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LTHOUGH BEIJING has a long
Ahistory of falling in and out of
alliances with Moscow, Xi Jinping is
giving the relationship a high and pos-
itive profile. He appears to admire the
Russian leader, who he has character-
ised as having a similar personality to
his own: ‘& f= & 14447k 484%°. He made
Russia his first destination for a foreign
trip after becoming president, and his
first foreign visit of 2014. Addition-
al bilateral meetings at international
summits such as BRICS (the association
of the major emerging economies of
Brazil, Russia, India, China and South
Africa), the Shanghai Cooperation Or-
ganisation L #&&1E4 4 and the G20,
as well as Putin’s state visit to China in
May 2014 mean Xi has spent more time

with Putin than any other foreign head

of state. Xi’s attendance at the Winter
Olympics in February in Sochi was a
first for a Chinese president.

Amidst all this cosiness, the sud-
den Russian annexation of Crimea by
referendum presented China with a
conundrum. On the one hand, China’s
relationship with this useful partner
within the P5 (the permanent five
members of the UN Security Council) is
strategically important and favourable
to itself. On the other, non-interference
in the internal affairs of another state
is a central principle of China’s foreign
policy. Besides, and crucially, given its
own issues with Taiwan, Tibet and Xin-
jlang, it does not support self-determi-
nation. The US State Department was
not the only foreign observer to note

the parallels.
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China’s official line was suitably
vague: ‘There are reasons for what
is happening in Crimea.’ It asked the
parties to resolve the issue without vi-
olence, a worthy sentiment, but only
possible if the Ukraine gave in. Beijing
knew it had succeeded in balancing it-
self on the fence when both Russia and
Ukraine thanked the People’s Republic
for its stance.

Yet, The New York Times report-
ed in September that: ‘Just before Rus-
sia annexed the Ukrainian region of
Crimea last March, Mr. Xi called Mr.
Putin and urged him to find a political
settlement, according to Shi Yinhong, a

professor of international relations at

Renmin University of China in Beijing.’
There has been no hint of this in pub-
lic. State media has even sided with
Russia over the downing of Malaysia
Airlines Flight 17, criticising Austral-
ia, the US and other western countries
for their ‘one-sided accusation’. But,
as The Times article states, the conflict
has been good for China in that it has
been able to secure better terms from
Russia for delayed energy deals and
defence sales. As for territorial ques-
tions of precedent: the large authori-
tarian power got its way with limited
collateral damage, and nobody was

able to do much about it.
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