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Summary
Chinese analysts perceive a lack of long-term strategic convergence between Moscow 
and Pyongyang despite the current momentum in bilateral ties.
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Introduction 
The surge in Russia–North Korea relations has been one of the major highlights of 
international geopolitical developments in recent times. With high-level state visits 
and the signing of the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership Agreement in June 2024, 
Pyongyang and Moscow have rapidly expanded their cooperation in trade, 
technology, defence and security. They have most importantly committed to mutual 
assistance in an event of aggression against the other.1 Commentators in the West 
have speculated that the strengthening of the North Korea–Russia ties has irked 
Beijing which sees Russia’s expanding influence in the Korean Peninsula at China’s 
cost.2 They note that Beijing may be concerned about consolidation of South Korea–
Japan and US alliance as a response to this development.3  

The Chinese Foreign Ministry has however refrained from expressing disapproval, 
asserting it to be sovereign right of the two countries to cultivate diplomatic ties.4 
Discussions in Chinese media (heavily controlled by the party-state), meanwhile, 
offer an additional glimpse of interpretation by analysts of this evolving dynamic. 
Analysts posit that the strengthening of North Korea–Russia relations is driven by 
the current international situation rather than signifying convergence of long-term 
strategic interests. Also, it is noted that although Russia–North Korea have upgraded 
their ties, the cooperation between the two powers remains limited and does not 
threaten China’s position in the Korean Peninsula.  

 

Chinese Media Observations 
A section of Chinese commentators have attributed the turn in North Korea–Russia 
relations to the challenging external environment facing the two countries. Close 
bilateral ties are being driven by the complex geopolitical and security environment 
that the two countries currently face.5 For Moscow, strained diplomatic and 
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economic ties with Western powers has not only hindered the economy but has also 
significantly altered its geopolitical environment.  

Russia’s capability to gain international leverage has been severely constrained due 
to unprecedented sanctions from the West and limits on senior Russian military and 
civilian officials to travel internationally or participate in diplomatic gatherings.6 
Furthermore, the West’s continued military, diplomatic and economic support to 
Ukraine has created considerable military pressure on Russia to combat the 
combined effort of the Western powers.  

Similarly, for Pyongyang, owing to years of economic and technological sanctions and 
restrictions in participating in global trade imposed by the Western powers, it does 
not have a very favourable external environment. Additionally, North Korea’s threat 
perception has also heightened, especially with increased military cooperation 
between the US and South Korea amidst stalled talks between Pyongyang and 
Washington.7 Chinese observers contend that hostility with the West has created a 
sense of common interests. The two countries perceive it as convenient to jointly 
resist the geostrategic and security threat posed by the West. According to them, it 
is almost natural that the two countries will band together.8  

However, Chinese observers argue that even with their efforts to develop an “all-
round partnership”, the trajectory of Russia–North Korea relations continue to be 
dependent on external regional and international situation and lacks substantive 
interests that can sustain bilateral ties in the long run.9 In the post-Cold War period, 
Moscow shifted diplomatic attention to South Korea and supported sanctions against 
North Korea.  

Chinese analysts argue that the reciprocal relationship between the two countries is 
likely to change with shifts in relations between Russia and the Western powers. 
Russia’s ability and willingness to intervene in the Korean peninsula could be limited 
as it tries to reach an understanding with the West, thus changing the dynamics 
between Russia and North Korea.10 Further, Russia’s economic, political and cultural 
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interests are largely based in Europe and Moscow considers itself a European rather 
than an Asian power.  

Similarly, while acknowledging that the signing of the Comprehensive Strategic 
Partnership Agreement and North Korea’s military support to Russia indicates an 
upgrade, analysts in Chinese media emphasise the limitations of this cooperation.11 
They express that the Russia–North Korea relations which had become nearly 
stagnant in 2020, revived only after the outbreak of the Ukraine war as the two 
countries aligned with each other against US pressure. Even so, Chinese 
commentators feel, this cooperation is constrained by number of factors. For 
instance, despite proclaiming “all-round partnership”, Moscow has hinted that 
Russia will abide by the UN sanctions. President Vladimir Putin in a public address 
in September 2024 observed that Russia–North Korea relations have some 
restrictions and Russia must abide by these restrictions.12  

Therefore, even if Russia transfers weapons or provides technical assistance to North 
Korea, it is unlikely to provide nuclear technology to North Korea violating UN 
sanctions.13 Further, the two countries differ in their interpretation of the treaty—
while North Korea uses the term ‘alliance’, Russia continues to use the term 
‘partnership’ which is ranked lower than alliance in Russia’s diplomatic discourse.14 
Besides, due to North Korea’s low economic and technological capability, there are 
very few things that Pyongyang can sell to Russia.15  

Chinese analysts opine that North Korea is unlikely to be able to supply key raw 
materials and equipment such as electronic components, electromechanical 
products, automobiles and transportation equipment, and chemical products that 
Russia urgently needs.16 Likewise, the weapons and military equipment that North 
Korea has sent to Russia are not high-end equipment but large quantities of artillery 
shells and anti-tank rockets. Once the Russia–Ukraine conflict ends, Russia’s 
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demand for North Korean weapons will drop significantly, changing Pyongyang’s 
position in Moscow’s diplomatic chessboard.17  

In this context, Chinese observers speculate that North Korea’s present turn to 
Russia is a bid to reduce its over-reliance on Chinese economic and political 
support.18 It is also argued that Pyongyang possibly is uncomfortable with China’s 
increasing influence in North East Asia and intends to leverage its ties with Russia 
to expand North Korea’s influence.19 However, as Beijing continues to be a major 
partner for both North Korea and Russia in terms of aid and trade, China will be able 
to exert control on the developments in the Korean Peninsula.20 

Nonetheless, some analysts have expressed concern on a range of issues. They opine 
that the growing strategic cooperation between Russia and North Korea can result in 
the formation of an Asian NATO, increase friction between Seoul and Pyongyang and 
affect the strategic stability of the region in the long run. However, China is argued 
to be in a position to prevent significant escalation that would undermine Chinese 
interests.  

 

Conclusion 
Since 2017–2018, China and Russia have cooperated closely on North Korea. As 
observers note, the security threat perceived from the US military presence and 
diplomatic influence in the Korean Peninsula has been a major factor in Sino-
Russian cooperation in the region. It is noteworthy that Russia in the past played 
largely a supporting role to Chinese initiatives. However, with the outbreak of the 
Ukraine war and significant warming up of North Korea–Russia relations, there are 
concerns whether Moscow is trying to carve out a more independent position in its 
strategic backyard which will overshadow China’s position.  

While Beijing’s official response to the developments visibly has been muted, analysts 
perceive a lack of strategic convergence between the two countries which would 
sustain the momentum in the long run.  Further, the scale of cooperation is deemed 
to be low due to various restrictions and low complementarity between the two 
economies. Finally, it is also flagged that China remains a major partner for both 
Russia and North Korea giving it a pivotal position to shape regional dynamics. 
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