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Foreign Policy and Geopolitics 

Biden’s meeting with Xi 

On 15 November, Joe Biden met with his Chinese counterpart, Xi Jinping, in San Francisco. 

The meeting received significant attention in Russia and was widely discussed by mainstream 

state media outlets. The two leaders agreed to establish a channel for direct communication 

and re-establish military-to-military contacts, suspended by China in August 2022. Biden also 

obtained a commitment from Beijing to more strongly regulate its chemical companies, which 

are producing large quantities of precursors for the synthetic opioid fentanyl (the source of 

many social problems in the US). While the meeting was not - and could never have been - a 

breakthrough, it represented an effort by both nations to tone down escalating tensions.

The meeting sparked considerable interest in Russia and has become one of the most 

discussed topics in the domestic policy sphere. Moscow's alignment with Beijing has become 

a cornerstone of its geopolitical strategy because of the war in Ukraine and its seemingly 

irreparable break with the West. Russian reactions to the talks were multifaceted. In public 

statements and through the mainstream media, there was an clear attempt to downplay the 

summit and its results, portraying it as a humiliation for China. This narrative was reinforced 

when Biden referred to Xi as a dictator in response to a question from the press, a comment 

that widely discussed on Russian television and helped frame a general anti-American 

narrative. The overarching message was to portray the talks as a total failure that was unlikely 

to ease tensions, as well as to caution Beijing against trusting the Americans or believing in 

the possibility of peaceful coexistence.

Propaganda aside, there was some concern in the Kremlin about the potential for the Biden-Xi 

meeting to lead to a thaw in bilateral relations. Even so, no one is under the illusion in Moscow 

that any such warming would be anything but fragile, temporary, reversible, and primarily 

commercial rather than strategic. The prevailing expectation, what is also shared by most of 

informed observers, is that the meeting will not fundamentally alter the confrontational nature 

of American-Chinese relations. Other factors such as the lack of personal chemistry between 

Biden and Xi, strong domestic opposition in the US (including a bipartisan anti-China 

consensus), deep-seated trust issues and Washington's entrenched view of China as a 

strategic threat, all contribute to this belief. Russia's leaders are relatively unconcerned about 

a possible shift in Sino-American relations.

However, the Kremlin's approach to US-China relations is somewhat self-contradictory. On 

one hand, a stronger confrontation between China and the US may benefit Russia, reinforcing 

Beijing's anti-American stance. On the other hand, a spiralling escalation cycle could 
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geopolitically weaken China and lead to unpredictable outcomes, potentially making the 

Russian-Chinese partnership reducing its utility in Moscow's diplomatic manoeuvring, 

especially with regard to Ukraine. As such, the current status quo (a controlled confrontation 

between China and the US) is preferred to the uncertainty of a significant escalation.

Of specific concern in Moscow are Beijing's attempts to convince Washington that competition 

between the two powers is unnecessary. Xi Jinping's assertion that China does not seek to 

replace the US and or become an immutable rival were closely monitored in Moscow. There 

was some worry that Xi might use its support for Russia as a bargaining chip with this aim in 

mind. However, these concerns should not be overemphasised. Moscow understands that 

with the current political climate in Washington, these efforts are unlikely to yield significant 

results. Instead, both countries are drifting towards an intensified rivalry, making some form of 

clash seemingly inevitable. 

Escalation around Finland 

On 18 and 19 November, Finland closed five border checkpoints 

with Russia: Vyartsilya, Torfyanovka, Brusnichnoye, Svetogorsk, 

and Vartius, in response to the influx of migrants trying to breach 

the border illegally from countries such as Syria, Iraq and 

Somalia. According to Reuters, several individuals broke through 

the barriers near one of the closed checkpoints. Some were 

reportedly forcibly (Rus) herded across the Russian border by Russian border guards. The 

situation mirrors events on the Belarus-Poland border in 2021, where Belarusian authorities 

facilitated the arrival of thousands of refugees attempting to enter Poland. This crisis, 

orchestrated by Lukashenko with Moscow's support, was an attempt to exert pressure on 

Europe following a severe Belarusian political crisis in 2020. Lukashenko hoped to force 

Europe to acknowledge him as Belarus's legitimate leader.

This time, Russia appears to have orchestrated a similar crisis, arranging irregular migrant 

flows towards the Finnish border. Finnish President Sauli Niinistö suspects Russia is 

retaliating against Helsinki’s plans to sign a defence cooperation agreement with Washington. 

A source close to the Russian authorities, familiar with their intentions, indicated that Moscow 

aims to test the Finnish security services' capability to defend against hybrid threats and to 

identify vulnerabilities and resource availability. The specific reason for the action was indeed 

Helsinki's intention to sign the defence pact with the US - it could potentially lead to the 

presence of US troops, naval ships and aircraft in Finland. Moscow is also reacting to 

Finland's decision to allow US B-1B Lancer strategic bombers to fly over its territory in 
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September. The exercises simulated cruise missile strikes on St. Petersburg, Murmansk and 

Severodvinsk, where Russian SSBNs are stationed.

The current scenario also reflects Putin's disappointment towards the outgoing president, 

Niinistö, who is one of the few Western leaders that he used to admire. With Finnish public 

sentiment becoming increasingly anti-Russian and the country's foreign policy becoming 

steadily more hostile, decision-making on policy towards Finland is now dominated by the 

security services, such as the FSB. There has been a shift towards more provocative, 

revanchist tactics. Long-term strategic thinking becoming less relevant.

The Domestic Agenda 

Putin’s meeting with big business 

On 16 November, Vladimir Putin convened with members of the Russian Union of 

Industrialists and Entrepreneurs (RSPP). According (Rus) to 

Vedomosti, the meeting included around 80 participants, 

including presidential aide Maxim Oreshkin, first deputy prime 

minister Andrei Belousov, minister of economic development 

Maxim Reshetnikov, RSPP president Alexander Shokhin, 

Russian Railways CEO Oleg Belozerov, Kamaz CEO Sergei 

Kogogin, Sber CEO German Gref. Vedomosti noted that the meeting began around 22:00pm 

Moscow time and continued until almost midnight. The media coverage of the meeting 

focused mainly on the issue of renationalisation - a major concern for business over the last 

year. Business ombudsman Boris Titov earlier highlighted that the Prosecutor's Office has 

initiated approximately ten lawsuits aiming to nationalise assets that were privatised in the 

1990s. The Bell reported on several more cases. A day before the meeting, Alexander 

Shokhin told RBC that uncertainty prevails in the business community, saying: “No one knows 

who might be next in line.” In September, at the Eastern Economic Forum, Putin issued (Rus) 

an ambiguous statement, claiming there would be no general “deprivatization”, but 

acknowledging that the return of certain assets to the state in specific cases would not be a 

problem. De facto, this guidance from the top has untied the hands of the siloviki, who can 

attempt to ignore the first part of Putin’s statement. 

During the meeting, Shokhin also brought up the subject of tax policy, stating that the 

business community is prepared for larger income taxes on excess earnings (a one-off 
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payment that is to be made to the budget by large companies), provided the state ensures a 

predictable and stable policy framework. These discussions are more conventional, allowing 

businesses not only to initiate talks with the authorities but also to negotiate specific terms as 

they attempt to strike a deal with the cabinet. Central Bank head Elvira Nabiullina also spoke. 

During the meeting, one of the participants raised the concern that the Central Bank's 

monetary policy was too tight. However, Putin backed Central Bank head Elvira Nabiullina's 

decision-making. According to R.Politik’s source, Putin stated that monetary policy decisions 

would continue to be made solely at Nabiullina's discretion. Another source revealed that 

Rosneft CEO Igor Sechin recently wrote to Putin requesting that the Central Bank should at 

least inform major corporations about rate changes, even if it did not coordinate with them. 

Putin forwarded this letter to the cabinet with a note instructing them ‘to consider’ the matter, a 

move that may not necessarily lead to any action or policy change. 

Russian mainstream media coverage of the meeting highlighted business concerns. However, 

in Putin's Russia, at least since the Yukos Affair in 2003, such gatherings are typically 

orchestrated to serve the president's interests. His primary motive for the meeting was to 

ensure that the intensifying confrontation with the West remains economically sustainable, 

while the upcoming presidential election next year also makes big business's support more 

valuable. According to a source who is well aware of the content of the meeting, Putin urged 

businessmen to return their assets to Russia as soon as 

possible, making it clear that the Russian authorities are well 

aware of the state of affairs (meaning that there is no sense in 

hiding). 

Despite the imminent rollout of a controlled, predictable election 

campaign, Putin is personally apprehensive about the reliability of business community's 

support for the regime. The current issue at stake is not merely loyalty, but the possibility of 

individual actors adjusting their behaviour due to sanctions risks. Andrei Melnichenko’s 

interview in August has intensified these concerns. Putin is trying to convince businessmen 

that returning their assets and themselves to Russia will only secure their positions (Mikhail 

Fridman’s return to Russia and presence in person at the meeting serve as a prime example 

of this policy). He also said that the authorities will consider statute of limitation periods for 

cases related to privatisation - although for big business to believe these guarantees, there 

will have to be changes in practice. However, despite these attempts to win over the 

attendees, the overall mood after the meeting was, according to the source, somewhere 

between doomed resignation and desperation, reflecting a rather a gloomy new reality. 
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A Political Clash in Samara Region 

On 14 November, the Prime Minister of Samara Region, Viktor Kudryashov, resigned. This 

event was followed swiftly by searches in the local government offices and Ministry of 

Construction. The head of the ministry, Mikhail Aseyev, was then arrested along with 

Kudryuashov. Investigators have charged these officials with abuse of authority, alleging that 

they approved the allocation of 200 million roubles to Volgatransstroy to draft a construction 

plan for a local metro station, a project that was later cancelled. These investigations were 

conducted by the regional FSB. On the evening of 14 November, according (Rus) to 

Kommersant, Samara governor Dmitry Azarov traveled to Moscow to discuss the situation 

with the Presidential Administration's domestic policy department.

This case is politically important as Azarov is directly implicated. He is seen as a player who is 

associated with Rostec, the state arms giant, which has major automotive manufacturing 

facilities in the region. Azarov's political journey included serving as the Minister of Natural 

Resources in the Samara regional government under Viktor Artukov, a Rostec proxy, then a 

senatorship in the Federation Council, before being appointed Governor in 2017. In March 

2023, Azarov was conspicuous as the first governor to receive President Putin's endorsement 

for re-election, adding a layer of political intrigue to recent events. However, it is widely 

acknowledged within the regime that even public presidential support does not guarantee 

immunity from prosecution. Kudryashov is Azarov's right hand man (they know each other 

since 90s), meaning that his arrest is a direct blow to the latter.

Following the elections, the Samara Region was the only district which had difficulties forming 

a new government. The media reported that the Presidential Administration was hesitating to 

confirm Viktor Kudryashov as prime minister (he instead held the position as an interim 

appointee), while Federal Minister of Construction Irek Faizullin dismissed Mikhail Aseyev's 

candidacy, despite Azarov's personal lobbying efforts (he was also given interim status). A 

further concern for Kudryashov was that his eldest son Yuriy, who only returned to Russia 

from Georgia, where he was living, just before the September election. Yuriy posted critical 

comments on Instagram condemning Putin, the invasion of Ukraine and Chechen leader 

Ramzan Kadyrov. In October, the State Duma passed a directive instructing (Rus) the 

Committee for Security and Countering Corruption to investigate and prosecute public figures 

who discredit the army or make anti-Russian statements. Yuriy Kudryashov was among eight 

individuals slated for investigation.

The criminal case against Kudryashov and Aseyev was initiated at the request of Aleksander 

Khinstein, a State Duma deputy known for his close ties to the security services (in particular, 

Rosgvardia head Viktor Zolotov). It seems that Khinstein, who is a deputy representing 

Samara region, is acting from personal interest. He is notorious for his confrontational nature, 
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having previously attacked Nizhny Novgorod governor Valery Shantsev (while he was a 

deputy in that region) and former Samara governor Nikolay Merkushkin. He is now targeting 

Azarov. The current wartime context favours hawkish arguments against any potential 

manifestation of anti-war or anti-regime views, potentially incentivising the siloviki to 

investigate any form of misconduct more strenuously and hence creating the grounds for more 

criminal prosecutions. As corruption remains one of the largest systemic problems in Russia, it 

is not particularly hard to dig up the basis for serious allegations. 

If there is a strong case backed by evidence (and the investigators are persuasive), Rostec 

may have no choice but to let the proceedings happen. Politically, it might be challenging for 

them to defend an ally; a safer, more pragmatic approach may well be for them to put their 

weight behind a successor.

 Curious about the intricate and often obscure processes shaping Russian politics?  

 Craving new knowledge and exclusive access to cutting-edge insights?  

➡  Our flagship analytical product, the Bulletin, meticulously dissects Russian politics, 

providing our readers with unparalleled understanding of the events in Moscow. Explore the 

unseen, understand the complex and stay ahead of the curve with R.Politik's Bulletin!
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