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Alexandra Zoltai 

Abstract 

The war in Ukraine has also drawn attention to the geopolitical importance of the 
Arctic. In the past, international politics had largely ignored this northern region, 
and interstate conflicts were extremely rare. However, the Russian-Ukrainian war 
has had an impact on this region, and serious changes can be expected. China has 
made significant investments in the Arctic, the continuation of which could be a 
major obstacle to the Russian-Ukrainian war. China needs to completely rethink its 
Arctic strategy. The greatest dilemma is that any involvement with Russia and 
energy security will certainly result in the total exclusion of Western countries from 
regional decision-making. 
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The Arctic and the war 

On 3 March, the seven members of the Arctic Council – Canada, Denmark, Finland, 
Iceland, Norway, Sweden, and the United States – issued a joint statement on their 
cooperation following the Russian invasion of Ukraine. The representatives of these 
countries agreed to temporarily suspend their participation in meetings of the 
Arctic Council and its subsidiary bodies due to the Russian invasion, as Russia 
currently holds the council’s presidency. This decision created serious obstacles to 
international cooperation in the Arctic. After the Cold War, the Arctic was excluded 
from the political disputes and conflicts arising in the rest of the world. Instead of 
security issues, countries in the region prioritized development, education, health, 
and communications, as well as the environmental impacts of climate change, and 
the melting of the Arctic ice caps. 

The Russian-Ukrainian war, however, brought change to the North as well. The 
economic sanctions imposed on Russia by the West have seriously impacted the 
Nordic region as well. Some Western national organizations have taken steps to cut 
off funding and resources from Russian projects in the region, but this also has 
serious implications for governance, development, and scientific cooperation in the 
Arctic. In addition, Western countries now see China as the main source of funding 
for Russia’s development in the region. This has put China in a very difficult position, 
as it is now forced to rethink its strategy regarding the Arctic. 

Energy 

Due to Western sanctions, the future of Russia’s Arctic energy projects is uncertain. 
Faced with economic sanctions and a massive exodus of foreign companies, Russia 
may find that China remains its only partner for projects in the North. Both the 
United Kingdom and the United States have announced comprehensive bans on 

http://www.polaroceanportal.com/article/4092
https://thediplomat.com/2022/03/what-does-russias-invasion-of-ukraine-mean-for-china-in-the-arctic/
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Russian oil and gas. The European Union has said that its member states will reduce 
their dependence on Russian oil and gas by up to 80% by the end of this year, 
completely dropping Russian energy imports by 2027. Meanwhile, China is 
reportedly considering increasing its stake in Russian energy and resource 
companies. 

In 2019, China and Russia signed a joint declaration pledging to promote 
cooperation between the two countries, primarily through expanding air routes, 
strengthening their mutual cooperation in infrastructure, tourism and 
environmental protection, and supporting scientific expeditions and research in 
the Nordic region. On 4 February, the eve of the Beijing Winter Olympics, Russian 
President Vladimir Putin and Chinese President Xi Jinping issued a joint statement 
outlining their plans for stronger bilateral cooperation, including in the Arctic. 

Following their joint statement, China eased import restrictions on Russian wheat, 
while Russia announced plans to export up to 100 million tons of coal to its eastern 
neighbor. Rosneft, Russia’s state-owned oil giant, signed a 10-year contract with 
China to supply 100 million tons of oil. The two countries also came to a long-term 
agreement regarding gas transportation through the planned Power of Siberia 2 
pipeline. The Russian state-owned company Gazprom, which has a monopoly on 
gas exports through pipelines, could potentially increase Russian export capacity 
to China by 50 billion cubic meters. 

According to some reports, China is seriously considering buying or increasing 
stakes in Russian energy and commodity companies, such as gas giant Gazprom 
PJSC and aluminum producer United Co. Rusal International PJSC. Sources claim 
that Beijing is in talks about possible investments in Russian companies or assets 
through its state-owned enterprises, including China National Petroleum 
Corporation, Aluminum Corporation, and China Minmetals Corporation. These 
negotiations are at an early stage and will not necessarily lead to agreements, but 
they do show the absolute dominance of China over Russian projects in the Arctic. 

Russia’s war in Ukraine has increased pressure on Beijing to secure its imports, as 
prices for energy, metals and food have risen to unprecedented levels. Fearing the 
impact of rising prices on the economy, the Chinese government has prioritized 
securing raw material supplies. China appears to be maintaining normal trade 
relations with Russia, despite the mass exodus of European and American 
companies. BP Plc, Shell Plc and Exxon Mobil Corp. have also surprised the energy 
industry by withdrawing or suspending cooperation with Russia on commodity 
development. Of China’s current energy investments in Russia, CNPC (China 
National Petroleum Corporation) holds a 20% stake in the Yamal LNG project and 
10% in Arctic LNG 2, with CNOOC Ltd. holding another 10% in Arctic LNG 2. 

China is in a difficult position 

Despite all this, any investment in Russia is currently risky, upsetting the 
geopolitical balance that Beijing seeks in international politics. Russia has become 
an almost inaccessible market for global companies, due to economic sanctions 
and the rapid decline of the country’s economy. Western sanctions pulled billions 
of dollars out of Russian assets, bonds began falling, and default risks increased. The 
yuan has appreciated against the ruble, raising questions about the strategic 
relationship between the two countries. Chinese investment could help solidify 

https://www.epochtimes.com/gb/22/4/23/n13718670.htm
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-03-08/china-considers-buying-stakes-in-russian-energy-commodity-firms
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-03-08/china-considers-buying-stakes-in-russian-energy-commodity-firms
http://m.aisixiang.com/data/133945.html
http://m.aisixiang.com/data/133945.html
http://www.polaroceanportal.com/article/4092
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Moscow’s drive to accelerate its so-called “alignment with Asia” with oil and gas 
supplies. Ove the past five years, China has doubled its purchases of Russian energy 
products, to nearly $60 billion. The Power of Siberia pipeline will begin carrying gas 
to China in 2019, and Gazprom is already in negotiations with China on another 
route that could be approved this year, which would allow the company to 
transport fuel from the gas fields currently supplying Europe. 

With regard to the Ukraine crisis, China is trying to stay noncommittal toward both 
sides. As a result of increasing pressure on China – Western countries see China’s 
lack of commitment as Russia’s economic lifeline, which is why they have 
threatened to impose sanctions on China as well – China began to take certain 
measures, including announcing that some state-owned banks would restrict the 
financing of Russian commodity purchases. China has invested heavily in the Arctic, 
becoming an active participant in Arctic governance by joining international 
institutions and strengthening bilateral relations with Arctic states in areas such as 
shipping, resource development, and scientific research. China cannot afford to 
lose its investment. 

In the near future, China’s demand for natural resources, especially hydrocarbons, 
will be even higher. Shorter transportation routes make the Russian market more 
attractive, and due to the influence of Western sanctions, China can change 
Russian market prices in its favor. Currently, China is experiencing a boom in 
commercial shipbuilding, and the Chinese government is eager to bring in global 
engineering firms. These factors make Chinese companies an attractive 
technology partner for Russia’s Arctic development. Chinese shipyards have 
received orders from Russia even before Western sanctions took effect. Western 
sanctions are currently blocking Russian companies’ access to Western financing, 
which has undoubtedly increased China’s economic engagement in Russian Arctic 
projects, while China still views sanctions as a serious risk factor. 

Summary 

The current conflict between Russia and Ukraine is still evolving and changing, and 
its impact on the Arctic should be continuously monitored. The above underscores 
the fact that China has been and will remain Russia’s most important foreign 
partner in the Arctic. At the same time, Russia has made a conscious effort to 
reduce its dependence on China. While it has been successful at this thus far, 
Western sanctions may result in significantly increased dependence on China once 
more. Although regional and national practice shows that promoting cooperation 
between Arctic and non-Arctic states – including China – is beneficial to all, China 
can easily lose the positions it has so far gained in the Arctic if China sides with 
Russia in the Ukraine crisis, or if the West otherwise sees the need to deprive China 
of them. As China needs the cooperation of both Russia and Western countries in 
order to implement its Arctic strategy, the crisis has undoubtedly posed a challenge 
to China’s Arctic vision. 

http://www.polaroceanportal.com/article/4007
http://www.polaroceanportal.com/article/4007

