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CHAPTER 7

Russia, China and the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization: Diverging Security Interests 

and the ‘Crimea Effect’
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Abstract  The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) is an emerging 
security community created in 2001 to address looming threats, including 
terrorism and separatism, in the Central Asian region. China and Russia 
remain the major shapers of the SCO; but in recent years, differences over 
how the organization should evolve have begun to drive a subtle yet grow-
ing wedge between the two powers. Impending challenges related to 
expansion (India and Pakistan became full members in 2017), deepening 
Sino-Russian rifts (with China pushing for a stronger economic role for 
the organization, and Russia being more interested in hard security) and 
the ‘shadow of Crimea’ are likely to impede any Sino-Russian alliance in 
the foreseeable future.
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After a long period of isolation and, at times, open hostility, the end of the 
Cold War resulted in far more cordial diplomatic and strategic relations 
between Russia and China. Since the 1990s, there have been numerous 
examples of improved bilateral communication and cooperation, greater 
alignment of policies on regional security affairs, and sharing of mutual 
concerns about US-led security orders, including those in Asia and the 
Middle East. With the ascension to power of Xi Jinping in 2012 as 
President of China and the diplomatic and economic isolation of Russia in 
the wake of the 2014 annexation of Crimea, what has changed is the more 
pronounced shift in position in global hierarchies between these two great 
powers. China continues to move towards global power status in political, 
economic and strategic terms. By contrast, with the worsened relations 
between Moscow and the West, Russia is grappling with its own interna-
tional status. While the Putin administration has experienced considerable 
ostracism over Ukraine, Beijing has continued to enhance its relations 
with Russia—but significant differences remain in the interests and view-
points of the Kremlin and Beijing.

This chapter uses the case of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization 
(SCO) as a multilateral organization to argue that the 2014 Crimea crisis 
and the subsequent conflict in eastern Ukraine have further underscored 
the divergence in regional Eurasia policies between the SCO’s two largest 
member states, Russia and China. Not only have the geopolitical and geo-
strategic aspects of the Ukraine crisis affected direct bilateral relations, they 
have also affected Sino-Russian behaviour within the SCO. While Russia 
continues to view the organization as a security regime with strong mili-
tary dimensions, Beijing has pursued a more holistic and varied approach, 
accentuating the regime’s security benefits while also seeking to develop a 
more expansive economic and diplomatic identity for the SCO. This chap-
ter will also assert that it remains in Beijing’s interest to keep the murky 
security situation in eastern Ukraine at arm’s length, while maintaining its 
approach to Russia as a valuable, if often problematic, regional partner.

A Troubled Pivot: Russia’s Turn to East Asia 
Under Putin

Around the time of the Crimea crisis, China and Russia reached significant 
agreements in the areas of economic cooperation, as exemplified by the 
May 2014 natural gas agreement reportedly worth USD 400 billion (RT 

  M. LANTEIGNE



  121

2014; Savic 2016), as well as in strategic areas. Moreover, even before the 
Crimea crisis, the Putin regime announced that, in view of the economic 
growth in the Asia-Pacific, East Asia would be a priority for Russian foreign 
policy. This proposed ‘pivot to Asia’ (Hill and Lo 2013; Storey and Tsvetov 
2016) was an updated manifestation of the traditional ‘West versus East’-
debate, the two-headed eagle ideological alignment question which had 
beset Russia since the times of the Empire (Westwood 1988; Neumann 
1996). However, the diplomatic isolation and economic sanctions imposed 
on Russia after 2014 prompted an intensified policy of engaging East Asia, 
and especially China, in a search for alternative economic partners.

Due to the differing power trajectories of Beijing and Moscow, and 
their divergent views of regional and global security priorities, the possibil-
ity of a formal alliance between the two remains remote. Despite China’s 
growth as a great power, Beijing has maintained a ‘neo-Westphalian’ pol-
icy stance, reflecting the idea that hegemonic power should not be overtly 
sought, and that great-power intervention in the domestic affairs of other 
states, especially developing ones, should be eschewed (Harris 2014, 
pp.1–23; Lanteigne 2016, p.9; Zhang 2016, pp.245–66). Such interven-
tions should be undertaken only as a method of last resort, optimally 
through multilateral channels such as the UN Security Council. These 
concerns stem from China’s long and difficult history of being subjected 
to colonialism in the pre-Maoist era, as well as China’s status as a develop-
ing state sandwiched between two ambitious superpowers for much of the 
twentieth century (Wang 2012, pp.17–69).

For a long time, Moscow also advanced ideas about non-intervention, 
and expressed reservations about US activist foreign and security policy. 
These concepts, and the sanctity of state sovereignty, were constant themes 
in official Russian discourse during the crises in Kosovo in 1999 and later 
in Iraq, Libya and Syria (Wilhelmsen 2014). As Russian Foreign Minister 
Sergei Lavrov argued during a UN General Assembly session in September 
2014—incidentally some six months after Russia’s own formal annexation 
of Crimea—‘Shouldn’t the General Assembly adopt a declaration on the 
inadmissibility of interference into domestic affairs of sovereign states and 
non-recognition of coups d’état as a method of the change of power?’ 
(quoted in Gladstone 2014).

However, these views were being expressed while Russia under Putin 
was beginning to resist what was seen as ongoing US-led encroachment 
into the post-Soviet space that had been considered the Russian ‘near 
abroad’ since the breakup of the USSR. The Kremlin’s unease over the 
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‘colour revolutions’—the Georgian ‘Rose Revolution’ in 2003, the 2004 
‘Orange Revolution’ in Ukraine and the ‘Tulip Revolution’ in Kyrgyzstan 
in 2005—was followed by the Russian intervention in Georgia in 2008, a 
warning that Moscow was reaching the end of its patience with what it saw 
as its rapidly declining sphere of influence in Eurasia (Allison 2008; Way 
2008; Pallin and Westerlund 2009). The 2013–2014 ‘Euromaidan’ pro-
tests in Kiev, the Russian annexation of Crimea and the ongoing low-
intensity conflict in eastern Ukraine can therefore be considered a 
culmination of Kremlin concerns about lost power and a shift towards a 
more realpolitik approach to the question of non-intervention. The 
increase in Russian military support for the Bashar al-Assad regime in the 
Syrian civil war is another manifestation of this view (Bagdonas 2012; 
Charap 2013).1

The divergent standings in international relations/hierarchies and 
views on sovereignty and non-intervention are key factors in understand-
ing the evolving Sino-Russian relationship, especially in the security realm. 
Despite ongoing agreements and cordiality between the Putin and Xi gov-
ernments, Russia after Crimea has begun to deviate more sharply from 
Chinese strategic thinking. In addition to the bilateral relationship, the 
policies of China and Russia within the SCO, the most mature security 
regime in Eurasia since its creation in 2001, provide stark evidence of 
these differing views. While the two great powers continue to seek ways of 
strengthening their relationship, including within the SCO, the possibility 
of a Sino-Russian alliance and the transformation of the SCO as a platform 
for such a pact is a non-starter. This was evident even before the events of 
2014, but the post-Crimea crises have driven a sharper wedge between 
China and Russia over the trajectory of the SCO as well as the organiza-
tion’s developing identity.

The Shanghai Cooperation Organization: 
An Overview

Since the 1990s, Chinese policies on multilateral security have indicated 
greater acceptance of the need for regional-level problem solving. This 
view supports Russia’s concerns about maintaining security in its ‘near 
abroad’, especially among the still-fragile states in Central Asia. Both great 
powers have also been wary of the Cold-War-era hierarchical and alliance-
based forms of cooperation (such as the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
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[NATO]) favoured by the West, arguing that modern security problems 
necessitate new thinking on more effective cooperation in addressing 
threats above the state level. It was also during the 1990s that Beijing 
decided to depart from its traditional reluctance to shape regional security 
norms and organizations directly, and to assume a more active role in 
developing new tools to address security problems—especially on its 
periphery.

The most visible example of converging Sino-Russian policies has been 
the founding of the SCO, which grew out of the ‘Shanghai Five’ dialogues 
on ensuring peaceful regional development and settling leftover border 
disputes from the Soviet era (for more on the ‘Shanghai Five’ and the 
roots of the SCO, see the next section). The SCO brings together China, 
Russia and most of Central Asia, along with four observers, and six ‘dia-
logue partners’. The membership was extended further outwards with a 
2016 agreement welcoming former SCO observer states India and 
Pakistan as full members in 2017 (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 
Republic of Uzbekistan 2016). Turkmenistan, the only former Soviet 
Central Asian republic which is not a SCO member, periodically sends 
representatives to its meetings as ‘guests’, but remains outside the organi-
zation due to the country’s commitment to ‘permanent’ or ‘endless’ neu-
trality (Polese and Horák 2015). Guest delegations have also been sent by 
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and the Moscow-led 
Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). In November 2016, Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan announced Turkey’s imminent applica-
tion for full SCO membership as his government continued to distance 
itself from the West (Hasanova 2016) (Table 7.1).

Table 7.1  From the Shanghai Five to the SCO

Shanghai Five 1996–2001 Shanghai Cooperation Organization 2001–present

Members Members Observers Dialogue partners

China
Kazakhstan
Kyrgyzstan
Russian Federation
Tajikistan

China
India
Kazakhstan
Kyrgyzstan
Pakistan
Russian Federation
Tajikistan
Uzbekistan

Afghanistan
Belarus
Iran
Mongolia

Armenia
Azerbaijan
Cambodia
Nepal
Sri Lanka
Turkey
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The SCO’s initial mandate was to promote regional security and to 
protect its members from non-state security threats—especially terrorist 
organizations, ranging from local groups to more globalized entities such 
as al-Qaeda. The creation of the SCO could also be considered proof of 
the old axiom of nature abhorring a vacuum, as security cooperation in the 
region had previously been weak and untethered. SCO policymakers have 
frequently stressed that the organization is not an alliance, and is not bal-
ancing against the West or any other state-actor adversary; indeed, this 
position is codified in the organization’s 2002 Charter (SCO 2002).

Moscow still acts as a ‘big brother’ in much of Eurasian politics and 
security; but in recent years, China has become a key economic partner for 
Central Asia, especially with the development (since 2013) of the ‘Belt 
and Road’ trade routes, featuring extensive participation by the states of 
Central Asia and Caucasus—as well as Russia—as conduits for overland 
trade between China and Europe (China Daily 2013; Putz 2016). The 
United States, by contrast, began to disengage from the region under the 
Obama administration. Although there were signs by the incoming Trump 
administration that US forces would remain in Afghanistan, US forces 
continue to be withdrawn from Afghanistan, albeit more slowly than pre-
dicted. The last US base in Central Asia, at Manas in Kyrgyzstan, was 
closed in 2014 (Pillalamarri 2014; Roberts 2016).

The decision to extend SCO membership to India and Pakistan signifi-
cantly expands the geographic reach of the organization, and adds the 
considerable security problems of South Asia, such as the Kashmir conflict, 
to the SCO’s already extensive agenda. The inclusion of India was a divi-
sive issue, since Beijing was concerned about a dilution of its own role in 
the SCO, while Moscow viewed Indian membership as a way of checking 
Beijing’s formidable influence within the group. Unlike the cordial India–
Russia relations under the governments of Putin and Indian Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi, Sino-Indian relations have been quite cool during the 
past decade. This is due not least to periodic incursions by Chinese mili-
tary forces into the two countries’ border regions, including the April 
2013 incident when a detachment of People’s Liberation Army (PLA) 
forces camped for over a week in the disputed Daulat Beg Oldi area of 
Ladakh (Misra 2013, p.66). For its part, New Delhi remains concerned 
that China’s economic diplomacy in South Asia—especially with Myanmar, 
Pakistan, Seychelles and Sri Lanka—may amount to a de facto contain-
ment plan against India’s regional strategic interests. In this context, the 
India–Iran Chabahar development project agreed to in May 2016 can be 
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a seen as a move countering China’s ambitious port projects in the Indian 
Ocean (Hantke 2016; The Hindu 2016). The question remains whether 
the 2017 expansion of the SCO might diminish its decision-making power 
while unwittingly creating an arena for tacit China–India–Russia strategic 
competition.

The Putin regime has also supported Iran’s interest in membership 
status—possibly further complicating the SCO’s agenda, given ongoing 
questions about Teheran’s nuclear development, and perhaps further 
diluting Beijing’s status within the group. Given the Iranian nuclear ques-
tion, Iranian admission could raise Western suspicions of the SCO, espe-
cially given the Trump administration’s hostility towards Iran and 
opposition to the 2015 Iranian nuclear deal, and might significantly affect 
the SCO’s official stance, supported by China, of non-alignment. 
Nonetheless, in June 2017, the Chinese Foreign Ministry publicly 
expressed its support for Teheran to become a member (Yang 2017). On 
the plus side for Beijing, Iranian membership may serve to bring China 
closer to Middle East affairs and markets, a region of growing importance 
for Beijing.

Sino-Russian Relations and the Evolution 
of the SCO

The SCO was a product of the ‘Shanghai Five’ border dialogues in the late 
1990s. In April 1996, China, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia and 
Tajikistan signed a Five-Power Agreement in Shanghai. In addition to set-
tling outstanding Soviet-era border concerns, the agreement regulated 
military activity in the frontier regions, prohibited provocative military 
exercises in those areas and called for strategic information-sharing, the 
conduct of joint exercises and increased military contacts among signatory 
states (Allen 2001, p.235).

In the bilateral Sino-Russian context, the agreement paved the way for 
more frequent meetings between military officials, more inspections and 
additional Chinese purchases of Russian weaponry. It also served to reduce 
tensions on a previously very tense borderland and provided another con-
duit for Sino-Russian cooperation. The final rounds of bilateral Sino-
Russian border negotiations were completed in 2004, further improving 
the strategic relationship and the climate for bilateral trade discussions 
(Wilhelmsen and Flikke 2011, pp.872–73)—not least on sales of fossil 
fuels, necessary to China because of its rapidly expanding economy.

  RUSSIA, CHINA AND THE SHANGHAI COOPERATION ORGANIZATION… 



126 

All five signatories agreed to maintain coordination of shared security 
concerns; the Shanghai Five thus became an important mechanism for 
Russia, China and Central Asia to address their strategic interests. By the 
end of the 1990s, the Taliban movement occupied most of Afghanistan, 
and nearby states became increasingly worried about the potential for 
spillover from that conflict into greater Eurasia. As a result, the region’s 
‘three evils’—terrorism, extremism and ‘splittism’/separatism—overtook 
border security concerns as the primary concern of the Shanghai Five 
(Chung 2004, pp.990–91). In addition to the Taliban, other regional ter-
rorist threats included the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), a 
group dedicated to the overthrow of the Uzbek government and the 
establishment of a unified Islamic state in Central Asia, and the Hizb-ut 
Tahrir al-Islami, or Party of Islamic Liberation, which, despite its advo-
cacy of non-violent struggle, was also viewed as a security risk, given its 
stated goal of establishing an Islamic caliphate in Central Asia (ICG 
2002).

Beijing for its part had ongoing concerns about extremist activities in 
its Far West seeking to destabilize Chinese rule. The most prominent of 
these groups was the East Turkestan Independence Movement (ETIM), 
now known as the Turkistan Islamic Party (TIP) (Reed and Raschke 2010, 
pp.46–67). Since first being identified by Beijing in 2002, ETIM/TIP has 
been blamed for fomenting instability in China’s Xinjiang region through 
bombings and attacks. Beijing has also linked the group to the larger al-
Qaeda network (Sheives 2006, pp.209–10). For its part, TIP has claimed 
responsibility for a terrorist bombing in Beijing’s Tiananmen Square in 
October 2013 and a knife attack at the Kunming train station in March 
2014 (Buckley 2014; Kaiman 2013; Holdstock 2015).

The Shanghai Five assumed greater formalization and international vis-
ibility in 2001 when, on the occasion of welcoming Uzbekistan into the 
group, a declaration was signed which formed the genesis of the 
SCO. Shortly thereafter, the 9/11 terrorist attacks occurred in the United 
States, further globalizing terrorism and highlighting the danger of 
extremism in Central Asia. The newly created SCO faced the challenges of 
deepening its security agenda, trying to balance strategic and non-strategic 
cooperation, and ensuring cooperation between Russia and China.

The organization’s official charter, unveiled at its second conference in 
St Petersburg in June 2002, described the SCO’s mandate as building 
‘mutual trust, friendship and good neighbourliness’ while encouraging 
‘comprehensive cooperation’ in security and related areas (SCO 2002). 
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The document also introduced a Regional Anti-Terrorism Structure 
(RATS) to act as an information nexus for regional security. Based in 
Tashkent, RATS is currently the only such centre operating in Central Asia 
(Gill 2007, pp.130–31). Two years later, in 2004, a permanent SCO 
Secretariat was established in Beijing, with former Chinese Ambassador to 
Russia, Zhang Deguang, appointed as the organization’s first 
secretary-general.2

The SCO has sought to coordinate joint military operations to improve 
confidence among members while creating a coordinated policy against 
potential threats. The first such exercises were held by China and 
Kyrgyzstan in October 2002, but were expanded to include all members 
except Uzbekistan in August of the following year (Chung 2006, p.10). 
The 2005 Peace Mission manoeuvres, conducted in the vicinity of 
Vladivostok, Russia, and in Weifang, Shandong Province, China, included 
joint strategic planning and a simulated offshore blockade and amphibious 
landing (Cohen 2006, p.56). Despite the apparent hard-security dimen-
sions of the simulation, it was officially described as an anti-terror exercise. 
This pattern has continued: For example, the 2016 Peace Mission, held 
for the first time in Kyrgyzstan, included exercises involving the deploy-
ment of heavy weaponry as well as practice drills with air-to-air missiles 
(Kucera 2016).

Despite the regularity of the Peace Missions, there has not always been 
agreement between China and Russia as to their planning. For example, 
Beijing was unwilling to conduct the 2007 Peace Mission exercises in tan-
dem with the Russia-dominated Collective Security Treaty Organization 
(CSTO) (Deng 2007). The latter includes all SCO members except for 
China and Uzbekistan, and the staunch Russian allies Armenia and Belarus.

Security Debates Within the SCO
The omnipresent military dimension of the SCO has led to debate over 
whether the organization is acting as the genesis of an eventual alliance or 
a possibly stronger anti-Western axis. However, these concerns are tem-
pered by geopolitical realities that influence the differing security view-
points of the two great powers; Sino-Russian policy differences have called 
into question the SCO’s degree of leverage versus the West (Fels 2009, 
pp.23–28).

The relationship between the SCO and the CSTO remains a subject of 
debate. Beijing was not pleased about the recommendation introduced at 
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the 2014 SCO Dushanbe summit of a merger between the two organiza-
tions (Salimov 2014). As the SCO has evolved, China has been compara-
tively much more enthusiastic than Russia about promoting the 
organization as a multifaceted entity with a strong economic and develop-
mental dimension to match its security identity. Russia, by contrast, has 
been more supportive of the SCO as a regional power nexus to counter 
the West. For example, in 2008, Leonid Ivashov, General-Colonel and 
President of the Academy of Geopolitical Problems, made the now-
notorious suggestion that the SCO should develop into ‘the world’s sec-
ond pole’ (Ivashov 2008).

Beijing has shared Moscow’s unease about the ‘colour revolutions’ in 
the former Soviet space, with both powers tending to view those events as 
external interference designed to promote alternative pro-Western regimes 
(Shambaugh 2008, pp.87–92). Since the creation of the People’s Republic 
in 1949, Beijing has been wary of Western attempts to undermine the 
legitimacy of the communist government, a process frequently denigrated 
as ‘peaceful evolution’ in Chinese policy circles. The Tulip Revolution in 
Kyrgyzstan prompted considerable internal debate in Beijing about 
regional security, leading to promises made by the government of Hu 
Jintao to fight a ‘smokeless war’ against ‘liberal elements’ seeking to desta-
bilize China as they were apparently seeking to do in Central Asia (Kahn 
2005). However, Beijing has been less enthusiastic than Moscow about 
using hard military means. During the July 2015 SCO Summit in Ufa, 
Russia, a recommendation by Russian Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu 
that the organization consider a more formal alliance which could serve to 
block any future ‘colour revolutions’ in Eurasia received a cold response 
from Beijing (Blank 2015).

The SCO has enabled Chinese policymakers to enhance regional friend-
ship policies, adding weight to Beijing’s policies of ‘peaceful development’ 
and becoming a ‘responsible great power’ via deeper engagement with 
regional economic and strategic organizations well beyond Eurasia or the 
Asia-Pacific (Glaser and Medeiros 2007; Johnston 2008, pp.148–49). In 
a 2013 speech at Nazarbayev University in Astana, Kazakhstan, Chinese 
President Xi Jinping described the fundamentals of a new ‘Twenty-First-
Century Silk Road’ trade network, which later became a main component 
of the Chinese Belt and Road initiative (China Daily 2013). Xi also com-
mented on the possibility of several regional organizations aligning more 
closely, specifically focusing on the potential for greater cooperation 
between the SCO and the Eurasian Economic Community (EAEC) 
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(Xi 2014, p.317). In January 2015, the latter organization became the 
Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU), an organization dedicated to improv-
ing economic integration policies in the post-Soviet space.

Another example of differences between Beijing and Moscow over the 
‘non-security’ identity of the SCO emerged in November 2016, when 
Chinese Premier Li Keqiang, in an attempt to further the economic 
dimension of the organization, recommended the creation of an SCO free 
trade zone, a long-standing interest in Beijing ever since the establishment 
of the SCO. However, Russian Prime Minister Medvedev responded by 
noting that such a regime would be a ‘complicated matter given that any 
preferential regime always requires renunciation of internal decisions of 
one kind or another’ (Russian Government 2016). Li also proposed the 
creation of an SCO-sponsored bank and development fund—another idea 
which was met with Russian misgivings.3

Despite statements stressing organizational unity following major SCO 
meetings, the separate policy directions favoured by the two great powers 
have become an open secret. In the wake of Russia’s interventionist 
regional policies and the increasingly globalist foreign policies of Xi, evi-
dence that Sino-Russian policies within the SCO are divaricating has 
mounted.

Georgia and Ukraine: The Cracks Get Wider?
China’s powerful position in Central Asia enabled the SCO to construct 
the most visible model of Beijing’s ‘New Security Concept’ policies, devel-
oped at the end of the Cold War and stressing the widespread use of infor-
mal strategic cooperation and community-building rather than hierarchical 
alliances such as NATO (Foot 2006, p.85). With the Kremlin assuming a 
more assertive role in the post-Soviet space, China, despite unease with 
Russia’s turn towards unilateral intervention (in Georgia and then in 
Crimea/eastern Ukraine), attempted to maintain its commitments to 
Russian ties and the development of the SCO.

Russia’s August 2008 military intervention in the disputed Georgian 
territories of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, under the aegis of ‘peace 
enforcement’, was not well received by Beijing or the other SCO mem-
bers. Although they recognized Russia’s peacekeeping roles in the 
Caucasus, there was no SCO endorsement of the intervention despite 
Moscow’s attempts to obtain the organization’s formal backing. Chinese 
concerns about the Russia–Georgia conflict were numerous, including 
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what was perceived as the circumvention of core Chinese views on the 
sanctity of borders and non-intervention policies, which Beijing hoped 
would be highlighted by the SCO.  Concerns about a ‘demonstration 
effect’, especially after Russia called for the recognition of Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia as independent entities following the conflict, prompted 
China’s relative silence on the crisis, save for a suggestion by a Foreign 
Ministry spokesperson that the conflict could be referred to the United 
Nations (Barriaux 2008; Liu 2016, p.151; Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 
the People’s Republic of China 2008). The fact that military action began 
on the eve of the Beijing Summer Olympic Games, intended as a ‘coming-
out party’ for China on the global stage, did not help to mollify concerns 
in Beijing.

Difficult relations between Russia and Georgia since 2008 (Georgia 
withdrew from the CIS in August 2008 in protest at the Russian military 
actions) provided an opening for China to improve its own ties with 
Tbilisi. Beijing has declined to grant official recognition to the two 
breakaway republics, maintaining its diplomatic relations with Georgia 
and commencing bilateral free trade agreement (FTA) talks with Tbilisi 
in December 2015. The agreement, signed in May 2017, is the first FTA 
Beijing has concluded with a former Soviet republic.4 Georgia is also 
expected to be a component of the Silk Road overland trade routes, 
given its location, the potential for infrastructure development and the 
opportunity for Beijing to balance Russian interests in the Caucasus 
(Topuria 2016; Xinhua 2016). However, Chinese shipping through 
Georgia remains underdeveloped compared to the primary routes 
through Kazakhstan and Russia.

Russia’s annexation of Crimea and the Russia-backed establishment in 
2014 of ‘people’s republics’ in Donetsk and Luhansk in eastern Ukraine 
were also challenges for Chinese diplomacy and its ability to juggle its 
Russian and Ukrainian interests. Russian involvement in the fighting in 
eastern Ukraine, and the July 2014 downing of a Malaysian civilian jet-
liner over rebel-held territories, allegedly by pro-Russian separatist forces, 
created a toxic diplomatic atmosphere between Russia and Europe and 
the United States. Beijing responded to these events by seeking to recon-
cile its Russian diplomacy with its stance on non-intervention in sover-
eign state affairs. At the 2014 SCO Summit in Dushanbe, Putin failed to 
secure formal support for Russia’s interpretation of the Ukraine crisis: 
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The summit declaration simply called for the restoration of peace through 
negotiations in war-torn eastern Ukraine (Lillis 2014).

Official statements from the Chinese government reiterated the coun-
try’s long-standing policy that the territorial sovereignty of states be main-
tained, but stopped short of criticizing Russian actions. China did not 
support economic sanctions introduced by the United States and Europe. 
In March 2014, a Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesperson stated that 
while Beijing recognized and respected the role of non-interference and 
international law, ‘we take into account the historical facts and realistic 
complexity of the Ukrainian issue’ (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 
People’s Republic of China 2014). During a May 2014 UN Security 
Council vote on non-recognition of the referendum on Crimean ‘inde-
pendence’, China chose to abstain rather than join Russia in exercising a 
veto. Despite its hesitancy to align overtly against Russia, Beijing was anx-
ious to avoid being labelled a ‘spoiler’ in this conflict. China has proceeded 
to promote a non-aligned approach to the question of Crimean sover-
eignty, and has maintained that the conflict in eastern Ukraine is best set-
tled through negotiation (Reuters 2015).

This ‘double game’ being played out in bilateral relations between 
Beijing and Moscow is likely to dominate discussion on the future of the 
SCO as a security community and as a strategic actor. The cases of Georgia 
and Crimea provide insights into the divergence of ideas between China 
and Russia in regard to Eurasian diplomacy and the evolution of the orga-
nization. Moreover, within the SCO, these issues indicate growing unease 
on the part of Beijing over Russia’s longer-term security interests in 
Eurasia, as well as Moscow’s overall political health in light of its post-
2014 diplomatic ostracism. During World War I, a German general was 
said to have bitterly commented about his country’s main ally, the peremp-
tory but decaying Austro-Hungarian Empire: ‘we are shackled to a corpse’ 
(Taylor 2013, p.9). China very much wants to avoid that type of scenario, 
especially should power levels between the two great powers continue to 
diverge as China continues to grow to potential global power status. A 
likely wild card is the difficult relationship between the United States under 
Trump and the Putin regime (MacFarquar 2016), but also the differences 
between Trump and President Xi over economic and strategic issues. 
Beijing continues to view Russia as a close friend, but retains its interest in 
balancing hawkish Russian policies within the SCO, and eschewing the 
possibility of a formal alliance either bilaterally or within the SCO itself.
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Conclusions: Same Bed, Different Dreams?
Concerning intervention, it has been argued that Russia has taken on the 
role of a ‘loud dissenter’, repelling perceived unfair Western norms, while 
China has assumed the persona of a ‘cautious partner’, affiliating infor-
mally with Russia but stopping well short of formal alignment with 
Moscow, including within the confines of the SCO (Snetkov and Lanteigne 
2015). Although it can be argued that policy divergence between China 
and Russia regarding SCO policy and identity existed long before the 
post-2014 Ukraine crisis, the annexation of Crimea and conflict in eastern 
Ukraine, like the Georgia conflict before it, have illustrated the widening 
of policy trajectories of the two great powers. Within the SCO, there 
remain fundamental differences regarding both the ideal security identity 
of the organization and the degree to which non-security issues such as 
economic cooperation should be incorporated within its framework.

Although military cooperation and coordination continue, including 
the Peace Mission exercises, Beijing remains wary of the SCO becoming a 
formal alliance as well as potentially affecting vital economic relations with 
the United States and its allies. At the May 2014 summit of the Conference 
on Interaction and Confidence Building Measures in Asia (CICA), the Xi 
government called for a new ‘Asian’ security concept (Xinhua 2014). 
Beijing has, however, compared with Moscow, preferred more compre-
hensive approaches to security cooperation. The Belt and Road agree-
ments, potentially enhancing Chinese economic relations across Eurasia as 
well as with Europe, show that China sees security in these regions as 
important, but also as part of a larger diplomatic process that includes 
development, transportation and communication. The 2017 expansion of 
the SCO may pose challenges for Beijing as it seeks to prevent its voice 
being muted because of the inclusion of big powers India and Pakistan. 
However, there are also opportunities for China to better utilize an 
expanded SCO to further its Belt and Road economic and strategic inter-
ests, especially if further expansion to include Iran and Turkey takes place.

With China politically and economically developing a more indepen-
dent and activist foreign policy, Beijing considers itself the alternative 
major power in Eurasian development. The SCO, a security organization 
still establishing its identity, has been at the forefront of Beijing’s efforts to 
expand its strategic interests in Eurasia and solidify its security and, increas-
ingly, its economic interests in this pivotal region. However, the case of 
the SCO further underscores Beijing’s interests in retaining Russia as a 
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valuable strategic partner, while also maintaining a discreet ‘agree to dis-
agree’ stance on Moscow’s post-Crimea Eurasian strategic policies.

Notes

1.	 The Bashar al-Assad government in Syria is one of Moscow’s few remaining 
friends in the Middle East. Russia maintains a naval base at Tartus and, start-
ing in September 2015, Russia has been active in military operations against 
the Islamic State.

2.	 The current SCO Secretary-General is Tajikistani diplomat Rashid Olimov, 
who assumed the position in January 2016 and who is expected to oversee 
the organization and its expansion until 2018 (Global Times 2016).

3.	 Under Xi, China was the driving force behind the establishment of a range 
of new financial institutions, including the Asian Infrastructure Investment 
Bank (AIIB) and the New Development Bank (NDB), in addition to the 
Silk Road Fund attached to the Belt and Road initiatives. Russia was a 
founding member of both the AIIB and the NDB.

4.	 Moldova, another ex-Soviet state experiencing erratic relations with 
Moscow, agreed in September 2016 to commence FTA talks in 2017 
(TASS 2016; Xinhua 2017).
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