. for over-reacting militarily an exaggerating whatever threat North Korea might present.
Indeed, he noted that the DPRK was signaling its willingness to resume the long suspended
six-party talks without preconditions and obliquely referred to new North Korea-Russia contacts
in the working groups that derived from the suspended six-party negotiations. Thus Lavrov
again reiterated the Russian line that US military pressure is at least as much to blame for
North Korea’s nuclear tests and programs as North Korea’s own obduracy.”?)

On January 24, in a major speech, Lavrov again insisted that there was no alternative to
resumption of these six-party negotiations and that North Korea was willing to talk without
preconditions. He then added that Russo-North Korean relations were developing intensively and
eventfully. He repeated that Russia is ready to implement plans with both Korean states
regarding energy, railway, and electricity projects including all three countries.’® In February
Russian and North Korean officials both stated that conditions were auspicious for seeking more
practical bilateral economic ties, including these three sets of projects, to modernize the railway
between Rajin and Khasan and to modernize Khasan’s port. In other words Russia discreetly
backed away from Putin’s threat to go it alone in North Korea with the ROK and was now
once again prepared to work with the DPRK and ROK to implement its proposed projects.”)
Finally in March 2014, Aleksandr’ Galushka, Russia’s Minister for the Development of the Far
East and the Russian Chairman of the inter-Governmental Committee for Cooperation, Trade,
Economics, Science, and Technology and his entourage arrived in Pyongyang for talks. Indeed,
on March 26 despite another North Korean missile launch Russia counseled restraint.80)

Since then Moscow has written off 90 percent of North Korea’s debt and will convert the rest
into equity in DPRK investments. This signifies a more welcoming attitude towards a more
likely relationship with North Korea that could be described, like Syria’s connections with Russia
as being a ‘strategic partnership.’8D) At the same time, and as originally planned in 2012, the
balance of the debt that will be converted into equity investments in North Korea will probably
go to energy, health, and education projects that could include some of the financing for the
Khasan-Rajin railway and Russia’s long-sought after gas trans-Korean pipeline.82) Deputy Prime

Minister Yuri Trutnev, Moscow’s regional viceroy for the Far East, also recently visited North
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Korea to discuss energy projects. Russia also has supported North Korea’s position regarding its
nuclear issues, namely the need to resume the Six-Party Talks without preconditions. Apart from
its penchant for blaming the US for North Korea’s nuclearization, Moscow also stated in March,
2014 that all parties ought to consider each other’s concerns, another instance of justifying
Pyongyang’s actions.83) In April the Ministry of Foreign Affairs voiced its concern that the
upcoming joint US-ROK drills would affect regional security and escalate tensions around Korea.
It called for a cessation of US-ROK military actions and formation of a multilateral security
mechanism in Northeast Asia, a truly hoary Russian chestnut.849) On April 27 the Chinese
publication Sina released satellite photos of the Russian made aircraft on North Korea’s
Sunch’o’n base, comprisingMiG-29, SU-25, MiG-21BS, MiG-19 and other aircraft. Thus here
too, far from contributing to peaceful resolution of disputes Moscow is contributing to their
incitement.85)

But despite or alongside of these earlier developments Russia continues to make progress on
economic issues with North Korea. And presumably this betokens greater Russian political
influence in North Korea and greater North Korean inclinations toward Russia in the DPRK'’s
foreign policy. Specifically, North Korea and Russia have apparently reached the following
agreements. The Russian company OSJC TAIF has reached an accord with North Korea’s
Ministry of the crude oil industry to support a project to build and operate gasoline stations in
the DPRK.86) Pyongyang also agreed to buy 50,000 tons of coking coal a month from Russia.87)
North Korea also invited Russia’s BasEl (Basic Element) corporation to help renovate the East
Pyongyang Thermal Power Plant and agreed to compensate it for the costs incurred.88) Galushka
also announced three other agreements. First, North Korea will offer exclusive terms to Russian
investors to support priority projects. Galushka emphasized here that Chinese investors do not
enjoy these benefits and invoked the BasEl project and one of the companies Northern Mines
and Mostovik.89) Second, North Korea will ease visa rules (i.e. obtaining multiple-entry visas) for
Russians’ business travel and permit them to use the Internet and mobile phones in North Korea.
The lifting of these obstacles remove what Galushka termed “a heavy burden on our
cooperation.”®) North Korea has also agreed to lease Pier 3 of the Rajin warm-water port to
Russia.?D) Finally Russia and North Korea started making mutual settlements in rubles in June,

thus bypassing other foreign currencies and realizing one of Moscow’s most persistently
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sought-after goals, the minimization of the role of the dollar in world affairs and creation of
what looks like a ruble bloc.92)

Explaining North Korea’s Rapprochement with Russia

This growing rapprochement clearly does not occur in a vacuum. Clearly North Korea values
these achievements too so they obviously comport with its broader economic policies beyond
simply gravitating back to Moscow and reopening the possibility of the TSR-TKR and the
trans-Korea pipeline. In May 2014 North Korea revealed new measures to attract foreign
investment through joint ventures and lower taxes for foreign firms.93) So the gestures it has
made to invite more Russian investments appear to be correlated with a broader economic policy
to stimulate foreign investment. But there is clearly more to that occurring in North Korean
policies. Given the fact that relations involving North Korea take the shape of a 5+1 game
where any gesture by one player towards another invariably triggers adjustments and
counter-moves by the other players. North Korea’s “rapprochement” with Russia is both the
result of moves occurring among actors in this game and, at the same time itself a stimulus to
ongoing and concurrent reactions by those players.

If we consider North Korea’s recent moves vis-a-vis Japan and China, especially in the context
of the increasingly vitriolic Sino-Japanese clash over the Senkaku or Diayoutai islands and really
for hegemony in Northeast Asia we can then utilize our understanding of those relationships to
gain a better sense of both sides’ motives in the Russo-North Korean rapprochement and some
of the broader considerations underlying Moscow’s pivot to Asia. The deterioration of
Sino-Japanese relations is well known but within the context of those acrimonious relations less
attention has focused on the mounting tension between Japan and South Korea due to Japanese

rearmament.

Prime Minister Abe is seeking a reinterpretation of Article 9 of Japan’s constitution to
allow Tokyo to participate in collective self-defense. This revision most immediately
affects Tokyo’s policy towards the Korean Peninsula. While there is increasing pressure
from Washington for South Korea and Japan to cooperate more closely on regional
security matters, the current public sentiment in South Korea makes any government
support for Japan’s new doctrine politically risky. Furthermore, given Korea’s colonial
history, even the vague possibility of Japanese forces entering Korean territory is
unacceptable to both the government and the people. As a result, South Korea has
moved to nullify Japan’s ability to exercise “active pacifism” on the Korean Peninsula
by highlighting the fact that North Korean territory is constitutionally defined as a part
of the Republic of Korea and that Seoul will not tolerate Japan taking unilateral actions
in South Korea’s sovereign territory.94)
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Premier Shinzo Abe’s visit to the Yasukuni Shrine and the continuing reluctance of Japanese
authorities to satisfy South Korean (and Chinese) demands concerning the admission of guilt for
pre-1945 Japanese behavior.?5) Indeed, Prime Minister Abe is rumored to be planning a future
trip to Pyongyang.96) South Korea and Japan still dispute the Takeshiima Islands and recently
Japan warned South Korea not to conduct a military firing drill near those islands that the ROK
holds but Japan claims.97) Due to the continuing tensions between Tokyo and Seoul the ROK
has also been very reluctant to discuss the political basis of its ties with Japan or to expand
trilateral military cooperation among the U.S., Japan, and south Korea. Most recently this
reluctance expresses itself in South Korea’s very measured approach to the question of
trilateral sharing of military intelligence concerning North Korea.%8) At the same time China,
given the gradual process of estrangement that appears to be setting in with North Korea
discussed below, has launched a new “smile offensive” towards South Korea. That Chinese
offensive clearly aims to drive Japan and South Korea further apart but it also reflects the
increased sources of tension in Beijing’s relations with Pyongyang and Beijing’s belief that it can
leverage diplomacy and spiraling bilateral trade with South Korea to assert greater influence
over Seoul, distance it from Japan and thus also gain greater leverage with Washington.99)
Yet at the same time China’s efforts to find a way to reopen the stalled Six-Party Talks, neither
Washington nor Seoul has agreed that those talks should resume without preconditions as both
Pyongyang and Beijing argue.!00) Ultimately such Chinese moves neither assuage North Korea
nor convince South Korea or the US that talks should resume. And meanwhile North Korea
continues arming itself, making any further progress even more difficult to conceive of.

Typically Japan (as well as Russia) and the DPRK reacted to these trends by South Korea
and China by resuming contact. In March 2014 the two sides held their first bilateral talks in 16
months and then announced a second round for May 26-28, 2014 on a wide range of subjects
including the North Korean abduction of Japanese citizens and ballistic missile programs.
Interestingly these talks were held in Europe not Asia. Subsequently, as a result of these
meetings Japan eased its sanctions on North Korea.l0D) It is entirely possible that North Korea,
feeling the increased pressure coming from the Xi Jinping regime in China decided to signal to
China that it has other options if Beijing adopts too hard a line against it.102) Japan has its
domestic and anti-Chinese motives as well and the DPRK may be trying to grab the mantle of
the power trying to force Japan to apologize to the Korean people as a whole, a stance that
evokes support in South Korea too. But what is clear is that both governments “use each other

primarily to posture towards third parties. This is more important to both states’ interests than
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actually establishing diplomatic relations with each other.”103) And this move is wholly in
harmony with the long history of North Korea trying to exploit Sino-Russian rivalries over North
Korea as well. Indeed, Toloraya and Torkunov emphasize throughout their article that North

3

Korea needs Russia to help escape the Chinese “umbrella” and that Russia’s failure to act to
engage the DPRK will leave China as the leading foreign influence on North Korea.l04)

Similarly the August 2011 summit with Russia, at least as possibly seen from Pyongyang,
probably had to do with its relationship with the PRC. Previously China refused to give Kim
Jong Il military assistance, and imposed resuming the six-party talks unconditionally as its
condition of new economic assistance. Meanwhile China’s influence upon North Korea’s economy
had continued to grow. Rhetoric to the contrary notwithstanding, North Korean officials clearly
resent this dependence on China that contradicts the autarchic Juche (self-reliance) ideology even
though Chinese assistance and support for the succession to Kim is necessary.l05) One classic
way to react to disappointment with China is to upgrade ties with Russia. Accordingly Kim has
evidently invoked a long-standing North Korean diplomatic tradition of playing off Russia and
China as rivals for influence over or in North Korea to get the best deal. Thus China’s
subsequent announcement that it would strengthen military ties and practical, though unspecified,
exchanges with North Korea probably owed something to Russia’s earlier success in August,
2011.106)

China and North Korea

North Korea’s turn towards both Rusia and Japan is seen as being in some degree bound up
with its (and Japan’s) tensions with both China and South Korea. But it is also arguable that
despite the professed identity of Sino-Russian positions on so many issues that in fact North
Korea has discerned or at least assumes the existence of and is therefore exploiting a latent
rivalry in Northeast Asia between Moscow and Beijing. Certainly many observers have recently
pointed to an erosion in Sino-DPRK relations that might well lead North Korea to incline
towards other actors in Northeast Asia. North Korea’s growing apprehension about the possibility
of excessive Chinese domination of its economy as North Korea has struggled to overcome UN
sanctions. Thus a reciprocal process of mutual suspicion and heightened mistrust is coming to the
fore in Sin-North Korean relations.107) This perception includes Chinese analysts. Zhang Liangui
of the PRC Central Party School recently published a report on Sino-DPRK relations that

observed that because North Korea’s relations with China, Russia, and the U.S. “have remained
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at a standstill” the DPRK has consequently “shifted its focus to Japan and the ROK.”108)

Apart from the nuclear and missile tests of 2013 much of this erosion in Sino-DPRK relations
may be attributed to and connected with the purge of Jang Song-Thaek, Kim Jong Un’s uncle
and probably the point man for Sino-DPRK relations. This brutal and humiliating purge
apparently has angered Beijing, deprived North Korea of a valued interlocutor with China, and
alarmed Chinese figures concerning the trajectory of North Korean policies since they no longer
have a strong experienced hand at the tiller in Sino-DPRK relations.109) This “standstill” may in
fact actually be a significant distancing in ties between Pyongyang and Beijing. The visible
deterioration of North Korean-Chinese relations has apparently had many causes and

manifestations in practice. As Sangsoo Lee reports,

Whereas the North Korean regime’s durability has owed much to china’s support,
Pyongyang has long feared becoming overly dependent on Beijing. Xi Jinping’s
relatively “hard” stance towards North Korea after the country’s third nuclear test, among
other signs of cooling relations, has illuminated the growing distrust between the two
countries. As such China’s customary provision of financial support to the DPRK has
significantly decreased. On April 24, the Korea Trade Investment promotion Agency
(KOTRA) revealed that oil exports (based on Chinese customs data) from China to
North Korea stood at “zero” for the first quarter of 2014. While not verified, it is
likely that China cut oil supplies to North Korea for a while as a way of exerting
pressure on Pyongyang not to conduct a fourth nuclear test.!10)

More recently North Korea has imposed restrictions on Chinese traders doing business in North
Korea so that they only have one visit for 15 days a year to do so. 11D

And even if one disputes the argument that relations have cooled between Beijing and
Pyongyang even analysts holding to that view concede that there has been much speculation that
China is rethinking its policies towards North Korea and that the DPRK has, for several reasons,
become a source of immense frustration to China.l12) But even those analysts who argue that
for strategic and political reasons, and despite whatever frustrations Pyongyang throws up
Beijing will never abandon it hardly characterize the Sino- North Korean relationship in positive
terms. One recent study says the two states are locked in a mutual hostage relationship and that
North Korea’s 2013 missile and nuclear tests  greatly angered China.ll3)

Other analyses that point to the erosion of the relationship argue that Beijing has formally
downgraded ties with China by conducting them through Ministries of Foreign Affairs rather than

inter-Party organizations, supported UN sanctions against North Korea, harshly criticized the 2013
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tests, and tightened customs procedures to disrupt the transfer of Chinese dual-use items that
might benefit North Korea’s nuclear program.!!4) Indeed, they argue that North Korean
brinksmanship (their term) disrupts China’s security environment, strengthens US-ROK-Japanese
military collaboration and disrespects China by ignoring Chinese warnings not to test nuclear
weapons.!15) Indeed, they speculate even that North Korea might be losing its strategic value
for China.l16)

While there undoubtedly is a debate in China on North Korea; it appears to rash to say that
North Korea is losing its strategic value or that China will be abandoning the careful and
multi-dimensional strategy it has followed since 2009 if not earlier to help sustain North Korea
and to use the six-party process, if not for the increasingly elusive process of nuclear
disarmament than for the process of mitigating the many risks in this region.!17) Nevertheless
the evidence of diplomatic and economic moves among the six parties strongly points to a
growing estrangement between Pyongyang and Beijing. In turn that would drive North Korea to
seek not only to balance China in its overall foreign relations but to play the time-tedsted game
of leaning to other powers to obtain diplomatic and economic support.!1®)

Yet even as estrangement sets in between Beijing and Pyongyang, North Korea can still
count on China to uphold certain of its vital interests because they also comport with China’s
long-standing perception of North Korea as a vital strategic buffer that it must support despite
the North’s repeated bad behavior. Thus even as both China and Russia argue for speedier
resumption of the six-party talks, apparently on the basis of Pyongyang’s demand for no
preconditions, that is a non-starter for the other parties, and China insists on not excluding North
Korea.  Nevertheless it appears quite clear that all is not well in Sino-North Korean relations.
Liu Jianchao, Assistant Minister of Foreign Affairs recently told correspondents that China does
not have a military alliance with North Korea and that on principle it does not conclude
military alliances with any other country.!19 This public declaration could only further irritate
North Korea though it knows that to be a fact

Finally, a South Korean based website run by defectors from North Korea has argued that the
DPRK government has decreed in late April that its elites should ”Abandon the Chinese dream..”
This decree allegedly accuses the Chinese government and party of being selfish, renouncing
ideology, critical of North Korea’s self-defense capabilities (probably the nuclear program) and
of being in bed with the imperialists. Allegedly this decree led the North Korean Central

Committee of the Party to issue an edict ordering state sanctioned trading companies to decrease
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trade with China and increase trade with and flights to and from Russia.l20) It apparently is
being accompanied by a press campaign to emphasize North Korea’s Juche or self-reliance
ideology that warns against “the pressure from big countries.”12) If true this would go far to
explain why North Korea signed all these accords with Russia but why it is unwilling to come
out publicly and attack China leaving it to Moscow to announce these deals. And this would
also confirm our argument that the Russo-North Korean rapprochement is one that meets the

interests of both sides.

Implications for Northeast Asia

But this bilateral rapprochement, if we have correctly analyzed its roots and  potential
trajectory, also reveals to us certain important things about international relations in Northeast
Asia and about Russian policy in this region. First of all, the idea that the US can achieve its
goals by pressuring and isolating North Korea into a corner where it has no choice but to return
to non-proliferation and denuclearization is clearly built on a mirage.122) If the U.S. policy of
“Strategic Patience” is supposed to increase pressure on North Korea by collaborating with China
or achieve tangible denuclearization before the resumption of the Six-Party Talks, or induce a
process leading to regime change, it has failed on all three counts. As this analysis shows, North
Korea can still play off even US allies and the other members of the Six-Party Talks against
each other and continue to arm itself largely by indigenous means without incurring unbearable
pressures.!23) Indeed, North Korea appears to be so confident that Beijing and Moscow
ultimately have no recourse but to support its demands that it can thumb its nose at them and
even at Tokyo. Thus on June 29 it launched two ballistic missiles in direct violation of UN
sanctions by Moscow, Beijing, and Tokyo, just two days before Chinese President Xi
Jinping came to South Korea and the Japanese-North Korean talks alluded to above began in
Beijing. And neither Japan nor North Korea said that this launch would lead to the
postponement of the talks.!24) Meanwhile this launch can only be interpreted as well as a
gratuitous act of defiance and even disrespect for both China and South Korea.

The second point follows hard on the heels of this one. North Korea’s continuing ability to
manipulate regional and international currents to sustain itself testifies to the absence of any real
possibility for multilateral security cooperation in Northeast Asia for the foreseeable future.
Where the interests of the other five parties are clearly such that they cannot arrive at a united
front on the agenda of the Six-Party Talks, the idea or prospect of an agreement beyond that
negotiating process remains quite unattainable. Furthermore it is likely to remain evanescent for

the foreseeable future.

120) New Focus, in English, June 2, 2014, FBIS SOV, June 5, 2014

121) Choe Sang-Hun

122) Patrick M. Cronin, “Time to Actively Deter North Korea,” www.thediplmoat.com, June 25, 2014;
Evans J. R. Revere, Facing the Facts: Towards a New U.S. North Korea Policy, Washington, D.C.,
Brookings Institution, 2013

123) Vorontsov and Toloraya, p. 29

124) Tokyo, Kyodo World Service, in English, June 29, 2014, FBIS SOV, June 29, 2014; Choe
Sang-Hun; Vorontsov and Toloraya, p. 9
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This leads us to the third point. North Korea has learnt from the Syrian crisis, the war in
Ukraine, and the general deterioration of East-West talks and Sino-American relations.
Pyongyang already interpreted the Libyan revolution as justifying its resolve to possess nuclear
weapons given the Iraqi and Libyan examples beforehand. And the threats to invade Syria can
only have fortified that resolve.125) And reports indicate that North Korean officials privately said
as much.126) Indeed, officially the DPRK Foreign Ministry stated on March 22, 2011,

The present Libyan crisis teaches the international community a serious lesson. It was
fully exposed before the world that ‘Libya’s nuclear disarmament’” much touted by the
U.S. in the past turned out be a mode of aggression whereby the latter coaxed the
former with such sweet words as ‘guarantee of security’ and ‘improvement of relations’
to disarm itself and then swallowed it up by force. It proved once again the truth of
history that peace can be preserved only when one builds up one’s own strength as long
as high-handed and arbitrary practices go on in the world. The DPRK was quite just
when it took the path of Songun and the military built up in this course serves as a
very valuable deterrent for averting a war and defending peace and stability on the
Korean peninsula.!27)

A government that thinks and argues along these lines simply will not listen to Washington’s
arguments in the face of the Libyan intervention that it sees as only the latest in a series of
such operations. And this obduracy will probably not be confined only to North Korea but will
also be shared by other states like Iran or even nuclear powers, thus slowing the cause of
nonproliferation.128) Indeed, analysts like Toloraya have openly argued that if the talks are about
denuclearization first and other issues subsequently then they will be futile as North Korea will

simply refuse to play a serious part.129) Thus Toloraya wrote that,

The wusefulness of the Six Party Talks seems to North Koreans to have been
exhausted. Further down the road they would have to discuss — and probably be pressed
for concessions on something really tangible, such as their reprocessed fissile materials
and actual nuclear weapons. That, most likely, formed no part of their calculations, at
least at the early stage of searching for a strategic compromise with the West.
Understandably, North Koreans became frustrated, as their tangible gains from the
multiparty process were marginal. They did not come much closer to getting substantial
security guarantees, and even the largely symbolic (and easily reversible) “delisting” of
the DPRK as a terrorist state caused much controversy in the US and elsewhere, and
led to demands for new concessions from it in return. North Koreans saw that as a
breach of trust. Modest economic assistance was indeed promised when the accord was
sealed, but only Russia carried out its obligations (200 thousand tons of heavy oil),
while other countries either totally abstained (Japan) or dragged their feet. The DPRK
felt that its concessions were not fully recognized and valued. “Hawks” in Pyongyang

125) Mark McDonald, “North Korea Suggests Libya Should Have Kept Nuclear Program,” New York Times,
ww.nytimes.com, March 25, 2011

126) Andrei Lankov, “Libya and North Korea,” Korea Times, March 27, 2011, www.koreatimes.co.k
r,accessedonNovember3,2011

127) Quoted in Alexander Vorontsov, “Libya, North Korea, and the International Nonproliferation Regime,”
38 North, June 14, 2011, www.38north.org,

128) Ibid.

129) Georgy Toloraya, “Russia and the North Korean Knot,” www.japanfocus.org/georgy-toloraya-3345.2010
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might also have suspected that concessions were perceived in the West as a sign of
weakness and testimony to their pressing need to normalize relations. No one was
impressed, at least to the extent that North Koreans had probably expected, with the
actual opening of its nuclear program and even the disabling of some objects, though
such things were unimaginable just a few years ago.!30)

Given North Korea’s ideological-political alignment with Syria against the U.S. and its record
of close military support for Assad’s Syria; it is hardly surprising that Pyongyang has welcomed
Moscow’s resistance ot the U.S. on Syria as well as Assad’s defiance of Washington.13D) Indeed,
it is possible that discreet North Korean resistance has been rendered to the Syrian government
as well. But whether or not that is true the Syrian example would also lead North Korea to
insist on retaining its nuclear weapons.!32)

Furthermore, Moscow’s position on Syria helped strengthen its standing with North Korea.

Vorontsov and Toloraya contend that,

The Syrian crisis has had some impact on Russia’s policy toward the situation
on the Korean Peninsula, including relations with North Korea and South Korea.
North Korea supported Russia’s position on Syria, while South Korea was among
the foremost supporters of U.S. plans for military strikes and even started pointing
out the links between the regimes in Damascus and Pyongyang. Consequently,
the Russian leadership publicly voiced some understanding for North Korea’s
situation with regard to the nuclear issue. In a statement on the unacceptability of a
military operation against Syria, Vladimir Putin said, “try convincing the North
Koreans in this situation to abandon their nuclear program. Say to them, ‘guys,
let’s get all of these facilities under international control,” and they’ll object that
‘tomorrow they’ll come and take us out, destroy us.”” Understandably, this kind
of statement made Pyongyang happy.133)

Since then Ukraine’s fate can only reinforce North Korea’s outlook since here again a state
that was induced to denuclearize and was given assurances of its integrity and sovereignty was
then invaded by one of those very guarantors while the others did little or nothing to arrest the
process of the annexation of Ukrainian territory and the continuing Russian invasion of
Ukrainian territory. Indeed, as Vorontsov and Toloraya observe, the deepening estrangement
between Moscow and Washington is very much to North Korea’s taste and drives Russia and

North Korea together.

It is also crucial to note that in the new geopolitical situation related

to the crisis in Crimea, the stance of these two countries opposing the West
grew objectively closer. In an informal manner, North Korea was one of the few
nations that immediately expressed support for Russia’s actions. Pyongyang

is clearly not against the deepening of the stand-off between Russia and

130) Georgy Toloraya, “The New Korean Cold War and the Possibility of Thaw,”
www.japanfocus.org/georgy-toloraya-3258,,2011

131) Alexandre Mansourov, “North Korea: Entering Syria’s Civil War,” 38 North, November 25, 2013,
www.38north.org

132) Ibid.

133) Vorontsov and Toloraya, p. 23
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the United States that, according to Pyongyang’s strategists’ logic, will lead
to Moscow’s greater support for North Korea’s opposition toward the United
States and will alienate Russia from South Korea (the latter predictably sees
the situation through an American lens, although it does not seek to be one
of the first countries condemning Russia).!34)

Accordingly to the extent that Russian analysis and policy towards North Korea insists on
blaming the U.S. for this impasse and maintaining that North Korea actually only wants peace
and unhampered economic development if only Washington would stop pressuring it, little or
nothing can be hoped for from Moscow.!35) This form of analysis, whether it is genuine or
dictated, obviously relates the North Korean crisis to a global bipolar dialectic rather than seeing
it primarily in regional terms. Though Russian policy is not insensitive to regional dynamics, it
clearly sees the East Asia region primarily through a global lens of relations with Washington
that undermines efforts to deal with this issue on a regional basis. Ultimately Russian policy
here conforms to Natasha Kuhrt’s observations about Russian policy in Asia, namely that Russia
feels much more at ease at the global level than at the regional one where it cannot or at least
has not advanced a regional agenda and where it is much less self-confident.!36) Russian policy
here also reveals Moscow’s consistent tactic of either inserting Russia or using its geographical
proximity to regions in world politics to create a kind of regional bipolarity against US interests
in these regions and challenge Washington thereby as a stepping-stone or ladder to an assertion
of global multipolarity. Moscow’s professed interest in regional security is first and foremost an
effort to leverage its geographical position and attributes of great power standing, membership in
the Security Council, vast energy reserves, nuclear weapons, geographical expanse, etc. for
purposes of global standing. In other words, by leveraging regional bipolarity where Russia plays
the role of a major, if not primary, leader of the “anti-American” faction, Russia hopes to
promote global multipolarity.

Beyond these considerations we find two other important points that emerge from this analysis
of the context and character of current Russo-North Korean relations. First, we see that North
Korea, like Japan, Vietnam, and other Asian states and Australia are increasingly resisting
China’s overbearing and aggressive policies. And North Korea does so, not unlike these other
actors, by forming closer diplomatic ties with states who are resisting China, e.g. Japan and
potentially even Russia.!37) Thus the Korean peninsula, like the rest of East Asia is increasingly
caught up in the grand drama of China’s efforts to assert itself and the mounting resistance

to that aggressive policy by both regional actors and the U.S. through its pivot to Asia. This

134) Ibid., p. 26

135) Ibid., passim. This monograph follows in the wake of many earlier works by these men and
Russian policy statements that attribute this crisis mainly if not exclusively to U.S. pressure on North
Korea.

136) Natasha Kuhrt, Russian Policy Towards China and Japan: the El’tsin and Putin Periods, London:
Routledge, 2011, p. 165

137) Edward N. Luttwak, The Rise of China vs. the Logic of Strategy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2012).
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consideration leads us to the last point, namely what this evidence suggests about Russo-Chinese
relations in Asia as well as Korea.

It is clear that a constituency for an independent Russian approach to North Korea that in
fact, despite rhetoric to the contrary, exploits Russo-Chinese tensions over Korea and gets out
from the shadow of what has been China’s dominance of the issue. Galushka’s observation
about the concessions given to Russian businesses that nobody else received suggests a desire to
assert  Russian interests  without China and  hints at a rivalry with China here.!13%) But
Vorontsov and Toloraya are even more emphatic about Moscow’s need to assert its own policy
here. First of all they assert that North Korea needs Russia, if not only to provide economic
aid, then as an additional support for its foreign policy and counterweight to ending up
completely dependent on Chinal39)

Second, and reflecting Moscow’s ingrained paranoia, they argue that Sino-American
collaboration on the UN resolution 1718 in 2012 to prohibit nuclear and missile tests by North
Korea represented an unpleasant surprise for Moscow that such cooperation had occurred.
Political observers duly speculated that a Sino-American deal had been struck where Beijing
would “surrender” Pyongyang to Washington in return for a moderation of US support for Japan
over the Senkaku Islands.!40) This observation led them to argue that such collaboration between
Beijing and Washington makes Russia’s position look bizarre and that Russia can no longer
afford to let China lead the two governments’ policy on North Korea. Specifically they argue
that, Russia had (wrongly) almost completely resigned itself to Chinese domination in Korean
affairs thus making the Korean peninsula hostage to Sino-American  tensions. Here again
implicitly lay the danger that tensions on the peninsula might get out of control due to factor
beyond Russia’s control yet threaten its vital interests. Therefore they criticized Moscow for
being insufficiently bold in venues where it but not China was present, e.g. the G-8, in raising

the Korean issue. Therefore,

This kind of behavior will not contribute to a more active Russian policy in the
Asia-Pacific region, where people closely follow Russia’s reactions to crisis situations and
draw their conclusions accordingly. The cooling in relations between North Korea and
China over the Chang Song-Thaek affair gives Russian diplomats an opportunity to
cultivate closer relations with the elite in Pyongyang. With a new generation just having
come to power in Beijing too, a warming in relations between China and its
unpredictable neighbor is unlikely in the near future. This gives Russia a “window of
opportunity” to establish a more trusting relationship with Kim Jong-un and his new
leadership, using traditional diplomatic methods, economic levers, and “soft power.”14D)

Just as external observers believe that Moscow, by improving ties with Pyongyang, strengthens
its bargaining position vis-a-vis Tokyo and Washington, they omit that it also is strengthening its

own and North Korea’s positions vis-a-vis China.l42) Just as Korea is a factor in the

138) FBIS SOV, April 10, 2014

139) Vorontsov and Toloraya, pp. 25-26

140) Ibid., p. 21

141) Ibid., pp. 27-28

142) “Vladimir Putin Looks East To Bolster Ties With North Korea,” Associated Press, June 4, 2012,
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Sino-American dynamic, it now also apparently figures in the Russo-Chinese dynamic. If Russia
is indeed endeavring to carve out its own independent policy towards China in regard to North
Korea that move parallels and strengthens the aforementioned tendency of other states to form
diplomatic partnerships or alliances to counter growing Chinese power. But in the Russo-Chinese
case there is an added point that has considerable intrinsic significance.

Russia and China loudly proclaim the identity of their interests and it would be foolish and
quite misguided to deny that there does exist a long-standing rapprochement and shared
perspectives on many issues. Indeed, Vorontsov and Toloraya admitted that for too long Moscow
deferred to Beijing’s viewpoint on Korea.!43) But close examination of both official communiqués
and comments as well as of Russia and China’s behavior on Asian security issues in Japan and
Southeast Asia indicates that Russia, despite previous support for China, is in fact unwilling to
support Chinese policies and objectives in both the East and South China Seas. Even though the
Ukraine crisis has slowed the previous Russo-Japanese efforts to forge a genuine rapprochement,
both sides apparently still want to move forward. Meanwhile Russia is even selling arms to
Vietnam that could only be directed against Chinese threats.!44) The signs here of competitive
tendencies in the Russo-Chinese approach to North Korea suggests that here too we see the same
process. In other words, at the regional level Russo-Chinese relations demonstrate something less
than the usual professed identity of interests that both sides proclaim to the world. In fact
arguably we see that as regards the Asian security agenda, Russia, like many other, if not all
Asian states, is hedging against China even as it bandwagons with it at the global level of ht
strategic triangle.145) And this hedging consists of policies that alternately support or resist
Chinese policies s the case may be.

China may still be the gateway for Rusia into Asia.l46) But to the degree that Russia aspires
to realize its self-proclaimed objective of being acknowledged as a great independent, Asian as
well as global power it will have to come out from under China’s shadow and resist Chinese
efforts to eclipse it, not least in Korea. Since it is already doing so in regard to Japan and
Southeast Asia that trend would not be a wholly unexpected one and we can se signs of in
this recent rapprochement. Therefore if Moscow wants to continue with its own version of a
pivot to the East it must assert itself in Korea just as North Korea needs to keep Russia in the

game for its own purposes and possibly may actually be interested in some or all of the
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economic and infrastructure projects that Moscow has been proposing for years. At this stage it
is too early to predict how far this rapprochement will go and whether or not it will yield some
substantive outcomes. Nevertheless the visible manifestations of this new rapprochement are real
ones and take place amidst international dynamics that suggest it may continue for some time.
Of course, this is also one example or aspect of the impact of the Ukrainian crisis on East
Asian interstate relations. But it also highlights some of the inherent difficulties in negotiating
with North Korea since it always seems able to find at least one partner who will shield it from
the consequences of its belligerence and nuclearization policies. In this case that partner may
now be Russia. Past experience suggests that China will therefore eventually deem it more
important that it restore its dialogues with North Korea rather than let Russia improve its
standing in Pyongyang at China’s expense. Meanwhile Moscow will use its improved standing in
North Korea to heighten its importance and improve its own position vis-a-vis China, e.g. in
bargaining over a second gas pipeline to China. For example if it can build a gas pipeline to
Korea before agreeing on a second one to China Russia will gain considerable leverage vis-a-vis
China on issues related to a Russo-Chinese gas pipeline. Conversely if it fails to achieve its
long-cherished goal of a trans-Siberian and trans-Korean gas network, its dependence on China
will grow commensurately. And arguably we saw this in the agreement singed in May 2014 on
a Russo-Chinese gas pipeline that most observers believe went China’s way.

But if Moscow really can move Pyongyang towards genuine cooperation with it and Seoul on
a trans-Korean pipeline or on denuclearization, that may enhance its standing throughout Asia as
Toloraya, Torkunov, and Vorontsov all suggest above. On the other hand, in light of the present
situation in world politics, enhanced Russo-North Korean cooperation, given both sides’ belief
that Washington is the villain of the piece, may likely inflame the situation and make North
Korea even more unyielding a negotiator. And to the extent that Ukraine continues to inflame
East-West ties it is also likely that Russia will continue pursuing an enhanced position vis-a-vis
North Korea to enhance its position in Asia and against the US. Since Ukraine’s example can
only fortify the DPRK’s refusal to denuclearize given the way it will interpret Ukraine’s fate and
has interpreted the fate of Iraq and Libya, we may also find other areas in which the breakdown
of East-West relations will manifest itself, namely proliferation and the Korean peninsula. Thus
the impact of the Ukraine crisis on Korea and on Russia’s relations with North and South Korea
will, for many reasons, reinforce that fact that in East Asia, just as in Europe, we increasingly

live in interesting times.
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160) “Russia Imposes Sanctions on North Korea—Presidential Decrecee,” Russia Beyond the
Headlines, December 2, 2013, http://rbth.com/news/2013/12/02/russia_imposes
sanctions_on_north_korea_—_presid... (FZ124: 2014.07.02.).
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2014.07.07.).
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165) Georgy Toloyaya, “Could Revitalization of Russia-North Korea Relations Lead to an
Economic Renaissance?” NK News, May 9, 2014,
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2014.07.02.).
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http://rt.com/business/163932-russia—nkorea—trade-deal/ (A L: 2014.07.02.).
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