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Executive Summary 
This report focuses on Russia–Pakistan 
relations and the emerging Russia–China–
Pakistan axis to distinguish and examine how 
these evolving alignments both reflect South 
Asia’s fault lines and generate wider global 
spillover effects. 
 
Key highlights of this report are as follows. 
First, Russia’s engagement with Pakistan and 
the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), 
a pilot part of China’s Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI) is deliberately cautious taking the form of 
a low-risk, high-reward strategy that widens 
Moscow’s options. Since 2014, marked by the 
annexation of Crimea and Moscow’s 
subsequent isolation from the West, Russia–
Pakistan relations have evolved from mutual 
neglect to a modest but durable partnership 
centred on energy, connectivity and security 
cooperation. Key milestones in these bilateral 
dynamics include the lifting of Russia’s arms 
embargo and a defence cooperation 
agreement, the 2015 North–South Gas 
Pipeline, later rebranded as Pakistan Stream, 
regular Druzhba joint military exercises, 
deepening energy talks, and the first 
shipments of discounted Russian crude to 
Pakistan in 2023. 
 
Islamabad authorised Russian use of Gwadar 
port recognised as the “epicentre” of the CPEC 
in 2016. Moreover, both sides signal interest in 
north–south rail and cargo routes, including an 
Uzbekistan–Pakistan–Russia connection and 
prospective corridors from Gwadar or Karachi, 
both strategically situated port cities, to 
Moscow via Central Asia and Afghanistan. 
Nevertheless, Moscow continues to deny any 
formal CPEC accession talks and keeps its 
engagements formally outside the project’s 
umbrella, reflecting a desire to benefit from 
the CPEC-related infrastructure while limiting 
the political and security costs this might 
entail, primarily for its relations with India, its 
key partner in South Asia. Pakistan, in turn, still 
treats Russia as one of several external 
powers present on its own territory rather than 
a dominant patron.  
 
Second, Pakistan’s “neutral” standing towards 
Russia’s war in Ukraine exemplify 
non-alignment under severe structural 
constraints, combining neutrality, 
non-participation in sanctions and deepening 
economic ties with Moscow. This particular 
form of non-alignment is now framed as 
“non-alignment 2.0”, and understood as a 

largely non-ideological standing by the 
majority of the Global South aimed at strategic 
autonomy that neither seeks to dismantle the 
liberal order nor to join an alternative, but 
instead to maximise own manoeuvrability 
between major powers.1 Islamabad’s narrative 
on the war stresses sovereignty, territorial 
integrity and dialogue, and paradoxically does 
not prevent the state from simultaneously 
pursuing discounted Russian oil and wheat, 
advancing the Pakistan Stream project and 
establishing barter and local-currency 
arrangements with Moscow. Pakistan’s 
neutrality is less about endorsing Moscow 
than about survival and crisis management. It 
is a way of preserving access to Russian 
energy and limited investment while avoiding 
entanglement in “camp politics”.  
 
Third, the Russia–China–Pakistan axis is still 
weak but emerging. To varying degrees, it is 
rooted in the CPEC, shared concerns about 
Afghanistan and converging frustrations with 
US policy. The axis’ ability to reshape South 
Asia’s security landscape is constrained by 
Pakistan’s internal security problems, rising 
anti-CPEC sentiment in Baluchistan, 
structural asymmetries in the “no-limits” 
Sino-Russian partnership and Moscow’s 
diminished capacity as a foreign investor after 
2022. However, if consolidated, the axis 
affects regional dynamics in South Asia in 
numerous mostly destabilising ways, including 
increased rivalries between India and both 
China and Pakistan, risk of regional bloc 
formation, for instance Russia–China–
Pakistan versus India–US–Western partners, 
erosion of US influence and the prospect of 
heightened arms racing.  
 
These dynamics matter globally for the 
following reasons. They shape the 
reorientation of Russian energy and 
commodity flows from Europe towards Asian 
and Global South markets. Discounted Russian 
oil and wheat that Pakistan and other Global 
South states buy provide Moscow with 
alternative outlets and revenue streams. 
Further, the axis ties Russia more closely into 
China-centred connectivity schemes such as 
the CPEC and the BRI. Finally, the spread of 
non-alignment in South Asia and beyond in 
the Global South underscores a broader shift 
towards a more fragmented, multipolar order 
in which many states prefer flexible hedging 
and issue-based coalitions over durable 
alliances. 
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For Europe and small NATO states, including 
Estonia, these implications are relevant. 
Russia’s cautious but persistent engagement 
with Pakistan and the CPEC, combined with 
increasingly common non-alignment posture 
in the Global South, complicates Western 
efforts to limit the economic and strategic 
dividends Moscow can derive from its 
eastward reorientation and deepening 
partnership with China. The normalisation of 
Russian presence in conflict-prone regions 
and contested connectivity projects, for 
instance in Pakistan, as well as the willingness 
of key Global South actors to balance 
principled references to sovereignty with 
expanded trade with Russia, raise questions 
about how much political and economic cost 
Moscow will ultimately pay for its aggression. 
For frontline states such as Estonia, whose 
security is directly affected by Russia’s 
behaviour in Europe, understanding the 
Russia–China–Pakistan axis, China-
orchestrated connectivity projects and the 
Global South’s non-alignment is therefore part 
of a broader effort to assess Russia’s 
long-term resilience, vulnerabilities and room 
for manoeuvre across theatres. Also alarming 
for Tallinn, and other frontline states, is that 
Pakistan can become another emerging 
theatre where Russia and China further 
consolidate their relationship, already viewed 
as a serve security concern.  

1. Historical Background: Russia, 
Pakistan and China in South Asia 
South Asia’s security landscape has long been 
shaped by the triangular interactions between 
India, Pakistan and China, overlaid by the 
involvement of external great powers. During 
the Cold War, the Soviet Union (and later 
Russia) was closely aligned with India, while 
Pakistan depended heavily on the US and 
China. Today, this pattern has partly flipped as 
Russia has deepened its partnership with 
China and cautiously engaged with Pakistan, 
while India has moved closer to the US and the 
EU, but remains heavily reliant on Russian 
arms and resources. Understanding how these 
shifts emerged is crucial for analysing today’s 
Russia–Pakistan relationship and the 
emerging Russia–China–Pakistan axis. 

1.1 From partition through the Cold 
War  
Pakistan’s foreign and security policy was 
shaped early on by its rivalry with India and its 

turbulent relations with Afghanistan. From 
independence in 1947, Islamabad sought 
external patrons “from whom it could buy 
arms” to compensate for its structural 
vulnerabilities and unfortunate geopolitics2. In 
the 1950s and 1960s, this led to close ties with 
the US, including membership in the 
Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) 
and the Central Treaty Organization (CENTO), 
as well as substantial military and economic 
assistance. 
 
At the same time, the Soviet Union gradually 
emerged as India’s principal great power 
partner. The 1971 Indo-Soviet Treaty of Peace, 
Friendship and Cooperation formalised a 
relationship that combined arms transfers, 
diplomatic support and economic cooperation. 
Soviet backing was crucial for India during the 
1971 war that led to the creation of Bangladesh 
(former East Pakistan). Further, in subsequent 
decades Moscow became New Delhi’s 
dominant arms supplier.3 
 
The Sino–Pakistani relationship deepened in 
parallel. After the 1962 Sino–Indian war and 
the 1965 India–Pakistan conflict, Beijing and 
Islamabad converged around a shared 
perception of India as a strategic rival. Over 
time, this evolved into what both sides 
describe as an “all-weather friendship”, 
encompassing defence, nuclear and missile 
cooperation as well as economic projects. This 
relationship later provided the foundation for 
the CPEC launched in 2013. 
 
In consequence of the Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan in 1979, Pakistan became a 
frontline state for US and Saudi support to the 
Afghan mujahideen, while Soviet forces 
fought a protracted and ultimately 
unsuccessful campaign next door. The war 
intensified mistrust between Moscow and 
Islamabad and reinforced Pakistan’s 
dependence on external patrons, while making 
Afghanistan a long-term source of regional 
instability. 

1.2 Post-Cold War drift and the 
consolidation of the China–Pakistan 
partnership 
The collapse of the Soviet Union did not 
immediately transform the above dynamics. 
Russia inherited most of the Soviet Union’s 
military-industrial ties with India, but lacked 
the capacity and focus to pursue ambitious 
policies in South Asia during the 1990s. India–
Russia defence and diplomatic links remained 



6 

 

strong as Moscow continued its arms supplies 
and its support for India on issues such as 
Kashmir. However, Russia’s broader regional 
role diminished.4 
 
Pakistan, meanwhile, went through cycles of 
intense engagement and sharp downturns 
with the US, most notably during the 
anti-Soviet jihad in Afghanistan, the sanctions 
of the 1990s linked to its nuclear programme, 
and the renewed partnership after 9/11 during 
the “Global War on Terror.” Throughout, China 
remained Pakistan’s most consistent strategic 
partner. Beijing provided arms, nuclear 
assistance and diplomatic backing, and 
became increasingly central to Pakistan’s 
infrastructure and energy development. 
 
By the early 2010s, China’s BRI provided a new 
anchor for this partnership. Announced in 
2013, the CPEC, as its pilot part, envisioned 
large-scale infrastructure, energy and 
connectivity projects linking western China to 
Pakistan’s Arabian Sea coast. The CPEC is at 
once a development initiative and a major 
geopolitical project that cuts across Pakistan’s 
internal fault lines and South Asia’s regional 
rivalries5. It promises new roads, ports, power 
plants and industrial zones, but also heightens 
India’s concerns by traversing disputed 
territory in Pakistan-administered Kashmir, 
and raises questions about debt, sovereignty 
and the distribution of costs and benefits 
within Pakistan. 
 
Simultaneously, as the BRI and the CPEC 
developed, Russia’s turn to the East 
strengthened. This reorientation of Moscow’s 
foreign policy was signalled by the “Pivot to 
Asia”, first domestically announced around 
2010 and articulated more clearly at the 2012 
Asia-Pacific Economic Co-operation (APEC) 
summit in Vladivostok, and then accelerated 
by the deterioration of its relations with the 
West as a consequence of the annexation of 
Crimea in 2014. Under these circumstances, 
the Pivot to Asia, targeted primarily to catch 
“Chinese wind in the sails of the Russian 
economy"6, has begun to coincide with a shift 
in Russia’s relations with Pakistan. Other 
drivers for this shift include convergence 
between Moscow and Islamabad in 
strengthening their relations with China and 
the deterioration of their bilateral dynamics 
with the US, as well as shared concerns about 
terrorism and Afghanistan’s instability.7 

2. The Current State of Russia–
Pakistan Relations 
Russia–Pakistan relations have moved in the 
last decade from near-irrelevance to a 
cautious, pragmatic partnership centred on 
energy, connectivity and limited defence 
cooperation (Figure 1). The relationship 
remains modest compared with Russia’s ties 
to India or China, and Pakistani elites still do 
not see Moscow as a major external actor. 
However, since 2014 the two states have put 
in place a set of diplomatic, security and 
economic arrangements that provide Russia 
with new access to South Asia and the Arabian 
Sea and give Pakistan another option in an 
increasingly crowded foreign-policy 
landscape. 
 

Year Milestone 
2014 Defence cooperation agreement: 

Russia lifted its arms embargo on 
Pakistan and agreed to sell it military 
hardware, including Mi-35 attack 
helicopters. 

2015 Intergovernmental agreement (IGA) 
signed for the North–South Gas 
Pipeline (later “Pakistan Stream”). 

2016 First Druzhba joint exercise held 
(Sept–Oct, Cherat, KP); Moscow also 
denied reports of talks to join the 
CPEC while Pakistan signalled 
approval for Russian use of Gwadar 
Port (policy signal, not CPEC 
accession). 

2019 Expanded energy dialogue: 
intensified discussions on energy 
cooperation and potential trade. 

2020 Enhanced economic dialogue: 
Russia reaffirmed commitment to 
Pakistan Stream; bilateral trade 
reached ~US$790 million, with 
emphasis on expanding economic 
engagement, including energy. 

2021 Amended IGA signed/renamed to 
Pakistan Stream Gas Pipeline 
(PSGP) (protocols signed 28 May 
2021). 

2022 PM Imran Khan’s visit to Moscow; 
Pakistan expressed interest in 
importing Russian crude/petroleum 
and discussed friendly-currency 
payments/logistics. 

2023 Energy cooperation deepened: 
sides set a crude-oil timeline; 
Pakistan signalled a goal of up to 
~35% of crude from Russia (Jan 
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2023) and received ~100,000 tons / 
~750,000 bbl of Urals in June 2023. 

2024 Russia proposed an LNG pipeline via 
Iran to Pakistan (with potential India 
extension); sides also discussed 
cooperation on a new steel mill in 
Karachi. 

2025 Connectivity signals 
(announced/planned): Pakistan 
flagged Uzbekistan–Pakistan–
Russia rail connectivity and a pilot 
Pakistan–Russia cargo train (Aug 
2025); officials also outlined 
corridors from Karachi/Gwadar to 
Moscow (including via Afghanistan; 
plans/announcements; not yet 
operational.) 
 

 
Figure 1. Russia-Pakistan relations – post-
2014 milestones. Author’s own elaboration. 

2.1 Diplomatic and security relations 
A key turning point came in 2014, when Russia 
lifted its long-standing arms embargo on 
Pakistan and signed a defence cooperation 
agreement. This decision opened the way for 
the sale of Mi-35 attack helicopters and 
signalled that Islamabad was no longer treated 
as a “forbidden” client in Russian export 
policy.8 For Pakistan, still heavily dependent on 
US, Chinese and increasingly Turkish 
weapons, the agreement offered a modest 
diversification of suppliers and symbolised a 
loosening of its almost exclusive reliance on 
Washington and Beijing for high-end military 
equipment. 
 
From 2016 onwards, the Russian and Pakistani 
militaries began to exercise together under the 
Druzhba (“Friendship”) series, initially focused 
on counter-terrorism and mountain warfare. 
The first exercise took place in September–
October 2016 in Cherat in Pakistan’s Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa province, and subsequent 
iterations have become a regular feature of 
the relationship, held alternately in Pakistan 
and Russia.9 These drills remain small 
compared to the scale of Russia’s exercises 
with India or China, but they carry clear 
signalling value. They normalise the presence 
of Russian troops on Pakistani soil and 
underscore that Moscow is willing to 
cooperate with both sides of the India–
Pakistan rivalry. 
 
Diplomatically, Russia and Pakistan now 
consult more frequently in multilateral 

settings, above all the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization (SCO) and ad-hoc formats on 
Afghanistan. Trilateral meetings among 
Russia, China and Pakistan on Afghan 
security, and Russia’s “Moscow format” talks 
with regional states, have provided regular 
opportunities for contact between Russian 
and Pakistani officials. Shared concerns about 
terrorism, drug trafficking and cross-border 
militancy have been the main constant drivers, 
even if concrete outcomes remain limited.10 
 
Importantly, the deep asymmetry between 
Russia’s long-standing partnership with India 
and its newer ties to Pakistan has not 
disappeared. India remains by far Russia’s 
largest defence client, and New Delhi’s 
expectations still place implicit limits on how 
far Moscow can go with Islamabad.11 Russian 
officials have therefore framed cooperation 
with Pakistan as complementary to, rather 
than a substitute for, their relationship with 
India. 

2.2 Energy and economic ties 
If defence cooperation has symbolic value, 
energy is the core of the contemporary 
Russia-Pakistan relationship. Since 2015, the 
two sides have tried to build a framework for 
long-term energy cooperation that also 
reflects Russia’s sanctions-driven 
reorientation towards Asian markets.12 Their 
flagship energy project is the North–South Gas 
Pipeline, later rebranded as the Pakistan 
Stream Gas Pipeline (PSGP). It was initiated by 
an inter-governmental agreement (IGA) for a 
1,100-kilometre pipeline linking liquefied 
natural gas (LNG) terminals in Karachi with 
power plants and industrial consumers in 
Punjab. The project was conceived as a Build–
Own–Operate–Transfer scheme in which 
Russian companies would construct and 
initially operate the pipeline, with Pakistani 
entities gradually assuming control.13 
Development, however, has been slow. US 
sanctions against Russian energy firms, 
financial constraints in Pakistan and repeated 
renegotiations of shareholding structures 
delayed implementation for years. In 2021, the 
two sides signed an amended IGA that altered 
the ownership ratio in Pakistan’s favour and 
confirmed the new “Pakistan Stream” 
branding, but by 2025 the project remained at 
a pre-construction stage, with detailed 
engineering and financing unresolved.14 In 
Pakistan, the pipeline is often treated as an 
illustration of both the promise and the fragility 
of Russia–Pakistan energy cooperation. 
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Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine and the 
subsequent tightening of Western sanctions 
created new incentives on both sides. Russia 
sought outlets for its crude oil and 
commodities outside Europe, while Pakistan 
faced an acute balance-of-payments and 
energy crisis. From late 2022, Islamabad and 
Moscow negotiated discounted oil supplies, 
and in June 2023 Pakistan received its first 
imports of Russian Urals crude, in two cargoes 
totalling roughly 95–100,000 tonnes (about 
700–750,000 barrels) at Karachi Port.15 
Officials floated a medium-term target of 
sourcing up to 30–35 per cent of Pakistan’s 
crude imports from Russia, though actual 
volumes have so far remained below that 
aspirational figure. 
 
Alongside crude, the two sides have discussed 
LNG deliveries and pipeline gas options, 
including a Russian proposal for an LNG 
pipeline via Iran to Pakistan with a possible 
future extension to India. Pakistan has also 
contracted Russian wheat through 
government-to-government deals. A 
December 2022 agreement for roughly 
450,000 tonnes was justified domestically as 
essential for food security at a time of high 
global prices.16 
 
To reduce exposure to secondary sanctions 
and dollar-denominated transactions, 
Pakistan has experimented with alternative 
payment mechanisms. In June 2023, the 
Ministry of Commerce introduced a 
Business-to-Business Barter Trade 
Mechanism (SRO-642) that explicitly allows 
barter and non-cash settlement with Russia 
(as well as Iran and Afghanistan) in 
commodities such as petroleum, LNG, coal and 
wheat.17 This mechanism enables Pakistani 
and Russian firms to exchange goods directly, 
bypassing some banking channels vulnerable 
to sanctions pressure. In parallel, officials in 
both capitals have explored the use of 
so-called “friendly currencies”. Discussions 
have touched on ruble, rupee and especially 
yuan-denominated transactions, though 
implementation remains patchy and often 
relies on intermediaries in third countries.18 
From Pakistan’s perspective, these 
arrangements are a way to secure cheaper 
energy under crisis conditions. From Russia’s 
perspective, the ties with Pakistan help 
re-route trade flows away from 
Western-dominated financial infrastructure. 
 

Beyond energy, bilateral trade has grown from 
a low base but remains limited. Russian 
exports consist largely of hydrocarbons, 
wheat and fertiliser, while Pakistan exports 
textiles, agricultural products and some 
manufactured goods. Total trade was reported 
at around USD 790 million in 2020 and has 
risen since, but it still pales in comparison to 
Pakistan’s exchanges with China, the Gulf 
states or the EU.19 Consequently, in Pakistan, 
Russia is one of several useful partners rather 
than a transformative economic actor. 

2.3 CPEC, Gwadar and Russia’s 
“low-risk, high-reward” approach 
The most politically sensitive dimension of 
Russia–Pakistan relations is Moscow’s stance 
on the CPEC. Russia has adopted a dual 
posture: strong rhetorical endorsement and 
selective practical engagement, coupled with 
a clear refusal to formally join the corridor.20 In 
2016, Russian Ambassador to Pakistan Alexey 
Dedov publicly described CPEC as “very 
important” for Pakistan’s development and 
regional connectivity and emphasised its role 
within China’s BRI. He also flagged Russia’s 
desire to align the corridor with the Eurasian 
Economic Union (EAEU), suggesting that the 
CPEC could be linked to Russia’s broader 
Greater Eurasian Partnership vision.21 Such 
statements positioned Russia rhetorically as a 
supporter of the CPEC and opened the door for 
discussions about connecting Russian-led 
and Chinese-led integration schemes. 
 
Russia’s concrete interest focuses on ports 
and corridors rather than the full CPEC 
umbrella. Gwadar Port, often described as the 
“epicentre” of the corridor, has featured 
prominently. In 2016, Pakistan approved 
Russian use of Gwadar for exports, a 
significant symbolic gesture that positioned 
the port as a potential node in Russia’s search 
for warm-water access.22 Moscow has since 
signalled interest in using both Gwadar and 
Karachi for trade, and officials have floated 
ideas for overland connectivity linking Russia, 
Central Asia and Pakistan. By 2025 these ideas 
had taken the form of announced but still not 
fully operational projects, including talk of an 
Uzbekistan–Pakistan–Russia rail corridor and 
a pilot Pakistan–Russia cargo train, as well as 
conceptual plans for corridors from Karachi or 
Gwadar to Moscow via Afghanistan.23 These 
signals point to Russia’s interest in being part 
of the evolving infrastructure web around the 
CPEC without tying itself to the corridor’s 
formal governance structures. 



9 

 

 
At the same time, the Russian Foreign Ministry 
explicitly denied media reports that Moscow 
was negotiating to join CPEC. In November 
2016 it issued a formal statement rejecting 
Pakistani press claims about “secret talks” 
over Russian participation and clarified that no 
such negotiations were taking place.24 Since 
then, Russian officials have continued to 
praise the CPEC in general terms while 
carefully avoiding any wording that would 
imply formal accession. This combination—
enthusiastic public endorsement and equally 
explicit denial of membership—captures 
Moscow’s attempt to benefit from 
CPEC-related connectivity without fully 
owning its geopolitical baggage. From 
Moscow’s perspective, formal engagement in 
the CPEC would deepen its dependence on 
China within the BRI, complicate its “special 
and privileged” partnership with India by 
appearing to endorse Pakistan’s position on 
Kashmir, and tie Russia more closely to 
security risks around the CPEC, particularly in 
Baluchistan, where militancy has already 
targeted Chinese interests. By staying outside 
the formal corridor while using Pakistani ports 
and exploring north–south links, Russia 
maximises flexibility. It can adjust the intensity 
of cooperation depending on its resources, 
sanctions pressure and relations with India 
and China. For Pakistan, this delivers some 
diversification of partners and modest 
economic gains, but does not transform 
CPEC’s basic character as a China-driven 
project.  
 
The current state of Russia–Pakistan relations 
is best seen as a pragmatic, energy-centred 
partnership layered onto a cautious 
CPEC-adjacent engagement. It expands 
Russia’s options in Asia-Pacific and offers 
Pakistan another external partner under 
conditions of crisis and high external pressure, 
but it remains carefully calibrated so as not to 
overturn Moscow’s wider regional balances—
especially with India and China. 

2.4 Pakistan’s stance on the war in 
Ukraine 
Russia’s war against Ukraine has not divided 
the world into neat “pro-Russia” and 
“pro-Ukraine” camps. Instead, most states in 
the Global South, including Pakistan, have 
chosen various shades of neutrality. This 
stance is framed non-alignment 2.0, an 
updated, more transactional version of Cold 
War non-alignment that provides the political 

environment in which the Russia–China–
Pakistan axis and Russia’s CPEC engagements 
operate.25  
 
Pakistan has declared neutrality vis-a-vis 
Russia’s aggression against Ukraine, 
abstained on major UN votes, and refused to 
join Western sanctions while repeatedly citing 
respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity. 
This stance involves a “sovereignty paradox”, 
as while Pakistan’s discourse strongly defends 
sovereignty in principle, Islamabad avoids 
condemning Russia’s violation in practice. 26 
 
The emblematic moment was Prime Minister 
Imran Khan’s visit to Moscow on the very day 
the invasion began. Publicly, he framed the 
trip as a bid for cheap energy and a signal that 
Pakistan would not be anyone’s “slave” or 
camp follower. Subsequent governments 
have maintained this line, stressing that 
Pakistan is “friends with Russia, China, the US 
and Europe” and will not be drawn into bloc 
politics.27  
 
Economically, Pakistan has used the war to 
diversify away from Western-dominated 
financial channels while staying inside the 
formal global economy by negotiating 
discounted Russian crude shipments, reviving 
the Pakistan Stream (North–South) gas 
pipeline, establishing a business-to-business 
barter mechanism that explicitly covers oil, 
LNG, coal and wheat, and exploring rupee, 
ruble and/or yuan arrangements to reduce 
dollar exposure. In Pakistan’s case 
non-alignment 2.0 seems a form of crisis 
management, a fragile state’s attempt to ease 
balance-of-payments pressure, avoid 
alienating the US and EU, and deep ties with 
China and Russia enough to gain leverage, but 
not so far that it is locked into an anti-Western 
bloc. 

3. The Russia–China–Pakistan 
Axis: Drivers, Limits, and 
Regional Effects 
By the mid-2020s, the strategic picture in 
South Asia had thus evolved markedly from 
the Cold War configuration. China and Pakistan 
are bound together by an “all-weather” 
friendship and the CPEC, Russia and China 
describe their relationship as a “no-limits” 
partnership, despite growing asymmetries, 
and Russia and Pakistan have moved from 
mutual neglect to cautious engagement 
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centred on energy, connectivity and limited 
security cooperation. Meanwhile, India 
remains Russia’s principal defence partner but 
is increasingly aligned with the US and the EU 
and highly sceptical of both CPEC and the BRI. 
These patterns involve a nascent Russia–
China–Pakistan “axis”, rooted in overlapping 
interests in connectivity, energy and 
Afghanistan, as well as in shared frustrations 
with US policy.28  
 
At the same time, major and secondary 
powers in Global South embrace non-
alignment postures and are seeking to 
maximise strategic autonomy and 
manoeuvrability in a more multipolar and 
contested global order.  The Russia–China–
Pakistan axis consolidates and exploits the 
space created by Global South non-alignment 
2.0 posture, but is constrained by it at the 
same time. Pakistan’s hedging allows Russia 
and China to deepen an energy- and 
connectivity-centred axis while keeping 
relations with Washington and Brussels. Non-
alignment 2.0 caps the transformative 
potential of the Russia–China–Pakistan axis 
by making Pakistan more interested in 
manoeuvrability than in binding alliance 
commitments. 
 
The term “Russia–China–Pakistan axis” 
appears increasingly in policy debates. Rather 
than a formal alliance, it is a loose alignment of 
three states whose interests currently overlap 
on several key issues—CPEC, Afghanistan, 
sanctions circumvention and a shared critique 
of Western dominance.29 Thus this axis does 
not mean a NATO-style mutual defence pact, 
fixed bloc politics or automatic support in 
crises, or a fully institutionalised trilateral 
organisation. Instead, it refers to an alignment 
with clear asymmetries where China is the 
senior economic and political partner, Russia is 
a militarily capable but increasingly 
sanctions-constrained power seeking Asian 
options, and Pakistan is the weakest player, 
but geopolitically pivotal because of its 
location, nuclear status and the CPEC. This 
asymmetrical alignment is strong enough to 
affect regional security dynamics in South 
Asia, but crucially not yet cohesive or 
well-resourced enough to dictate outcomes 
across the region. 
 
The Russia–China–Pakistan axis, however 
strengthened, is unlikely to fully reshape 
South Asia and beyond the Indo-Pacific on its 
own. First, Pakistan itself constrains the axis. 

The CPEC - and by extension, Russia’s energy 
and connectivity cooperation with Pakistan - 
was sold domestically as a game-changer, a 
development and stabilisation tool providing 
more jobs, better infrastructure, more reliable 
power. Russian energy projects and port 
access deals could reinforce that by 
diversifying investors and providing cheaper 
fuel. However, the reality on the ground paints 
a mixed picture. Security risks have increased 
in key CPEC areas, especially Baluchistan, 
where separatist and Islamist militants have 
targeted Chinese workers, CPEC 
infrastructure and state.30 Pakistani 
stakeholders outside the government circles 
expressed rising concerns about “colonial” 
aspects of CPEC, comparing Chinese (and by 
implication any future Russian) involvement to 
the East India Company.31 From this angle, 
Russia’s entry is double-edged. Positively, an 
extra partner could reduce over-dependence 
on China and, if projects are designed well, 
contribute to energy security and growth. 
Negatively, piling more external actors onto an 
already crowded and contested landscape 
risks further securitisation, resentment and 
targets for militancy.  
 
The country is already subject to intense 
external pressure—rated 8.4/10 in the Fragile 
States Index’s “external intervention” 
indicator—and hosts a dense network of 
foreign actors including China, the US, Gulf 
states, and now Russia.32 Key domestic 
frictions are as follows (i) a growing public and 
elite unease about CPEC’s “colonial” features 
and the perception that Pakistan “does not 
negotiate effectively” with China33; (ii) 
concerns that more foreign actors (including 
Russia) could worsen governance and 
accountability, especially in peripheral regions; 
and (iii) a pragmatic “what can you give?” 
attitude vis-à-vis foreign powers among 
Pakistani policymakers.34 Consequently, in 
Pakistan Russia is welcome as long as it 
delivers substantial investment or energy, but 
there is little appetite for another actor that 
brings security risk without major economic 
upside. These dynamics both invite and limit 
Russian involvement.  
 
Second, the war in Ukraine and sanctions have 
sharply reduced Russia’s capacity to act as a 
major foreign investor. Compared to China—
and even to Gulf states—Moscow has relatively 
little capital to deploy in Pakistan beyond 
discounted oil and wheat, technology and 
expertise for pipelines and heavy industry. 
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Russia’s marginal economic role means that, 
although it matters symbolically and 
geopolitically, it cannot bankroll a new order in 
South Asia. Pakistan’s main structural 
dependency remains on China and 
Western-dominated financial institutions, not 
on Moscow. Also for Moscow Pakistan is not 
priority in South Asia, as until recently, Russia’s 
regional profile in South Asia was 
overwhelmingly India-centric. Through energy 
deals, Pakistan Stream and port access, 
Moscow is now present—if modestly—in 
Pakistan as well. It broadens Russia’s options 
and marginally increases its leverage, but also 
contributes to Indian anxiety and complicates 
crisis management. 
 
Third, the axis is limited by Russia’s own fear 
of subordination to China. Russian elites are 
acutely aware that China dominates 
investment in the Far East, Chinese firms and 
banks are vital for sanctions evasion and trade, 
and Beijing has far more leverage over 
Pakistan than Moscow does. The axis itself is 
internally unbalanced. China towers over 
Russia and Pakistan in economic weight, 
Russia remains militarily potent but is 
increasingly reliant on Chinese markets and 
finance and Pakistan is structurally fragile and 
heavily indebted. These asymmetries can be 
destabilising in several ways. They limit 
Russia’s autonomy, the more Moscow leans on 
Beijing after Western sanctions, the harder it 
becomes to say “no” if China pushes for 
deeper coordination in South Asia, including 
around the CPEC. Pakistan may over-rely on 
Chinese and Russian backing to offset India, 
without having the domestic stability to 
sustain long-term commitments. Internal 
bargaining within the axis can be opaque to 
outsiders, increasing the risk of misreading 
who is driving which policy. 

4. Spillover Risks: Afghanistan, 
India, and the Indian Ocean 
The Russia–China–Pakistan axis interacts with 
three wider theatres that matter for European 
and Estonian foreign policy and security, 
including Afghanistan’s fragile security 
landscape, India’s threat perceptions and 
alignment choices, and the changing 
geopolitics of the Indian Ocean. This section 
draws out those spillover risks more explicitly. 

4.1 Afghanistan: Corridor politics and a 
fragile security buffer 
Afghanistan sits at the northern hinge of the 
Russia–China–Pakistan axis. CPEC’s 
long-term narrative has always included 
possible extensions to Afghanistan and 
Central Asia.35 However, at the same time, 
Pakistan’s domestic debate often frames the 
corridor as a way to turn geography from a 
liability into an asset, provided that Afghan 
instability can be contained. Primarily, 
Pakistan fears a resurgence of cross-border 
militancy via the Taliban–TTP nexus.36 
Meanwhile, from Moscow’s and Beijing’s 
perspectives, Afghanistan represents both a 
security threat and a connectivity opportunity. 
Both are concerned about transnational 
jihadist groups – particularly Islamic State 
Khorasan (IS-K) – and the risk that instability in 
Afghanistan spills into Central Asia, Xinjiang, or 
Pakistan’s border regions. This creates 
incentives for trilateral coordination in formats 
such as the Moscow-format talks and within 
the SCO. 
 
In practice, the Russia–China–Pakistan axis 
has produced limited but visible engagement 
with the Taliban authorities since 2021. Russia 
has gradually normalised ties, culminating in 
recognition of the Taliban government in 
2025, while China posted a new ambassador 
to Kabul in 2023.37 The Taliban, facing 
sanctions and an economic collapse, have in 
turn signed provisional agreements to import 
discounted Russian fuel and wheat – another 
example of how the war in Ukraine and 
Western sanctions have opened space for 
Russia to use geo-economics as a tool in the 
broader axis. 
 
The main spillover risks, in Afghanistan’s 
context, are threefold: 
 

1. Militant flows and safe havens. If 
CPEC-linked infrastructure and foreign 
presence in Pakistan continue to provoke 
violent backlash in Baluchistan and other 
regions, militant groups may exploit Afghan 
territory as depth or recruitment space. If 
Russia becomes more visibly associated 
with this footprint – for example through 
large energy or connectivity projects – it 
could also become a target, complicating 
both its Afghan and Pakistani diplomacy. 
2. Competitive state-building narratives. 
China, Russia and Pakistan all want a 
functioning but compliant Afghanistan, 
particularly one strong enough to police its 
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borders, but weak enough not to challenge 
their interests. Western actors, by contrast, 
tie engagement to human-rights concerns 
and governance benchmarks.38 This creates 
overlapping but not identical stabilisation 
agendas, with a real risk that Afghanistan 
becomes another arena for “bloc 
competition” rather than a shared 
stabilisation project.  
3. Corridor politics without capacity. 
Integrating Afghanistan into CPEC-linked 
connectivity – for instance via a Gwadar–
Kandahar–Central Asia route or an 
Uzbekistan–Afghanistan–Pakistan transit 
corridor – presupposes a level of security 
and administrative capacity that the 
country currently does not have. If these 
plans move ahead on paper but stall on the 
ground, they risk generating local 
grievances and fuelling perceptions that 
foreign actors are again treating 
Afghanistan as a transit space rather than a 
polity with its own needs. 

 
Consequently, Afghanistan is more likely to 
absorb and reflect the axis’s tensions than to 
be stabilised by it. For European and Estonian 
policymakers, that matters because Afghan 
instability – especially a resurgence of 
transnational jihadist networks – tends to 
radiate outwards along the same routes that 
CPEC and Russian energy exports are meant 
to use. 

4.2 India: two-front anxieties and the 
Russia question 
India is the central “other” in the Russia–
China–Pakistan axis. From New Delhi’s 
perspective, CPEC’s alignment through 
Pakistan-administered Kashmir, the 
deepening China–Pakistan “all-weather” 
friendship and Russia’s cautious engagement 
with Pakistan all feed into a single, worrying 
picture that reviles a slowly consolidating 
northern–western arc of potential adversaries. 
Indeed, the axis is most consequential where 
it intersects with existing rivalries—above all 
India–China and India–Pakistan. For New 
Delhi, the CPEC is already seen as a direct 
assault on its sovereignty, since its 
infrastructure runs through 
Pakistan-administered Kashmir. At the same 
time, India faces a long-running military 
standoff with China along the Line of Actual 
Control, which has intensified since 2020.  
 
The spillover risk is a gradual hardening of 
Indian threat perceptions that pushes New 

Delhi into a more explicit alignment with the 
US and the EU – not only in the Indo-Pacific 
(through the Quad and naval cooperation). 
“Strategic convergence under the radar” 
between Europe and India seems possible 
after the invasion of Ukraine, even as New 
Delhi embraces non-alignment 2.0 and 
maintains formal neutrality. The Russia–
China–Pakistan axis therefore acts less as a 
rigid bloc than as a pressure factor nudging 
India’s long-term alignment trajectory. 

4.3 The Indian Ocean: ports, drills, and 
sanctions circumvention 
The third arena of spillover is the northern 
Indian Ocean, where CPEC’s maritime 
dimension and Russia’s search for 
“warm-water” access intersect most clearly 
with European sanctions policy. For instance, 
Gwadar and Karachi are becoming nodes not 
only of Chinese, but also potential Russian 
activity. 
 
The Indian Ocean spillover risks fall into three 
categories: 
 

1. Sanctions circumvention and grey-zone 
shipping. As Russian oil and other 
commodities move increasingly through 
Indian Ocean routes, there is a strong 
incentive to use opaque shipping practices 
– re-flagging, ship-to-ship transfers, mixed 
cargoes – that make enforcement of price 
caps and sanctions more difficult. Pakistani 
ports, especially if linked to Russian- or 
Chinese-associated logistics companies, 
could become part of this shadow fleet.  
2. Naval signalling and bloc politics at sea. 
The increasing frequency of joint Russian–
Chinese–Iranian drills in the Arabian Sea 
and Gulf of Oman sends a clear message 
about shared intent to contest US and allied 
naval dominance in the region.39 Although 
Russia’s actual naval capabilities in the 
Indian Ocean remain limited, even episodic 
deployments from future access 
arrangements in Gwadar, Karachi or Iranian 
ports would reinforce perceptions in New 
Delhi, Washington and the EU – and Estonia 
– that a maritime wing of the China–Russia 
axis is emerging. 
3. Local security externalities. For Pakistan, 
the militarisation of CPEC ports carries 
domestic risks. Militants and local activists 
in Baluchistan already target what they see 
as symbols of foreign penetration – from 
Chinese workers to infrastructure sites. 
Additional Russian naval or security 
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presence could become another focal point, 
further securitising governance in the 
province and raising the human-rights and 
stability costs of corridor politics. 

 
Bringing these three arenas together, a clear 
overall picture reveals itself. In Afghanistan, 
the Russia–China–Pakistan axis adds another 
layer of external influence to an already 
crowded and fragile landscape. It may help 
contain some security threats, but it is unlikely 
to transform the country’s structural instability 
and could just as easily entrench it by 
prioritising corridor security over inclusive 
governance. In India, the axis intensifies 
two-front anxieties and deepens mistrust 
towards Russia’s long-term orientation, 
nudging New Delhi closer to the West in some 
areas while keeping it firmly wedded to 
strategic autonomy and neutrality on Ukraine. 
In the Indian Ocean, it facilitates sanctions 
circumvention and opens the door to more 
visible Russian and Chinese naval activity 
around key sea lanes, with implications for 
both energy markets and security perceptions 
in Europe. These spillovers are bounded – 
Russia’s resources are limited, Pakistan is 
fragile, and China has many other priorities.  

5. Implications for the EU and 
Estonia 
Estonia’s foreign policy strategy up to 2030 
presents the country as a principled defender 
of a rules-based international order grounded 
in international law, democracy and human 
rights.40 In the last decade, successive 
governments have framed Estonia’s security 
not only in terms of NATO’s eastern flank, but 
also in terms of a global commitment to 
resisting spheres of influence and defending 
the sovereignty and territorial integrity of 
states. Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine 
has turned this value-based narrative into the 
core of Estonia’s identity and foreign policy. 
Tallinn has emerged as a 
“leadership-by-example” state, among the 
highest per-capita providers of military aid to 
Ukraine, an early advocate of heavy weapons 
deliveries and, crucially, a vocal proponent of 
maximising sanctions and using frozen 
Russian assets for reconstruction.41 Estonia’s 
political leadership has consistently argued 
that how the EU responds to Russian 
aggression will set precedents for future crises 
elsewhere—an argument that directly links 
European security to the behaviour of other 

great powers in regions such as South Asia 
and the Indo-Pacific. 
 
For wider EU messaging, this also creates a 
tension. On the one hand, Brussels insists that 
Russia’s aggression must carry global costs. 
On the other hand, in some parts of the Global 
South including in South Asia Russia is 
increasingly framed as a useful, if problematic, 
partner in energy, connectivity and security. 
Over time, that erodes the credibility of EU 
claims that territorial conquest must have 
system-wide consequences. 
 
The nuclear dimension of the war in Ukraine 
reinforces this concern. Russia’s explicit 
nuclear signalling during the war has been a 
central part of its coercive strategy. This 
nuclear blackmail intersects with South Asia’s 
own precarious deterrence environment and 
public debates in India and Pakistan, thus 
raising the risk that nuclear brinkmanship 
becomes further normalised as a tool of 
statecraft.42 For Estonia, which has positioned 
itself as a strong advocate of nuclear restraint, 
arms control and respect for the UN Charter, 
there is a clear normative interest in ensuring 
that Russia’s nuclear behaviour in the 
European theatre is fully integrated into EU 
dialogues with South Asian partners. 
 
In short, the Russia–China–Pakistan axis does 
not transform South Asia overnight, as argued 
earlier. It is constrained by Pakistan’s fragility, 
Moscow’s limited investment capacity and 
Russia’s reluctance to become China’s junior 
partner. However, its existence makes it 
harder for the EU to argue that Russia is 
globally isolated. For Estonia and other 
like-minded states, this underlines the need to 
connect their principled opposition to spheres 
of influence in Europe with a broader, 
cross-regional defence of sovereignty—
including in regions, such as South Asia, where 
states practice non-alignment 2.0 rather than 
Western-style alignment. 
 
Estonia cannot single-handedly determine the 
EU’s approach to Russia and its engagements 
with China in South Asia. But its recent 
diplomatic record shows that small states can 
shape debates disproportionate to their size 
when they combine clear strategic narratives 
with coalition-building and policy initiatives.43 
The question is how Tallinn can apply this 
model to the Russia–China–Pakistan axis and 
to sanctions enforcement in a way that serves 
both European and global interests. 
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First, Estonia can build coalitions in Brussels 
around targeted anti-circumvention measures 
that explicitly take account of Russia’s pivot to 
Asia. Estonia can use its credibility on 
sanctions to: 

• push for better information-sharing 
on shadow fleet movements, 
including in the Baltic and North Sea; 

• support EU-level guidance on how 
exporters should implement 
“no-Russia” clauses in contracts with 
South Asian partners without pushing 
them into the arms of Russia or China; 
and 

• back more sophisticated, 
country-specific risk assessments 
that distinguish between deliberate 
sanctions busting and the constrained 
choices of non-aligned states such as 
Pakistan. 

 
Second, Estonia can act as a “norm 
entrepreneur” linking Europe’s Ukraine agenda 
with broader Global South debates on 
sovereignty, nuclear restraint and economic 
justice. Estonian diplomats and think tanks 
could: 

• convene cross-regional dialogues—
within EU frameworks or via the 
Lennart Meri Conference—bringing 
together experts and officials from 
South Asia, Europe and other parts of 
the Global South to discuss how to 
defend sovereignty against 
aggression without reinforcing 
great-power blocs; 

• advocate consistent standards on 
territorial integrity, acknowledging 
that perceived double standards (for 
example on other conflicts) fuel 
scepticism of European positions in 
South Asia and beyond.  

 
Third, Estonia can leverage its growing interest 
in the Indo-Pacific as a platform to engage on 
the Russia–China–Pakistan axis in a broader 
regional context. The EU’s Indo-Pacific 
strategy stresses that “Europe’s security 
starts abroad” and that the EU aims to support 
a rules-based order, connectivity and 
sustainable development across the region.44 
The EU needs to move beyond a China-centric 
lens and build relationships with a wider set of 
Indo-Pacific partners.45 Estonia is already part 
of this conversation, for instance, the 
International Centre for Defence and Security 
(ICDS) has hosted debates on the interests of 

Estonia and Japan in the Indo-Pacific, 
emphasising rule of law, freedom of navigation 
and economic security.  
 
These steps would not transform the 
underlying realities of the Russia–China–
Pakistan axis. They would, however, allow 
Estonia to translate its core foreign policy 
principles—support for sovereignty, opposition 
to spheres of influence, and commitment to a 
rules-based order—into concrete initiatives 
that respond to the way Russia is repositioning 
itself in South Asia and the wider Indo-Pacific. 
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