POLICY BRIEF

UKRAINPE’S
RELATIONSHIP WITH
CHINA: A TALE OF
FITS AND STARTS

Kyiv's relations with Beijing have experienced

highs and lows, often linked to Ukraine’s geopolitical

alignment, but also dependent on factors internal to
each country.

Even though broader economic cooperation has
encountered difficulties, China has become Ukraine’s main
trading partner. Trade flows have continued to grow in spite
of problems with political relations, but the balance of trade is
overwhelmingly in Beijing’s favour.

Despite China’s increasingly obvious support for Russia and its lack
of interest in a Ukrainian victory, Kyiv has been reluctant to risk an
overt rupture with Beijing.

The EU and Ukraine need to ensure that their approaches to China are
compatible, not least because of the ongoing accession process, but also
v because China seems likely to be involved in Ukraine’s reconstruction.
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INTRODUCTION

The increasing interconnectedness between
various international actors and theatres makes
the relationship between Ukraine and China
more relevant to developments in Europe.
The ever-closer ties between Beijing and
Moscow, the spillover effects of the US—-China
relationship into the situation in Europe and
the likely participation of Chinese state and
business actors in Ukraine’s reconstruction — all
in the context of Ukraine's future membership
of the EU — mean that how Ukraine and China
interact will have implications far beyond those
two countries. Russia’s aggression against
Ukraine since 2014, and in particular since 2022,
has placed clear limits on the development of
Ukraine—China relations. Nonetheless, other
factors, such as existing economic ties, Ukraine’s
growing reconstruction needs and Ukrainian
reliance on certain Chinese components to
sustain its war effort, are also playing a role.

THE WAVE EFFECT
TAKES ROOT

Three key trends can be identified in the early
phases of the Ukraine—China relationship. The
first began with China’s acquisition of a Ukrainian
aircraft carrier, the Varyag, which was actually a
Soviet-era vessel that was never completed. This
carrier was purchased by a Chinese businessman
for $20 million in 1998 and later transferred to
the People’s Liberation Army (PLA). This event is
seen as establishing a positive background for
the further development of Chinese-Ukrainian
relations. The PLA was able to convert the hull
of the Varyag into the Chinese aircraft carrier
Liaoning. The extensive technical specifications
that were delivered together with the Varyag
advanced Chinese naval development and
whetted Chinese interest in profiting from
Ukrainian military technology.’

Second, during the presidency of Viktor
Yanukovych (2010-2014), two key agreements
were signed that still constitute the formal
basis for Ukraine’s relations with China: the

1. Li, O. (2019, March 13). How Ukrainian technology boosted China’s
naval development. The Epoch Times. https://www.theepochtimes.
com/china/how-ukrainian-technology-boosted-chinas-naval-de-
velopment-2815519
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“Joint Declaration on the establishment and
development of strategic partnership between
Ukraine and the People’s Republic of China”,
signed on 20 June 2011, and the “Treaty of
Friendship and Cooperation between Ukraine
and China”, signed on 5 December 2013. The
latter was signed during the Euromaidan
protests, which led Yanukovych to flee to Russiain
February 2014. This framework was accompanied
by a series of projects either envisaged or begun
during Yanukovych’s time in office. However,
following the change of regime, many of these
were not pursued.

Third, this early period of relations illustrates
a “wave effect”. After a phase of intensifying
relations under President Leonid Kuchma, and
one of relative inactivity under Viktor Yushchenko,
the relationship again picked up speed during
the Yanukovych period. Like Kuchma, Yanukovych
played interlocutors in the West and East off
against each other in an attempt to get the most
out of the various relationships. This applied in
particular to Russia in the East, but also to China
to a lesser degree. This pattern indicates both
the cyclical nature of the relationship and its
geopolitical component.

AFTER THE
EUROMAIDAN: A MIXED
PICTURE

The Ukrainian Parliament ratified the Treaty of
Friendship in May 2015, sending a signal of a
certain continuity in relations with China. Two
months earlier, a Memorandum of Understanding
had been signed with CITIC Construction,
indicating that Ukraine would receive $15 billion
over 15 years at a minimal rate of interest to
build housing and relevant infrastructure, and
a $3.6 billion loan agreement concluded under
Yanukovych had been renegotiated.” In addition,
China significantly increased its imports of
Ukrainian corn and iron ore.?

Nonetheless, the relationship with China
remained complicated and failed to achieve the

2. Daly, J. C.K. (2015, April 3). Ukraine conflict benefits China. Eurasia
Daily Monitor, 12(62). Jamestown Foundation. https://jamestown.org/
ukraine-conflict-benefits-china/

3. Daly, J.C. K. (2015, April 3). Ukraine conflict benefits China. Eurasia
Daily Monitor, 12(62). Jamestown Foundation. https://jamestown.org/
ukraine-conflict-benefits-china/
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potential that would have been possible under
different circumstances. Despite clear Ukrainian
interest in constituting part of the Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI), which was launched by China in
2013, significant involvement never materialised.*
The full-scale Russian invasion in February 2022
essentially closed the door
to Ukrainian engagement
in the BRI for a number of
geographical, geopolitical
and economic reasons.

Other types of cooperation
also ran into difficulties. The
best-known case is that
of Motor Sich, a flagship
company that played a key
role in the Soviet aviation
sector, responsible for the
production of helicopter
and cargo aircraft engines.
It remained active in
independent Ukraine and
was of great interest to
Beijing due to its access
to advanced military
technology. The Ukrainian security service (SBU)
became concerned about Motor Sich deals with
Russia and the occupied parts of the Donbas, but
also about a creeping takeover of the company
by the Chinese company Skyrizon Aviation. Even
more importantly, the United States exerted
significant pressure on Ukraine to prevent that
takeover from taking place.®* Washington was
unhappy about the implied technological transfer
to China and argued that this knowledge would
also end up in Russian hands. The Ukrainian
antitrust authority repeatedly rejected Chinese
requests to take a controlling interest in Motor
Sich.®* The company was nationalised in 2022,
which was seen as a strategic decision in favour
of the US.” Skyrizon filed a suit against Ukraine at

4. Simonov, M. (2025). China—Ukraine relations and the Belt and
Road Initiative: Challenges and future prospects. Research in Global-
ization, Article 100309. https://doi.org/10.1016/].resglo.2025.100309

5. Jiang, Y., & Legenko, V. (2019, November 19). The battle for Motor
Sich: A Sino-American dispute in Ukraine. China Brief, 19(20). James-
town Foundation. https://jamestown.org/the-battle-for-motor-sich-
a-sino-american-dispute-in-ukraine/

6. Hurska, A. (2021, February 3). New year, new battles: China does
not plan to give up Motor Sich? Eurasia Daily Monitor, 18(19). James-
town Foundation. https://jamestown.org/new-year-new-battles-chi-
na-does-not-plan-to-give-up-motor-sich/

7. Echols, W. (2022, November 10). Chinese intrigue behind Ukraine’s
seizure of aviation firm Motor Sich. Voice of America. https://www.
voanews.com/a/fact-check-chinese-intrigue-behind-ukraine-s-sei-
zure-of-aviation-firm-motor-sich/6829005.html

While there is
still interest in
cooperation in both

attempts have been
stymied either by
changing domestic
or international
circumstances,
or due to corrupt
practices or
mismanagement by
one or both parties.

the Permanent Court of Arbitration in The Hague
for compensation.? Kyiv, for its part, has imposed
sanctions on Skyrizon.®

This is only the most public example of
problematic relations with China. Other cases
include cancelled contracts
for work on roads in two
Ukrainian regions, an
aborted projectto construct

an express railway line
to Boryspil airport and
countries, many a violated agreement
concerning a loan from

China in exchange for grain
deliveries and the purchase
of Chinese agricultural
equipment.’*"® Thus,
while there is still interest
in cooperation in both
countries, many attempts

have been stymied
either by changing
domestic or international

circumstances, or due
to corrupt practices or
mismanagement by one or both parties.

Despite these problems, China became Ukraine's
number one trade partner in 2019. Trade
between the two countries had been growing
steadily since 2016, and reached over $21 billion
in 2025." There has consistently been a strong

8. Terajima, A. (2021, November 29). China’s Skyrizon sues Ukrainian
government for $4.5 billion over failed Motor Sich bid. The Kyiv In-
dependent. https://kyivindependent.com/chinas-skyrizon-sues-
ukrainian-government-for-4-5-billion-over-failed-motor-sich-bid/

9. Global Times. (2021, November 29). China’s Skyrizon seeks court
arbitration, demands Ukraine pay $4.5b compensation. https://www.
globaltimes.cn/page/202111/1240173.shtml

10. Telishevska, S. (2024, January 22). Ukraine fined the Chinese
contractor $12 million for unfulfiled road repairs in Poltava and
Khmelnytskyi  regions. Babel. https://babel.ua/en/news/103105-
ukraine-fined-the-chinese-contractor-12-million-for-unfulfilled-
road-repairs-in-poltava-and-khmelnytskyi-regions

11. Transparency International Ukraine. (n.d.). Case No. 369/3820/17
(Proceeding No. 12014100000000845). HACC Decided. https://
hacc-decided.ti-ukraine.org/en/cases/12014100000000845

12. State Food and Grain Corporation of Ukraine. (2021, October 22).
Vasyl Kovalenko, acting chairman of JSC “SFGCU”: Despite the problems
with the Chinese loan, the bankruptcy of the corporation is out of the
question. https://[www.pzcu.gov.ua/en/corp_news/vasyl-kovalenko-act-
ing-chairman-of-jsc-sfgcu-despite-the-problems-with-the-chinese-
loan-the-bankruptcy-of-the-corporation-is-out-of-the-question/

13.  Goriunov, D., Prokhorov, B., & Sakhno, H. (2021, September 24).
Chinese economic footprint in Ukraine [Policy brief]. Centre for Eco-
nomic Strategy. https://ces.org.ua/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/Chi-
nese-economic-footprint-in-Ukraine-1.pdf

14. UBN. (2026, March 2). In 2025, China remained Ukraine’s top trad-
ing partner. https:/[ubn.news/in-2025-china-remained-ukraines-
top-trading-partner/
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trade imbalance skewed heavily in favour of
Beijing. However, growing trade flows have not
led to major Chinese investments in Ukraine or to
other forms of deeper economic cooperation.®

That said, China has invested in various projects
involving renewable energy, agriculture and
port infrastructure. In addition, the Chinese
multinational Huawei has been present in
the Ukrainian telecommunications sector for
decades, and in 2019 was
tasked with providing an
internet service for the
Kyiv ~ subway system.’®
Many projects involve
loans or contract-based
cooperation rather than
foreign direct investment
(FDI). Even if the term
“strategic partnership”
used in the 2011 declaration

For a year or more
following the invasion,
Ukraine believed
that China might be
interested in restoring
stability, and thus

willing to refrain from
supporting Russia and

arguably be achieved, and as a counterweight to
relations with the West, on the one hand, and
Russia, on the other. This was eagerly supported
by the then foreign minister, Dmytro Kuleba, who
was taking a growing interest in the region. On
being appointed to head the foreign ministry
in March 2020, he launched an Asia strategy
focused on the ASEAN countries and China.” The
goals of this strategy were primarily economic,
working to increase trade and investment, but
also to attract more Asian
students to Ukraine.” While
this heightened emphasis
on Asia failed to achieve
major visibility or results,
China’s primary place with
regard to trade persisted,
indicating that trade flows
are not overly dependent
on political developments.

has not peen borne. Qut even to contribute Thus., while the trade
in practice, Ukrainian Y v relationship between
presidents continued actlvelytoachlevmg Ukraine and China was
to see the economic peace. flourishing at the time
component of the of the Russian invasion,
relationship as “strategic” the potential for further

and to emphasise not only growing trade flows,
but also hopes for greater Chinese investment
and cooperation in certain sectors, notably
agriculture. In addition, while Kyiv wishes to
continue the trade partnership at the same or
an even higher level, it also wants to improve the
trade imbalance, and to shift Ukrainian exports
to China away from raw materials and towards
products with greater added value.

DEVELOPMENTS UNDER
ZELENSKYY: FROM HOPL
TO FRUSTRATION

Zelenskyy'’s election as president in 2019 opened
up new opportunities for the relationship with
China. He expressed an interest in a stronger
focus on Asia, where some short-term gains could

15.  Goriunoy, D., Prokhoroy, B., & Sakhno, H. (2021, September 24).
Chinese economic footprint in Ukraine [Policy brief]. Centre for Eco-
nomic Strategy. https://[ces.org.uajen/chinese-money-in-ukraine-en/

economic and political developments appeared
limited. However, this did not prevent Kyiv
from seeing Beijing as a possible resource in
helping to convince Moscow to end the fighting
or work towards a peaceful settlement.” For a
year or more following the invasion, Ukraine
believed that China might be interested in
restoring stability, and thus willing to refrain
from supporting Russia and even to contribute
actively to achieving peace®* For Kyiv, it was
important that Beijing did not supply Moscow
with weapons and made clear its support for

17, Ukrinform. (2020, April 30). Foreign Minister Kuleba: Ukraine to
prioritize Asia-Pacific in its foreign policy. https://www.ukrinform.net/
rubric-polytics/3016690-foreign-minister-kuleba-ukraine-to-priori-
tize-asiapacific-in-its-foreign-policy.nhtml

18. Erman, H. (2020, December 20). BennuesHi MoxnuneocTi. Ak Azis
MOXe 3MiHUTK gonito YkpaiHn [Enormous possibilities. How Asia can
change the fate of Ukraine]. BBC News Ukraine. https://www.bbc.
comjukrainian/features-55173910

19. Bogusz, M., & Sienicki, K. (2026, March 17). Patience wears thin
as Ukraine adopts a harder line on China (OSW Commentary No. 717).
Centre for Eastern Studies (OSW). https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/pub-
likacje/osw-commentary/2026-03-17/patience-wears-thin-ukraine-
adopts-a-harder-line-china

16. Legarda, H., & Vasselier, A. (2025). China as a development ac-
tor in Ukraine. In M. Oud & O. Almén (Eds.), China as a global de-
velopment actor: Transforming the international aid landscape (EBA
Report 2025:08). Expert Group for Aid Studies. https://eba.se/app/
uploads/2026/03/EBA-2025-08-Antology-China-chapter-13.pdf
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20. Malinovskyi, A. (2022, September 24). “Ckaxy BigBepTo”, —
3eneHCbkMn BUCNOBMBCA NpO no3uuito KuTalo LWOAo BiMHM MiX
Vkpainoto Ta PO [“ will say openly” — Zelenskyy commented on the
position of China towards the war between Ukraine and the RF].
https://[www.dialog.ua/ukr/ukraine/259268 1664037563
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the principle of territorial integrity.” Its rhetoric
on China remained cautious to avoid pushing
Beijing into backing Russia more overtly and to
preserve Ukraine’s economic relationship with
China.

This approach coincided with Ukraine’s broader
approach to the Global South. In October
2022, Zelenskyy presented a 10-point “Peace
Formula”, which was regarded by the Ukrainian
side as so general that most countries would
be willing to support at
least some of the points.”
Ukraine hoped to engage
with a variety of states,
disseminate its views on
the invasion and gain wider
backing for some of its
goals, including territorial
integrity, food security
and nuclear security. This
initiative led to a series of
meetings, the most visible
of which was a Summit
on Peace in Birgenstock,
Switzerland, in June 2024.
Kyiv. made significant
efforts to convince China
to attend the summit, but in the end Beijing not
only failed to send a representative, but actively
discouraged certain other countries from doing
so.” In addition, it joined with Brazil in proposing
a six-point plan that ignored key Ukrainian
positions, including any mention of territorial
integrity.**

This and other disappointments in their
interactions with China led Ukrainian officials

21. President of Ukraine. (2023, February 24). VkpaiHa gyxe xotina
6, wob Kuray 6y Ha 6oui crpasegmBoro mupy - Bonogumup
3eneHcbkm [Ukraine would very much like China to be on the side
of a just peace — Volodymyr Zelenskyy]. https://www.president.gov.
ua/news/ukrayina-duzhe-hotila-b-shob-kitaj-buv-na-boci-sprav-
edlivogo-81269

22. War.Ukraine.ua. (2024, November 17). What is Zelenskyy's 10-point
peace plan? https://war.ukraine.ua/fag/zelenskyys-10-point-peace-plan/

23. Alden, C, Zolkina, M., & Fiala, L. (2025). Understanding the
‘China factor’ in the Russia-Ukraine war (PeaceRep Report, Glob-
al Transitions Series). PeaceRep, University of Edinburgh. https://
peacerep.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/Understanding-the-
%E2%80%98China-Factor-in-the-Russia-Ukraine-War-DIGITAL.pdf

24. Poita, Y. (2026). 3a pacagom 3asBrieHoi HeNTPQILHOCTI: K ekiH
naenani GinbLue cxunsetscst 4o Pocii [Behind the fagade of declared neu-
trality: How Beijing is increasingly leaning towards Russia]. Centre for
Army, Conversion and Disarmament Studies. https://cacds.org.ua/%d0%b
7%d0%b0-%d1%84%d0%b0%d1%81%d0%b0%d0%b4%d0%be%d0%b
c-%d0%bd%d0%b5%d0%b9%d1%82%d1%80%d0%b0%d0%bb%d1%8
c%d0%bd%d0%be%d1%81%d1%82%d1%96-%d1%8f%d0%ba-%d0%b-

Ukraine is
convinced that
China has sufficient
international weight,
political authority and
diplomatic tools to
make its contribution
to bringing peace
closer, more tangible.

Olexander Nechytaylo,
Ambassador of Ukraine to China

to abandon their initial hopes that Beijing might
play a role in working for peace, or at least in
ameliorating certain problems created by the
war. Kyiv had, for example, believed that China
might have an interest in pressuring Russia
to allow Ukrainian grain exports through the
Black Sea to resume after Moscow pulled out
of an agreement regulating them in July 2023.
However, despite being negatively affected by
the blockade of Black Sea transit routes, China
failed to put any pressure
on Russia.”®> Nor was there
any of the desired Chinese
support in the areas of
nuclear safety or the return
of abducted Ukrainian
children. Kyiv thus entered
into a new phase of its
relationship with Beijing
characterised by harsher
rhetoric on the Ukrainian
side.” For example,
Zelenskyy described China
and Brazil's six-point plan
as “destructive”.”

Ukrainian disillusionment
became even more
pronounced in 2025, when China’s lack of

neutrality and its drift towards Russia became
ever clearer.®® Kyiv began to accuse Beijing of
overt support for Moscow, including in the military
sphere, and of tolerating Russia’s recruitment of
Chinese mercenaries. In addition, in May 2025
Zelenskyy stated that only those countries
that had helped Ukraine would be given an
opportunity to take part in reconstruction,
since it would not be logical for those who had

25. Nelles, M. (2023). Wes Brot ich ess, des Lied ich nicht sing:
China, Russland und die Ukraine [Whose bread | eat, his song | do
not sing: China, Russia and Ukraine]. Osteuropa, 73(7-9), 333—-342.
https://doi.org/10.35998/0e-2023-066

26. Poita, Y. (2024, March 21). Prospects for Beijing’s mediation as
seen from Kyiv. In MERICS Europe China 360°. Mercator Institute for
China Studies. https://merics.org/en/merics-briefs/li-huis-europe-
tour-20-beijings-mediation-seen-kyiv-market-distortions

27. York, C. (2024, September 13). Explainer: Why Zelensky slammed
the China-Brazil peace plan. The Kyiv Independent. https://kyivinde-
pendent.com/explainer-the-destructive-china-brazil-peace-plan-

for-ukraine/

28. Bogusz, M, & Sienicki, K. (2026, March 17). Patience wears thin as
Ukraine adopts a harder line on China (OSW Commentary No. 717). Cen-
tre for Eastern Studies (OSW). https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/
osw-commentary/2026-03-17/patience-wears-thin-ukraine-adopts-
a-harder-line-china

29. Institut Montaigne. (2026, March). China Trends #25 - Dealing
with a two-faced China: From global trade to Russia. https://institut-
montaigne.org/ressources/documents/china-trends-25-dealing-two-

f%6d0%b5%d0%ba%d1%96%d0%bd-%d0%b4%d0%b5%d0%b4/

faced-china-global-trade-russia.pdf
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contributed to Ukraine's destruction to profit
from rebuilding the country® This was seen
as an exclusion of China, which had expressed
an interest in being involved in reconstruction
projects, as well as a way to curry favour with
a Trump White House apparently at odds with
Beijing.”

TRADING CAREFULLY
DESPITE SCEPTICISM

At the same time, however, Ukraine’s approach
to China has remained cautious, not least
because Kyiv is loath to lose China as an
important trading partner, but also —and perhaps
especially — because Ukraine is dependent
on Chinese components
for its drones and other
war-related items.** These
components often reach
Ukraine indirectly, but the
assumption is that China
could put a stop to their
supply if it wanted to. Thus,
although China is clearly
supporting Russia in its war
against Ukraine in multiple
ways, Kyiv does not want
to jeopardise its reliance
on China for products
essential to its war effort.
This is one reason why
there is no inclination in
Kyiv to conclude that,
as a key supporter of
Ukraine’s enemy, China is
an adversary. This approach persists despite
additional aggravating factors, such as China’s
increasing activity in parts of Ukraine currently

30. Interfax-Ukraine. (2025, May 3). KpaiHu, siki gonomaranu PO,
TOYHO He BpaTMMyTb yyacTi y BinOyaoBi YkpaiHn — 3eneHcbkuii [The
countries that helped the RF will definitely not take part in the re-
construction of Ukraine — Zelenskyy]. https://interfax.com.ua/news/

Previous experience of
Chinese involvement
in economic projects

in Ukraine has
raised a number of
red flags, leading

to a heightened
awareness among
many Ukrainian
policymakers of
the need to take
security concerns into
consideration.

occupied by Russia.*

In fact, when addressing counterparts in
Beijing, Kyiv has to some extent reverted to
similar rhetoric to that of the first year after
the invasion. Following Ukraine’s Independence
Day celebrations in 2026, on the occasion of
which Xi Jinping sent congratulations, Zelenskyy
responded: “We count on further cooperation
and on China playing a strong diplomatic role
in bringing Russia’s war against our country to
an end”?* The Ukrainian ambassador to China,
Olexander Nechytaylo, echoed this sentiment,
noting that “Ukraine is convinced that China has
sufficient international weight, political authority
and diplomatic tools to make its contribution
to bringing peace closer, more tangible”.* It
therefore appears that, in addition to being
an indispensable trade
partner, China is seen
as too significant on the
international stage to
ignore or rebuff. It would
be too dangerous to risk
Beijing coming out overtly
against Ukraine.

Thus, even during a period
of more open frustration
with China’s position, Kyiv
still attempted to maintain
some form of political
dialogue with China. In
July 2024, for example,
shortly after the Summit
on Peace in Bulrgenstock,
Kuleba travelled to Beijing
to meet with his Chinese
counterpart, Wang Yi. This was portrayed as a
follow-up on contacts between the Chinese
and Ukrainian leaders, even though their only
previous personal interaction had been a

33. Beketova, E. (2025, June 18). Behind the lines: How deep is China’s
engagement in occupied Ukraine? Center for European Policy Analysis.
https://cepa.org/article/behind-the-lines-how-deep-is-chinas-en-
gagement-in-occupied-ukraine/

general/1068885.ntml

31. Bogusz, M., & Sienicki, K. (2026, March 17). Patience wears thin
as Ukraine adopts a harder line on China (OSW Commentary No. 717).
Centre for Eastern Studies (OSW). https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/pub-

34. Wang, O. (2026, August). Zelensky urges China to use its dip-
lomatic weight to end Russia’s war with Ukraine. South China
Morning  Post.  https://[www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/ar-
ticle/3365308/zelensky-urges-china-use-its-diplomatic-weight-

likacje/osw-commentary/2026-03-17/patience-wears-thin-ukraine-

end-ukraines-war-russia

adopts-a-harder-line-china

32. Dignitas Fund. (2026, September 15). Chinese drone compo-
nents and cybersecurity risks: Lessons from Ukraine’s supply chain.
https://dignitas.fund/blog/chinese-drone-components-and-cyber-

35. Wang, O. (2026, August 26). Zelensky urges China to use its
diplomatic weight to end Russia’s war with Ukraine. South China
Morning  Post.  https://[www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/ar-
ticle/3365308/zelensky-urges-china-use-its-diplomatic-weight-

security-risks-lessons-from-ukraines-supply-chain/
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telephone call in April 2023.%°

Nonetheless, some Ukrainian politicians have
voiced clear scepticism regarding the Chinese
position and Beijing’s willingness to play an
active role in peace efforts. Oleksandr Merezhko,
Chair of the Committee on Foreign Affairs and
Interparliamentary Relations in the Ukrainian
Parliament, and a member of the ruling Servant of
the People faction, has warned against focusing
too much on Chinese rhetoric rather than its
actions, which are clearly supportive of Russia.”’

Another parliamentarian, Mykola Kniazhytskyi
of the European Solidarity faction, has taken a
strong interest in Taiwan, which he visited for a
third time in August 2025, together with a multi-
party delegation from the Verkhovna Rada.*®
Taiwan has provided significant humanitarian
assistance to Ukraine since February 2022, and
business contacts have been growing, including
with regard to drone production.®*4°# At the same
time, however, Ukraine has repeatedly stressed
that it adheres to the “One China” policy, which
it associates with support for territorial integrity.
The contradiction implicit in engaging with
Taiwan while adhering to this policy has not been
addressed and Ukraine has been careful not to
overstep certain limits. For example, establishing
Taiwanese representation in the country has so
far been avoided. Taiwan, however, has come
out clearly in support of Ukraine both officially
and more informally.*

36. Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Ukraine. (2024, July 24). Dmytro
Kuleba: A just peace in Ukraine is in China’s strategic interests. https://
mfa.gov.ua/en/news/dmitro-kuleba-spravedlivij-mir-v-ukrayini-vid-
povidaye-strategichnim-interesam-kitayu

37. Syrovyi, M., & Hrynychenko, D. (2023, April 26). looBa komMiTety
Pagwm npo po3moBy 3eneHcbkmki—Ci: MOAMBUMOCS, Y MPUIMHUTE KuTaw
nigTpumky PO [Head of Rada committee on the Zelenskyy—Xi conver-
sation: We will see whether China stops supporting Russia]. LIGA.net.
https://news.liga.net/ua/politics/news/glava-komiteta-rady-o-razgo-
vore-zelenskiy-si-posmotrim-prekratit-li-kitay-podderjku-rf

38. Office of the President, Republic of China (Taiwan). (2025, Au-
gust 7). President Lai meets cross-party Ukrainian Verkhovna Rada
delegation. https://english.president.gov.tw/News/6993

39. Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Republic of China (Taiwan). (n.d.).
[Taiwan’s assistance to Ukraine]. https://en.mofa.gov.tw/Theme.aspx-
?n=3730&sms=294&s=128

40. Butyrs'ka, N. (2026, June 18). Asian flank of support for Ukraine:
Japan, South Korea and Taiwan - why partnerships are not a tribute
and how to strengthen them. New Europe Center. https://neweurope.
org.ua/en/analytics/en-azijskyj-flang-pidtrymky-ukrayiny-yaponiya-
pivdenna-koreya-ta-tajvan-chomu-partnerstva-ne-ye-danistyu-i-
yak-yih-zmitsnyuvaty/

41. Taiwan could learn from Ukraine. Informally, connections are
growing. (2026, May 5). The New York Times. https://[www.nytimes.
com/2026/05/05/world/europe/ukraine-taiwan-drones.html

42. Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Republic of China (Taiwan). (nd.).
Taiwan stands with Ukraine. https://en.mofa.gov.tw/Theme.aspx-
?n=3730&sms=294&5s=128

Despite increasing scepticism, the prevailing
sense in Kyiv seems to be that it is important
not to alienate China for a variety of reasons.
One reason is that trade with China is seen as
significant, with the potential to increase as
wartime conditions evolve or in a less hot phase
of the war when transport corridors are more
accessible. Another is that Beijing is viewed as
one of the few countries capable of influencing
Russia, due to the latter’s political and economic
dependence on China. This may become more
important if US reluctance to put pressure on
Moscow continues or even increases. Third,
Ukraine is also dependent on China for key
components for its drones and for other essential
industrial needs linked to the war effort. All these
factors contribute to a strong tendency to seek
to preserve a good working relationship with
Beijing, despite the relatively low level of interest
shown by the Chinese leadership in recent years.

CHINA'S ROLE

IN UKRAINPE’S
RECONSTRUCTION:
UNDER CERTAIN
CONDITIONS

With regard to the future, this tendency implies
a willingness on the part of numerous Ukrainian
actors to foresee a role for China in the
reconstruction of Ukraine. While, as discussed
above, Zelenskyy has appeared to rule this out,
his statements need to be placed in a wider
context. Experts on China in Ukraine repeatedly
stress that Kyiv does not have a developed
strategy on China, which means that positions
are in the process of development and should
not be seen as hard-and-fast elements of future
policy. This is likely to be true of Zelenskyy’s
statement, as various other actors, from analysts
to academics to former diplomats and politicians,
have expressed an openness to including China
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in reconstruction projects.**444244” There have
even been suggestions that some aspects of the
Chinese economic development model should
be used as a guide during Ukraine’s recovery.*®
At the same time, some experts with long
experience in China argue in favour of excluding
it from reconstruction efforts
altogether, based on their
negative assessments  of
Beijing’s goals and methods.*

Indeed, previous experience
of Chinese involvement in
economic projects in Ukraine
has raised a number of red
flags, leading to a heightened
awareness among many
Ukrainian policymakers of
the need to take security
concerns into consideration
when deciding on the type
and extent of Chinese participation. Numerous
experts and academics have highlighted the
need for “limited” or “selective” involvement

43. UATV, Freedom information portal. (2026, August 26). CLUA
Ta Kutay gk ABQA rapaHTX CTAbBINbHOro Mypy: mepCrekTvBM y4acTi
lekiHa y neperoopax Lyoao YkpaiHu ouiHvs Moros [The US and Chi-
na as two guarantors of a stable peace: Popov assesses the pros-
pects of Beijing’s participation in negotiations on Ukraine]. https://
uatv.ua/uk/ssha-ta-kytaj-yak-dva-garanty-stabilnogo-myru-per-
spektyvy-uchasti-pekina-u-peregovorah-shhodo-ukrayiny-ot-

sinyv-popov/

44. Chebotarova, N., Chebotarov, V. (2026). Ukrainian-Chinese
foreign trade relations: components of the justification for Chi-
na’'s participation in the post-war reconstruction of Ukraine.
Visnyk ekonomichnoi nauky Ukrainy, 1(50), 29-34. https://doi.
0rg/10.37405/3041-1629.2026.1(50).29-34

45, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Ukraine. (2024, July 24). Dmytro
Kuleba invited the authorities and business of Guangdong Province
to develop cooperation with Ukrainian regions. https://mfa.gov.ua/en/
news/dmitro-kuleba-zaprosiv-vladu-ta-biznes-provinciyi-guand-
un-rozvivati-spivpracyu-z-ukrayinskimi-regionami

46. Espreso. (2025, August 5). Mornsaa: sk CLUA cxunsioTb Kuta
[0 TUCKY HA Pocito i 4m mMoxe BiH BiAMOBUTUCS Bif POCIMCbKOI HapTH
[View: How the US is pushing China to pressure Russia and whether
it can give up Russian oil]. https://espresotv/poglyad-yak-ssha-skhi-
lyayut-kitay-do-tisku-na-rosiyu-i-chi-mozhe-vin-vidmovitisya-vid-ro-
siyskoi-nafti

47. Holovko, V. (2025). BigHoBneHHsi VkpaiHu Ta KwuTan: pocsig
B3aeMofii, MOXNMBOCTI, pn3nku. [The reconstruction of Ukraine and
China: Experience of interaction, possibilities, risks]. Institute of His-
tory of Ukraine, National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine. https://
resource.history.org.ua/cgi-bin/eiu/history.exe?C21COM=2&I[21DB-
N=ELIB&P21DBN=ELIB&Image file name=book/0018876.pdf&IM-
AGE_FILE_DOWNLOAD=0

48. Muravitskyi, S. (2026, June). Adapting the Shenzhen Model:
Economic Experimentation as a Strategy for Ukraine’s Post-War Re-
construction Ukrainian Policymaker, Volume 18, 75-90. https://doi.
0rg[10.29202/up/18/7

49. This opinion was expressed by two experts on China during
interviews in Kyiv in June 2026.
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Trade flows
between Ukraine
and China have
proved to be robust
over time, even if
the trade balance
is increasingly
unfavourable to

Kyiv.

of China in reconstruction.®®®" The Motor
Sich experience in particular demonstrated
how security issues could affect Ukraine and
the extent to which questions of Chinese
engagement are intertwined with Ukrainian
foreign policy and bilateral relationships with
other actors. The Motor Sich
case involved the United
States, but the interests of the
EU and its member states are
also likely to play a significant
role in reconstruction issues.
Turkiye will no doubt come
into the picture too.

Since Ukraine is on a path to
EU accession, it will need to
align its foreign policy with
that of the EU, including
its trade policy. This means
that EU concerns about the
Chinese role in Ukrainian recovery will have to be
taken into account. At the same time, however,
the enormous cost of reconstruction could push
both Ukraine and the EU into embracing certain
types of Chinese involvement. The forms this
might take and the sectors included, however,
will need to be the subject of regular interaction
between Brussels and Kyiv. In fact, questions
regarding Ukraine’s approach to China will no
doubt arise in the process of negotiating the sixth
cluster of the EU acquis communautaire, which
was opened in July 2026 and includes questions
of common commercial policy in general and FDI
screening rules in particular.®

50. Yefremov, D. China’s limited role in Ukraine’s reconstruction
(SCEEUS—NKK Guest Commentary). (2025). Stockholm Centre for
Eastern European Studies, Swedish Institute of International Affairs.
https://www.ui.se/globalassets/ui.se-eng/publications/other-pub-
lications/chinas-limited-role-in-ukraines-reconstruction_sceeus-
nkk-guest-commentary_2025.pdf

51.  Zharova, L., Khlobystov, le. (2024). Ukrainian-Chinese Econom-
ic Relations Through the Lens of Post-War Reintegration of Territo-
ries. Modern Economics: efnekTpoHHe HaykoBe ¢axoBe BUAAHHS 3
eKoHOMIYHMX Hayk. N 54, 70-75. https://doi.org/10.31521/modecon.

V54(2025)-10

52. Nagornyak, I. (2026, July 14). LLocTnin neperoBopHuin Knactep
i3 €C BigkpuTo. Lo ue o3Hauvae [The sixth negotiating cluster with
the EU has been opened. What that means]. NV. https://nv.uajukr/
opinion/vstup-ukrajini-do-yes-ekspert-poyasniv-shcho-take-shos-
tiy-klaster-50624330.html
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THE BROADER
GEOPOLITICAL CONTEXT:
INCREASINGLY
DISTURBING

While the supposed “no limits” partnership
between Russia and China is generally seen as
having limits after all, it is nonetheless clear that
Chinese actions have strongly enabled Russia
to pursue its war aims in Ukraine.>***** This
applies not only to direct support, such as
drone components, training for Russian soldiers
and the supply of dual-
use goods that have
been wused for military
purposes, but also to more
indirect backing.®® The
latter comprises importing
much of the energy Russia
previously exported to
western countries (albeit at
discounted prices), as well
as assisting in sanctions
evasion mechanisms.”
Even if China’s relations
with most of Europe have
suffered, overall Beijing has
gained both economically
and in terms of military
technology and lessons
learned from the Russian
battlefield.

Despite the unexpected policy shifts of the
Trump administration, and its declared intention
to drive a wedge between Beijing and Moscow,
such a split has not occurred and is perceived

53. Lough, J. (2026, June 26). Has the China—Russia partnership
peaked? International Centre for Defence and Security. https://icds.

Business relocations,
population movements
and the growing
importance of land
routes are creating
a new centre of
production, labour

demand and European
connectivity beside
some of the EU’s least-
developed regions:
eastern Slovakia,
northeastern Hungary
and northern Romania.

as unlikely.®® Indeed, in addition to the economic
and military aspects mentioned above, Russia
and China have similar (though not identical)
ideological approaches regarding the role of the
US and the need for changes to the existing world
order. Putin and Xi Jinping have also developed
an excellent working relationship. While Russia’s
predilection for violence and harsh rhetoric
sometimes places China in a difficult position,
it also serves as a means of testing the waters
in the international arena.*®* Nonetheless, the
relationship remains asymmetrical, which means
that in some areas Beijing has the upper hand.
Despite official statements
to the contrary, there is
little trust between the
two sides.®%®

That said, Trump obviously
has a penchant for
interacting with powerful
world leaders, which he
perceives both Xi and
Putin to be. Despite having
shifted back and forth on
his approaches to China
and Russia, thus far there
are few indications that
he is inclined to spoil his
relationship with either
head of state. Indeed, it is
possible that the recent
deal struck with Putin on
exports of Russian diesel
in exchange for a temporary lifting of sanctions
against Russia is a herald of future economic
cooperation to come.®” Following the reciprocal
state visits of Xi and Trump in Beijing in May and
Washington in September, the current trajectory
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does not appear to involve an increase in
animosity between the US and China.®®

If Trump continues to cosy up to both
Putin and Xi, Ukraine’s position will become
increasingly  difficult. Even  temporary
cooperation among these three leaders would
increase the pressure on Kyiv to a dangerous
level. While Ukraine can count on continued
European support for now, neither Trump nor
Xi cares particularly about Ukraine’s survival,
and Russia is working hard to destroy it. The
results of the mid-term US elections will
create domestic problems for Trump and he
could respond by acting even more harshly
and erratically as a result. The outcome of his
battle with a Democratic Congress is hard to
predict, but likely to damage the US further
on the international stage. Difficulties at home
could make him more susceptible to flattery
and appealing offers from abroad, which
will strengthen Putin’s hand — as well as Xi's.
China’s interest in a weakened Ukraine is likely
to decrease, since even now Beijing does not
perceive Kyiv as a genuinely sovereign actor.
If reconstruction appears to recede into the
distant future, there will be fewer incentives
for Chinese engagement. China might begin
to prepare for a Russian victory as a more
probable outcome, and intensify its relations
with Moscow accordingly.

Ukraine will need to work even more closely
with Europe on an overarching geopolitical
strategy, and attempt to influence politicians
in the US other than Trump in preparation for
a new administration. De-risking with regard
to China will become even more important.

63. Shambaugh, D. (2026, September 28). A turning point:
Rebuilding the US-China relationship. China-US Focus. https://
www.chinausfocus.com/foreign-policy/a-turning-point-rebuild-
ing-the-us-china-relationship
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CONCLUSIONS

A review of Ukraine’s relations with China
identifies several important elements. First, it
is evident that both countries currently have
sufficient interest in developing the relationship
to ensure that it continues to evolve rather
than fades away. Second, numerous significant
disappointments have accumulated over time,
creating a difficult background for moving
forward. Many factors prevent the emergence
of a positive dynamic. The complex and
dynamic geopolitical environment is prominent
among these. More specifically, China’s close
relationship with Russia, which is conducting a
brutal war against Ukraine, and its ambivalent
relationship with the US impose shifting but
undeniable limits on Kyiv’'s interactions with
Beijing. However, theinternal mechanisms ofthe
Chinese and Ukrainian political and economic
systems have also served as impediments to
the successful implementation of previously
agreed projects.

Trade flows between Ukraine and China have
proved to be robust over time, even if the trade
balance is increasingly unfavourable to Kyiv.
Other types of economic cooperation have
been less successful, and political relations
have experienced highs and lows depending
on Ukraine’s other foreign policy alignments.
In the current environment, a mixed bag of
elements is affecting the development of
the relationship. While China has remained
aloof from any efforts to achieve a ceasefire
or peace settlement, Beijing has expressed a
clear interest in participating in reconstruction
projects. However, Ukraine’s emerging China
policy will need to be compatible with that
of the EU, while also taking the US-China
relationship into account. This means that
while no major breakthrough can be expected
in relations between Kyiv and Beijing, attempts
to deepen certain aspects of their economic
component are probable. These attempts
are likely to encounter difficulties, as has
repeatedly happened in the past. However,
if Ukraine's relations with the EU become
more problematic, Kyiv might try to intensify
its interactions with Beijing (as well as other
capitals) as a counterweight to its western
partners. This would be a return to a pattern
seen several times before. For Ukraine, as for
most other states, China is too important a
player on the international stage to disregard.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

The above analysis gives rise to the following recommendations for the EU and Ukraine:

Use the ongoing negotiations on the sixth cluster (external relations) in the EU accession process
to ensure that Ukraine’s China policy evolves in a direction that is compatible with that of the
EU. This also presents the EU with an opportunity to concretise specific aspects of its own
policy.*

Agree relevant criteria for determining what types of Chinese investment in Ukraine are desirable.
This could be based on general FDI screening procedures, but should be tailored to the specific
risks posed by China in the Ukrainian context. At the same time, the approach should be kept
as simple and clear as possible to allow for rapid application where necessary.

Work to set up a comprehensive programme of Chinese studies in Ukraine, as mentioned by
President Zelenskyy in an interview with the Xinhua news agency.®®

Incorporate discussions on how the respective sides perceive China into EU-Ukraine formats at
various levels, involving EU institutions, member state governments and parliaments, academics
and civil society experts, and business representatives.

Use formats focused on Ukraine’s reconstruction to debate questions pertaining to possible
Chinese involvement and the conditions in which this could be envisaged. A special focus on
the pros and cons of potential Chinese participation in renewable energy projects would be
useful.

Ensure that ongoing European efforts to produce drones in and with Ukraine involve plans to
reduce the number of drone components originating from China.

Cooperate on the exploitation of critical raw materials in order to reduce dependence on China
in this area as far as possible. This should include not only projects in Ukraine, but also joint
cooperation with relevant partners outside the EU.
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