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Sino-Russian Asia-Pacific Gray-Zone
Operations: An Interpretation of the Sino-
Russian Joint Strategic Air Patrols

Shiau-shyang Liou
Division of National Security Research
Abstract

The Sino-Russian joint strategic air patrols in the Asia-Pacific have
become a representative form of military operation carried out by the two
states in this region. In essence, they constitute a “gray zone” operation that
hovers between war and peace. By employing military provocations and
coercive measures that fall below the threshold of armed conflict, these
patrols send political signals and deterrent intentions to the United States
and its allies. Such operations are not only highly controllable and low-risk
but also capable of amplifying strategic effects, making them a preferred
tool for both China and Russia to cope with international pressure and

maintain geopolitical influence.

As the Sino-Russian joint air patrols in the Asia-Pacific become more
institutionalized and routine, the two states continually seek innovation in
route planning, aircraft combinations, training patterns, and tactical design
to prevent their signaling effect from being diluted through repetition and
to preserve the flexibility and political effectiveness of their strategic
operations. Compared with other military exercises constrained by
geopolitical circumstances or diplomatic pressure, the joint air patrols-
marked by high mobility, low cost, and minimal disruption-exhibit
significant sustainability and operational latitude. They have already
become an important means for China and Russia to deepen military

cooperation, send geopolitical signals, and constrain their adversaries.
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