
How Cozy Is Russia and China’s Military
Relationship?
Russia and China’s strategic military cooperation is becoming ever
closer. President Putin has announced that Russia is helping China
build an early warning system to spot intercontinental ballistic
missile launches.
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The details of the landmark early warning missile system that China will acquire from Russia
arrangement are not publicly known, but it appears that there is no outright “purchase” of a
complete system. From what is known, one may conclude that Russia will help China build
new and upgrade existing system elements, such as land-based radars, space-based
satellites, and data analysis centers. Presumably, China reached out to Russia about early
warning systems because Beijing thinks that its existing early-warning capabilities are
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inadequate and that its rivalry with the United States is long-term, is fundamental, and will
have a strategic military dimension.

The significance of Beijing upgrading its early warning system is that, once it is complete, no
hypothetical missile attack against China would come as a surprise. Instead of waiting for
enemy missiles to explode on its territory before ordering the launch of its surviving missiles,
China could adopt a launch-on-warning posture (in which a retaliatory strike is launched as
soon as a country learns of an incoming nuclear attack, while enemy missiles are still in the
air). This would strengthen Beijing’s deterrence capabilities and complicate a potential
adversary’s calculations.

Washington probably sees this development as a sign of ever-tighter military cooperation
between Beijing and Moscow. However, the fact that China will join the United States and
Russia as the only countries with comprehensive early warning systems is not a threat to the
United States. On the contrary, a China equipped with a reliable early warning system should
feel more confident in relation to the other nuclear powers. These other powers, in turn,
would feel more confident that the Chinese system is reliable. In principle, this mutual
confidence should be a steadying force for global strategic stability. 

Related article: Russia Can’t Compete With China in Africa. Not Yet.

Russia’s military technology is still superior to China’s. While this gap continues to exist —
though not forever —their cooperation allows Moscow to partially balance a relationship that
is increasingly tilted toward Beijing. What’s more, an upgraded early warning system only
gives China a small advantage in its strategic relationship with Russia, should the friendship
ever turn sour.

Russian and Chinese armed forces are interacting more, but integration is not yet happening.
Moscow and Beijing officially deny that they are planning to form a military alliance. Russian
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov reconfirmed this again recently.

But the two militaries are becoming more familiar with each other. They are taking part in
joint training; making their weapons systems more compatible; and syncing their
communications, logistics, tactics, and military doctrines.

Chinese and Russian forces have been training together for a decade now. They raised the
level of joint exercises from anti-terrorism exercises to China’s participation in Russia’s
major strategic drills (at Vostok in 2018 and at Tsentr in 2019). The two militaries have
conducted war games on land; naval maneuvers in the East and South China Seas, the
Mediterranean Sea, and the Baltic Sea; and joint air patrols over the Sea of Japan.

Related article: Russia and China Take Military Partnership to New Level

Over the past five years, Washington has had to pay more attention to military cooperation
between Beijing and Moscow, since China has received advanced military systems from
Russia.
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The United States is still militarily dominant in the Western Pacific, but its margin of
dominance is narrowing. To regain the advantage, Washington is considering deploying
systems in East Asia that were previously banned by the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces
(INF) Treaty. Should this happen, the security environment in the region will become more
complicated. Tensions — mostly between China and the United States, but also between
Russia and the United States — will grow considerably.

Beijing and Moscow do not always walk in lockstep, nor do they intend to. For example, China
does not recognize Crimea as part of Russia, and Moscow, formally speaking, takes a neutral
stance on Beijing’s claims in the South China Sea. Yet the strength of their cooperation is
clear, not only in areas where their interests align but even more crucially in areas where they
don’t.

For the foreseeable future, while Putin stays in power in Moscow, and Chinese President Xi
Jinping rules in Beijing, the relationship is unlikely to experience a train wreck. But in the long
run, Russia needs to balance its relationship with its giant and fast-growing neighbor, so as to
protect its own sovereignty and avoid becoming a mere sidekick.

The views expressed in opinion pieces do not necessarily reflect the position of The Moscow
Times.
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