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economic reconstruction, arms races, and military 
conflicts. It would also allow for the continued growth 
of Russian-ROK commerce, which approximated 
$9 billion in 2006. The trade primarily involves the 
exchange of Russian oil and gas for South Korean 
machinery and equipment, but the ROK does purchase 
some Russian defense equipment. Since 1996, Russia 
has supplied tanks, combat vehicles, and military 
helicopters to the ROK military as partial payment 
of Russia’s $2 billion debt to South Korea. The two 
governments plan to conduct joint naval exercises later 
this year.223 Although not of paramount importance to 
either party, such bilateral ties provide both countries 
with leverage in their relations with other parties. From 
Moscow’s perspective, they also help reaffirm Russia’s 
status as an important country in East Asia after a 
period (the 1990s) when many observers questioned 
whether Moscow remained a regional player.

JAPAN

 Japan’s relations with both China and Russia remain 
troubled. Unlike the situation in Europe, the end of the 
Cold War has not brought about an equally dramatic 
improvement in the regional security environment of 
East Asia. In addition, whereas China and Russia have 
largely resolved their border disputes, their bilateral 
relations with Japan are each plagued by serious 
territorial conflicts. Nevertheless, Beijing and Moscow 
have both pursued their typically conflicted relations 
with Tokyo one-on-one, with no evident attempt to 
coordinate their postures regarding territorial disputes 
with Japan, or their anxieties over Japan’s growing 
security role, or other issues.
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China-Japan Relations.

 Despite the recent upswing in their relationship, 
ties between China and Japan remain problematic. The 
two countries differ over each other’s military mod-
ernization programs, access to natural resources under 
the East China Sea, and other important interests. More 
generally, the logic of great power rivalry encourages 
China to seek to weaken Japan’s position, including its 
alliance with the United States. The Japanese, for their 
part, invariably worry about China’s rising economic, 
political, and military power relative to that of Japan 
and its American ally. Both Tokyo and Beijing fear 
that Washington will move too far toward the other 
country. Russia’s weaker position in East Asia has thus 
far distanced Moscow from these power calculations, 
but the Russian factor might change as it continues to 
strengthen economically and militarily and as China, 
Japan, and other Asian nations become increasingly 
dependent on Russian energy sources.224

 Many Japanese businessmen continue to see China 
as a cornucopia of commercial opportunities. Sino-
Japanese trade has surpassed U.S.-Japan trade, making 
China Japan’s top trading partner even excluding 
goods and services exchanged via Hong Kong.225 Yet, 
since the late 1990s, Chinese ships have conducted 
exploratory research within waters claimed by Japan, 
exacerbating their bilateral dispute over exploratory 
drilling rights in undersea natural gas fields in the 
East China Sea. Japan adheres to the UN Law of the 
Sea when defining its Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) 
as extending 200 miles from its shore. China asserts 
that its EEZ begins not at its coast, but from the edge 
of its submerged continental shelf. Recent Chinese 
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drilling at the Chunxiao/Shirakaba gas fields and 
Japan’s response have highlighted the dangers of 
these conflicting claims. Although the fields lie just 
inside China’s side of the meridian separating the 
two countries’ claims, Japanese experts believe that 
exploiting the fields would siphon gas from fields that 
extend under waters claimed by Japan—a situation 
disturbingly similar to that which Saddam Hussein 
cited to justify his invasion of Kuwait in 1990. In May 
2004, Beijing authorized Chinese firms to commence 
exploratory drilling. In November 2004, the Japanese 
detected a Chinese Han-class nuclear submarine in its 
territorial waters near Taiwan.226 Following a year of 
futile protests, Tokyo decided to permit Japanese firms 
to conduct their own explorations in the disputed 
region. After Chinese warships provocatively patrolled 
the area, the Japanese Coast Guard boldly assumed 
formal control over the contested Senkaku Islands 
south of Japan.227 In November 2006 and January 2007, 
the Japanese government formally requested China 
to cease production at disputed gas fields in the East 
China Sea.228

 With the end of the Soviet military threat, the 
Japanese have become increasingly concerned about 
China’s military intentions and capabilities. Japanese 
policymakers have expressed particular concern about 
China’s surging military spending, which has increased 
by double digits for many years, a level exceeding the 
country’s average annual economic growth rate.229 The 
Japan Defense Agency’s security prospectus, titled 
Defense of Japan 2005, identified, for the first time, China’s 
military modernization as potentially threatening and 
called on Beijing to make its defense programs more 
transparent.230 
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 Since the late 1990s, the Chinese government has 
accelerated efforts to modernize and upgrade the 
PLA. China’s lack of transparency regarding defense 
expenditures complicates intelligence estimates, but 
most foreign analysts calculate that, since the official 
Chinese budget figure of $36 billion excludes spending 
on military research and development, nuclear 
weapons, and major foreign weapons imports, actual 
PRC defense outlays total upwards of $60-90 billion 
annually.231 The latest Chinese defense white paper 
outlines plans for an ambitious long-term effort to 
modernize all the branches of the PLA, from the army, 
navy, and air force to the Second Artillery Forces, 
which manage the country’s strategic missile assets.232 

On March 4, 2007, the Chinese government announced 
one of its largest military spending increases in years, 
a 17.8 percent rise in its declared defense budget.233

 Besides allowing the PRC to improve its traditionally 
weak indigenous defense industry, rapid economic 
growth has enabled China to become the world’s 
largest arms importer. As discussed above, Russia 
has been an especially eager seller. China’s recently 
acquired Russian weapons systems include advanced 
military aircraft (for example, Su-27s and Su-30), naval 
systems such as Sovremenny-class missile destroyers 
equipped with SS-N-22 Sunburn antiship missiles, 
and improved Kilo-class diesel attack submarines that 
would enhance the effectiveness of a Chinese military 
campaign against Taiwan. China is also devoting 
more resources to creating a domestic manufacturing 
process for advanced weapons systems. In late 2006, the 
PLA began deploying its first indigenously produced 
advanced jet fighter, the J-10, at bases across from 
Taiwan. China’s space program has generated new 
surveillance, communication, and navigation satellites 
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capable of supporting military operations against 
Taiwan and other contingencies external to the Chinese 
mainland.234 As last year’s events demonstrate, China 
has also developed ASAT capabilities. Overall, China’s 
massive defense spending may be shifting the balance 
of power against Taiwan, making a coercive solution 
increasingly attractive to Beijing.235

 Chinese-Japanese relations improved after Shinzo 
Abe became Japan’s prime minister on September 
26, 2006. His October 9, 2006, visit to Beijing ended 
an 18-month freeze on bilateral summits between the 
heads of the two governments. Before then, the Chinese 
government had frozen high-level summits with 
Japanese leaders outside the context of multilateral 
gatherings in order to protest the annual visits of 
Abe’s predecessor, Junichiro Koizumi, to the Yasukuni 
Shrine. On November 19, China and Japan resumed 
their working-level defense dialogue, which had 
been in abeyance since March 2005. Chinese Premier 
Wen Jiabao’s April 11-13, 2006, visit to Japan further 
advanced the modest détente that has marked Sino-
Japanese relations. The two governments subsequently 
resumed military exchanges.236

 Yet, the Chinese government’s March 2007 
announcement that it plans to increase its official 
defense budget, which foreign experts generally agree 
vastly understates the actual level of expenditures, to 
record levels has further deepened Japanese unease 
about Beijing’s military buildup. At the time of 
Wen’s visit, Japanese Defense Minster Fumio Kyuma 
acknowledged that China’s expanding naval and air 
force capabilities also represented an issue of concern. 
Despite Beijing’s protests, Abe continues to discourage 
European governments from ending their prohibition 
on arms sales to China. 
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 At the April summit, the two countries agreed to 
create a hot line between their defense establishments. 
They also advanced plans to expand military 
exchanges, including reciprocal naval ship visits.237 
The communications link might help prevent the 
inadvertent escalation of future military incidents, such 
as would occur if the Japanese detect another Chinese 
submarine in their territorial waters. Neither the hot 
line nor the exchanges, however, will directly address 
the more general apprehension in Japan regarding 
China’s long-term military plans and intentions.238

Russia-Japan Relations.

 Relations between Russia and Japan remain equally 
problematic. Despite the end of the Cold War, the two 
countries have been unable to resolve their territorial 
dispute over what the Russians call the Southern Kurils 
and the Japanese label their Northern Territories. These 
islands—Kunashir (known in Japanese as Kunashiri), 
Iturup (Etorofu), Shikotan, and Habomai—have 
remained under Moscow’s control since the Soviet 
military occupied them at the end of World War II. The 
Soviet government expelled the original inhabitants  
and established military bases and other settlements 
in their place. Japan has claimed that the San Francisco 
Treaty of 1951, under which it ceded over 50 Kuril islands 
to the Soviet Union, did not include the four islands 
comprising the Northern Territories.239 A 1956 Joint 
Declaration restored diplomatic ties between Russia 
and Japan, but the dispute has prevented their signing 
a formal peace treaty. Various proposals to divide 
control of the islands or establish a creative shared-
sovereignty arrangement have never gained decisive 
support in both governments simultaneously.240
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 In 1993, when Boris Yeltsin visited Japan, expecta-
tions were high that bilateral relations would im- 
prove, as they had done with Russia’s western neigh- 
bors. The two governments signed the Tokyo Declara-
tion which called for closer Russia-Japan cooperation. 
Although a dispute soon arose regarding the disposal 
of Russian nuclear waste in the Sea of Japan, in 1995 the 
two countries initiated cooperation in building suitable 
nuclear waste processing facilities, including a nuclear 
waste ship financed by Russia, Japan, and the United 
States.241 The Japanese government subsequently 
provided Russia with financial and other assistance for 
disposal of antiquated nuclear-powered submarines 
which contained spent radioactive fuel and other 
radioactive waste.242

 For various reasons, this limited security coop-
eration failed to expand into a more comprehensive 
rapprochement between the two countries. In addition 
to the sovereignty dispute, the two sides have criticized 
each other’s defense cooperation with third parties. 
The Japanese have complained that Russia’s vast 
military sales to China were enhancing the ability of the 
Chinese military to project power against Taiwan and 
potentially Japan. For their part, the Russian officials 
have repeatedly objected to the growing U.S.-Japanese 
cooperation on constructing ballistic missile defenses. 
 The sovereignty dispute has also engendered 
recurring mutual recriminations about alleged 
territorial violations. Russian ships regularly detain 
Japanese sailors who attempt to fish in the waters 
surrounding the disputed islands, charging them with 
violating Russia’s maritime boundaries. In August 
2007, a Russian coast guard ship killed a crew member 
of a Japanese fishing boat with a warning shot aimed 
at the vessel.243 In turn, the Japanese government has 
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alleged that Russian military aircraft have periodically 
violated Japan’s air space. The most recent incident 
occurred in early February, when a Russian Tupolev 
Tu-95 bomber, ignoring the warnings of the Japanese 
fighter aircraft sent to intercept it, overflew the 
uninhabited island of Sofugan in the Izu island chain 
south of Tokyo during a February 2008 Pacific Ocean 
exercise.244 Japanese authorities have also recently 
accused Russian diplomats of spying on members of the 
Japanese cabinet.245 Although Russian representatives 
denied both accusations, Japanese nationalists used the 
espionage incident as a convenient excuse to resume 
denouncing Moscow for allegedly pursuing hostile 
policies towards Japan.246

 Economic relations between Russia and Japan have 
largely stagnated, despite the exploding commerce 
elsewhere in the Asia Pacific region and despite a 
seemingly natural partnership emerging between 
the Russians, who desire Japanese financial and 
other assistance in developing eastern Russia, and 
the Japanese, who seek to purchase Russian energy 
exports. Preoccupation with the territorial dispute 
overshadowed Putin’s September 2000 visit to Japan, 
notwithstanding hopes that the two governments 
could somehow set aside the issue while concentrating 
on strengthening economic ties. In 2003, Koizumi 
and Putin signed a number of documents aimed at 
improving bilateral commercial relations.247 Yet, the 
chaotic economic conditions in Russia under Yeltsin 
and the predatory state capitalist policies pursued by 
the Putin administration have done little to encourage 
Japanese investment in Russia, particularly when enti-
cing opportunities already exist in China, the United 
States, and other regions. In addition, the Russians have 
hesitated about antagonizing Beijing by committing to 
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supply Japan with the energy supplies also coveted 
by Chinese energy importers. Chinese policymakers 
have done nothing to encourage an enduring Russian-
Japanese reconciliation, while preoccupied American 
leaders have seemingly neglected the issue.

TAIWAN

 Russia has taken care to ensure that its relations with 
Taiwan remain correct but profitable. During the Cold 
War, Taiwan refused to establish any official contact 
with communist countries. Even after the emergence 
of the Sino-Soviet split, Taiwanese authorities 
still prohibited direct trade with the USSR, whose 
government continued to adhere to a “One China 
Policy.” It was only during the 1980s that commerce 
began to develop between the two countries.248 
 After the end of the Cold War, Taipei sought to 
develop better relations with Russia’s newly emergent 
noncommunist government. In October 1990, Moscow 
Mayor Gavriil Kharitonovich Popov visited Taiwan, 
the first Russian official to visit Taiwan since World 
War II.249 In 1992, the two countries established a  
Taipei-Moscow Coordination Commission on Eco-
nomic and Cultural Cooperation. The commission 
is a de facto equivalent to the Taipei Representative 
Offices in other countries that formally recognize 
Beijing as the legitimate authority over the whole of 
China. The Russian government established a similar 
office in Taipei in 1996. By 1994, trade between them 
had reached $1 billion, which was 7.7 times higher than 
that of 1986.250 In 2002, the Taipei-Russia Association 
was established in Taipei as a nonprofit organization to 
facilitate cooperation between the two governments. 
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