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CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY
Directorate of Intelligence
10 November 1969

INTELLIGENCE MEMORANDUM

Sino-Soviet Border Talks: Problems and Prospects

Summary

When the Sino-Soviet border talks opened in
Peking on 20 October, the two sides came to the
table with different objectives and points of view.
As a result, there has been difficulty in agreeing
on what to talk about, and the initial three weeks
of negotiation apparently have failed to produce
noticeable progress. WNevertheless, by agreeing to
talk at all, the two countries have clearly shown
a desire to turn away from the collision course on
which they were earlier embarked. The motivation
of the Chinese is simple: the desire to prevent a
possible Soviet attack. Mounting Soviet diplomatic
and military pressure has forced Peking to seek-an
easing of tensions through negotiation. The Rus-
sians, for their part, believe that others have
taken advantage of their preoccupation with the
Chinese problem and want relief from the harass-
ment, uncertainty, and political embarrassment that
the tense situation on the border has caused them.

Ironically, one thing these talks almost cer-
tainly cannot achieve is settlement of the long-
standing Sino-Soviet border dispute. Although some
historic territorial claims are involved, the dis-
pute, in its broadest sense, is part and parcel of
Peking's current bitter rivalry with Moscow. Peking
has no intention of abandoning its claim to 'some
600,000 square miles of Soviet Siberia, a political
rather than a territorial issue that the Chinese

Note: This memorandum was produced solely by CIA.
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have been effectively exploiting for six years.

Both sides, however, may now be ready to agree to
disagree on this broad and intractable issue and
move on to other issues where some accord is possi-
ble. The Soviets are clearly anxious to bring about
some improvements in state relations and appear will-
ing to make some compromises on areas in dispute along
the border. The Chinese, in a position of relative
weakness, may be ready to improve their state rela-
tions with the USSR and possibly to compromise on

the question of border demarcation in certain dis-
puted areas. Any positive results would provide at

- least short-term relief from the tension of recent

months and avert new, more serious military actions
across the Sino-Soviet border.
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Territorial Issues--Real and ODtherwise

1. A major block to any effort to ease border
tensions has been the "unequal" treaties iwpasse, a
political rather than territorial issue that grew
out of bropaganda-sparring between Moscow and Peking
after the Cuban missile crisis of 1962. In counter—-
ing Chinese criticism of his withdrawal of Russian
nissiles, Soviet Premier Khrushchev, in December

1962, chided the Chinese for their continued acceap-

tance of “colonial outhouses" in Hong Kong and Macao.
Peking responded by reminding Khrushchev that Czar-
ist Russia had ‘been an eager participant in the an-
nexation of Chinese territory and suggested that a
substantial chunk of Soviet Siberia could be added
to the list of colonial enclaves tolerated by China.
Since then, this issue has become a matter of deep-~
est principle and national prestige for both sides.

2. The Chinese polemicists cite three 19th
century treaties under which Russia acquired somwe
590,000 square miles of territory that had been un-
der the nominal control or domination of Manchu
China. The Chinese contend that these "unequal
treaties" were invalidated by Lenin in 1920 when the
new Soviet government renounced "all seizure of
Chinese territory and all the Russian concessions
in China," Peking also contends that this renuncia-
tion was incorporated in the Sino-Soviet agreement
of 1924, which stipulated the annulment of "all con-
ventions, agreements, treaties, protocols, contracts,
etc., concluded between the government of China and
the Tsarist Government..." Moscow has flatlv re-
jected these contentions, arguing that the boundary
treaties were the results of historical developments,
that they were freely arrived at between representa-
tives of imperial Russia and imperial China, and,
that they, therefore, remain valid. The Soviets ag-
sert that all the "unequal treaties" were eliminated
in 1920 and 1924 and that no document of the Soviet
state or any statement by Lenin ever qualified the
border treaties with China as unequal or subject to
revision, According to the Russians, there is no
"territorial issue" between the USSR and China, but
only a matter of defining the few specific areas in
which there is not a clear or agreed demarcation of
the border.
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3. Although it does not incorporate a serious
Chinese territorial claim, the "unequal" treaties is-
sue has become an integral part of Peking's ideological
and political challenge of Moscow. The Chinese have
considered the Russians particularly vulnerable to
attack on this subject, pointing to Soviet defense
of the 19th century treaties as proof of Moscow's
"revisionism" and “social-imperialist" character.

As a result, Peking has continued to maintain that
any final settlement of Sino-Soviet border differ-
ences will require the negotiation of a new, "equal
treaty. Disavowing any intention of actually re-
gaining territory lost to imperial Russia, the Chi-
nese have consistently stated their willingness to
accept the existing frontier as the basis for a perma-
nent border demarcation, provided that Moscow first
acknowledge the 19th century treaties establishing

it as "unequal." The Soviets, largely for reasons

of national prestige, are unwilling to make such a
concession. Even if new “"equal" treaties were.signed
confirming Soviet possession of the Far Eastern ter-
ritory, a Soviet admission that the old treaties had
been unequal would give the appearance that the ter-
ritory had come to Moscow only through Peking's gen-
erosity. This is a circumstance Moscow clearly finds
unacceptable, although the Soviets might be amenable
to some compromise wording that would allow for a
differing interpretation by each side.

4. Another factor probably affecting Moscow's
caleculations is that most of Russia's borders were de-
termined in a no more equitable manner than was the
one with China. Thus admission of the "unequal" na-
ture of the border agreements with China could con-
ceivably lead to agitation on the part of others who
adjoin the USSR. 1In particular, it could aid Japan's
frequently stated case for the return of territories
seized by the Russians at the end of World War IT--
an argument Moscow already finds vexatious.

5. Aside from the unequal treaties issue, with

‘all of its political and ideological baggage, Peking

has some specific, more limited territorial claims

against the USSR that are perhaps more open to set-
tlement. Along the eastern sector of the frontier

these claims are mostly directed toward the more
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Chen-Pao (Damansky} [sland: A Chinese photograph demonstrating Peking's contention that
the river's main channel {arrow) places the island on China‘s side (left side of photograph) of

the border.

than 700 islands in the Amur and Ussuri border
rivers., Peking charges that, even in violation of
the unequal treaty, the Russians are occupying a
large number of Chinese islands--for examnple, Chen
Pao (Damansky), where fighting broke out last spring.
By far the most important of the islands is Hei-hsia-
tzu, a Soviet controlled 25 mile-long strip of land
at the Amur-Ussuri confluence that dominates the ma-
jor city of Khabarovsk.

6. The treaties establishing this sector of
the frontier refer to territories on the left and
right bank, but never to the river itself. Under
such circumstances, one of two alternatives is usu-
ally accepted under international law: either the
line of the channel or the median line of the
stream becomes the boundary. The former is most
often used if the river is navigable, the latter if
it is not.

7. The Chinese base their claim to the islands
on both these principles of internationdl law. The
Soviets assert, however, that thé Sino-Soviet border
in most instances runs along the Chinese side of the
river. The Soviet version of the frontier is not
based on the wording of any treaty, but on an al-

—-5-
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leged map that accompanies the border treaty of 1860.
The Chinese argue that the map--which the Soviets
have chosen not to produce--is too small in scale

to show accurately either the river boundary or is-
land ownership.

8. The Soviet Union's refusal to accept either
the main-channel or median-line principle for de-
termining the border is clearly related to Russian
determination to hold Hei-hsia-tzy Island. The Tri-
nese say, that the frontier follows the main Amur
River channel to Khabarovsk, while the Soviets contend
that the boundary is marked by a minor channel of
the Amur more distant from the city. If Peking's
claim were accepted, the Chinese would be virtually
only a stone's throw from the center of Khabarovsk--a
condition completely unacceptable to Moscow. There
are also two smaller Soviet-occupied areas along the
eastern sector that are claimed by Peking: 375 square
miles of territory near the border town of Manchouli
in western Manchuria, and a section on the Soviet side
of the Amur river opposite northern Manchuria. Neither
area has been mentioned recently by Peking, but both
are still officially in dispute.

i 9. 1In the western sector, the only area in
dispute is approximately 8,000 square miles of moun-—
tain waste in the Pamir range along China’s extreme
southwest frontier. Peking contends that Russian
troops occupied this area in 1892 in viclation of
the Sino-Russian boundary protocol of 1884. The
Soviets claim the area as a result of the Anglo-
Russian treaty of 1895-~an agreement made without
China's approval.

10. These areas of specific dispute have always
been a source of friction, especially since the two
sides began exchanging propaganda accusations over
the border in 1963, Subsequently, minor incidents
involving gunfire and other "provocations" have ap-
parently occurred with some frequency along the
frontier, although both sides acted with restraint
to keep the situation under control. This pattern
of unpublicized and contained tension was abruptly
changed on 2 March 1969, however, by the large-
gcale clash on the Ussuri--a confrontation that in-
augurated seven months of overt border conflict,
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“We must not show the slightise titmid- ‘People of all countries, unite and op-
ity before a wild beast,* pose any war of aggression launched by
: imperialism or social-imperialism, es-
Mao Tse-tung pecially one in which atom bombs are

10 June 1969 used as weapons... "

Chinese National Day slogan
29 September 1969

Confrontation on the Border: Peking Flinches

11. The beginning of border talks in Peking on
20 October marked the end of China's retreat from
determined and aggressive exploitation of the border
dispute to a position of defensive cencern--a move—
ment suggested by the contrasting tone of the above
Chinese statements. The precise circumstances sur-
rounding the initial clash on the Ussuri River in
March 1969 will probably never be known. I+ seems
very 1likely, however, that both the ¢lash and the

12. The Soviet intervention afforded Peking
New opportunities to attack the USSR as an aggres-
sive and "revisionist" power. Exploitation of Sino-
Soviet border tension was an ideal method for the
Chinese to portray Moscow as an unreliable ally
menacing all socialist states; to this end the Chi- .
nese began to publicize widely the Russian military
activity and air intrusions along the Sino-Soviet
frontier: More importantly, the Chinese probably
also believed a‘more provocative stance on the
frontier was necessary in order to offset their own
weak position. Beginning in late 1965, the Russians
had steadily increased their forces near the Sino-
Soviet border, as well as in Mongolia. By early
1968, the Soviets had massed some 25 to 30 divi-
sions and air and missile units in the frontiex
area--twice the number in 1965,

-7
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13. Peking, faced with this increasing Soviet
military power along the border and virtually naked
of international support, must have viewed with
alarm the application of the "Brezhnev Doctrine"
to Czechoslovakia and, in Chinese eyes, its im-
plications for China. Although Peking almost cer-
tainly did not fear direct Soviet invasion it must
have interpreted the "Brezhnev Doctrine" as an indi-
cation of Soviet readiness to step up political and
military pressure against China. Given these atti-
tudes, China's strong action on the Ussuri and its
eagerness to exploit the resulting tension appear
to have been a distinctly Maoist method of deter-
rence. By assuming a hard-line posture, Peking
was demonstrating to Russia that despite its pre-
occupation with internal problems it was determined
to resist Soviet pressures and to defend China's
territorial rights, while at the same time calling
world attention to the Soviet "threat." As an ad-
ditional benefit, the Chinese could make use Of es-
calated tension with Moscow to foster internal unity
and create a properly militant atmosphere in which
to implement the regime's newest domestic social
and economic programs..

14. Throughout the spring and early summer, Pe-
king maintained a truculent line on the border con-
flict, seizing on alleged border provocations by
the "new tsars" in Moscow in order to drive home
its case and to play on Moscow's current preoccupa-
tion with Eastern Europe. 1In his report to the
ninth party congress in April, Lin Piao revealed
that shortly after the initial Ussuri clashes Pe-
king had refused to accept a telephone call from the
Soviet leadership regarding the tense situation.

The following month the Chinese released a lengthy
reply to earlier Soviet proposals for talks that

was clearly timed to undercut Mosgow's position in
the dispute on the eve of the World Communist Con-
ference in Moscow. The statement predictably placed
full onus on the Russians for the border conflict
and reiterated the rigid Chinese demand that Moscow
recognize that the present frontier was based on
"unequal treaties,"” :
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