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The article focuses on Russia’s approach to international security in Northeast Asia. 
It argues that Russia’s unique position is that it is not a party of any major security–
political conflict, takes a neutral position on territorial conflicts as best suiting its 
interests of promoting cooperation with all East Asian states and objects to the 
involvement of third parties. Russia is involved only in a dispute with Japan where 
it demonstrates a flexible position. As a comparatively weak regional player, Russia 
is interested in maintaining peace, stability and the status quo, in particular on the 
Korean Peninsula, and has no revisionist agenda in East Asia. Major elements of 
Russia’s approach include creating an inclusive, open, transparent and equitable 
regional security architecture, support for polycentric regional order with Russia 
as one of the major centers of power, criticism of the U.S.–sponsored MBD as 
well as focus on a strategic partnership with China. Intensifying its Asian pivot, 
Moscow is increasingly concerned with the tensions on the Korean Peninsula 
where it promotes denuclearization, dialogue between the two Koreas, resumption 
of the Six–Party Talks and opposes to the dangerous actions of all parties. Russia 
and China advocate a “moratorium for a moratorium” proposal as the only way to 
mitigate tensions and create a common security mechanism.

Keywords: Russia, security, foreign policy, Northeast Asia, East Asia, territorial 
disputes, the Korean Peninsula.

Introduction

Amid the current transformation of the world order and security challenges in times 
of global turbulence, East Asia has shown little signs of stability. The rise of China 
inducing the greatest regional power shift in the post–bipolar world, American policy 

*        This article is prepared with the support of the Russian Foundation for the Humanities 
(RGNF). Grant project “The Transformation of International Relations in Northeast Asia and 
national interests of Russia” No. 16-03-00602.

** dmstrl@gmail.com; a.kireeva@my.mgimo.ru; dyachkov@naver.com

The Korean Journal of Defense Analysis
Vol. 30, No. 1, March 2018, 115－134

ISSN 1016-3271 print, ISSN 1941-4641 online
© 2018 Korea Institute for Defense Analyses
http://www.kida.re.kr/kjda



Dmitry Streltsov, Anna Kireeva, and Ilya Dyachkov116

to sustain its preeminence in the region (Asian Pivot / rebalance to Asia), Trump’s 
inconsistent protectionist moves amid his administration’s attempts to conduct “business 
as usual”, the rise and demise of the U.S.-led Transpacific Partnership, China’s growing 
assertiveness and intensifying U.S.–China competition, China’s ambitious project with 
its “Belt and Road” initiative, constantly aggravating crisis and instability on the Korean 
Peninsula in particular since 2016, strained Japan–South Korean and Japan–Chinese 
relations, escalating territorial disputes, re-emergence of the Taiwan issue after Tsai Ing-
Wen’s coming to power—and a number of other noteworthy events of the recent period 
are exacerbating the security dynamics in the region. Adding to its complexity is the 
growing interconnectedness with the Southeast Asian region and the South China Sea 
dispute, where a number of Northeast Asian states are directly or indirectly involved. 

Against this background, Russia is striving to reestablish itself as an Asia–Pacific 
power to improve its standing in the region. Russia views East Asia as one of the most 
strategically important regions in the world, crucial to its foreign policy and economic 
development. Russia’s Asian pivot is stimulated by its bid to strengthen its positions 
as a leading regional power in East Asia and to provide a stimulus for the economic 
development of Siberia and the Russian Far East (RFE). Russia’s policy to diversify 
its ties with Asian states in politics, security, economics, energy, etc., was strengthened 
after the Ukrainian crisis in 2014 amidst the background of Russia’s rift with the United 
States and Europe and the introduction of anti-Russian sanctions. The acceleration of 
Russia’s Asian pivot after the Ukrainian crisis in 2014 is based on a broad consensus that 
it should be strengthened as a safeguard of Russia’s development.1 

This paper focuses on Russia’s approach to regional security in East Asia centering 
on Russia’s position over major security issues. It argues that Russia, intensifying its 
Asian policy, is to a large degree concerned by the aggravating regional instability and 
security challenges. The article is structured into three parts. The first one is devoted 
to Russia’s approach to regional security architecture and regional organizations, its 
position towards the U.S. alliances, ballistic missile defense, and strategic partnership 
with China. The second part analyzes Russia’s view on territorial conflicts. The third 
part focuses on Russia’s policy towards the Korean Peninsula as the major challenge to 
regional security issues directly affecting Russia’s national security interests.

Russia’s Position on Regional Security Architecture and Strategic 
Partnership with China

Russia’s approach to regional security has been based on the rejection of bloc security 
and on the idea of “an inclusive, open, transparent and equitable collective security and 
cooperation architecture in Asia–Pacific.”2 Its diplomacy proceeds from the premise that 
the U.S. “hub-and-spokes” alliance system reminiscent of the Cold War at the present 
time does not ensure a sustainable economic and security environment in Asia. Although 
the U.S. military presence and the system of security treaties admittedly have played a 
stabilizing and balancing role in the past, Russian officials state that they are no longer 
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adequate for the regional dynamics and thus a new approach is required. Hence, a more 
balanced and inclusive system based on the principles of equality and “indivisible 
security” should be established which would guarantee non-alliance-based security for 
every state, so that the security of any country should not be strengthened at the expense 
of others. From Russia’s perspective, the new collective security and cooperation 
architecture in the Asia–Pacific should involve not only the United States and its allies: 
Japan and South Korea, but also other East Asian states: Russia, China and ASEAN 
members.3 

The contours of this proposal became clear when, in 2010, during President Dmitry 
Medvedev’s visit to Beijing, Russia and China put forward an initiative on strengthening 
security and creating an open, transparent and equitable security and cooperation 
architecture in the Asia–Pacific. It was supposed to be based on the principles of 
international law, not adhering to military blocs and considering the interests of all 
states involved, without any cooperation aimed against third parties. The principles 
proclaimed under this initiative include respect for sovereignty, independence and 
territorial integrity, non-interference into domestic affairs, commitment to equitable and 
indivisible security, defensive military policy, no use or threat of use of military force, 
peaceful disputes resolution basing on diplomatic means and readiness to compromise, 
strengthening of combating non-traditional security threats, bilateral and multilateral 
military exchanges and exercises, etc. 4 

Russia’s initiative of an overarching security architecture presented at the East 
Asia Summit (EAS) in 2013 was the first articulated proposal of its kind at this forum. 
Although several countries such as China and Brunei supported it, the initiative took 
place against the backdrop of a relatively low-key Russian political representation in the 
EAS. The Russian President never attended the EAS, although this structure is deemed 
very important by ASEAN.5 

However, Russia’s security architecture initiative, though supported by China, 
has been described as poorly fitting into the regional security environment with very 
vague, if any, practical implications. What it really proved is Russia’s desire to actively 
discuss security issues and improve its position as one of the regional stakeholders. 
While avoiding participation in territorial disputes or political and security clashes in the 
region, Moscow at the same time wishes to retain its role in settling major security issues 
and conflicts.6 Although the United States and its regional allies who rely upon security 
cooperation with Washington have shown no support for the initiative, it is evident that 
the task of building a collective security architecture may in the future prove to be very 
fruitful as a method for preventing military conflicts in East Asia. Discussing the issue 
at broad regional platforms such as the EAS and ASEAN Regional Forum could be the 
first step in this direction.7

Another key component of Russia’s approach is intertwined with its view of a 
polycentric regional order. As Russia still falls short of enjoying a full-fledged regional 
engagement in East Asian regional cooperation, it desires to diversify and strengthen its 
political and economic ties with East Asian states and consequently to improve its role 
as an independent pole in a multi–polar regional system. Russia’s improved position in 
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East Asia are also believed to reinforce its stance as a major global power, especially in 
the light of the rise of China and the U.S. “pivot to Asia.”8

The task of acquiring a status of a major independent pole in the polycentric regional 
order is inseparable from the need to foster the economic development of Siberia and the 
Far East to the level of Russia’s neighbors in Northeast Asia. It should be implemented 
in line with improving Russia’s poor involvement in intra-regional economic ties. The 
economic rise of Russia in Asia will help her to resist the undesirable perception that 
while Russia geographically belongs to East Asia, politically and economically she is an 
“external” player or an “absent power.” For Russia it would not be possible to compete 
with the United States or China without any formidable role in the regional production 
networks.9 

However, Russia is not embedded in a complicated web of historical disputes, mutual 
claims, allegations and obligations and subsequently enjoys an advantageous position 
of a party not involved in any serious political–security conflict in the region. Russia’s 
military planning takes account of high-impact, low-probability threats surmising 
situations when Russia’s survival can be put at risk—namely, military conflicts with the 
United States and China. Notwithstanding the fact that Russia’s potential conflict with 
the United States is supposed to take place primarily in Europe with the Asia–Pacific 
being a secondary battlefield and China is not considered a threat under its present 
leadership, Moscow is modernizing its military potential in Siberia and the Far East as 
a precaution against these risks. With a direct attack against Russia being unlikely due 
to its nuclear potential, Russia’s military–political leadership regards the Asia–Pacific 
environment to be more favorable to its security than other regions like Europe or 
Central Asia. Military conflict on the Korean Peninsula presents the most critical threat 
for Russia in the region, as it may result in North Korean refugees’ flow into the Far East 
either across the shared border or by sea and the contamination of Russia’s territory in 
case WMD are employed.10 It should be noted that Russia has been a strong proponent 
of peace and stability in East Asia, as any conflict would undermine Russia’s rather weak 
positions in the regional power balance even more and make prospects of development 
of the Far East more uncertain. As Russia is interested in maintaining stability and 
conflicts prevention, it has no revisionist agenda in the region. 

Russia took steps to secure its place in all relevant regional organizations in 
East Asia: apart from enjoying dialogue partnership with ASEAN since 2005 and 
supporting its centrality in the regional architecture, Russia has been a member of the 
ASEAN Regional Forum, APEC, Asia–Europe Meeting, East Asia Summit, ASEAN 
Defense Ministers’ and Dialogue Partners’ Meeting, Conference on Interaction and 
Confidence–Building Measures in Asia and takes part in the Shangri-La Dialogue. 
Russia’s involvement guarantees it a powerful say in all regional matters. Apart from the 
Russia–hosted APEC summit in Vladivostok in 2012, Russia’s engagement in regional 
cooperation is described as facing a number of limitations, which derive partly from 
its inconsistent actions in regional organizations and partly from the complex regional 
environment and competition in East Asia.11

It should be highlighted that a major security concern for Moscow in Northeast 
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Asia is the issue of the U.S.–sponsored ballistic missile defense (BMD) system. Russia 
believes that it is built on a unilateral basis and that it undermines strategic stability and 
triggers an arms race in the region. It is suspected to have the potential of employment 
against Russian and Chinese strategic forces despite U.S. assertions that it is directed 
only against North Korea. Russian officials had already expressed their concern about 
the U.S. ballistic missile defense in Japan before, but this issue came to the fore after 
South Korea decided to deploy THAAD in June 2017 following DPRK nuclear tests and 
missile launches. Russia considers this deployment would only lead to further escalation 
of security tensions and lead to North Korea implementing new launches and conducting 
new tests. Yet, it should be noted that unlike China’s case, THAAD deployment does 
not pose a direct threat to Russia’s strategic nuclear potential. Russia’s strategic nuclear 
forces are stationed out of range of THAAD and hardly rely on the intermediate–
range ballistic missiles that it is supposed to intercept. However, Russia objects to the 
American missile defense systems approaching its border, this time in the East. On 
January 2017, Russia and China agreed to intensify cooperation and take joint measures 
against the U.S. THAAD deployment in order to reinforce their strategic interests and 
balance of power in the region.12 By the same token, Russia regards Japan’s decision 
to deploy Aegis Ashore as disproportionate to the real missile threats in the region and 
believes that its eventual incorporation into the Asian segment of U.S. global missile 
defence may further undermine strategic stability in the northern part of the Pacific.13

Russia’s strategic partnership with China, which is the main axis of Russia’s East 
Asian policy, has been strengthened amid the rift with the West and deteriorating Russia–
U.S. relations. Russia’s relations with China are not directed against third parties and 
are based on mutual support for a polycentric world order, opposition to unilateralism, 
respect for mutual sovereignty, and non-interference into domestic affairs. Despite the 
fact that the desired massive surge in Chinese investment never materialized, there has 
been substantial progress in the political and military development of bilateral relations. 
After the border issue was settled in 2004, the two countries have been conducting 
military exercises on land (since 2005) and in the sea (since 2012) along with ballistic 
missile defense exercises held for the first time in 2016, and for the second time in 2017. 
In 2015, new arms contracts were signed, with Russia agreeing to deliver 24 Sukhoi Su-
35 super–maneuverable multirole fighters (4++ generation) and six battalions of S-400 
Triumf air defense systems, the most advanced medium– and long–range antiaircraft 
missile systems in service in Russia. However, Russian–Chinese relations remain mostly 
focused on political and security cooperation, at least in part vis-à-vis the West. With the 
Chinese elite holding a more restrained position, it is Russia that bears more economic, 
political and strategic expenses in this case.14

In regard to the Taiwanese issue it should be noted that Russia fully supports Chinese 
sovereignty and the official “one China policy.” Although it develops semi-official 
relations and working contacts with Taiwan through the Moscow–Taipei Coordination 
Commission on Economic and Cultural Cooperation (i.e. in economics), Russian–
Taiwanese cooperation will make progress only on the condition that it is not met by 
serious objections from China.15
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Russia and China share a common approach to many (albeit not all) regional 
security problems, first and foremost the Korean Peninsula. The two states hold 
regular discussions on international relations and the security architecture in the Asia–
Pacific. In June 2016 Russia and China signed a joint statement on strengthening global 
strategic stability. It advances a new vision of strategic stability where all states should 
observe the principle of non-interference in internal affairs, should not use coercive 
measures in international relations other than the UN, and should discuss the nuclear 
issue comprehensively, taking into account conventional weapons and non-military 
aspects of security as well. In July 2017 during Xi Jinping’s visit to Moscow, Russia 
and China signed a joint declaration on strengthening comprehensive partnership and 
strategic interaction where they stated that Russia–China relations represent a model of 
harmonious coexistence and mutually beneficial partnership of two large states, which 
has surpassed simple bilateral interaction and has emerged as an important factor of 
international strategic balance, peace and security. Both countries pledged to strengthen 
international and regional cooperation and to promote the concept of common, complex, 
stable and indispensable security.16

However, the focus on relations with China in its Asian policy poses a number of 
challenges for Russia. Moscow is facing the risks of an increasingly asymmetrical 
relationship, overdependence on China and becoming its junior partner, with its own 
position being undermined in the region. Given China’s growing might and assertiveness 
and its lack of willingness to coordinate actions in East Asia with other actors and 
tolerate other competitors in the region, Russia in the future may find itself in a position 
where it will have to accommodate China’s interests in a way that is contradictory to its 
own. For instance, Russia may be pushed to counterbalance the United States in East 
Asia, which thus far has been carefully avoided. It remains to be seen if Russia and 
China would be able to coordinate their policy within regional institutions in East Asia. 
Thus, one of the key targets for Russia’s Asian pivot is to take the right balance between 
relations with China, on the one hand, and other regional states on the other, with 
Japan, South Korea and ASEAN, also seen as extremely important partners in politics, 
economics and security.17 

Russia’s View on Territorial Conflicts in East Asia

An important aspect of Russia’s approach to security in Northeast Asia is related to 
territorial and border conflicts. Most of these conflicts have deep historical roots and are 
linked to the historical legacy of the Cold War and even the earlier colonial period. They 
include disputes over the Southern Kuriles/Northern territories, the Senkaku Islands/
Diaoyudao Islands, and the Islands of Dokdo/Takeshima. Since territorial conflicts in 
the South China Sea (Spratly Islands, Paracel islands etc.) are closely intertwined with 
the security situation in Northeast Asia, in this section we shall try to generalize Russia’s 
views and polices within the framework of the geographically broader notion of East 
Asia. 
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Russia’s approach to the territorial conflicts in East Asia, highlighted from the 
point of its international political and economic interests, contains global, regional and 
economic dimensions. With regard to the global dimension, Russia remains one of the 
leading actors of world politics. Meanwhile, in the age of globalization, many territorial 
conflicts in East Asia have outgrown the regional level and become global problems 
affecting fundamental political, military and economic interests of all the leading world 
powers. In fact, the political situation around these conflicts becomes a manifestation of 
the global balance of power, or, in other words, these conflicts create dividing lines in 
the global geopolitical games. Russia’s position as a global challenger to the hegemony 
of the United States and a confronter of the West is pivotal for understanding the logic 
of Russian diplomatic thinking, and the issue of territorial disputes is no exception. On 
the other side, the regional dimension is formed by Moscow’s deep interest in sustaining 
friendly relations with all its main partners in Asia. Therefore, Russia is driven to take a 
balanced, ideology-free and pragmatic position on all international issues of the regional 
agenda, so as not to inflict damage to its own interests, especially in the economic 
sphere. The goal of Russia is to concentrate its diplomatic efforts on maintaining, at least 
at a minimum level, the fragile status quo in the region, and to find a delicate balance in 
relations with various regional actors.18

Territorial conflicts in East Asia involve controversies over island territories and 
maritime borders. At stake are the exclusive economic rights over vast sea areas in the 
East China and South China Seas which are rich in minerals and marine resources and 
are an integral part of major sea lanes. Meanwhile for Russia these sea areas are not 
so valuable from geo–economic and geo–strategic points compared to Japan, South 
Korea and China. Russia relies mainly on the use of the transit potential of its Eastern 
ports, which are largely focused on the Arctic sea route or on servicing the internal 
needs of China, rather than on the Southern route (i.e. through the Malacca Strait). Not 
coincidentally, Russia tried to actualize the transit potential of the Northern sea route 
when it hosted the Vladivostok APEC summit in 2012. Against this background, Russia 
is rather a bystander to territorial conflicts in East Asia and, in this sense, it enjoys a 
much greater freedom of maneuver in the rapidly changing regional environment, than 
in the case of the countries, for which territorial conflicts pose a direct threat of war. It 
should be noted, however, that economic, political and strategic interdependencies are 
compelling to all the disputing actors to adopt a relatively pacifist approach to maritime 
security.19

Simultaneously, the economic factor of the Russian approach to territorial conflicts 
is intertwined by the needs of the economic development of Siberia and the Far East. In 
the context of its development strategy, Russia is deeply interested in fair economic and 
political relations with all participant states of the economic integration frameworks in 
East Asia (i.e. practically all the countries in the region except the DPRK). Meanwhile, 
almost all of them, including China, Japan, South Korea, Vietnam and other states of 
Southeast Asia, are mutually involved in the territorial and border conflicts. Russia’s 
active positioning in territorial disputes in favor of one of the parties would inevitably 
cause damage to its relations with the opposing party. Besides, Russia would lose face 
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in the eyes of other diplomatic partners, for whom Russia’s biased position would testify 
her weakness and lack of independence. Moreover, Russia’s participation in situational 
blocs and coalitions around territorial disputes is fraught with the risk of getting involved 
in an armed conflict. Thus, Russia cannot afford to “make friends” against anyone and 
takes the position of strict neutrality towards the territorial and border issues in which it 
is not directly involved. 

With regard to territorial conflicts, Russia’s position is based on the principles of 
respect for state sovereignty and national integrity of states, inviolability of borders, 
and the priority of international law. Boundary lines can change only as a result of 
international agreements concluded between the relevant parties. According to the 
head of the Russian delegation at the negotiations on the demarcation of the border 
with China Ambassador Genrich V. Kireev, border is a “bilateral body” and “shall be 
governed by the bilateral documents,” while unilateral determination of a border would 
not lay a basis for the demarcation.20

Moscow holds a negative attitude to the idea of internationalization of the disputes, i.e. 
their resolution through multilateral platforms with the participation of extra–regional 
actors, or by an international court if the trial takes place without the participation 
of any of the parties. In the Soviet period, Moscow was strongly opposed to Japan’s 
attempts to discuss the problem of the South Kuril Islands at a meeting of the Group of 
Seven in Toronto in 1988. Moscow uses the same approach presently towards territorial 
conflicts in East Asia. For example, the Russian Ambassador to China, Sergey Razov 
said in a newspaper interview in February 2013 that “the introduction of bilateral 
territorial disputes to collective, international or regional grounds is not conducive to 
finding appropriate solutions. Issues of state sovereignty and territorial integrity are very 
sensitive for any country. Their actual settlement requires time, patience, and peace.”21

The China-related component of Russia’s position on territorial conflicts deserves 
special attention. Relations with China after the 2014 Ukrainian crisis acquired a special 
meaning for Russia as both countries reject American global hegemony and share views 
on multi–polarity as the new basis of world order. At the same time, the military and 
economic rise of China, accompanied by its increasing assertiveness over the issues of 
border disputes, creates additional difficulties for Russia in its diplomatic relations with 
East Asian partners, since it complicates the problem of finding the right balance in 
relations with China and its opponents. 

The Chinese factor is inseparable from the issue of the Russo–Chinese border. To 
date the more than 4,300-kilometer border is demarcated, and practically all border 
disputes have been resolved. Russia believes that in the long-term span stability on the 
border with China is essential to its national security. 

Meanwhile, the reunification of Russia with the Crimea in 2014 brought new 
connotations to this issue. It gave rise to discussions of whether state boundaries are a 
“sacred cow” and whether they may be changed, for example, as a result of the nations’ 
use of their right to self–determination. If there are precedents for such changes in 
Europe (even in the constitutional case of nationwide referendum), can they take place 
in the East? If they can, a rising China may be tempted to return to the question of the 
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“historical injustice” committed in the “semi-colonial past” when it was in a much 
weaker position. In this sense, Russia would not like the Pandora box to be opened and 
the border issue to be put again on the negotiating table with China. This fear serves 
as an additional factor of anti-revisionism and conservatism of Moscow on the issue 
of state borders in East Asia, additionally fueling Russia’s self–reserved approach to 
territorial spats in the region.

In this context, Russia’s position towards the Sino–Japanese conflict on the Senkaku/
Diaoyuidao Islands is especially noteworthy. What matters for Russia is the involvement 
of two nuclear powers—China (directly) and the United States, which are tied to Japan 
by the Security Treaty and bear the obligation to protect it in the case of an armed 
attack on the territories under Japanese administrative control (article 5 of the Treaty). 
Given that the conflict is fraught with escalation into the global nuclear war, Russia as 
a nuclear power and a permanent member of the UN Security Council will in no case 
be able to stay aside. In addition, the growth of military tensions in the East China Sea, 
the emergence of risks of unprovoked and uncontrolled escalation of the conflict pose 
a great danger for the nearby Far Eastern borders of Russia. The approach of Moscow 
to this conflict is characterized by the principles of strict neutrality and the necessity to 
settle it by the conflicting parties themselves. 

In June 2016, Russian and Chinese warships in the course of joint exercises were 
spotted near the Senkaku (Diaoyu) islands. Some observers in Japan assessed this fact as 
a sign of Russia’s solidarity with China and a signal to Japan. The Japanese newspaper 
Sankei, remarking that Russian ships appeared almost simultaneously with the Chinese 
vessel, insisted that the incident took place against the backdrop of Moscow’s apparent 
desire to show a willingness for anti-Japanese cooperation with China and to raise the 
stakes in its negotiations with Japan on the “Northern territories” issue.22

However, in reality, Russian warships had passed near the Senkaku Islands earlier 
and it had not violated any international law. This incident attracted attention in the 
context of Japan’s oversensitivity to Russia’s strategic cooperation with China, when 
all information of such cooperation is viewed as a testimony of an “anti-Japanese 
conspiracy.” For example, the joint statement of President Medvedev and Chinese 
President Hu Jintao on the 65th anniversary of the end of the World War II affirmed that 
the two nations were “in a position very close to each other” over the outcome of World 
War II and according to the Yomiuri newspaper, ‘“hinted at possible solidarity in their 
territorial claims against Japan.”23

It should also be noted that on the issues of the territorial sovereignty of the Crimea 
and of the independence of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, China does not support Russia 
officially, adhering to the principle of diplomatic neutrality. Both countries, therefore, do 
not bear any moral obligations to each other and all their international actions are driven 
by their own national interests.

As far as the disputes in the South China Sea are concerned, Russia also adheres to 
the standards of neutrality and elimination of the third parties from direct involvement. 
At a briefing on June 10, 2016 the official representative of the MFA of Russia Maria 
Zakharova stated that “Russia is not a party to territorial disputes in the South China 
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Sea and will not be involved in them. Fundamentally, we are not taking sides. We firmly 
believe that the involvement of any third parties to these disputes will only inflame 
tensions in the region.”24 As was repeatedly stated by Russian officials, including foreign 
Minister Sergey Lavrov, Russia strongly supports efforts to develop the code of conduct 
in the South China Sea.25

The neutrality of the Russian position is sometimes scrutinized with doubt by some 
Western, especially the Japanese, media. In September 2016, Russia held sea joint naval 
exercises with China in the South China Sea called “Sea interaction–2016.” On the 
Russian side, they were attended by anti-submarine warfare destroyers Admiral Tributs, 
Admiral Vinogradov, which not only conducted fire and rescue maneuvers, but also 
practiced capturing an island. Since the exercises were conducted for first time in the 
South China Sea and the timing coincided with the increased naval activity of China 
in the sub-region, some observers interpreted these drills as demonstration of Russia’s 
solidarity with China on the territorial issues.26 The scenario of the exercise was viewed 
as the development of joint military action against the U.S. Navy which actively opposes 
Chinese military activity in the region.27

Another example of Russian diplomatic behavior seen by the West as “biased” and 
“pro-Chinese” is the reaction of the President of Russia Vladimir Putin to the decision 
of the Hague Tribunal in July 2016 on the lawsuit of the Philippines against China, 
stating that China is not entitled to claim a 200-mile exclusive economic zone around 
the Spratly Islands. During the meeting with the Chairman of the PRC Xi Jinping on the 
sidelines of the G20 summit in Hangzhou, the Russian President said that “we do not 
interfere and we believe that any intervention of a non-regional power goes only to the 
detriment of settling these issues. The intervention of third-party non-regional powers, 
in my opinion, is harmful and counterproductive.”28 It should be noted that the logic of 
Russia’s position is that arbitration should be initiated by the disputing parties, while 
the arbitration court should hear the arguments and positions of all the disputing parties. 
Because arbitration was not sought by China, its decisions are not considered fair. 
This statement reveals Russia’s negative attitude to the practice of resolving territorial 
disputes in the international court, although such practice has proved its fruitfulness in 
other disputes. 

Russia also has to take into account the fact that many countries in Southeast Asia, 
anxious with the assertive policies of China, rely on multilateral political and judicial 
mechanisms involving the participation of third countries, particularly the United States. 
Some of these countries are important to Russian economic and political interests, such 
as Vietnam, Thailand, the Philippines and Indonesia. Russia cannot completely ignore 
their position, because many of Russia’s economic cooperation projects in the region are 
held in the disputed waters.

The most vivid example is Vietnam. Russian Rosneft and Gazprom take part in 
developing Vietnam’s offshore fields in the South China Sea. Besides, Vietnam has 
been actively purchasing Russian military equipment, including six Varshavyanka-class 
conventional fast attack submarines as a part of its counter-intervention strategy.29 In 
April 2012, Gazprom and the Vietnamese company Petrovietnam signed an agreement 
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to develop two gas fields on the continental shelf near the Spratly archipelago. China in 
response filed a protest, saying that the agreement covers the waters of the South China 
which are included in the Chinese zone of exclusive economic interests.30

This brings a certain element of ambiguity to the Russian approach to the problems of 
the South China Sea. However, from the point of view of China, Vietnam’s cooperation 
with Russia in the South China Sea has no political motive and is not directed against 
Chinese interests, and therefore represents a “lesser evil” compared to the Vietnamese–
American cooperation in the military sphere. In China, there is a widespread view that 
Russia develops ties with Vietnam not to counterbalance China, but to strengthen its 
influence in Asia.

The problem of territorial disputes is also acute in Russian–Japanese relations. The 
two countries are on the opposite sides on the issue of border demarcation. A peace 
treaty has not been signed yet and ongoing negotiations for two and a half decades 
have not succeeded in any palpable result. Both in Tokyo and in Moscow, there is an 
understanding that this question is extremely difficult to solve because of a fundamental 
gap in the positions of the parties which is almost impossible to fill. 

The main obstacle lies in the radically different assessment of the outcome of 
WWII. Russia considers that the Southern Kuriles are part of its territory as a result of 
the postwar settlement between the victorious states. In the dispute with Japan, Russia 
takes an existential approach based on its identity as the successor state of the Soviet 
Union, which gained its status of superpower in the war victory. In this sense, for Russia 
the “antirevisionist” attitude to the problem of the South Kuril Islands is not just a 
negotiating position, but a manifestation of Russian statehood.

On its side, Japan insists that now it is due time to repair the historical injustice 
committed against Japan, which suffered from the “Soviet aggression” and from the 
behind-the-scenes deal struck behind her back by the allied powers. For Japan, the 
solution to the border problem with Russia has become a part of the general course of 
“summing up” the results of the Second World War and of its attainment of a new status 
as a “normal country.”

For both countries, the border issue has become a matter of national pride, national 
prestige and honor, whilst any concessions in the dispute by their own governments are 
interpreted in the public opinion of both countries as betrayal of the fathers’ memory. 

However, towards Japan, Russia demonstrates the greatest degree of flexibility 
compared to any party in other cases of territorial disputes in East Asia. First, Russia 
believes that the absence of a peace treaty with Japan is abnormal. Moscow recognizes 
the unsettledness of the border problem with Japan (naming it the problem of border 
delimitation) and agrees to conduct negotiations on this issue. This moment comprises 
a fundamental difference with the situation around Senkaku and Dokdo, where the 
party exercising administrative control over a disputed territory does not recognize the 
existence of a territorial problem and refuses to hold any dialogue with the opposing 
side.

With the painful border problem in the passive of bilateral relations with Japan, 
Russia is trying to avoid steps that would worsen them to a greater extent—for example, 
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by an open manifestation of her solidarity with China and South Korea in their territorial 
disputes with Japan. Russia, moreover, has put forward the idea of creating a special 
economic zone on the disputed islands. It should be noted that attempts to organize joint 
economic activity as a method of soothing contradictions had been practiced in other 
conflicts (one may recall the bilateral Japanese–Chinese agreement of 2008 on the shelf 
in East China Sea). However, no positive results have been achieved, and the Russo–
Japanese experience, if it proves successful, could be applied to other dispute cases. 

Russia and Korea: Security Concerns and Solutions

The Korean Peninsula provides ample food for thought and, unfortunately, numerous 
causes for concern. For decades since the late 1940s, two very different political 
systems have been clashing in this uniform ethno–cultural space, and their conflict 
internationalized from the very beginning. Combined with Korea’s central location 
within the already competitive region of Northeast Asia, this made the Peninsula the 
focal point of the regional security system in the Cold War era. Arguably, it retains this 
status today. The nuclear and missile problem, the future of unification, political and 
economic transformations in the North and the South are key issues on the regional 
agenda, with serious potential repercussions in terms of security. To make matters 
worse, most players perceive the Korean dilemma as a zero-sum game, a conflict of 
principal, non-forfeitable interests the parties believe to be irreconcilable. Moreover, all 
Korean issues are interconnected and intertwined into a tight and very complex knot. 
Consequently, analysis of Russia’s security policy in Korea would inevitably revolve 
around these vast topics. 

Recently Russia has been following Asian affairs with increasing interest. This “pivot 
to the East” cannot be explained only by soured relations with the West. Northeast Asia 
is a key region both economically and politically, and Moscow simply acknowledges 
this fact. Each new edition of the Russian foreign policy doctrine devotes more attention 
to Korea-related topics. The current Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation 
reads that Moscow strives to “maintain friendly relations” with both Korean states and 
promotes political dialogue between them to reduce tensions. The document reiterates 
that Russia supports the Peninsula’s denuclearization “believing that this objective can 
be attained through the Six–Party Talks.” Notably, it is the Korean chapter of the paper 
that presents Moscow’s longstanding idea of building “a mechanism for maintaining 
peace and security in Northeast Asia.”31

Aside from the intrinsic value of proactive foreign policy, dealing with Korean issues 
has important additional benefits. First and foremost, Moscow needs to secure a stable 
regional environment to carry on with its highly-prioritized plan to develop the Russian 
Far East. Russia shares a border with the Korean Peninsula, and this simple fact makes 
following the situation there vitally important for the country: Russia is not only a player 
here, but also a stakeholder.

Besides, working on Korea-related matters is important not only per se, but also 



Russia’s View on the International Security in Northeast Asia 127

as a means of engaging with China and the United States. For instance, in July 2017 
the Russian and Chinese foreign ministries issued a joint statement on the Korean 
Peninsula’s problems,32 which marks the first time Moscow and Beijing formally 
adopted a common policy on an international issue. Korea was also an important topic at 
the meeting between Presidents Vladimir Putin and Donald Trump at the G20 Summit in 
July 2017. The Peninsula is where Moscow’s and Washington’s interests are compatible 
to a considerable degree, making possible cooperation in the hopes of its positive effect 
spilling over to other areas of Russo–American interaction. To this end, Russia continues 
consultations with the United States on the Korean issue.33  The recent shift in threat 
perception in the United States, with previously ignored North Korea coming to the fore, 
looks entirely politically motivated and deeply concerns Russia. This change has already 
led to strange and careless actions, such as the show of U.S. military force in April 2017, 
or the initiative to police Russian and other countries’ ports to enforce sanctions against 
Pyongyang. The idea of adding new sanctions against Russia and North Korea (along 
with Iran) with a single legislative act34 is not only symbolically unfriendly, but also 
hints at the possibility of linking the two issues in the future.

Despite remarkably unanimous North Korean and American claims that Pyongyang 
has combat–ready nuclear munitions and intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs),35 

most Russian experts are skeptical about actual progress in this area. For example, 
the Russian Defense Ministry, basing its analysis on the data collected from early 
warning radars, considers the Hwasong-14, launched on July 4, 2017, to have been 
an intermediate–range missile rather than an ICBM.36 Moscow officially presented 
this assessment to the UN Security Council, and this is also the viewpoint the Russian 
Foreign Ministry proceeds from.37 Notably, South Korean experts are also careful in 
their judgment, saying that North Korean ballistic technology requires some extra years 
of work and testing to reach true ICBM level.38

Domestic and foreign policy considerations are probably the reason why the United 
States periodically returns to the topic of the North Korean threat. The pattern is 
irregular: unlike Hwasong-14, the Hwasong-12 launch of May 14 with remarkably 
similar parameters, distance and same lofted trajectory garnered little attention from 
American politicians and the press. Perhaps, initially unconvincing “marketing” is to 
blame: in May, North Korea dubbed the tested unit merely as a “new nuclear–capable 
land-to-land strategic intermediate-to-long-range rocket.”39 It would not be until July that 
Pyongyang would come up with the ICBM moniker. 

By feeding into the anti-Pyongyang discourse, exaggerating North Korea’s military 
might, Washington creates a situation where it is almost obliged to strike down the 
“deadly” and “irrational” foe. This is very dangerous by itself and also unnerves both 
opponents and allies of the United States, exponentially increasing the risk of devastating 
conflict. Observers can only hope that Washington merely emulates Pyongyang’s usual 
tactic, leaving a gap between belligerent rhetoric and real policy-making. 

The policies of the new South Korean administration are another unknown parameter. 
President Moon Jae-in, who came to power in 2017, is expected to improve relations 
with the North, however it is yet unclear whether he will succeed. Indeed, South Korea 
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may turn into a locomotive of dialogue rather than a spoiler as it was until recently, but 
faced with political opposition domestically, pressure from the United States, and the 
need to react to Pyongyang’s actions, the new president may not be able to mend inter-
Korean relations as soon as some observers expect. 

Worsened inter-Korean relations are a major negative factor for regional security. 
During the past decade, vocalized threats, shows of force and even limited military 
clashes have been a disturbingly common feature of Korean affairs. Aside from the 
evident danger of escalation, the ongoing confrontation makes the elites feel increasingly 
threatened and thus prompts them to make new military moves perceived to enhance 
security. The lapse in inter-Korean dialogue robs both parties of the means to control 
their relations and resolve risky situations. 

The high cost both Koreas would pay for a full-scale war creates a quasi-stable 
security environment. Paradoxically, limited escalation is seen as tolerable since 
the North and the South deem all-out conflict unacceptable for themselves and the 
counterpart. Needless to say, this “careful recklessness,” combined with considerable 
military capability and touchy nature of the divisive issues creates a consistently 
dangerous situation. First, the risk of a false alarm triggering real conflict increases 
considerably. Second, the current state of affairs lulls the parties into a false sense of 
security and disables dialogue without prior confrontation.

The Korean crises taught us one thing: no matter how bad things may seem, they 
can still get worse. The situation is extremely dangerous as is, yet the concerned parties 
seem ready to exacerbate it further with shows of force, like missile launches on the 
one hand and large-scale military exercises on the other. The negative effect of missile 
and nuclear tests on regional security is evident. Joint U.S.–South Korean exercises 
happen in direct proximity to North Korea, and their tasks (such as seizing Pyongyang) 
are rather concerning for the country. One can expect their leadership to consider this 
factor in military planning and thus rationalize acquiring a nuclear and missile arsenal. 
Most recently, this stance on the joint exercises was reiterated by Russian deputy foreign 
minister Gennady Gatilov at a United Nations Security Council (UNSC) meeting in 
April 2017.40

In this light, the Russo–Chinese “moratorium for moratorium” proposal41 for the 
parties to refrain from mutually concerning actions is sensible and presents a good 
starting point for further talks. Although earlier North Korea came forward with a similar 
initiative, now Pyongyang says it cannot refrain from tests since it has already made 
much progress and cannot stop midway. However, this is almost definitely a bargaining 
point rather than firm conviction.

Russia firmly believes that even nuclear and missile experiments must not stop 
engagement attempts, dialogue and equal-level contacts with Pyongyang. Isolation only 
reinforces factors that push North Korea towards nuclear technology: siege mentality, 
lack of response options when faced with challenges, economic and energy problems, 
etc. 

This is the political motivation behind the Khasan–Rajin project, and Moscow hopes 
other actors will adopt this approach as well. The railroad link between Russian Khasan 
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and North Korean Rajin was completed in 2013. The modernized port was to channel 
Russian coal exports to South Korea and beyond. Russia invested 10.6 billion rubles 
(about $189 million) in the endeavor.42 This could become the first step towards linking 
the Trans-Siberian and Trans-Korean railroads.43 When the UNSC resolutions 2270 
and 2321 tightened economic and financial sanctions against North Korea,44 Moscow 
managed to keep the restrictions off the project, but Seoul later unilaterally closed ports 
to ships that visited North Korea during the previous 180 days, thus putting a stop to 
it. According to the Russian ambassador to Pyongyang, Alexander Matsegora, Russia 
hopes to carry on with China as the buyer to make the project interesting for other 
parties, be it Japan or South Korea.45 

As a permanent member of the UNSC, Russia not only supports, but also co-
sponsors the international sanctions against North Korea. However, Moscow sees that 
sanctions are inefficient both technologically and politically, whereas engagement and 
cooperation will provide its participants with leverage in North Korea. Currently no 
country, not even China, has enough clout with Pyongyang to change its course. The 
apparent growth of the North Korean economy in recent years (in spite of sanctions) and 
overall decades-long isolation suggest that Pyongyang would be interested in opening 
up as well. Engagement would not only let the international community shape North 
Korea’s choices, but also diminish the worth and necessity of its military projects. 

Russia firmly supports the idea of denuclearizing the Korean Peninsula.46 

Pyongyang’s actions clearly endanger the non-proliferation regime and present a 
considerable security challenge for the region. While denouncing Pyongyang’s actions, 
Moscow also sees the factors that influence such decisions (development of military 
capability in South Korea, U.S.–South Korean military exercises, etc.) and acknowledges 
that the problem is multi–faceted and cannot be explained away with North Korean 
“unpredictability” and “war–mongering.”

From Russia’s viewpoint, it is deplorable that North Korea, despite all calls and 
restrictions, pursues its nuclear and missile programs. However, Moscow believes it 
does not pose an immediate direct threat. The much more concerning aspect for Russia 
today is the reaction of North Korea’s opponents and the risk of triggering a regional 
arms race, possibly with nuclear weapons. Frequent shows of American military might, 
THAAD deployment, certain South Korean politicians’ calls to advance its own military 
nuclear research,47 Japan’s active remilitarization remind us that the danger of nuclear 
proliferation and armed conflict is real in Northeast Asia.

Only dialogue can prevent this grim outcome, and there is no need to invent a new 
platform given that the Six–Party Talks exist. It may be difficult to tackle the nuclear 
issue head-on, however, the format may be modified and its scope widened. Besides, 
it would be impossible to solve the nuclear issue separately from the other problems 
of regional security. Pyongyang may be reluctant to discuss its nuclear program, since 
it understands quite well that the end goal will be denuclearization of the Korean 
Peninsula. At the same time, a wider security–oriented approach may alleviate North 
Korea’s and other actors’ concerns. 

That is why the Russo–Chinese joint statement sets a goal to create “on the peninsula 
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and in Northeast Asia… a peace and security mechanism and consequently normalize 
relations between the countries in question.”48 Although the document avoids direct 
mentions of the Six–Party Talks (probably due to their undeserved image as a “failed” 
structure), this passage is, in fact, a reference to the Six–Party process. Within its 
framework, as far back as 2007, Russia pushed to establish a working group on a 
Northeast Asia peace and security mechanism.49 Moscow coordinated its work, and the 
objective was to transform the talks into a permanent institute executing a broadened 
mandate.50 While the project failed to get traction, reviving it now would be a step in the 
right direction, since the need for such a structure is evident.

Real dialogue will grant new political leverage to all parties and give them new 
instruments to control the situation. Currently no country has any actual means 
to influence North Korea’s actions; even China, on which Pyongyang depends 
economically, or Russia, its long–standing partner. Threats or sanctions on Washington, 
Seoul or Tokyo’s part are unlikely to produce an effect aside from a negative one. Re-
establishing and broadening the Six–Party process would allow all member countries to 
influence their own and common future, the partners’ actions and regional security.

Conclusion

The current state of affairs in Northeast Asia should be viewed as one of unstable 
equilibrium. There are several high intensity points in the sub-region, including the 
aggravation of tension on the Korean peninsula, territorial disputes, and growing arms 
race overshadowed by the confrontational U.S. and Chinese stances on the security 
architecture in Asia. Each of these flashpoints has huge destructive potential and requires 
a great deal of care and scrutiny.

This study has shown that Russia, aiming to strengthen its position as one of the 
major powers of East Asia in order to develop its Far East relations and help create 
a polycentric regional order, prefers to stand away from regional security conflicts. 
While Russia secured its place in all regional organizations to make sure it could have 
a say in regional matters, it takes a neutral position in territorial disputes and objects 
to the interference of third parties. That stance enables Russia to retain a freedom 
of maneuver and to develop balanced relations with all regional partners in Asia. Its 
strategic partnership with China is based on an evolving security cooperation as well 
as on preserving a substantial commonality in the approach to security challenges. 
Similar to China, Russia views the U.S. BMD system and THAAD deployment with 
serious concern, as an action undermining strategic stability in East Asia. Russia’s focus 
on China, however, contains the risk of an increasingly asymmetrical relationship that 
prompts Russia to diversify its regional ties. Russia is increasingly concerned with 
the tensions on the Korean Peninsula, which are considered the most dangerous threat 
to Russia in East Asia. It advocates for the denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula, 
peaceful conflict resolution, resumption of the Six–Party process and—together with 
China—a “moratorium for a moratorium” proposal to ease the current confrontation.
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The last few years Russia made an intensive shift towards Northeast Asia, given 
the regional environment and the multidirectional character of the existing threats. In 
addressing the international security problems of the sub-region Russia endeavors to 
establish an inclusive, open, transparent and equitable collective security and cooperation 
architecture in the Asia–Pacific. Russia needs strong partners to achieve this aim. 
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