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Vladimir Putin announced the Russian government’s 
desire for a greater Eurasian partnership at the St. 
Petersburg Economic Forum in June 2016. In the 
opening speech, Putin proposed “considering the 
prospects for more extensive Eurasian partnership 
involving the Eurasian Economic Union,” in which 
countries such as China, Pakistan, Iran, and India would 
also be included.1 Since then, Putin has consistently 
promoted the project in his addresses to the Federal 
Assembly, in meetings with foreign leaders, at 
subsequent St. Petersburg Economic Forums, and at 
the Eastern Economic Forums held in Vladivostok. 

Russia’s geo-economic projects are always linked to 
its status in international politics, and the search for 
a Greater Eurasia demonstrates that for the Kremlin, 
foreign economic strategy and international identity 
are inherently linked. While Russian leadership is well 
aware of the shifts in the global economy, it is also 
entrapped by its great power nationalism in designing 
and implementing its strategy. With its grand name, 
the Greater Eurasian Partnership is no exception; the 
Kremlin acknowledges the strategic importance of Asia 
but does not have the economic and political means to 
achieve its goals. 
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President Atambayev (Kyrgyzstan), President Nazarbayev (Kazakhstan), President Putin (Russia), President Lukashenko (Belarus), 
and President Sargsyan (Armenia) after a meeting of the Eurasian Economic Union in Moscow in 2014. Photograph: Reuters
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Origins and Promises of Greater 
Eurasian Partnership
Russia initially aimed to integrate into Europe as 
the leader of the post-Soviet space. In Moscow’s 
conceptualization, “Greater Europe” stretched from 
Lisbon to Vladivostok.2 Over time, Russia and the 
West have developed a mutual dissatisfaction, which 
culminated in Russia’s annexation of Crimea, the 
destabilization of Eastern Ukraine, and the Western 
sanctions on Russia that followed. At the same 
time, Moscow had started to pivot to the east in the 
aftermath of the global financial crisis of 2008–09 with 
the primary goal of attracting investments to Siberia 
and the Russian Far East and strengthening its opening 
to China and the Asia-Pacific. 

The idea for the Greater Eurasian Partnership emerged 
at a time when the Kremlin realized there was no 
way to avoid isolation from the West. Having lost 
Ukraine for the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) in 
2014 for good, Russia had to re-orient its integration 
goals in the post-Soviet space. The Greater Eurasian 
Partnership has two broad economic goals. First, it 
aims to connect Russia and the EAEU to China’s Belt 
and Road Initiative (BRI). Its second, lesser goal is to 
move beyond China and connect the EAEU with Iran, 
India, and Southeast Asia. In other words, it is Russia’s 
strategy to keep China in check.

Russia’s crisis with the West corresponded to a period 
in which China started to make inroads to Central 
Asia with the Silk Road Economic Belt initiative that 
Xi Jinping announced in Kazakhstan in 2013. A Valdai 
report published in 2015 cheered the birth of the 
“Central Eurasian Movement” and argued that “the 
main driving forces behind the transformation of 
Central Eurasia into a zone of joint development will 
be Eurasian economic integration, led by Kazakhstan 

and Russia, as well as by Belarus and the Silk Road 
Economic Belt project.”3 The report put emphasis on 
the modernizing role of Eurasian integration for the 
Russian economy. The authors, all respected members 
of the Russian academic community, expected 
the EAEU to create conditions for sustainable 
development and to improve the living standards 
of its member states.4 Amid Western sanctions, 
connectivity with global markets and modernization 
continue to be two challenges for the Russian 
economy. That makes the Belt and Road Initiative 
and the Silk Road Fund, to facilitate infrastructure 
investments and finance them, attractive to Russia. 

Yaroslav Lissovolik, former chief economist of the 
Eurasian Development Bank, has argued that the 
BRI and the EAEU together address the problem of 
connectivity for the landlocked economies of Central 
Asia.5 For instance, the EAEU “performs a crucial 
role of improving the access of its members—4 
out of 5 of which are landlocked—to international 
markets.”6 Lissovolik goes on to argue that the two 
projects “complement and reinforce” each other and 
“it is only through regional economic integration that 
the landlocked countries of Eurasia can transform a 
structural weakness (geography) into an advantage.” 
Accordingly, it is through the EAEU that investments 
and trade can increase in Central Asia, as the region 
will enhance its competitive capacity in global 
markets. This argument echoes the above-mentioned 
report of the Valdai Club, which presented Russian-
Chinese cooperation as an opportunity to “turn 
Central Eurasia into a zone of joint development no 
less intensive than the one that exists today among 
the EU member-states.”7 Putin also asserted that 
the Eurasian Economic Union and the Belt and Road 
Initiative “are efficiently complementing each other. 
Harmonization of these projects can lay the foundation 
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for establishing a Greater Eurasian Partnership—an 
economic cooperation space that is as free as possible 
from all barriers.”8

Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping first agreed to connect 
the Eurasian Economic Union and the Belt and Road 
Initiative during Xi’s visit to Moscow in May 2015 to 
attend the 70th anniversary of the end of World War 
II. Negotiations between China and the members 
of the EAEU took a year, from October 2016 until 
October 2017.9 In May 2018, in Astana, China and the 
EAEU signed the Trade and Economic Cooperation 
Agreement, which covers areas including customs 
cooperation and trade facilitation, non-tariff barriers, 
and intellectual property rights. Little is known, 
however, about the concrete steps that China and the 
five members of the organization will take to link it 
with the Belt and Road Initiative.   

Despite the well-entrenched Russian-Chinese 
strategic partnership, Moscow is keen to keep an 
eye on China’s growing might in Eurasia. Therefore, it 
aims to align its interests with those of China “within 
collective continent-wide institutions,” in Dmitri Trenin’s 
words, which will allow Russia to constrain Chinese 
influence.10 That is the primary reason why Russian 
officials include the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), and 
even Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) within 
the concept of Greater Eurasia. They emphasize that 
this new partnership model is open to every state or 
organization, including the European Union, without 
elaborating on what openness actually entails. 

Russia has been able to broker limited, but important, 
agreements between the Eurasian Economic Union 
and several countries in Asia. The most important 
of them is the trade agreements recently signed 
with Vietnam and Iran. The EAEU concluded its 

first free trade agreement with Vietnam in May 
2015, before Putin announced the Greater Eurasian 
Partnership. The agreement liberalizes 88 percent 
of trade between the EAEU and Vietnam. However, 
the volume of trade between EAEU members and 
Vietnam accounts for less than 1 percent of the 
EAEU’s total trade, and Russia dominates that trade, 
which makes the agreement only symbolically 
important.11 In May 2018, the EAEU signed a 
preferential trade agreement with Iran, which is 
limited in scope, unlike the agreement with Vietnam. 
Negotiations are underway with Israel, Egypt, India, 
and Singapore on similar agreements. Most recently, 
in November 2018, the EAEU and ASEAN signed a 
memorandum on the establishment of a dialogue 
platform between the two organizations.12

Greater Eurasia and Russia’s 
International Identity
Russia’s self-perception as a great power has 
prepared the context that makes its pivot to China 
possible.13 For Russia’s ruling elite, Greater Eurasia 
is more significant than a project of increased 
connectivity, trade, and investment. It is impossible 
to fully understand Russia’s purposes for creating a 
Greater Eurasia without considering Russia’s vision 
of its international identity. Similar to the EAEU, this 
new project strengthens Russia’s self-conception 
as a great power. As political scientist David Lewis 
argued, just like “Greater Europe” and the “Russian 
World,” Greater Eurasia is a “geopolitical imaginary” 
that enables Russian policy makers to articulate an 
international identity for Russia.14 This new idea, 
however, is an extension of Russia’s vision for a 
multipolar global order, which has been constant 
since the mid-1990s. 
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Russia’s ruling elite fully understand that the shifting 
center of power in the global economy requires 
a response. However, Russia’s Greater Eurasian 
Partnership is an economic project undertaken mainly 
in pursuit of Russia’s great power aspirations.15 
Russian officials and academics have presented 
Greater Eurasia as a zone of peace, cooperation, and 
development across the Eurasian continent. In this 
self-conception, Russia is a promoter of openness, 
integration, and connectivity. In addition, Greater 
Eurasia offers Moscow a new lens with which to read 
global political developments. The Kremlin and foreign 
policy experts close to the Kremlin are in constant 
search for a way of redefining Russia’s role and 
purpose in global politics.

In May 2017 at the Belt and Road International Forum 
in Beijing, Putin argued that “the greater Eurasia is 
not an abstract geopolitical arrangement but, without 

exaggeration, a truly civilization-wide project looking 
toward the future.”16 According to Sergei Karaganov, 
an influential Russian academic with close ties to the 
Kremlin, the new “Greater Eurasia is a movement 
toward a new geostrategic community—i.e., a pan-
Eurasian space of development, cooperation, peace, 
and security.”17 A recent Valdai report argued that “the 
turn to the east is a project designed to assist Russia 
in building its own political and civilizational identity 
that would be in step with the new world.”18 Russia, 
therefore, is “going back home” to its true civilizational 
roots in Asia, which is the only way for it to become 
“a center of the future Eurasian concert of powers” 
as opposed to “being an observer in someone else’s 
space.”19 In Lavrov’s words, in the long run, the Greater 
Eurasian Partnership “could become the foundation 
for a reformed architecture of the continent’s security, 
corresponding to the realities of the 21st century.”20 

Chinese President Xi Jinping holds talks with Russian President Vladimir Putin in Vladivostok, Russia, Sept. 11, 2018. 
(Xinhua/Xie Huanchi)
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Prospects of Greater Eurasian 
Partnership
Russia may be the architect of the Greater Eurasian 
Partnership, but China will decide its fate. So far, 
Beijing has chosen to accommodate Moscow’s great 
power ambitions. For example, Russia and China have 
avoided clashing over Central Asia, a region within the 
traditional Russian sphere of influence.21 Some even 
think that the strategic partnership between Russia and 
China is already transforming into a “soft alliance.”22 

For Beijing, closer cooperation with Moscow works 
as insurance for strategic stability in Eurasia. More 
importantly, as noted by a Chinese scholar, “Greater 
Eurasia is an important area for the construction of 
the Silk Road Economic Belt.”23 China needs Russia to 
access the European markets, as unimpeded trade and 
infrastructure connectivity are two goals that Xi Jinping 
wants to have in Eurasia.24 Three of the four economic 
corridors that are part of the Silk Road Economic 
Belt go through the EAEU: the New Eurasian Land 
Bridge that goes through Kazakhstan and Russia, the 
China-Mongolia-Russia corridor, and the China-Central 
Asia-West Asia corridor. The most efficient among 
these three is the first; it takes a train 14 days to reach 
Europe from China through Kazakhstan and Russia.25 
The Eurasian Development Bank estimates that 
railway container traffic between China and Europe 
will have almost doubled from 2017 to 2020.26 The 
EAEU’s unified customs mechanism is therefore highly 
significant for China. On the other hand, improvements 
in railway transportation in Eurasia are unlikely to 
challenge the primacy of maritime and air trade, which 
account for more than 90 percent of the volume of 
trade between China and the EU. 

Russia is vital as an energy supplier for China’s ever-
increasing demand. For example, the Yamal LNG 

plant will deliver an increasing amount of Russian 
natural gas to the Chinese market through the 
Northern Sea Route in the decade to come. China 
currently controls a 29.9 percent stake in the Yamal 
LNG project, with the Chinese National Petroleum 
Corporation and the Silk Road Fund owning 20 percent 
and 9.9 percent of the shares, respectively.27 Chinese 
participation in Russian energy projects is crucial at 
a time when Russia’s leading role in gas production 
is challenged and Russian energy firms are under 
Western sanctions. China’s growing presence in 
the Yamal LNG project has strengthened Moscow’s 
rationale for its acceptance of China’s Polar Silk Road.28 
China’s Silk Road Fund, which invests in Belt and Road 
projects, bought a 10 percent stake in Russia’s largest 
petrochemicals company, SIBUR, in 2016. China’s 
Sinopec also holds a 10 percent stake in SIBUR. 

Beyond these two projects, Russia has not benefited 
from the BRI as much as it had hoped. For example, 
construction of the much-awaited Moscow-Kazan 
high-speed railway has not started. Due to Russia’s 
financial problems, there has been slow progress in 
the construction of the Amur railway bridge that will 
connect Nizhneleninskoye in Russia with Tongjiang 
in China.

While China was not an important economic actor 
in Central Asia at the turn of the millennium, it has 
recently become a top trading partner. In 2017, China’s 
trade with Central Asia reached $30 billion, while 
Russia’s trade with the region stood at $18 billion. 
Moscow can do little to balance Chinese growing 
economic influence in Central Asia. Both countries 
need each other in their joint effort to adjust the 
rules of the Western-led international order to their 
advantage.29 But Beijing does not need Moscow’s 
intermediary role in order to intensify its trade and 
investment with post-Soviet states. Long-term political 
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and economic prospects for Russia in Central Asia 
are not good, as the BRI and China’s economic power 
could push Russia out of the economic competition 
in that region. However, as Russian scholar Artyom 
Lukin pointed out, amid increasing Chinese economic 
influence in the region, Central Asian leaders might 
eventually need Russia to balance China’s regional 
aspirations.30 

The interests of other members of the Eurasian 
Economic Union will also matter for the future 
of the Greater Eurasian Partnership. Despite the 
growing formalization and institutionalization within 
the organization, the integration mechanism has 
so far offered little economic benefit to Russia and 
members states.31 According to Rilka Dragneva, 
members of the organization have acquiesced to 
Russia’s unilateral actions in return for cheap energy 
or enhanced security.32 However, Russia has failed 
to convince EAEU members Kazakhstan and Belarus 
to join in with its economic sanctions against the EU, 
Ukraine, and Turkey. It is also unclear, for example, 
whether Kazakhstan will want to use the EAEU to 
pursue increased connectivity, or will it instead prefer 
to forge bilateral engagements with China, India, 
and others. Kazakhstan’s cooperation with China on 
railway transport predates Xi Jinping’s announcement 
of the Silk Road Economic Belt in Astana in 2013, and 
Kazakhstan already developed its own connectivity 
project, Nurly Zhol (Bright Path), in November 2014.33 

The Rocky Road Ahead
Russia no longer fears isolation from the West, at least 
for the moment, thanks to China’s support. However, 
it is unclear how much longer Russia will tolerate 
China’s rising capabilities and influence in its own 
perceived sphere of influence. In addition, the Kremlin 
will most likely not be happy with only a symbolic 
accommodation of its Greater Eurasia Partnership, 
and instead ask for a more substantial role in China’s 
connectivity projects. As Marcin Kaczmarski has 
argued, the different logic of the two makes it unlikely; 
while the EAEU is an economic integration mechanism 
that aims to protect Russian-led Eurasia from outside 
competition, the Belt and Road Initiative is designed 
to benefit from economic globalization through 
connectivity.34 In the age of global connectivity, other 
members of the EAEU will find little economic benefit 
from a Russia that is in search of import substitution.  

Russia will continue to face the daunting challenge of 
keeping Eurasian integration on the Kremlin’s terms 
relevant. The Greater Eurasian Partnership might 
serve Moscow’s great power aspirations on symbolic 
terms, but the chances that it will successfully produce 
substantial economic benefits are rather dim.  

The opinions expressed in this article are those solely of the authors.
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