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China's policy on the Middle East
Four of the five UN Security Council (UNSC) permanent members have, to varying degrees, taken
military action in the Syrian civil war. Dissatisfied with the outcome of the UN-mandated military
intervention in Libya, China has not, although some of its arms deliveries to the region may have
found their way to parties to the conflict. President Xi Jinping's January 2016 visit to the Middle
East, in the wake of the easing of UN sanctions against Iran and the release of China's first-ever
Arab policy paper, was primarily aimed at anchoring the One Belt, One Road initiative in the region
as an alternative strategy focused on economic development, as a means to generate stability.

China's past low-profile posture in the Middle East
Over the past few decades, the Middle East has not featured prominently on China's foreign policy agenda.
Since 1993, however, the region has played a vital role for China's energy security, once the country became
a net importer of crude oil. Since then, China has been anxious not to get entangled in the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict or the Sunni-Shia divide, thus being able to support the Palestinian cause and at the same time
benefit from arms and technology transfers from Israel. In 2004, China increased its outreach to the region
by establishing the China-Arab Cooperation Forum, a platform for China's interaction with the 22-member
strong Arab League. As shown in Figure 1, China's trade with the region subsequently witnessed significant
expansion, with an increase in total trade from US$40 billion in 2004 to US$290 billion in 2014. The Middle
East is now China's seventh-largest trade partner, offering huge growth potential.
China's growing presence in the region has been
facilitated by geo-political and geo-economic
dynamics, such as the USA's diminishing role there
due to its policy of rebalancing, or pivoting, away
from Europe/the Middle East to the Asia-Pacific
region; the withdrawal of most of Iran's (Western)
business partners due to UN sanctions; and the
USA's shale gas revolution which has reduced its
dependence on crude oil supplies from the region.
China, by contrast, is likely to continue to rely
heavily on the Middle East for its energy security,
despite recent major energy deals with Russia. In
2014, Saudi Arabia (16 %), Oman (10 %), Iran (9 %)
and Iraq (9 %) were China's main crude oil suppliers
from the region, which accounted for 51 % of
China's total oil imports in that year.

Strategic opportunities feeding into
China's policy for the Middle East
China's current strategic opportunities arise mainly from two major developments: first, the 2015 nuclear
deal with Iran, and second, the failure of the military interventions of China's UNSC peers in regional political
upheavals and sectarian strife, which have added to regional instability and human suffering rather than
generating peace and stability. These developments have enabled China to bring to bear its close ties with
Iran and to portray its 'neutral' interaction with the region as an attractive pragmatic alternative. China's
strategy for the Middle East is set out in its first Arab policy paper highlighting the new relevance of the
region for China, and was explained by President Xi Jinping in his recent speech to the Arab League. It

Figure 1 – China’s trade with the Middle East, US$ billion

Data source: National Bureau of Statistics of China; Graph: Christian
Dietrich, EPRS.
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consolidates and expands China's past economic focus of engagement with the region based on its
traditional foreign-policy principles of non-alignment and non-interference in the internal affairs of other
countries, dashing hopes of China assuming a bigger role as a peacemaker. It advocates political dialogue
and economic development rather than the use of force for settling political or religious conflicts, drawing on
the concept underlying China's Development Strategy for its restive western provinces. So far, this strategy
has yielded mixed results in terms of stability in China. A growing number of Chinese Sunni Muslim (Uygur)
jihadists from Xinjiang are fighting in Syria and Iraq; domestic security is under serious threat after the
ISISL/Da'esh declared jihad against China for the treatment of its Uygurs.
The policy paper endorses regional counter-terrorism capacity-building and reaffirms China's not-so-new
concept of a regional 'common, comprehensive, cooperative and sustainable security' architecture as a
counter-model to the US-led military alliance system. In practice, however, China is poised to continue to
rely on the USA as the predominant security provider in the Middle East, despite the establishment of
China's first overseas military base in Djibouti and the fact that Chinese naval forces, under the 2015 Chinese
Anti-terrorism Law, are now allowed to venture overseas to counter terrorism and to protect Chinese
economic assets. Officially, the base is a 'logistics facility' to support the evacuation of Chinese citizens
overseas in crisis situations such as in Libya (2011) and in Yemen (2015), as well as China's peacekeeping
operations and participation in the UN-mandated anti-piracy operations off the Horn of Africa.

Anchoring China's One Belt, One Road (OBOR) initiative in the Middle East
The economic elements of China's Middle East strategy, which are mainly linked to the One Belt, One Road
initiative, offer economic growth prospects and feed into ongoing structural transformations in Middle East
countries. OBOR gathers the fragmented
and volatile Middle East region under a
development framework which is
reminiscent of historic Silk Road ties, and
allows for tailor-made bilateral projects.
Egypt, Iran and Saudi Arabia – the three
biggest and most stable Middle East
countries which President Xi Jinping
visited in January 2016 – are key to
OBOR's success, given their geographical
location along the land-based Silk Road
Economic Belt or the ocean-going 21st
century Maritime Silk Road. With the
anchoring of OBOR in the Middle East and
cargo trains now linking China with Iran,
the past focus of Sino-Arabic cooperation
on the energy sector – in the future also including renewable energies – is set to shift to truly ‘two-way'
trade and investment and enhanced infrastructure construction. This generates an excellent opportunity for
China to transform its industrial over-capacity into a comparative advantage. Also envisaged are: industrial
capacity-building (such as car manufacturing); the introduction of high-speed train, nuclear and space
technologies from China, including the Compass satellite navigation system; and closer financial cooperation.
Although the economic part of the Arab policy paper could easily be perceived as another stimulus package
for the Chinese economy, OBOR coincides and intersects perfectly with ongoing large-scale endeavours by
the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries and Iran to diversify their oil-dependent industrial base and
become major maritime trade hubs, and by Egypt to foster its Suez Canal Area Corridor project.

What ramifications could China's forays into the Middle East have for the EU?
China's strategy offers crucial development perspectives for the region which could contribute to enhanced
stability, a major EU interest. That said, China's growing economic footprint in the Middle East is likely to
alter regional trade and investment patterns profoundly and to increase competition for the EU in high-end
industries it has hitherto dominated. China's rapidly progressing free trade agreement (FTA) negotiations
with the GCC, while the EU's are suspended, may be indicative of the appeal of China's state-led economic
model and 'value-neutral' approach in the Middle East (see the 2014 PEW poll). This may also have an impact
on the EU's prospects of promoting democracy, the rule of law and human rights in the region.

Figure 2 – China’s One Belt, One Road (OBOR) connectivity initiative

Data source: Deutsche Welle (DW), based on Merics, December 2015.
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