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China's President Xi Jinping (L) and Russia's President Vladimir Putin are seen before talks at the
Moscow Kremlin on March 21, 2023. Alexei Maishev/POOL/TASS

Russian President Vladimir Putin heads to China next week to meet his "dear friend" Xi
Jinping, forging even closer ties in a key strategic relationship in which experts say Moscow is
increasingly the junior partner.

Beijing is hosting representatives of 130 countries on Oct. 17-18 to mark a decade of its Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI) — a key geopolitical project of President Xi to extend China's global
reach.

But all eyes will be on Putin, who last month told Beijing's Foreign Minister Wang Yi in St.
Petersburg he had "gladly accepted" Xi's invitation to visit China for the BRI talking shop.

The Russian leader's strategic dependence on China has only grown since his invasion of
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neighboring Ukraine thrust his country into international isolation.

Putin has hardly ventured beyond his country's borders since the war, with next week's trip
the first to a major global power.

This year, trade between the two powers has soared to levels not seen since the beginning of
Moscow's war in Ukraine, with Chinese imports of Russian oil offering Moscow a critical
lifeline as international sanctions bite.

Bilateral trade reached a record $190 billion last year, according to Chinese customs data, and
the two sides have pledged to reach $200 billion this year.

China has refused to condemn the war in an effort to position itself as a neutral party, while at
the same time offering Moscow a vital diplomatic and financial lifeline.

"Beijing has maintained a posture of 'pro-Russia neutrality' throughout the invasion,
providing critical diplomatic, economic, and non-lethal military assistance to Moscow,"
Joseph Webster, senior fellow at the Atlantic Council's Global Energy Center, told AFP.

Related article: Putin 'Intends' to Visit China in October

'Unlimited possibilities'

At the heart of the deepening partnership is the relationship between Xi and Putin, who have
described each other as "dear friends."

But their alliance is also forged by a symbiotic necessity, each seeing the other as a necessary
bulwark in their shared struggle against Western dominance.

When Xi made a state visit to Moscow in March, Putin hailed the "truly unlimited
possibilities" their countries' partnership offered.

In May, the Chinese leader told Russian Prime Minister Mikhail Mishustin that Beijing and
Moscow would continue to offer each other "firm support on issues concerning each other's
core interests."

After he lands in Beijing next week, Putin will be looking to match those lofty words with hard
cash and firmer support for his war in Ukraine, experts said.

"Moscow will try to further deepen cooperation with Beijing and elicit more support from
China, including lethal military aid, as it has hopes that Western support for Ukraine may be
gradually faltering," Bjorn Alexander Duben, an assistant professor at China's Jilin
University, said.

China has so far offered only "non-lethal" support to Moscow, but experts said Beijing could
change tack should Russia's situation worsen.

"China doesn't want to see a significantly weakened Russia, and it might step up its efforts if
it comes to realize that Moscow might lose," Alicja Bachulska, a policy fellow at the European
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Council on Foreign Relations, told AFP.

"Putin's regime collapse and related chaos are seen as a serious security threat," she added.

"Beijing might be willing to increase its support for Russia to prevent such a scenario."

Related article: Russia Hails 'Similarity' of China's Position on U.S., Ukraine

Dependent relationship?

An open rebellion against Moscow by private mercenary group Wagner in June was swiftly put
down, but not before raising fears in Beijing that the stability of its strategic partner could be
waning, analysts said.

Russia's perceived fragility is already offering Beijing leverage in the partnership, they added.

"The Chinese are very difficult negotiators," Russian political scientist Konstantin Kalachev
told AFP, adding he expected "no further breakthroughs" on contentious issues including a
long-awaited gas pipeline.

"China's dominance in the relationship has massively increased," Duben said.

"Its continued economic engagement with China is gradually turning into a relationship of
direct dependence — raising the question whether Russia is steering toward a client
relationship with Beijing."
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