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Title: China’s Economic Diplomacy in the Arab Region Through the Belt and Road 

Initiative 

 

This thesis investigates China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) currently being 

implemented in the Arab region. It aims to add to the scarce literature produced in the 

region about the BRI. I set out to understand the role of the BRI in redefining China’s 

foreign policy in the region and analyze perceptions towards China in the region. To 

achieve this, the thesis draws a historical overview of Sino-Arab Relations, then 

provides an in-depth discussion of the two main policy documents produced by the 

Chinese government, the ‘Arab Policy Paper’ and ‘Actions and Visions,’ and 

contextualizes them within this partnership. The major contribution of this work is the 

mapping of Sino-Arab partnerships under the BRI and plotting of strategic cooperation 

frameworks.  By taking economic diplomacy as a theoretical lens, I argue that Beijing’s 

foreign policy in the region, unlike its previous formulations, has become 

comprehensive and strategic following the introduction of the BRI. Therefore, Beijing’s 

policy in the region revolves around the BRI and is primarily driven by economic 

imperatives. The Arab region that extends over the Middle East and North Africa is a 

key geostrategic location of the BRI land and sea routes. Oil-rich countries in the region 

ensure China’s energy security needs and are vital to the implementation of the BRI. 

Trade is another aspect of this intensified collaboration, with Chinese consumer 

products being very attractive to Arab markets. In 2020 alone, trade between China and 

Arab countries amounted to USD 280 billion. China’s most important partners in the 

region are Saudi Arabia, UAE, Algeria and Egypt. From a regional perspective, Arab 

states seek to intensify economic collaboration with Beijing under the BRI to diversify 

their economic relations and fulfill their national visions. They do not perceive China as 

a security actor therefore relations under this realm are minimal. I finally conclude by 

looking into the different responses coming from Arab states and societies in relation to 

the BRI. Reactions at the state level range from economic partnerships aimed at 

attenuating dependency from the West, while at the same time maintaining the 

established security architecture, to an eastward march towards a different regional 

order. Parallel to that, China’s favorability by Arab societies is on the rise. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The past three decades, for both China and the Arab region, have witnessed 

tremendous changes. China’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) kept growing at an 

average of 9.2% yearly which led to its economy expanding significantly making it a 

major economic power.1 In the same period, the Arab region has witnessed events 

ranging from wars, uprisings, economic transformation and regime changes. While both 

series of events are not related to each other, the increased Sino-Arab cooperation over 

the past decade poses a new set of questions for the region waiting to be investigated. 

Economic growth calls for new regional actors to develop a tailored foreign policy, 

therefore “China’s rapid rise as an economic powerhouse with a global presence has 

fundamentally reshaped its foreign policy orientation.”2 

The year 2013 marked a new phase in China’s economic and foreign policy with 

Xi Jinping’s appointment as president of the People’s Republic of China (PRC). Sixth 

months after his appointment, Xi announced new developments and trade initiatives for 

China that extends to surrounding regions all the way to Europe. The One Belt One 

Road (OBOR)3 is Xi’s signature foreign policy project. In 2015, OBOR’s name was 

changed to the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) to reflect the assertion made by China’s 

 
1 “China GDP Annual Growth Rate | 1989-2020 Data | 2021-2023 Forecast | Calendar,” accessed April 3, 

2021, https://tradingeconomics.com/china/gdp-growth-annual. 

 
2 Degang Sun and Yahia H. Zoubir, “China’s Economic Diplomacy towards the Arab Countries: 

Challenges Ahead?,” Journal of Contemporary China 24, no. 95 (September 3, 2015): 903–21, P. 903 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10670564.2015.1013379. 

 
3 The BRI is composed of the “Silk Road Economic Belt” and the “21st Century Maritime Silk Road” 
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policy makers that the BRI is an initiative (chang yi) rather than a strategy (zhar lue).4 

The BRI is a comprehensive, long-term and far-reaching strategic project that aims to 

contribute to greater connectivity, integration and collaboration between China and the 

rest of the world on multiple fronts (economic, trade, financial and military).5 The BRI 

will connect China to Central Asia, Moscow, Rotterdam and Venice, South-east Asia to 

Eastern Europe, Africa and the Arab region.6 The Belt and Road Initiative, or yi dai yi 

lu, aims to build a “belt” of overland corridors and rail routes, oil and natural gas 

pipelines. The declared goal of the maritime “road” is to construct shipping lanes and a 

network of ports. Describing these projects as win-win deals, China is constructing 

projects like deep water harbors, satellite towns, highways, fast railroads, airports, ports 

and economic zones across developing countries and around the world.  

How does the Arab region fit into China’s BRI? Central to the realization of the 

BRI, the Arab region, that extends from the Middle East to North Africa7, is a key 

geostrategic location, pivotal to connect China to European countries. China’s energy 

security is fulfilled by the region’s rich resources in oil and gas, and, furthermore, it 

provides an opportunity to diversify its reliance on Russian oil. Parallel to this 

development, Arab Gulf countries have each set their decade long vision such as Saudi 

 
4 Jonathan Fulton, ed., “Responses to the Belt and Road Initiative: A Regional Perspective,” in Regions in 

the Belt and Road Initiative, 1st ed., Rethinking Asia and International Relations (Abingdon, Oxon ; New 

York, NY: Routledge, 2020), 1–16. 

 
5 Maha S. Kamel, “China’s Belt and Road Initiative: Implications for the Middle East,” Cambridge 

Review of International Affairs 31, no. 1 (January 2, 2018): 76–95, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09557571.2018.1480592. 

 
6 “Vision and Actions on Jointly Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-Century Maritime Silk 

Road-NDRC_NEW,” accessed March 19, 2021, 

https://en.ndrc.gov.cn/newsrelease_8232/201503/t20150330_1193900.html. 

 
7 For the purpose of this thesis, the Arab region is defined by the twenty-two countries belonging to the 

League of Arab States. This definition has been used especially that China articulates in its ‘Arab Policy 

Paper’ the region composed of Arab states member of the League and are geographically spread between 

the Middle East and North Africa. 
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Arabia Vision 2030, Qatar National Vision 2030, Oman Vision 2035 and Egypt’s 

National Vision 2030. Core to their national visions are infrastructural development 

projects. While the BRI is obviously beneficial to China and its economic development, 

it also provides the Arab region with an opportunity to diversify economic partnerships. 

Previous historical interactions with the region have been contingent on China’s 

political allegiances with, alternatively, the Soviet Union or the West. Back then, 

China’s decisions and approach to the region was peripheral to its national interests and 

regarded the region as an ‘intermediate zone’.8  However, when China began its 

aggressive modernization and opened its economy to the free market in the late 1970s 

under the aegis of Deng Xiaoping’s reforms, it found itself more aligned with the Arab 

region’s economic interests. Incremental, friendly and steady evolution of bilateral 

relations between China and the region began to materialize after the 2000s. 

The BRI elicited varied responses from pundits and scholars. The first one sees 

the Belt and Road Initiative as the embodiment of a new vision in Chinese foreign 

policy characterized by a form of expansionism often referred to as “China Marching 

Westward”.9 The same year the BRI was launched, David Shambaugh10 published 

China Goes Global, in which he argued that China will remain a “partial power”; that is 

to say a global trading superpower “with a broad yet shallow footprint in other 

indicators of international power such as global governance, security, economics, 

 
8 See “China and Eastern Europe from the 1960 Moscow Conference to Khrushchev’s Removal | Wilson 

Center", https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/china-and-eastern-europe-the-1960-moscow-

conference-to-khrushchevs-removal. 

 
9 Yoram Evron, “Implications of China’s Belt and Road Initiative for Japan’s Involvement in the Middle 

East,” Contemporary Review of the Middle East 5, no. 3 (September 1, 2018): 199–214, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2347798918776712. 

 
10 David Shambaugh is a scholar and expert on China's domestic politics; China's foreign relations; 

China's military and security; and international relations of Asia. 
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culture, and diplomacy.”11 Another set of responses perceive the BRI as an open and 

inclusive project and is presented as an alternative to the United States’ Transpacific 

Partnership which is on the contrary seen as closed and exclusive.12 Some Western 

journalists are arguing that China “will replace the United States as the dominant power 

in a Sinocentric world order”.13 At the same time, a section of Arab media are 

forwarding a the narrative that sees Arab countries ‘moving Eastward’.14 This thesis 

doesn’t find the Arab region as a battlefield for Sino-American competition and rivalry. 

On the contrary, Arab states managed to upgrade their economic and diplomatic 

relations with China in the shadow of the US and other hegemons. 

 

A. Theoretical Framework 

The literature on Sino-Arab relations has been growing since the launching of 

the BRI in the region. Scholars from the Arab region make up a small percentage of this 

literature. Most literature on the region is produced by Chinese and Western scholars. 

Additionally, there are minimal attempts to theorize China’s involvement in the region. 

The premise of Sino-Arab relations verges on economic interactions in the fields of 

energy, trade and infrastructural development. The majority of scholarly work addresses 

Sino-Arab relations from an energy security perspective.15 Another set of literature 

 
11

 David Shambaugh, China Goes Global: The Partial Power (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2013). 

 
12 Jonathan Fulton, Regions in the Belt and Road Initiative (Routledge, 2020). 

 
13 “China’s Emerging Middle Eastern Kingdom,” Tablet Magazine, August 3, 2020, /sections/israel-

middle-east/articles/china-middle-eastern-kingdom. 

 
14 See “Moving East” column at Al Akhbar newspaper in Lebanon: https://al-akhbar.com/Politics/290961 

 
15 Kuangyi Yao, “Development of Sino-Arab Relations and the Evolution of China’s Middle East Policy 

in the New Era,” Journal of Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies (in Asia) 1, no. 1 (March 1, 2007): 1–17, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19370679.2007.12023099. 

https://al-akhbar.com/Politics/290961
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focuses on pure economic transactions.16 Thus there is a need to look at Sino-Arab 

relations from an international relations perspective that takes economic diplomacy as 

its theoretical framework. Which is why I decided to investigate the geopolitical 

implications of the BRI in the Arab region through the theoretical lenses of ‘economic 

diplomacy.’ The latter, as I will elaborate further below, is the integration of economic 

and diplomatic statecraft aimed at the maximization of the respective national interests 

of the parties involved. 

Literature on the BRI was conceptualized within security theories which gave 

rise to a regional perspective on the matter.  In his book Regions in the Belt and Road 

Initiative, Fulton argues that scholarship on regions illustrates the relationship between 

the BRI and regional orders.17 He uses Buzan’s regional security complex (RSC) theory 

that finds regional level of analysis integral to understanding regional dynamics.18 

Fulton argues that “during a period when structural realism dominated much of 

international relations theory, this was an important contribution that would become 

more evident with the end of the Cold War, when unipolarity had less to offer in 

explaining durability of intense intra-regional conflict.”19 Moreover, Buzan and Waever 

see that the “regional level is where the extremes of national and global security 

interplay, and where most of the action occurs” adding that there are two levels of 

analysis, “the interplay of the global powers at the system level, and clusters of close 

 
 
16 Gawdat Bahgat, “Energy Partnership: China and the Gulf States,” OPEC Review 29, no. 2 (2005): 115–

31, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0277-0180.2005.00147.x. 
17 Fulton, Regions in the Belt and Road Initiative. P. 8 

 
18 Barry Buzan and Ole Waever, Regions and Powers: The Structure of International Security, 2003. 

 
19 Fulton, Regions in the Belt and Road Initiative. P. 9 
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security interdependence at the regional level.”20 My research for this thesis does not 

find China as a traditional security actor in the region. In Africa, Latin America, Central 

Asia and the Arab world, Beijing focuses mainly on economic benefits; “its security 

interests are secondary and minimal.”21  

Therefore, I opt to use Zoubir and Sun’s concept of “economic diplomacy” 

which they describe as “the integration of economic and political statecraft, and that the 

two are complementary and mutually geared toward achieving ‘excellence’ in 

diplomacy: to maximize national interests while minimizing the input of diplomatic 

resources”.22 I use economic diplomacy as my conceptual tool of choice because Sino-

Arab relations are primarily driven by mutual economic interests. China’s foreign 

policy in the Arab region became, in fact, more solid after the BRI was put forward. 

Furthermore, Zoubir and Sun concept of “economic diplomacy” was developed by 

using Sino-Arab relations as a case-study. These reasons make the concept of economic 

diplomacy suited for a study that looks at Sino-Arab relations in the context of the BRI 

and its implementation.  

China’s extraordinary economic growth has “fundamentally reshaped its foreign 

policy.”23 At the same time the country expanded to become an economic superpower, 

avoiding political engagement to preserve its principle of “equal distance” from all rival 

parties. In the wake of the Arab uprisings that have swept the region since 2011, China 

maintained a cautious and risk-averse policy while simultaneously safeguarding its 

 
20 Buzan and Waever, Regions and Powers: The Structure of International Security. P. 43 

 
21 Sun and Zoubir, “China’s Economic Diplomacy towards the Arab Countries.” P. 908 

 
22 Sun and Zoubir. P. 907 

 
23 Sun and Zoubir. P. 903 
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economic interests.24 Despite the political turmoil that followed the so-called Arab 

Spring, China relied on authoritarian regimes to secure economic and developmental 

projects which continued to thrive in spite of political instability. Chinese trade with 

Arab countries hit a new peak in 2018 reaching USD 244 billion.25 In 2013, China 

became Algeria’s first import destination replacing France.26 This is not to say that 

China is completely disengaged or neutral towards political issues in the region. In 

2012, Beijing brought together representatives from the Assad regime and opposition 

groups to mediate the conflict and try to solve it through diplomatic means, however 

these attempts failed. Although it sided with Russia and vetoed the UN Security Council 

resolution on military intervention in Syria, and played an active role in mediating 

between the US and Iran on the nuclear deal, it kept good diplomatic relationships with 

all states in the region. These minor interventions do not signal an attitude from Beijing 

to become more involved in security issues, but rather explain its approach of equal 

distance from all regional states that allows China to develop economic relations 

without being tainted as an ally of one regional actor versus the other. 

According to Zoubir and Sun, “most of the literature on China’s response to 

Arab revolts has focused on politics (including security), and only few attempted to 

investigate China’s response from an economic perspective.”27 I follow their attempt to 

 
24 Degang Sun and Yahia Zoubir, “China’s Response to the Revolts in the Arab World: A Case of 

Pragmatic Diplomacy,” Mediterranean Politics 19, no. 1 (2014): 2–20. 

 
25 “Chinese-Arab Trade Hit $244 Bn in 2018,” Asharq AL-awsat, accessed March 31, 2021, 

https://english.aawsat.com/home/article/1891591/chinese-arab-trade-hit-244-bn-2018. 

 
26 “La France perd sa place de premier fournisseur de l’Algérie au profit de la Chine – Jeune Afrique,” 

JeuneAfrique.com, November 18, 2013, https://www.jeuneafrique.com/14761/economie/la-france-perd-

sa-place-de-premier-fournisseur-de-l-alg-rie-au-profit-de-la-chine/. 

 
27 Sun and Zoubir, “China’s Economic Diplomacy towards the Arab Countries.” P. 905 
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“fill a gap in the literature and examine China’s economic diplomacy towards Arab 

countries” taking the BRI as the central subject of investigation.28 The concept of 

economic diplomacy has been defined by Rana as a “set of practices, all aimed at 

advancing the home country’s external economic interests.”29 There are two approaches 

to understand economic diplomacy.  

The first group of scholars considers that economic diplomacy can be 

characterized as ‘business for business’, meaning that business is both the means and 

the end of economic diplomacy.30 This school of thought argues that expanding 

economic ties helps states advance the well-being of their nations and fulfilling their 

national interests. The economic tools used by states to achieve this form of economic 

diplomacy vary and include export, import, lending, and developmental aid.31 They are 

not restricted to traditional forms of economic integration only, but also extend to 

multilateral economic institutions such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and 

the World Bank. In China’s specific case, it heavily capitalized on the Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), China-Arab States Cooperation Forum, China-

GCC Cooperation Forum and the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation to build and 

maintain its economic diplomacy in the region. 

The second group of scholars argues that economic diplomacy is exercised by 

states to achieve political ends. To exercise economic leverage in order to achieve 

 
28 Sun and Zoubir. P. 905 

 
29

 Kishan S. Rana and Bipul Chatterjee, eds, Economic Diplomacy: India’s Experience (Jaipur: CUTS 

International, 2011), p. 1. 

 
30 Sun and Zoubir, “China’s Economic Diplomacy towards the Arab Countries.” P. 905 

 
31 Peter AG Van Bergeijk and Selwyn Moons, “Economic Diplomacy and Economic Security,” New 

Frontiers for Economic Diplomacy, 2009, 37–54. 
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political goals is widespread in diplomatic practice, “including through positive means 

of economic aid (aka ‘the carrots’, in the form of trade concessions, grants, low interest 

loans and donations of overseas infrastructure projects) and through negative means 

(‘the stick’), like economic sanctions (understood as ‘coercive tools’ through embargos, 

blockades and the reduction of import quotas).”32 This aspect of economic diplomacy 

was evident when China blocked Philippine bananas from entering Chinese markets, in 

retaliation to the dispute over the Huangyan Island.33 However, China does not  yet 

exercise this specific form of economic diplomacy in the region. It does not take 

punitive action and keeps diplomatic channels open through dialogue in ministerial 

conferences, state-to-state visits and existing cooperation platforms. There has not been 

any declared hostility between Arab states and China over the past three decades. Arab 

states and China cooperate on economic and developmental levels and balance their 

relationship in this regard. Additionally, the energy-rich Arab region is in a better 

position to negotiate their own terms of diplomacy when compared to other developing 

countries. This is mainly because both parties equally need each other, economically, 

and do not directly border (China’s more aggressive territorial stances are in fact with 

its closer neighbors such as Japan, India and others). 

The third group of scholars that include Zoubir and Sun, in their explanation of 

economic diplomacy, divide national interests intro three types: (1) political interests 

focused on promoting democracy and preserving alliances, (2) security interests to keep 

 
32 Shu Guang Zhang, “Beijing’s Economic Statecraft during the Cold War, 1949–1991” (Washington, 

DC and Stanford, CA: Wilson Center Press and Stanford University Press, 2014). 

 
33 Jane Perlez, “Dispute Between China and Philippines Over Island Becomes More Heated,” The New 

York Times, May 10, 2012, sec. World, https://www.nytimes.com/2012/05/11/world/asia/china-

philippines-dispute-over-island-gets-more-heated.html. 
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hold of supremacy, and (3) commercial interests related to trade, investment and energy 

supply.34 Moreover, they argue that “economic diplomacy is by nature a ‘political 

means’ for ‘economic ends’: sovereign states use political leverage to facilitate 

economic, trade and financial cooperation”.35 China therefore fits in the third category 

where it engages in diplomacy to pursue its commercial and economic interests as well 

as securing its energy security needs. China and Arab states share the same outlook in 

their economic diplomatic encounter with one another. China does not seek to disturb 

regional alliances nor to become an alternative to hegemons in the region. In the same 

respect, Arab states are impressed by China’s exemplary growth and seek to diversify 

their economies through trade and developmental projects within the BRI. For example, 

Saudi Arabia did not take any firm position towards China’s growing ties with Iran and 

continued to expand its business with China. Beijing conducts business and trade with 

both Algeria and Morocco without interfering in the Western Sahara dispute therefore 

keeping its principle of “non-intervention” in internal affairs. The establishment of the 

China-Arab States Cooperation Forum and the Arab Policy Paper, shows that Beijing is 

addressing the region as whole through “political and diplomatic channels to facilitate 

its economic expansion.”36 While China’s foreign policy is tailored differently to 

different states and regions, “in the application of economic diplomacy, Beijing has 

used, in some regions, commercial relations to extract diplomatic support on such issues 

 
34 Sun and Zoubir, “China’s Economic Diplomacy towards the Arab Countries.” P. 907 

 
35 Sun and Zoubir. P. 907 

 
36 Sun and Zoubir. P. 907 
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as human rights, Taiwan and Tibet; but, in the Arab world, Beijing has often used 

political means to achieve economic ends.”37 

 

B. Research Questions and Significance 

The aim of this thesis is to look into the relation between China and the Arab 

region by exploring the BRI as a tool that defines and redefines this relationship. It 

explores the history of relations between the two actors before and after the introduction 

of the BRI. My objective is to propose an alternative approach to the dominant 

perspective characterizing the current literature which treats the topic in comparison to 

US and European countries as major players in the region. The literature that deals with 

US unipolarity argues that “under unipolarity and only unipolarity, balancing is a 

revisionist, not a status quo, behavior: its purpose is to replace the existing unbalanced 

unipolar structure with a balance of power system. Thus, any state that seeks to restore a 

global balance of power will be labeled a revisionist aggressor.”38 This comparative 

approach strips Arab states and China from their independent agency and fails to 

consider the relationship between the two as standalone actors that are autonomous 

from western hegemony (the US and Europe). This literature ignores that Sino-Arab 

relations are an accumulation of encounters at the level of diplomatic and economic 

relations between the two actors. Therefore, it is important to examine the growing 

Sino-Arab relations over the past ten years, contextualize it within the geopolitical, 

economic, and turbulent circumstances that have characterized the region, and to dissect 

China’s foreign policy-making in the Arab region in order to fill a gap in the literature. 

 
37 Sun and Zoubir. P. 908 
38 Randall L. Schweller and Xiaoyu Pu, “After Unipolarity: China’s Visions of International Order in an 

Era of U.S. Decline,” International Security 36, no. 1 (July 1, 2011): 41–72, 

https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00044. 
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Moreover, this thesis attempts to unpack the economic interactions through mapping 

regional BRI projects of states that are heavily involved within this partnership 

framework.  This thesis frames the region as an agent in itself and not just a pawn on 

the international stage. Therefore, this calls for an analytical attempt to determine 

whether the region is moving Eastwards while China is marching Westwards to 

diversify its economic and geopolitical portfolio. Thus, the aim of this thesis is to 

answer two overarching questions: 

• What is the role of the BRI in redefining China’s foreign policy towards the 

Arab region? 

• How is the BRI received and perceived by Arab states and societies?  

The research conducted for the purpose of this thesis shows that Sino-Arab 

relations are steadily growing and have been deepened by the introduction of the BRI. I 

argue that the BRI ushered in a new phase in China’s foreign policy that evidently 

reshaped its engagement with Arab countries to be primarily driven by economic 

interest and avoids political entanglement. Chinese foreign policy in the region became 

solid and comprehensive as evident in the China-Arab Policy paper that sets out 

cooperation patterns for countries joining the BRI. China managed to implement a 

foreign policy in the region that is economically driven and abiding by its principle of 

“political non-involvement”.  

The mapping of this study shows that Sino-GCC relations and Middle East 

relations are more developed than Sino-Maghreb relations, with the exception of 

Algeria. China’s main partners in the Middle East are Saudi Arabia and UAE, and 

Algeria and Egypt in North Africa. Relations with other states in the region are also 

cordial but China’s careful rapprochement to the region shows that it’s not in a position 
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and is not interested in redesigning the region’s security architecture and alliances. 

While peace and stability are key factors that shape its policy towards the region, China 

does not penetrate the regional order to play a decisive role. In the same fashion, 

powerful regional states such as Gulf states seek to maximize benefits with China 

without giving her a role to shake the security architecture of the region. Therefore, 

China’s exercise of economic diplomacy towards the region is cautious not to entangle 

itself in the region’s quagmires. Sun and Zoubir conclude that “in respect to its policy 

toward Arab countries, there is no evidence that China is changing its business-first 

diplomatic strategy—protecting its expanding commercial interests while eschewing 

political entanglement remains one of the principles of Beijing’s Middle East and North 

Africa (MENA) policy.”39 

While I am completely aware of the importance of discussing parallels between 

US and China as key players in the global order due to their economic and financial 

weight, I intentionally leave out the US from this discussion for two main reasons. 

Firstly, the rivalry merits a thesis on its own, and this level of analysis is beyond my 

scope of research. Secondly, and most importantly, I suggest a different approach 

because comparitive parallels between the two major powers clouds our understanding 

of China’s role vis-à-vis Arab states. In the eyes of the region, Beijing does not have the 

imperial heritage the US has. It also does not obviously “interfere in state sovereignty” 

and takes a non-interventionist approach by keeping its economic interest at the highest 

level of priority. My own conclusion suggests that in order to gain an unbiased 

understanding of China, scholars need to unlearn US imperialist approach and rules of 

the game. Therefore, this thesis rejects the premise that regards China’s BRI as a zero-

 
39 Sun and Zoubir, “China’s Economic Diplomacy towards the Arab Countries.” 
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sum game.40 Firstly, because neither China nor Arab states are striving to alienate the 

US or other European countries. Secondly, while BRI attracted Arab states to China it 

did not push them away from seeking continued relations with Western countries on the 

economic and security level.     

 

C. Methodology 

To answer my research questions, the thesis will adopt a qualitative analysis 

drawing from multiple sources. Primary sources include:  one open-ended, semi-

structured interview.  In order to go beyond a mere description of the policy process, the 

key informant was interviewed to gain an insider knowledge of stances towards the BRI 

and to further understand the levels of the relationship between China and individual 

Arab countries. An asynchronous email interview was held with a senior official from 

the political affairs department at the League of Arab States to learn more on how Arab 

states perceive partnership and cooperation within the BRI framework. The original 

plan was to conduct the interviews virtually. The key informant was contacted in April 

2021. In adherence to ethical principles of academic research, a consent form and thesis 

overview were presented, and confidentiality was promised in protecting the identity of 

participants in this research. The main challenge is that the interviewee did not accept to 

be interviewed online and expressed their willingness to answer through email and 

documented channels. Therefore, all my research questions were answered through a 

written correspondence which allows me to analyze how the BRI is received regionally.  

 

 
40 “China’s Emerging Middle Eastern Kingdom.” 
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As mentioned in the previous section, given the scarcity of literature on the 

region, I will employ content analysis of a wide range of secondary resources on the 

international and regional level. These are: Asian Infrastructure and Investment Bank 

(AIIB) data, World Bank data, journal articles, news articles, policy papers, official 

documents, speech analysis, analysis of policy papers issued by China, archival 

material, publicly available videos and documents, and key academic and policy 

literature.  

Moreover, I relied on ChinaMed Project41 to gather important data on Sino-Arab 

trade and investments, these include: trade volume, China’s rank as a trade partner to 

Arab countries, Chinese foreign direct investments, number of Chinese workers in the 

region, imports and exports, and the ChinaMed index. I was also interested in looking at 

Chinese contribution of troops and other personnel to UN peacekeeping operations in 

the Arab region.  

The existing literature devotes little attention to the two main policy documents 

that resulted from the BRI. Therefore, I take the two policy documents: Actions and 

Visions and China-Arab Policy Paper, and analyze them to unpack the priorities of 

Sino-Arab cooperation within the BRI. Furthermore, the two papers are contextualized 

within economic interactions, trade and infrastructural projects taking place in the 

region. The analysis of these two documents is one of the main contributions of this 

thesis. 

 
41 The ChinaMed Project is a research platform promoted by the Torino World Affairs Institute, part of 

the TOChina Hub developed by the University of Torino. The ChinaMed Project offers a fresh analytical 

response to the shifting geo-economic and security landscape in the wider Mediterranean region. In 

particular, the primary research aim of the ChinaMed research is to analyze the deepening 

interconnections between China and countries in this region, reflecting on their potential impact on 

regional and global dynamics. https://www.chinamed.it/about 

https://www.chinamed.it/about
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Additionally, I investigated Arab states MoU levels with China and grouped 

them according to the hierarchy of Chinese partnership which is explained further in the 

mapping section, and mentioned the year in which these partnerships were signed. This 

is extremely important as it shows the level of involvement of Arab states in the BRI 

and the placement of Arab states within this hierarchy. I also did extensive research to 

map BRI projects in the region. I collected data from the ChinaMed project and other 

news articles and compiled them into informational figures. This has been done to 

provide policy-makers in the region and beyond with open access, self-explanatory 

info-graphs that can be used as a tool to guide policy. Additionally, since I did not find 

appealing visuals that covers the region, I hired a data visualizer to create five 

infographics that visualized the data I gathered from multiple sources. Infographics “are 

an effective way to present complex data in a visual format that is compelling, provides 

rapidly available information, and is directly useful for decision-making purposes.”42 

This is another contribution my thesis makes as it seeks to map and visualize Sino-Arab 

relations through trade and partnerships.  

One major limitation of this methodology is that the majority of the literature 

that addresses the Arab region is in Chinese, and there are few publications in English 

and Arabic that directly examine BRI’s implications on the Arab region. I have also 

noticed that scholars from the Israeli occupation are becoming increasingly interested in 

exploring Chinese influence in the region since Israel is also on the BRI map. My 

positionality as a Palestinian feminist means that I work to dissect oppression and 

eliminate it in all its forms. For the purpose of this dissertation, while I have reviewed 

 
42 Jennifer Otten, Karen Cheng and Adam Drewnowski, “Infographics and Public Policy: Using Data 

Visualization to Convey Compelling Information” Health Affairs 34, no. 11 (2015). 

https://www.healthaffairs.org/doi/full/10.1377/hlthaff.2015.0642  

 

https://www.healthaffairs.org/doi/full/10.1377/hlthaff.2015.0642
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the literature written by academics from the Israeli occupation, I have made a conscious 

decision to neither include nor cite any of these sources. This decision is based on my 

political view that regards scholars from the Israeli occupation, who live and work on 

occupied territories, complicit in endorsing the apartheid the occupation is enforcing. 

To compensate for these challenges, I plan to put together and analyze a mosaic 

of literature to develop my own understanding of the BRI implications on the region 

and regional dynamics in light of this initiative. Moreover, the scarcity of literature 

from Arab scholars from the region on the BRI dilutes my attempt to highlight the 

agency of the region (state and society). Therefore, I will analyze news articles and 

some surveys that express Arab public opinion towards China’s growing role in the 

region. Another key challenge was the Covid-19 pandemic which has halted my 

original plan to travel and interview Chinese and Arab policy makers in person. 

Therefore, I was left with the option of conducting asynchronous interviews only. 

This thesis is divided into seven chapters. In the first chapter, I lay down the 

main foundations and objectives of this thesis. In the second chapter I discuss the 

literature review on the international and regional level, and show the scarcity of 

literature being produced from the region, thus the importance of looking into bilateral 

relations independently from hegemons in the region. The third chapter of this thesis 

will go over the evolution of Sino-Arab relations since the 1960s until the present time. 

This chapter finds that Sino-Arab relations are an accumulation of encounters and sees 

that the BRI era has ushered in the first comprehensive and strategic Chinese foreign 

policy for the Arab region. In the fourth chapter, I analyze the official policy documents 

that resulted from this intensified partnership: China-Arab Policy Paper and Actions 

and Visions. Being the only policy documents to assess relations between China and 
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Arab states, I find that the partnerships priorities are concentrated on economy, trade, 

infrastructural projects, and, to a lesser extent, cultural exchange. No emphasis is placed 

on security coordination. To answer my research question, which is seeking to unpack 

the role of the BRI in redefining China’s foreign policy towards the region, in the fifth 

chapter I map the BRI projects that include infrastructural projects, ports, economic 

zones, industrial zones and other consumer and energy trade to visualize China’s 

‘economic diplomacy’ in the region.43 To unpack the region’s agency, in the sixth 

chapter I survey Arab reactions to the BRI at the state and society level. My preliminary 

reading of the literature suggests that Arab states have learned after the Iraq war and 

Arab Spring, the need to diversify their economic and political alliances. While China 

portrays itself as a non-intrusive, extra-regional actor in the region, Arab states have 

accepted the narrative of “respect to state sovereignty” and “non-intervention” as a key 

guiding principle in their encounter with China. Therefore, the relationship between the 

two is steadily growing and states in the region finds the BRI as an important 

opportunity to diversify their economic partnerships. 

  

 
43 Sun and Zoubir, “China’s Economic Diplomacy towards the Arab Countries.” 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

A. Literature review at the Regional and International Level 

There is a shortage of literature that specifically looks on the BRI’s implications 

for the Middle East and North Africa, precisely from Middle Eastern and North African 

scholars.44 The majority of the literature directly examining implications for the region 

is produced in Chinese, by Chinese scholars.45 Another observation is that when 

western scholars address the implications of the BRI at the international level, their 

contributions consisted of think-tank reports and policy briefs rather than peer-reviewed 

publications.46 This could be explained by the funding priorities of policy institutions 

and think-tanks that show an interest in understanding the policy implications of the 

BRI for the purpose of bringing it to the attention of policy-makers in their respective 

regions. Most recently, research and policy institutions from the Arab region started 

publishing about the BRI in Arabic and English. As for the wider topic of China’s role 

and foreign policy in the Middle East, the literature so far has approached it from an 

energy security perspective given China’s heavy reliance on the region’s oil resources.47   

 
44 Ehteshami & Horesh, “China’s Presence in the Middle East: The Implications of the One Belt, One 

Road Initiative”; Xuming, “The Belt and Road Initiatives and China’s Middle East Energy Policy”; 

Kamel, “China’s Belt and Road Initiative: Implications for the Middle East” 

 
45 Kamel, “China’s Belt and Road Initiative.” 

 
46 Callahan, “China’s Belt and Road Initiative and the New Eurasian Order”; Godement, “Think China 

Policy Brief: One Belt One Road and the Implications for China-EU Relations”; Greer, “One Belt, One 

Road, One Big Mistake – Foreign Policy” 

 
47 Bianchi, “China–Middle East Relations in Light of Obama’s Pivot to the Pacific”; Sun, “China and the 

Middle East Security Governance in the New Era”; Neill, “China and the Middle East” 
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Kamel’s seminal work China’s Belt and Road Initiative: Implications for the 

Middle East, published in 2018, was among the first scholarly attempts to examine the 

new initiative from a regional perspective.  In her article, she divided the literature into 

three main strands: (1) BRI objectives and risks, (2) BRI implications for China’s 

foreign policy, and (3) BRI implications for specific regions.  

The first strand examines China’s objectives behind the BRI and the risks 

involved in its implementation. In this strand of literature, the BRI is perceived as a tool 

used by China to reinstate itself on the global scene and to rejuvenate its economic and 

political power. Its goals are not only short-term but are also future-oriented with a 

vision of establishing a multipolar world order where China is a key player.48 In one 

article, the BRI was likened to the Marshall plan, an initiative carried out by the US to 

support Western Europe in rebuilding its economy after World War II which led to 

American hegemony in Europe. The similarities between the two initiatives include 

increasing exports, internationalizing of the currency, promoting dependency on 

international trade, and furthering influence in countries where the initiative is 

implemented.49 Over the past decade, China has aligned its national interests with 

particular global interests; it has opened up to the world to create an international 

economy that “unifies destinies of communities” where China has the biggest share and 

is sometimes described as aiming to be a normative power.50 The limitation of this 

strand of the literature is that it takes a presumptuous position towards the BRI. 

 
48 Gan Junxian and Mao Yan, “China’s New Silk Road: Where Does It Lead?,” Asian Perspective 40, no. 

1 (2016): 105–30, https://doi.org/10.1353/apr.2016.0004. 

 
49 Simon Shen, “How China’s ‘Belt and Road’ Compares to the Marshall Plan,” Cambridge University 

Press, 2003, 1st edition, sec. 7. 

 
50 William A. Callahan, “China’s Belt and Road Initiative and the New Eurasian Order,” 2016, 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep07951. 
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Scholars who write under this strand assume that there are ‘undeclared objectives’ 

behind the BRI and that it inherently harbors double ends.  

The second strand looks at BRI implications for China’s foreign policy from a 

cultural and economic angle, where China is seen a potential superpower. Current 

debates treat the BRI as a major determinant of China’s foreign policy. However, a 

more realistic and in-depth reading would suggest that the BRI is merely a tool for 

China’s new open and inclusive foreign policy. Therefore, if the BRI fails, China will 

adopt another tool that builds on the mistakes of the BRI but would still have its short-

term and long-term goals in sight. This body of literature contends that China’s foreign 

policy under the direction of President Xi moved from being risk-averse to being risk-

embracing.51 In China’s risk-embracing strategy, the Middle East fits well and ticks all 

boxes because of the region’s complicated and unstable geopolitics, its abundant natural 

resources, and its strategic location. The importance of this strand is that it explains how 

the BRI is a tool of China’s ambitious foreign policy. The limitation however, is that it 

only focuses on China and ignores other actors. When introduced by Beijing, the BRI 

was carefully articulated as an inclusive initiative that brings together states from 

various regions. Therefore, the BRI is not exclusively implemented by China but also 

by other states that contribute to its potential success or failure.  

The third strand studies the BRI’s implications on specific regions and countries. 

A significant amount of literature addresses the BRI in Pakistan mainly because the 

initiative’s implementation has been well underway in the country. Another chunk of 

 
51 Peter Ferdinand, “Westward Ho-the China Dream and ‘One Belt, One Road’: Chinese Foreign Policy 

under Xi Jinping,” International Affairs 92 4 (2016): 941–57, 

http://web.b.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.aub.edu.lb/ehost/detail/detail?vid=0&sid=549cec49-2b35-4822-

a2be-0338811ddee8%40pdc-v-

sessmgr06&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#AN=116256332&db=bsu. 
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the literature studies the BRI implications for Europe, and concluded that the initiative 

presents the EU with critical political challenges that could lead to internal divisions 

between European countries and stimulate the rise of populist movements in Europe as 

a result of growing Chinese presence and financial leverage.52 As mentioned above, 

studies that tackle BRI’s implications on the Arab region are limited in number, and this 

might be a result of the region’s complex geopolitics that leads scholar to see new 

regional actors only in comparison with pre-existing hegemonic powers. Chinese 

scholars argue that the Middle East is a core strategic component in the BRI because the 

region’s resources are crucial for China’s energy security.53 The BRI is not only an 

economic project but one that might have geopolitical implications for the Middle East 

and North Africa (MENA) in the future. It also represents a new era in China’s 

engagement with the region. The MENA region is also vital to the BRI’s success 

because of its strategic geographic location and the access it provides to Europe and 

Africa. Further interest is represented by the region’s oil and natural gas, trade routes, 

export and investment opportunities as well as infrastructural developments that could 

be undertaken.  Most importantly, it satisfies China’s ambition of becoming a key actor 

in the world economy and international politics.54  

This thesis is situated in and contributes to the third strand of the literature and 

aims to fill a specific gap within this strand.55 Most of the literature that addresses the 

 
52 Nicola Casarini, “When All Roads Lead to Beijing. Assessing China’s New Silk Road and Its 

Implications for Europe”; Zhao, “The Belt and Road Initiative and Its Implications for China-Europe 

Relations”  

 
53 Xuming Qian, “The Belt and Road Initiatives and China’s Middle East Energy Policy,” International 

Relations and Diplomacy 4, no. 10 (October 28, 2016), https://doi.org/10.17265/2328-2134/2016.10.002. 
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BRI in relation to regions focus on comparison with other regional and extra regional 

powers. This strand is important to understand geopolitical relations at the macro level, 

but at the same time this comparison dilutes attempts to understand China and Arab 

states as independent actors. The gap I am trying to fill is to observe and explain the 

development of Sino-Arab relations independently from other political actors in the 

region. Therefore, there is a need to dissect this relation and study it on its own.  

The limited literature that addresses BRI implications on the Arab region, which 

is situated in the third strand, can be summarized in the following analyses. Kamel 

argues that the BRI is not only an economic project as framed by Beijing but also one 

that represents a new level of China’s encounter with the region and as result will have 

wide geopolitical implications.56 Furthermore, Fulton contends that the BRI 

implementation in the region will construct a systematic transition away from 

unipolarity towards a nascent multipolar regional order.57 Burton provides a historical 

account of China’s response to conflicts and rivalries in the region since the 50s.58 He 

also agrees with Fulton that the region is increasingly becoming multipolar and thus 

China’s foreign policy in the region is characterized by hedging against conflicts and 

disputes, but he also questions until when can China maintain this policy.59 He 

concludes by suggesting that China is likely to become “more drawn into the region’s 

conflicts through its Belt and Road Initiative, perhaps even as a cause of conflict itself” 

since regional states are all competing to become the focal point in the region but they 

 
56 Kamel. 

 
57 Fulton, Regions in the Belt and Road Initiative. 

 
58 Guy Burton, China and Middle East Conflicts: Responding to War and Rivalry from the Cold War to 

the Present (Routledge, 2020). 
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cannot all fulfil that role.60 Sun and Zoubir examine this relation within the BRI and see 

it as purely economic; however, they also question until when can China evade political 

involvement.61 Sun and Zoubir have gone further by distinguishing between Western 

mediators’ tendency to adopt a proactive role and dominate the process by setting an 

agenda, with the ultimate aim being that of conflict resolution.62 In contrast, they see 

that China’s “quasi-mediation” has been applied on a more selective basis, employing a 

more participative approach and “following” the rival parties’ lead rather than directing 

them towards conflict de-escalation.63 

Most importantly, there is an emerging trend among Arab institutions to write 

about growing Sino-Arab relations. Two books have been published in Arabic by the 

Arab Center for Research and Policy Studies. The first book published in 2019 is an 

edited volume of conference proceedings that goes over historical relations, cultural 

ties, Chinese strategy in the Arab region, BRI economic dimensions and China’s policy 

in balancing its actions between Saudi Arabia, Iran and Israel.64 This book brings 

together Chinese and Arab scholars who work on Sino-Arab relations to explore 

Beijing’s renewed interest in the region, and how it implements its projects in the 

shadow of American presence. The second book published in 2020, looks at China’s 

policy with Arab states, the Arab role in Beijing’s new strategy, the BRI in the Arab 
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61 Sun and Zoubir, “China’s Economic Diplomacy towards the Arab Countries.” 
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region, and the pillars of this bilateral relations.65 Both books examine the growing 

relations beyond the BRI by contrasting China’s policy and approach with that of the 

US. 

Therefore, the majority of the literature that was produced so far examine Sino-

Middle-Eastern relations, and partly neglects the Maghreb. Sun and Zoubir are among 

the very few who have published about Sino-Maghreb relations. In both, the 

comparison is made between China and the US or China and European countries. As 

mentioned above, drawing parallels confuses our analysis and dilutes the agency of the 

main actors who are engaging in this partnership on their own terms. The dissection of 

Sino-Arab relations in relation to the BRI not only gives us a clearer and more in-depth 

understanding of relations but also allows us to see how this intensified partnership is an 

accumulation of documents, economic, diplomatic and cultural exchanges meriting to 

be studied on their own. This thesis contributes to the third stand of literature that 

focuses on BRI implications on certain regions, in this case the Arab region. Within this 

strand I avoid approaching China’s involvement in the region by comparing it to that of 

either Europe or the US, looking instead at China and Arab States as geopolitical 

players exercising their own agency independently. 
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CHAPTER III 

HISTORICAL EVOLUTION OF SINO-ARAB RELATIONS 

 

In this chapter, I will go over the main historical events that shaped the 

evolution of Sino-Arab relations since the 1960s. Relations have evolved tremendously 

over the past years reaching their peak with the BRI. Following the end of World War 

II, China supported national liberation movements in the region from an anti-colonial 

perspective. During the Cold War, in the 1960s and 1970s, Beijing’s engagement with 

the Arab region depended on which alliance it sided with. At the beginning, it was 

siding with the Soviet Union and supporting states and movements that the USSR had 

influence over. However, this took a major shift in the 1970s when Sino-Soviet 

relations deteriorated and Beijing aligned itself with the West. When it sided with the 

West, states in the region started establishing diplomatic ties with Beijing. By the 

1990s, all Gulf countries had recognized the PRC. Although it established diplomatic 

ties with Gulf countries by the 90s, Beijing’s interest in the region grew stronger when 

it became a net oil importer. The bilateral relations that were categorized under the 

theme of energy security, deepened and became of more strategic importance following 

the introduction of the BRI. The aim of this chapter is to show that China always had a 

wealth of relations with the region which goes to prove that the BRI is a result of 

historical relations between the two. This accumulation of historical interactions has 

changed to become more comprehensive and strategic during the BRI.  

 How did China change over the past decades and why did it expand its relations 

with the region? China’s economic policies took a major shift after 1978 when it 

decided to open up to the world and the free market. Before that, its economic model 
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reached an impasse which forced it to open up for growth, implement market reforms, 

and re-introduce private property. Growing steadily, China was cautious in projecting 

its economic power, however the substantial increase in its GDP along with other 

modernization and expansion policies it adopted has made it the world’s second largest 

economy after the US. This enormous economic growth is contingent on fulfilling its 

energy needs, finding export markets for its national production and intensifying its 

foreign direct investment. Therefore, China needed to engage more with the Arab 

region which has led it to develop and articulate its foreign policy in the region. 

Engagement with the region kicked off in the early 2000s when China became more 

reliant on Arab oil and gas.66 However, during this period, China did not have a 

comprehensive or strategic policy in the region other than satisfying its energy needs. 

Additionally, in this period relations took an economic dimension. The BRI era that 

started in 2013 pushed China to consider deeper collaboration with the region which 

resulted in the creation of the Arab Policy Paper published in 2016 that sets out for the 

first time a Chinese foreign policy in the Arab region. This is evident in the literature 

that addresses Sino-Arab relations. Beijing did not choose to design two policies for 

Arab countries in the Middle East and North Africa, rather it chose to address the region 

through the League of Arab States. 

In the early 2000s when economic relations deepened in the oil sector, 

economists from the region and China published on issues related to trade and energy. 

International Relations scholarship began to thrive after the BRI came into being, with 

works being publish by Fulton, Burton, Kamel, Al Sudairi, Alterman, Al Tamimi and 

Sun. While the literature on the BRI is still concentrated in the hands of few scholars, it 
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is crucial to understand how China’s foreign policy in the region evolved historically. 

What were the main interaction with the region? Where does China stand on major 

issues such as the Arab-Palestinian conflict, wars in the region and revolutions? This 

chapter will give an overview of the development of bilateral relations between China 

and Arab countries by addressing major events and positions towards these events.  

 

A. Cold War and Support to National Liberation Movements (50s to 60s) 

In the context of Cold War geopolitics, starting in the 1950s, China sided with 

the Soviet camp in supporting Arab states that were not aligned with the West. As part 

of this policy, China supported revolutions and coups that were opposing Western 

hegemony in the region such as the 1958 revolution in Iraq led by Abd al-Kareem 

Qasim which resulted in Iraq rescinding the Baghdad Pact.67 In 1958, “China 

established diplomatic relationship with Iraq and Iraq became the fourth Arab country 

that had diplomatic ties with China.”68 The same year, Chinese premier Zhou Enlai 

expressed China’s full support to the Algerian people’s righteous struggle against 

colonial oppression. Through a third party, China offered military assistance to Algeria. 

On September 19th, 1958, China became the first non-Arab country “recognizing the 

legitimacy of the newly-established Algerian provisional government.”69 In the Arab 

region, China supported national liberation movements in Algeria, Palestine and Oman 

 
67 See Ara Sanjian, “The Formulation of the Baghdad Pact,” Middle Eastern Studies 33, no. 2 (1997): 
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that were inspired by Soviet-backed socialism while distancing itself from Gulf 

countries which were allied with the West. It considered the Gulf as an “intermediate 

zone” peripheral to its economic and diplomatic interests and described governments in 

the region as “puppets in the hands of the West”.70 Bin Huwaidin argues that “Saudi and 

Yemeni abstention from voting on resolution 498 in February 1951 to condemn China 

as an aggressor in Korea, in addition to their abstention to exclude Taiwan from the UN 

elevated China’s hope that the region was beginning to take anti-West stands”.71 Gulf 

states feared atheistic communist ideology in China and therefore further alienated 

themselves from it. Moreover, China’s recognition of Israel led Arab countries to 

maintain relations with the Nationalist Regime in Taiwan.72 While China failed to 

establish adequate economic and political relations in the Middle East region, it 

developed more friendly relations with Algeria. The Bandung Conference organized in 

May 1955 is an important historical event that signaled China’s efforts to mediate with 

countries in the region. Premier Zhou Enlai addressed Arab countries during the 

Bandung conference saying “the discord and separation created among Asian and 

African countries by the colonial rule in the past should no longer be there, we should 

respect one another and eliminate any suspicion or fear between us”.73 In Egypt, the 

Chinese embassy was a hub for the fostering of new relations between China and Arab 
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countries. In 1958 in the embassy, China made the first contact with the Omani 

revolutionary group.  

As relations with the Soviet Union started deteriorating in the 1960s, China’s 

support of Arab countries became a tool of contention also against its former Soviet ally 

as well as Western powers.74 They regarded the Arab region as an arena of “Chinese-

soviet rivalry”.75 As part of this new strategy, in 1965 China offered material support to 

the Dhofar Liberation Front in Oman which was fighting against the Anglo-Sultanic 

alliance that ruled over the Gulf.76 It was not only challenging the soviets but also the 

Americans, British and French by extending support to the Iraqi government to “take 

control of the direction of oil experts” from the hands of the west.77 With the 

Palestinians, relations were also bolstering despite China’s recognition of Israel in 1948. 

As Olimat puts it, “China welcomed the newly established Palestinian Liberation 

Organization in 1964, it also strongly condemned ‘reactionary’ regime interventions 

such as Jordan in Palestinian affairs.”78 China position on the Palestinian cause has been 

supporting Palestinians right to self-determination. Following the 1967 war, China 

avoided conflicting regions such as the Gulf and focused on expanding relations with 

countries that have revolutionary potential.  
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B. Re-aligning positions (70s) 

In the 1970s, the worsening of China’s relation with the Soviet Union altered its 

foreign policy in Third World countries significantly. Following the Sino-Soviet arms 

clash over their borders, China started considering the Soviet Union as a source of 

instability and therefore “shifted towards building an extensive front of resistance to 

soviet penetration in the Third World”.79 China also feared and tried to hedge against 

any Soviet attempt to fill the power vacuum that followed the British withdrawal. 

China’s foreign policy became more pragmatic and open to establish new alliances in 

the region with the West in order to be able to secure its economic and security 

interests. It began to mediate its relation with the West and Gulf countries. Most 

importantly, in 1971 Algeria together with Albania lobbied and supported China’s 

accession to the United Nations Security Council and “promoted China’s economic co-

operation with Africa.” By mid 1970s it ended its support to revolutionary movements 

in the Gulf. Iran and Kuwait supported the Omani government in suppressing the 

rebellion and China did not oppose this move because it wanted to halt Soviet 

expansion in the Gulf. Kuwait and Lebanon established diplomatic relations with China 

in 1971, and in 1975 Kuwait sent its first ambassador to Beijing. In 1972, US president 

Nixon paid a visit to China which resulted in improving bilateral relations not only with 

the US but also with Gulf Countries. Therefore, and even before the establishment of 

diplomatic relations with Gulf countries, China’s trade volume with Bahrain, Qatar, 

Saudi Arabia and the UAE started to increase from USD 14.4 million in 1969 to USD 

100 million in 1975.80  In Yemen, pro-soviet forces took power in the 1978, which led 
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Oman to establish diplomatic relations with China in the same year. Moreover, Iraq and 

the Soviets started drifting apart and consequently bilateral relations between China and 

Iraq were enhanced. For the Chinese, countering the Soviet expansion in the Arab 

region was only possible through aligning themselves with the West, enhancing 

political relations with Gulf countries and increase economic ties with the region.81  

 

C. Establishing diplomatic ties with Gulf Countries (80s and 90s) 

In the 1980s, China’s relation with the US expanded despite differences in their 

foreign policies.  It continued to deter the Soviets from the region. Modernization and 

economic growth became the main objectives driving Beijing’s domestic and foreign 

policy. The major development in the Deng Xiaoping era, as far as diplomacy is 

concerned, entailed a rapprochement with the Middle East.82 Oman became the first 

Gulf country to export oil to China in 1983. Additionally, the mid-80s witnessed 

unprecedented Saudi-Chinese engagement that culminated in establishing diplomatic 

ties between the two countries in 1990. On the Iran-Iraq war, China was neutral and 

called for resolving the conflict through peaceful negotiations, keeping good diplomatic 

relations with both countries. This led China to adopt a mediating role between Iraq and 

Iran; China was the first member state of the UNSC that sent diplomats to ease the 

conflict.83 Premier Zhaor Ziyang made a statement in September 1980 addressing both 

Iran and Iraq: 
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“We are very much concerned about the recent armed conflicts between 

them… We hope they will settle their disputes peacefully through 

negotiation and guard against superpower interference …. This is not only 

in the interests of the people of Iran and Iraq but also conducive to peace 

and stability in the region.”84 

 

This statement marks the only constant in China’s foreign policy in the region, 

where since the 1980s it portrays itself at equal distance between all warring parties.  At 

the core of its policy was the will to prevent the Soviets from capitalizing on the war 

and prevent the conflict from extending to Gulf countries. The below table shows a 

chronology of establishing diplomatic ties between Arab countries and China. This table 

shows that North African countries were among the first countries to diplomatically 

recognize the PRC in the late 50s and early 60s. Followed by countries from the Levant 

who established diplomatic ties during the 70s and finally Gulf countries during the 80s. 
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Country 

Date of 

Diplomatic 

Recognition 

with China 

Egypt 1956 

Syria 1956 

Algeria 1958 

Iraq 1958 

Morocco 1958 

Tunisia 1964 

Yemen 1968 

Kuwait 1971 

Lebanon 1971 

Jordan 1977 

Libya 1978 

Oman 1978 

UAE 1984 

Palestine 1988 

Qatar 1988 

Bahrain 1989 

Sudan 1989 

Saudi Arabia 1990 

 

Table 1: Diplomatic Recognition between Arab Countries and China 

Source: World Bank, Country Profiles, at http://data.worldbank.org/country 

UNDP Country Profile of International Human Development Indicators, at 

http://hdr.undp.org/en/data/profiles/  

 

The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) was established in 1981 to thwart threats 

related to the Iran-Iraq war and to unite the fronts and interests of gulf monarchies.  On 

this occasion China sent a telegram congratulating GCC and initiated the discussion of 

establishing formal ties.85 UAE established diplomatic relations with China in 1984, and 

Palestine and Qatar followed suit in 1988, followed by Bahrain in 1989. In October 
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1988, Bandar bin Sultan, Saudi ambassador to the US visited China and official 

diplomatic relations between the two countries were established in 1990.86  

 

D. Economic Growth and Energy Thirst (90s) 

In the 1990s Sino-Arab relations started taking an economic dimension, and 

Beijing expressed a new interest in the region’s resources. Coincidently, after the Gulf 

crisis erupted, China became a net importer of oil for the first time. Therefore, it began 

to establish new economic cooperations to fill its current and future oil demands. 

China’s interests were also driven by its Four Modernization Program set by Deng 

Xiaoping to strengthen the fields of agriculture, industry, defense, science and 

technology.87 As Huwaidin puts it “China’s need for a long-term independent supplier 

of energy to sustain its high level of economic growth characterized China’s relations 

with the countries of the Gulf and Arabian Peninsula during this period.”88  

However, these interests of China were regularly met with security challenges, 

which led it to adopt a cautious attitude in approaching the region’s security issues. The 

Iraq invasion of Kuwait came as a shock for China who was trying to further its 

economic ties with the region. China’s reaction was presented by Premier Li Peng who 

stated that Beijing’s firmly opposes the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait and emphasized that 

disputes between the two countries should be resolved peacefully within Arab 

countries.89 Therefore, China again utilized its mediation role within the UNSC 
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framework. “China supported all the UN Security Council resolutions on Iraq except 

Resolution 678, from which it abstained. This resolution legitimized the use of force 

against Iraqi troops in Kuwait”, Beijing’s abstention is in line with its position on non-

military interventions by the UN that still guides its foreign policy today.90 Beijing put 

further a six-point proposal for peaceful resolution: (1) unconditional withdrawal of 

Iraq, (2) Iraq and Kuwait should show willingness for peace, (3) prevent war from 

expanding to gulf countries, (4) regional countries to take a more active stance on the 

war and forcing withdrawal of foreign troops, (5) resolving the Arab-Israeli conflict, 

and finally (6) addressing all of the aforementioned issues is crucial for maintaining 

peace and stability in the region.91  

 

E. China and the Arab Spring 

Economic relations with the region kept growing and were mostly focused on 

energy trade. The Arab Spring came as a shock for China. In 2011, when news erupted 

about massive protests in Tunisia, Libya, Yemen, Egypt, Syria and Bahrain Chinese 

media tried to downplay the events. Media channels were instructed to use Xinhua Press 

agency news and this strategy implemented by the state managed to divert attention 

from what was happening to how Chinese authorities were working to repatriate 

Chinese workers from the MENA.92 This policy was driven by two main concerns: (1) 

the fear that the Arab Spring might incite rebellion of Xinjian Uighurs, and (2) that 

continuous revolutions might disrupt energy exports from the region to China at a time 
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44 

 

when Beijing thirst for energy is crucial to fuel its economic growth.93 Calabrese 

describes Beijing’s response to Arab revolts in 2011 as “repressive internally and 

measured and cautious externally”.94 During the crisis, China worked closely with 

Tunisian and Egyptian authorities to repatriate Chinese workers from Libya.95 Beijing’s 

official response to the events happening in the region was neutral and careful. Foreign 

Ministry stated that “Tunisia is China’s friend and we are concerned with what is 

happening in Tunisia and hopes stability in the country is restored as early as 

possible”.96 Following Ben Ali’s flee to Saudi Arabia, Beijing directly established ties 

with the unity government and stated that it respects the choice of Tunisian people and 

announced a USD 6 million donation for development.  Similar attitudes towards the 

revolts in Egypt were adopted by Beijing. China maintained good diplomatic relations 

with Husni Mubarak for decades and was able to continue this relationship with current 

President Abdelfatah El Sisi. At the United Nations Security Council, China had 

different positions towards Libya and Syria. They abstained from voting on intervention 

in Libya and vetoed three resolutions on military intervention in Syria. Beijing position 

towards Syria was to protect its interests with Russia that stood firmly against any 

military intervention. Overall, Beijing foreign policy in the region at the time advocated 

for “non-intervention” and called for respect to state sovereignty. It did not involve 

itself deeper than these equidistant diplomatic declarations. 

 
93 Olimat. P. 904 
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F. China’s Foreign Policy in the Region after the BRI 

China’s foreign policy in the Arab region took a major turn after the 

introduction of the BRI. In this era, relations expanded beyond energy trade into deeper 

consumer products trade, infrastructural projects and cultural aspects. Before the BRI, 

China’s relation with the Arab region were shaped by two factors: (1) China’s 

engagement with the US and the Soviet Union, and (2) China’s expansion policies that 

led it to increase its economic relations with countries in the region.97 Among its 

strategic diplomatic engagements in the Middle East, the appointment of special envoy 

to the Middle East in 2002, the creation of China-Gulf Cooperation Council forum in 

2003, and the appointment of a special envoy to Syria in 2012. In the early 2000s we 

see the literature on Sino-Arab economic relations growing, specifically by economists 

such as Bahgat, Gouda, Korayem, Chen and Daher who all examine economic relations 

focused on oil and trade.98 After the Belt and Road Initiative was put forward, the 

literature by scholars of international relations has been steadily growing by both 

Middle Eastern and Maghreb scholars. While most of the literature is focused on the 

Gulf, we notice that Yehia Zoubir99 and Hassan Aourid100 from Algeria and Morocco 

respectively, closely examining Sino-Maghreb relations.  

Alterman and Graver examine Sino-Middle East relation before 2008 and 

describes China’s foreign policy in the region as “shallow” and “simple”.101 The Arab 
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Policy Paper published in 2016 sets a full comprehensive policy in the region for the 

first time since the establishment of diplomatic relations. The Arab region that was once 

considered an “intermediate zone” for China, is now among the most important regions 

for the realization of the BRI and economic growth.102 The BRI received a lot of 

attention from scholars and journalist and has been described as the “largest program of 

economic diplomacy since the US-led Marshal Plan.”103 In October 2017, the Chinese 

Communist Party amended its constitution by pledging to “pursue the Belt and Road 

Initiative”.104 The BRI is not only an economic and developmental project but it is also 

the main constituent of China’s foreign policy in the region.  

In 2015, China became the biggest importer of crude oil with half of its supply 

coming from the Middle East.105 The Arab region is not only an important and vital 

crossroad for the BRI but also a potential market that can “place China at the centre of 

global trade.”106 China’s relationship with the region is more focused and thriving in 

Gulf states because of their dominant position in energy market. Economic cooperation 

and development in the region are part and parcel of the Arab Policy Paper and the 

Visions and Actions on Jointly Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st Century 
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Maritime Silk Road. The BRI policy document Actions and Visions that discusses BRI 

priorities globally says little about the Arab region.107 In this document the BRI member 

states have five cooperation priorities with China: political coordination, facilities 

connectivity, unimpeded trade, financial integration, and people-to-people bonds. 

However, the Arab Policy Paper that was released in 2016 in conjunction with Xi 

Jinping’s first presidential trip to the Middle East clearly spells the axis of cooperation. 

“China is willing to coordinate development strategies with Arab states, put into play 

each other’s advantages and potentials, promote international production capacity 

cooperation and enhance cooperation.”108 The policy paper sets the “1+2+3 cooperation 

pattern”: “1” representing energy as a core interest; “2” infrastructure construction in 

addition to trade and investment; and “3” nuclear energy, satellites, and new energy 

sources.109 China’s approach towards the region is becoming more ambitious in 

economic and diplomatic terms and to a significantly lesser degree in security.110At the 

same time, Arab states are capitalizing on their relationship with China under the BRI 

and sees it a useful tool to diversify not just economically but also politically at a 

moment of apparent US retrenchment.111 Economic zones and ports are central to the 

cooperation between state-owned Chinese construction companies and Arab states. In 

the region the major economic zones and ports are: UAE Khalifa port, Oman’s Duqum 
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port, KSA Jizan port, Egypt’s Suez economic zone and Algeria’s El-Hamdania port. In 

2018, Beijing highlighted at the 8th Ministerial Meeting of the China-Arab States 

Cooperation Forum, that these ports and economic zones are major feature of its 

economic presence in the Arab region.112 While claiming to be politically “non-

interventionist” in relation to the partner nations involved, the BRI, by virtue of its own 

economic scope, will indirectly shape and influence the geopolitical architecture of the 

region. Commercial routes, ports, railways, economic free zones are not politically 

neutral infrastructures as the colonial history of the Middle East and North Africa 

testifies. As Laleh Khalili argues in her latest book, “transport enterprise” transforms 

‘natural’ features of the world into juridical ones, creating new spaces, structures, and 

infrastructures that aim at (though rarely achieve) frictionless accumulation and 

circulation of capital.”113 Therefore, China’s economic diplomacy towards the region 

cannot be considered politically neutral in absolute terms, at the same time it will 

significantly differ from the interventionist approach so far adopted by the US. 

This chapter went over the main historical interactions between the Arab region 

and China. It showed that Sino-Arab relations are an accumulation of historical 

relations, documents and policies that built up to the BRI era. Additionally, relations 

have thrived in the era of economic growth and started becoming independent from 

hegemons after the 2000s. Reaching the first peak during the BRI, Arab states and 

China are relying on each other to fuel their economic growth and meet developmental 

needs.  
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CHAPTER IV 

CONTEXTUALIZING ‘VISIONS AND ACTIONS’ AND THE 

‘CHINA-ARAB POLICY PAPER’ WITHIN THE ARAB 

REGION 
 

As discussed in the previous chapter, Sino-Arab relations have been growing 

and reached an unprecedented level of partnership after the implementation of the BRI. 

Given that Beijing’s first comprehensive policy towards the region materialized in two 

main documents Visions and Actions and the Arab Policy Paper, in this section, I take 

the two documents as a case-study to dissect the relationship between China and Arab 

states and show how they exercise their agency. The aim is to explore the constituents 

of this relations and show the profoundness of each constituent.  

After launching its launching in 2013, the BRI was criticized for being vague 

and not explicitly spelling out its aims and objectives.114 Therefore, Beijing sought to 

clarify what this cooperation framework entails by crafting the policy paper ‘Vision and 

Actions on Jointly Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-Century Maritime Silk 

Road’.115 Vision and Actions is a policy document published in 2015 by the National 

Development and Reform Commission at Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry 

of Commerce of the People's Republic of China.116 This document is not exclusively 
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specific to the Arab region but to all countries and regions that are engaged in 

partnerships within the BRI. This policy document marks a departure for Beijing from 

introducing the BRI to concretely setting cooperation frameworks and its guiding 

principles. Furthermore, it is not a Memorandum of Understanding nor a treaty ratified 

by participating states, it simply spells out Beijing’s vision, objectives and cooperation 

frameworks that guides the BRI and gives it a more precise format.  

In specific to the Arab region, Beijing published the China-Arab Policy Paper in 

2016. The publication of the China-Arab Policy Paper’ coincided with President Xi 

Jinping’s first presidential trip to the Middle East. In January of 2016, Jinping visited 

Saudi Arabia where he met with King Salman and Crown Prince Mohammed Bin 

Salman to take bilateral relations with Middle Eastern states to a higher level. Xi told 

journalists “I believe that my visit will be a friendly trip with fruitful achievements, thus 

conducive to lifting our co-operation in various fields to a new level and to elevating the 

collective co-operation between China and the Gulf Cooperation Council nations.”117 

After visiting Saudi Arabia, Jinping travelled to Egypt and met with President Abdul 

Fattah Al-sisi to also enhance bilateral partnerships between the two countries. Jinping 

concluded his trip to Cairo by delivering a speech to the Arab League on China's 

policies for the region introducing the China-Arab Policy Paper.118 The ‘Arab Policy 

Paper’ is an all-encompassing foreign policy paper addressed to the 22 Arab countries 

who are members of the League of Arab States.119 Similar to Visions and Actions, the 
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Arab Policy Paper is crafted solely by Beijing, therefore it is not a treaty ratified by 

Arab states nor an MoU. While China addresses the region as a whole in the Arab 

Policy Paper it takes on different levels of partnership according to the hierarchy it sets. 

This hierarchy of bilateral partnerships will be discussed in the following chapter. 

Therefore, the two main policy documents produced by China set the 

frameworks and priorities for implementing the BRI. These two documents will be 

analyzed and contextualized and measured against the BRI activities taking place in the 

region, emphasizing key policy cooperation frameworks. Scholarly literature has 

devoted limited attention to these two documents, hence the importance of dissecting 

and analyzing them to assess the agency of the actors partaking this relationship. In the 

first section of this chapter, I will discuss key cooperation frameworks set by Beijing for 

all countries participating in the BRI and I contextualize these frameworks within the 

Arab region by providing examples to each framework. In the second section, I focus on 

the wording of China’s foreign policy for the region to highlight shared sentiments, 

positions on regional and international issues and most importantly observe how Beijing 

poses itself as a reliable partner to regional states. 

In the Arab region, the main cooperation pillars set by Beijing and accepted by 

regional actors entail: policy cooperation, facilities connectivity, unimpeded trade, 

financial integration, and people-to-people bonds. I therefore provide examples of 

cooperation under each pillar. By contextualizing the two documents to events and 

economic relations with the region, I find that these priorities have different degrees of 

profoundness. Cooperation in trade and facilities connectivity are the most developed. 

Policy coordination is taking shape but is still far from being substantial. Additionally, 

financial integration is on the rise as evident in currency swap agreements. Cultural 
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exchange is also materializing but to a lesser extent in comparison to other cooperation 

priorities. The two policy documents signal that Beijing’s foreign policy is purely 

economically driven with an interest in establishing a multipolar world order. While the 

region is adamant on expanding economic relations with China, there is not enough 

evidence that shows closer security coordination.  

 

A. Visions and Actions Applied 

The BRI extends from China to Asian, European and African countries into a 

hub of economic cooperation, developmental projects and promotion of civilization 

exchange. The Visions and Actions paper builds on the experience from the ancient silk 

road and uses it as an argument to reinstall a multipolar order. According to this 

document, the global economy is in a “weak recovery” and needs a systematic regional 

cooperation to thrive.  Emphasizing in several occasions that the BRI is a joint 

initiative, where China does not claim ownership over its routes, the document 

describes the BRI as “embracing the trend towards a multipolar world, economic 

globalization, cultural diversity and greater IT application, is designed to uphold the 

global free trade regime and the open world economy in the spirit of open regional 

cooperation.”120Additionally, the UN Development Policy and Analysis Division 

(DPAD) closely examined Visions and Action and saw that the BRI, as a large-scale 

regional development cooperation, can make important contributions to the 
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implementation of the UN 2030 Agenda.121 While Chinese policy makers stressed in 

several occasions that the BRI is not a political project but merely an economic and 

developmental one, the essence of the Visions and Actions negates this argument, as it 

specifically spells out the redemption of a multipolar order in which China takes a 

leading role. Hence, Beijing seeks to curtail US imperialism in the region and globally 

by providing a new model for international relations based on mutually beneficial 

economic opportunities. Additionally, in reference to the “common destiny” sentiment 

invigorated by the BRI vision, “the BRI is to achieve economic policy coordination and 

carry out broader and more in-depth regional cooperation of higher standards; and 

jointly creating an open, inclusive and balanced regional economic cooperation 

architecture that benefits all”.122 Therefore, the main premise of this document is 

packaged by Beijing as a win-win cooperation and not only single sided. It also adds 

that the BRI will “create demands and job opportunities, enhance people-to-people and 

cultural exchanges, and mutual learning among the peoples of the relevant countries, 

and enable them to understand, trust and respect each other and live-in harmony, peace 

and prosperity”. Arab states and Beijing see that developmental projects will provide 

more job opportunities for both Chinese and Arabs. This does not seem to be 

completely accurate on the ground, since China showed a preference to export its low-

skilled and mid-skilled labour force into countries where BRI projects are being 

implemented. One of numerous examples is the case of Djibouti. One port worker in 

Djibouti says that all high positions in the port are taken by Chinese seniors, and the 
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local population have roles only in moving cranes and conducting logistics.123 In 

Egypt’s Suez Canal Economic Zone, the administration and management of the zone is 

filled by a majority of Chinese workers. In an interview conducted for Xinhua News 

Agency, an Egyptian employee at the Suez Economic zone expressed feeling 

“privileged for being offered opportunities to work” in their own land.124 In Algeria, 

hostilities between Chinese workers and the local population have occurred. However, 

Algeria managed to hedge against more profound ownership issues by making sure that 

it still has the major share of ownership over BRI projects being executed. Therefore, 

dominance of Chinese labour force in BRI projects is an issue to be monitored closely. 

Visions and Actions has set five major cooperation priorities for the BRI: policy 

coordination, facilities connectivity, unimpeded trade, financial integration and people-

to-people bonds. Given that Arab states are becoming more involved in the BRI, how 

does the Arab region fit into these cooperation priorities? 

 

1. Policy Coordination 

Numerous Arab countries set their decade national visions. The Saudi National 

Vision 2030, Oman National Vision 2040, Qatar’s National Vision 2030 are all linked 

to the BRI. Each of these countries relies on China’s BRI in development, construction, 

trade and ultimately diversifying their economies to fulfil their national visions. 

Therefore, this is a form of policy coordination between Gulf states and China. The 
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Arab response to China’s oppression of Uighurs is also a form of policy coordination 

that benefits and aids China in fulfilling its domestic policy. Buzan’s regional security 

complex suggests that “a group of states whose primary security concerns link together 

sufficiently closely that their national securities cannot realistically be considered apart 

from one another”.  In fact, Arab states have supported China in confronting accusation 

of committing apartheid against Muslim Uighurs in Xinjiang. A joint statement issued 

by Arab states endorsed China’s Xinjiang policy by saying “faced with the grave 

challenge of terrorism and extremism, China has undertaken a series of counter-

terrorism and deradicalization measures in Xinjiang, including setting up vocational 

education and training centers”, and saluted China’s advancement of “human rights” 

issues. This shows that there is a gradual reproachment from Arab states towards China 

in coordinating on policy issues and that business interests take precedence over 

humanitarian concerns. 

 

2.Facilities Connectivity 

Connectivity remains the main pillar of the BRI, advocating to “push forward 

the construction of international trunk passageways, and form an infrastructure network 

connecting all sub-regions in Asia, and between Asia, Europe and Africa step by 

step”.125 This is evident in China’s engagement in constructing and investing in ports 

and economic zones in the region such as El Hamdania port in Algeria and other 

economic zones. According to Fulton “By 2013 there were over 140 Chinese companies 

working on projects in Saudi Arabia, with an estimated value of $18 billion, high-
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profile projects included China Railway Construction Company’s participation in the 

Mecca-Medina-Jeddah high-speed railway to transport visitors performing hajj; a power 

plant north of Jeddah, the largest in the Middle East; and the joint project between Saudi 

Aramco and Sinopec to build the $12 billion Yanbu oil refinery.126 In the region we see 

that connectivity is among the most crucial aspects that characterizes this relationship. 

On land and by sea, Visions and Actions spells out clearly the routes it aspires to pass 

through: the Silk Road Economic Belt focuses on bringing together China, Central Asia, 

Russia and Europe (the Baltic); linking China with the Persian Gulf and the 

Mediterranean Sea through Central Asia and West Asia; and connecting China with 

Southeast Asia, South Asia and the Indian Ocean”.127 Central to the BRI routes, the 

region is a geostrategic location and an energy-rich hub that characterizes it as essential 

pathway for the BRI. Ports and industrial zones are key cooperation platforms in the 

BRI. China has managed to participate in the construction and win logistics contracts of 

vital ports in the region such as: Suez Canal Economic Zone, Jazan City for Primary 

and Downstream Industries in Saudi Arabia, Duqum industrial Zone in Oman, Khalifa 

Industrial Zone in Abu Dhabi and El-Hamdania deep-water port in Cherchell Algeria. 

These vital sectors will serve as routes and pathways for China’s trade and will also put 

forward the region as major trade actor. As Khalili reminds us, these logistical hubs are 

not devoid of political influences.128 Investing in and contributing to the development of 
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ports and economic zones is China’s approach to gain a major foothold in the region as 

opposed to traditional options of setting military bases.  

 

3.Unimpeded Trade 

On trade, China vows to “expand trading areas, improve trade structure, explore 

new growth areas of trade, and promote trade balance […] we should make innovations 

in our forms of trade, and develop cross-border e-commerce and other modern business 

models”.129 In 2020, the year of the pandemic, when most economies took a downturn, 

trade between China and Arab countries maintained an impressive level where it 

reached around USD 240 billion.130 The foci of trade are energy and consumer 

products. China is heavily reliant on the region’s oil and gas resources. Saudi Arabia is 

China’s first source of oil and Qatar is its first source of liquid natural gas. Other Arab 

countries import all sorts of consumer products from China such as textile, electronics, 

machinery, construction and industrial materials.131 Trade volume in 2019 between 

China and Arab countries amounted to USD 265 billion. Only six Arab countries that 

happen to be rich in oil, have a positive trade balance with China. These are: Saudi 

Arabia, Kuwait, Iraq, Qatar, Libya and Oman (see figure 1). China has been working to 

establish a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) with Arab countries since 2004, specifically 

through the China-Gulf Cooperation Council. However, the political climate and the 

2017 Gulf isolation crisis that resulted in the marginalization of Qatar, have prevented 
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Beijing from establishing the FTA.132 It remains to be seen whether China will 

rejuvenate its pursue of the Free Trade Agreement following the resolution of the Gulf 

crisis.  Moreover, in the new world we live in during pandemic times, the “politics of 

the vaccine” are symptomatic of foreign exchange and diplomacy between countries. 

The SinoPharm Chinese vaccine has taken the market in Morocco, Algeria, UAE and 

Saudi Arabia putting American and European vaccines in competition.133 

 

4.Financial Integration 

Financial integration is another major objective for China in order to 

internationalize its Renminbi currency and put it forward on the international financial 

market. In order to finance the initiative and diversify investments in its foreign 

exchange reserves, China established new multilateral banks: The Asian Infrastructure 

Investment Bank (AIIB), BRICS New Development Bank, and the Silk Road Fund. As 

far as these objectives are concerned, Visions and Actions spells out that “ we should 

carry out multilateral financial cooperation in the form of syndicated loans and bank 

credit […] we will support the efforts of governments of the countries along the Belt 

and Road and their companies and financial institutions with good credit-rating to issue 

Renminbi bonds in China […] qualified Chinese financial institutions and companies 

are encouraged to issue bonds in both Renminbi and foreign currencies outside China, 

and use the funds thus collected in countries along the Belt and Road”.134 Saudi Arabia, 
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Egypt, UAE, Qatar, Kuwait, Jordan, Iraq and Oman are all members of the AIIB which 

is the main source of finance for the BRI. Both the UAE and Qatar signed currency 

swap agreements and established Renminbi clearing centers. In the UAE, China’s four 

largest banks opened branches, these are: Industrial and Commercial Bank of China 

(ICBC), China Construction Bank, Bank of China and Agricultural Bank of China. In 

Qatar also the ICBC opened a branch and in 2015 Qatar’s currency swap agreement 

cleared USD 86 billion dollars’ worth of transactions.135 Following Qatar’s lead, in 

2017 the UAE activated its Renminbi clearing center which handled transactions worth 

USD 6.5 billion. Financial integration has been strongest in UAE and Qatar. While 

Saudi Arabia has signed an MoU for Renminbi clearance, it did not move forward with 

its plans. According to Fulton, “during the 2017 Sino-Saudi High Level Joint 

Committee (HLJC) meeting the idea of RMB-denominated “Panda bonds” issued 

through ICBC was considered as a means of diversifying the funding of Saudi Arabia’s 

debt”.136 Saudi Arabia has also considered using Renminbi to pay Chinese firms for 

projects being conducted for the Saudi Vision 2030.137 Therefore the dependence on 

Renminbi currency is gradually increasing and two main countries (UAE and Qatar) are 

the regional hub for internationalizing China’s currency. 
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5.People-to-people bond 

Cultural bonds are also part and parcel of the BRI as they aid China in fulfilling 

its goal to spread its culture through the globe. In the pursue of people-to-people bonds, 

Visions and Actions articulates that public support aids the BRI in spreading and 

becoming the development plan of the century. This form of soft power has taken 

different forms. Scholarly exchanges, scholarships, research grants, art and film 

festivals are core to the BRI. In 2018, China established the Belt and Road Film 

Festival138 for the purpose of “jointly enhancing film curatorial capability, promoting 

mutual understanding among filmmakers, pushing forward film collaborative programs 

and strengthening film cultural exchanges among countries, so as to establish a close 

information sharing mechanism and explore the development mode for film festivals in 

the future.”139 The Silk Road film festival is managed by an alliance which includes 31 

institutes from 29 countries among them the Beirut Film Festival and the Cairo 

International Film Festival. While language barriers remain a problem for the near 

future, this did not deter China from extending its cultural influence over Arab 

countries. Saudi Arabia’s Crowne Prince Mohammad Bin Selman declared that the 

kingdom will introduce Chinese language classes in its in national education 

curricula.140 In Morocco also, a jointly built research center on the BRI has been 

established by China’s Ningxia University and Morocco’s Hassan I University.141 A 
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study conducted by Arab Barometer in six Arab countries Algeria, Jordan, Lebanon, 

Libya, Morocco and Tunisia shows that China’s favorability among Arab population is 

gradually ascending. The study concludes that “favorability was roughly twice that of 

the United States across the six Arab countries”.142 While this study cannot be 

representative of the entire region, at least it proves that favorable public opinion 

towards China is on the rise and in some form “the people-to-people’s bond” is being 

gradually built despite structural challenges. The nature of this cultural exchange shows 

that it is more unilateral where China benefits the most by spreading its cultural 

influence. We have yet to see whether elements of Arab culture will receive the same 

kind of reception in China.  

 

B. China-Arab Policy Paper analyzed and mapped 

Beijing’s specific BRI vision and foreign policy in the region are articulated in 

the China-Arab Policy Paper. The core cooperation principles laid out in Visions and 

Actions are repeated in this document through notions such as: win-win deals, 

international relations driven by economic interests, peace and stability and a multipolar 

world order. Concise cooperation patterns are set out in the “1+2+3” cooperation 

scheme put forward by Beijing which sets the pillars “to take energy cooperation as the 

core, infrastructure construction and trade and investment facilitation as the two wings, 

and three high and new tech fields of nuclear energy, space satellite and new energy as 
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the three breakthroughs” clearly indicating the priorities to be energy, infrastructure and 

technology.143  

The Arab Policy Paper describes Sino-Arab historical exchange as being 

characterized by “history, peace and cooperation, openness and inclusiveness, learning 

from each other, mutual benefit and win-win results have always been the main theme 

of exchanges between China and Arab countries”.144 Therefore this document is an 

organic byproduct of the historical relations between the two regions. The wording of 

the document is carefully crafted to not just delineate the Chinese standpoint but to also 

promote Arab states’ interests and needs to be achieved through this cooperation. As an 

example of this sentiment, the paper says “according to Arab states' needs, China will 

continue to provide assistance within our means to Arab states through bilateral and 

multilateral channels, to help them improve self-development capability and people's 

livelihood.”145 Moreover, China firmly “supports Arab national liberation movement 

and Arab countries’ struggle to uphold sovereignty and territorial integrity, pursue and 

safeguard national interests, and combat external interference and aggression, and 

firmly supports Arab countries’ cause of developing the national economy and building 

up the countries” reiterating its principle of “respect to sovereignty” and “non-

interference on the domestic level” while also emphasizing the importance of economic 

cooperation.146  
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Chinese policy-makers are appreciative that “Arab countries have given China 

strong support in restoring its seat at the United Nations Security Council and on issues 

like the Taiwan question”, therefore exemplifying the ‘friendly’ nature of their historic 

relations.147 A major innovation in this document is that Chinese and Arabs are regarded 

and “treat each other as equals” therefore the concept of hegemony is problematized in 

the region. Among the positions that stands out in this document, is that Beijing started 

building a case for Arab countries representation at the UN Security Council. This 

position is reified in the following sentence: “we support the UN to undergo necessary 

and reasonable reforms and increase the representation and voice of developing 

countries, including Arab states, at the UN Security Council.”148 

Three key phrases the document did not miss spelling out are: (1) promoting 

peace in the Middle East (2) reform of the United Nations and (3) climate change. This 

suggests that China does not seek to challenge a regional order. It might suggest 

however that China is careful with each regional alliance it makes, that it remains under 

the umbrella of international and regional governing institutions. The Arab Policy 

Paper also describes a “trend toward a multipolar world and deepening economic 

globalization” that could signal an openness from the region to diversify its political and 

economic alliances beyond the scope of the West. Furthermore, the document included 

phrases such as North and South and described the gap between them to be “widening”.  

Additionally, the policy paper explains that Sino-Arab relations have become a ‘model 

of South-South cooperation’. Therefore, in another instance China poses itself as an 

equal of Arab states suggesting that bridging this divide is part of its mandate.  
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China portrays itself as a friendly and reliable partner to regional Arab states. 

The policy paper concentrates on exchange and communication among all levels of the 

state to include legislatures, political parties and local governments. This invitation to 

communicate is also extended to friendly political parties and does not include non-state 

actors. As an example, the document argues that “the Communist Party of China is 

willing to further enhance exchanges with friendly political parties and organizations in 

Arab countries, consolidating the political foundation of China-Arab relations.”149 This 

suggests that Beijing is careful not to compromise its relations with Arab states 

avoiding the opening up of communication channels to groups from the opposition and 

controversial non-state actors.  

When addressing the region, the policy paper refers to the Arab region as a 

whole without distinguishing each state individually. There is no mention of any state 

but only multilateral institutions such as: the Arab League, China-Arab States 

Cooperation Forum, and Gulf Cooperation Council. Therefore, the policy paper 

represents an all-encompassing vision for regional relations, without getting in to the 

complexities of how that vision will be materialized in bilateral relationships with 

individual states.150 

On issues related to peace and security China declared its position towards two 

major issues on the regional and international level. Firstly, its support to the Palestine 

cause, the region’s most complex conundrum by calling for “the establishment of an 

independent state of Palestine with full sovereignty, based on the pre-1967 borders, with 
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East Jerusalem as its capital”.151 At the same time it expressed solidarity towards the 

Palestinians, China has been involved in negotiations with Israel on constructing the 

Haifa Port and transforming it to a vital regional portal. Therefore, China’s policy in the 

region maintains an ‘equal distance’ from all regional actors while abiding by its five 

core principles of ‘peaceful co-existence’. Secondly, it did not take a different stance 

from that of UN resolutions on the international debate related to security and nuclear 

energy, therefore the policy paper complies with the “establishment of a nuclear 

weapon-free and WMD-free zone in the Middle East”.152  

China has set five guiding principles for its new foreign policy towards 

“Peaceful co-existence”, these are: mutual respect for each other's sovereignty and 

territorial integrity, mutual non-aggression, mutual non-interference in each other's 

internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful coexistence. These principles 

are emphasized in Visions and Actions and reiterated in the Arab Policy Paper. This in 

itself is one of the major policy innovations in our new era. Economic alliances are by 

nature political and historically proved to open the way for interference in domestic 

affairs and international political stances. In the Arab region, China managed to fulfil its 

guiding principles by being open to intervene without being very intrusive and 

politically entangled. For example, when the Gulf isolation crisis broke out in 2017, 

Saudi Arabia, UAE, Egypt, and Bahrain imposed a land, sea and air blockade on Qatar 

over accusations of supporting the Muslim Brotherhood, which denied the country 
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access to some of its most important trading arteries.153 China tried to play a mediating 

role in the Gulf isolation crisis but also realized its limits when warring parties 

intensified the dispute.154 At the same time, it kept its regional comprehensive 

partnerships away from any dispute therefore protecting its economic interests. China’s 

BRI also extends to Iran, Saudi Arabia, Syria and Turkey, maintaining solid economic 

and political ties with all parties. It carefully refuses to take any leading role in regional 

security avoiding confrontation with the US. If anything, China benefits from the US 

foothold in the region and aims to work collaboratively to preserve the regional order.155 

For China, the US is a key player because it handles the political and security affairs 

that China has no interest in except preserving its geo-economic alliances.  

The two policy documents that have been discussed above show that during the 

BRI era Beijing sought to reconfigure its relation with Arab states by laying the 

groundwork for mutually beneficial economic cooperation avoiding any coercive 

measures. When looking at the evolution of Sino-Arab historical relations and 

distinguishing China’s policy before and after the BRI, one can see that Beijing’s 

engagement with the region is no longer contingent on its alliance with major players in 

the world order, but became self-driven and focuses on its own ambitions. Beijing 

reached out to Arab states to deepen collaboration beyond oil, and was met with a 

positive reception by Arab states that saw an opportunity to amplify their economic 

portfolios.   
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CHAPTER V 

MAPPING BRI PROJECTS IN THE ARAB REGION: WHAT 

IS CHINA DOING 
 

This chapter maps the BRI projects in Arab countries most involved with China, 

and lays down the foundations of bilateral relations under the BRI framework. The 

importance of mapping projects is to see the kind of economic opportunities Arab 

countries are working with China on. The Arab region is extended over two main 

geographical zones, the Middle East and North Africa. Arab Middle Eastern countries 

include: Bahrain, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, 

Syria, United Arab Emirates, and Yemen. Arab North African countries include: 

Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Morocco, Somalia, Sudan, and Tunisia. In this chapter, I only 

review countries that engage in the top two levels of BRI’s partnership hierarchy for 

two reasons. Firstly, because more data is available regarding cooperation between 

these countries and China. Secondly, because the highest number of projects 

(infrastructural, commercial, cultural, etc.) are concentrated in these countries. Arab 

countries that will be reviewed in this chapter are: UAE, Saudi Arabia, Oman, Algeria, 

Egypt, Morocco, Tunisia. By dividing the Arab region into Middle Eastern and North 

African states, I intend to show that BRI projects are more advanced in the Middle East 

specifically with regard to Gulf countries. In North Africa however, Algeria stands out 

for being China’s preferred partner in the region followed by Egypt. 

It is challenging to envision BRI projects that are taking place in the region 

especially because the data is scattered over numerous platforms. Therefore, I sought to 

collect key indicators that describe the depth of relations to better understand the 

dynamics of Sino-Arab relations within the BRI from journal articles and news outlets. 
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Additionally, I relied on data provided from the ChinaMed Project such as trade ranks, 

foreign direct investment, value of contracts awarded to Chinese workers and the 

ChinaMed Index. I calculated trade volume and trade balance for all Arab states who 

are involved within the BRI. The ChinaMed project created specifically the ChinaMed 

index to quantify China’s interest in economic, military, and diplomatic cooperation 

with any given country.  As the main tool, I used data visualization to map China’s 

trading networks in the Arab region, its military contribution to UN peacekeeping 

missions, BRI hierarchy of partnership, projects proportionate to level of partnership, 

and finally the intersection of the maritime silk road with vital sectors in the region. 

Data visualization is a significant analytical tool that fulfils the aim of my study because 

it aids in exploring data structure, detect outliers, identify patterns and trends, and 

present the results of this study.156 

Figure 1 visualizes China’s economic network in the region.  China ranks as the 

first import trading partner for UAE, Saudi Arabia, Algeria, Sudan, Egypt, Kuwait, Iraq, 

Yemen, Libya, Djibouti, Jordan, Bahrain, Lebanon and Somalia. However, the influx of 

Chinese products is higher than that of exports from Arab countries. Only Saudi Arabia, 

Kuwait, Iraq, Qatar, Libya, and Oman have a positive trade balance with China given 

the latter’s reliance on energy resources of the region. In 2019, Chinese foreign direct 

investments were highest in: UAE (USD 7.6 billion), Saudi Arabia (USD 2.5 billion), 

and Algeria (USD 1.7 billion). In the same fashion, the value of contracts awarded to 

Chinese companies in 2018, was highest among: Egypt (USD 7.9 billion), UAE (USD 

7.6 billion), Saudi Arabia (USD 6.7 billion), and Algeria (USD 4.7 billion). When 

looking at ChinaMed index which quantifies not only economic relations but also 
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military and diplomatic, we notice that there is a wide variance between Arab countries. 

ChinaMed index is highest in: UAE (68.3), Saudi Arabia (27.9), Algeria, (27.7). 

Followed by a significant gap in numbers, Egypt has the fifth highest ChinaMed index 

of 12.9 and Kuwait has the 6th highest of 12.2. Other Arab countries have the index 

varying between 0.2 and 7. This suggests two things. Firstly, China intensifies its 

military and diplomatic presence where its economic relations are most prominent. 

Secondly, Beijing’s main partners in the region are well defined, these are: Algeria, 

Saudi Arabia, UAE and to a lesser extent Egypt. All these countries are more or less in 

a politically and economically solid position, suggesting that China establishes stronger 

relations where the political and security climate is more favorable. Moreover, China is 

fully aware of the hierarchy of international relations in the region and approaches states 

accordingly.  

Figure 2 demonstrates China’s military contributions to UN peacekeeping 

missions in the Middle East and North Africa. It is obviously clear that China does not 

have a huge military presence in the region in comparison to hegemons and other 

countries who contribute to UN peacekeeping efforts. Its military presence is mostly 

focused in North Africa where the security context is less complex than that of the 

Middle East. In the Middle East it has a negligible number of troops. China’s shy 

military presence in the region at the moment suggests that it is not seeking to militarize 

the region to protect its economic projects. It remains to be seen whether this will 

change in the future. 
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China used partnership diplomacy instead of alliances in implementing its 

BRI.157 Alliances tend to trap the stronger actor in the weaker side’s conflicts.158 

Therefore China thought that the five hierarchal levels of partnerships it developed aids 

her in executing the BRI without necessarily taking a fully intrusive stance in regional 

politics. In the top tier of its hierarchy of partnerships, the highest level is the 

‘comprehensive strategic partnership’ that entails full pursuit of cooperation and 

development on regional and international affairs. The second highest is the strategic 

partnership that calls for coordinating more closely on regional and international affairs 

including military, but does not include full pursuit of cooperation.  These two levels of 

partnerships demonstrate highly engaged collaboration between China and member 

states. In the bottom tier of this partnership hierarchy, BRI partnerships are shallow and 

less important for Beijing. In figure 3, which visualizes the position of Arab states in the 

BRI hierarchy of partnerships, we see that Algeria, Saudi Arabia, UAE and Egypt are 

the only Arab states who enjoy the highest level of partnership with China. Algeria and 

Egypt where among the first Arab states to join the BRI and sign a comprehensive 

strategic partnership. Saudi Arabia signed a such partnership in 2016 following the 

introduction of the Arab Policy Paper, and UAE upgraded the level in 2018. The 

second highest is the strategic partnership, which includes Qatar, Iraq, Jordan, Sudan, 

Morocco, Djibouti, Oman and Kuwait, all of which have been upgrading bilateral 

relations since 2014. Countries who are in the BRI low tier of partnerships include: 

Bahrain, Lebanon, Syria, Tunisia, Yemen and Somalia. Comoros, Mauritania, Libya 
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and Palestine are at the moment absent from the BRI map and have not signed any 

partnership with Beijing.  
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A. The Middle East and the BRI 

Sino-Middle East relations are stronger and more established with Gulf States. 

Two main forums ratify the relationship between Gulf states and China: The China-

Arab States Cooperation Forum (CASCF) and the China-Gulf Cooperation Council 

Strategic Dialogue. In the below section I will discuss in details the nature of BRI 

projects in countries that have the most established partnerships with China.  These 

countries are representative of how the region complements the BRI. 

The UAE has been pivotal to the realization of the BRI in the region. ChinaMed 

index for UAE is 68.3 in 2018, the highest in the region and almost double of Saudi 

Arabia and Algeria. According to the ChinaMed project, China ranks first for UAE as a 

trade partner. In 2018 alone, Chinese foreign direct investment amounted to USD 7.6 

billion with 9547 contracts issued to Chinese workers. Trade volume between the two 

countries in 2019 amounted to USD 48.5 billion with a negative trade balance for UAE. 

UAE has also imported the Sinopharm Chinese vaccine and vaccinated the majority of 

its population with it.159  In 2018, President Xi Jinping visited the UAE and met Crown 

Prince Mohamad Bin Zayed, the visit resulted in a range of bilateral cooperation 

agreements but most importantly upgraded the level of partnership to Comprehensive 

Strategic Partnership. The predominant BRI project in UAE is the Khalifa Industrial 

Zone in Abu Dhabi (KIZAD), a 35 years agreement was signed in 2016 between 

COSCO Shipping based in Shanghai and the KIZAD to enlarge the port facility and 

transform it into a regional hub. The Abu Dhabi investment in the port is around USD 

738 million and is expected to cost more. The head of Abu Dhabi National Oil 
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Company (Adnoc) stated “Abu Dhabi Ports sees the deal as greatly enhancing Abu 

Dhabi’s role as a key logistics trading hub between East and West and in diversifying 

the UAE economy”.160 Moreover, the two countries established the UAE-China Joint 

Investment fund with original capital of USD 10 billion drawn equally from China 

Development Bank (CDB) and China’s State Administration of Foreign Exchange as 

well as Mubadala UAE’s Sovereign Wealth Fund.161 Currency swaps are also a major 

tool to finance trade between the two countries, therefore a currency swap agreement 

was reached in 2017 and fruitfully resulted in around 44 billion yuan.162 One of China’s 

strategic goals of the BRI is to internationalize the Renminbi currency and ignite its 

dominance in international financial markets. Joining oil giants Adco partners, France’s 

Total, BP, Inpex of Japan, South Korea’s GS Energy, China National Petroleum 

Corporation was granted a USD 1.7 billion contract.163 A company’s executive said 

“China might be one of the most stable partners for decades to come when compared to 

other parts of the world in unprobeable geopolitics”.164 According to Fulton, “In 

September 2018, a delegation from KIZAD and Abu Dhabi Ports visited Nanjing, the 

capital city of Jiangsu, for the China-UAE Industrial Capacity Cooperation 

Demonstration Zone Investment Promotion Conference, where they were met by more 
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than 180 Chinese government agency representatives and 90 Chinese companies 

wanting to learn more about investment opportunities in Abu Dhabi.”165 The Database 

of Dubai Land Department announced that around USD 2.7 billion where pumped by 

Chinese investors into the UAE real-estate market.166 The head of real-estate investment 

management and promotion center in Dubai declared that Dubai Property Show will 

participate in the Shanghai World Expo in March 2017.   

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is the key hegemonic geopolitical player in the 

region without which China cannot realize its BRI. Although Saudi Arabia was the last 

Arab state to recognize China in 1990, diplomatic and economic relations have greatly 

evolved over the past 30 years. Saudi Arabia is consistently one of China’s top two 

sources of oil.167 Saudi Vision 2030 which opens up to diversify economy and the BRI 

developmental goals are directly aligned and intertwined. Therefore, Saudi Arabia 

capitalizes on its trade and infrastructure with China to transform its economy from 

rentier to a more diversified one. China and Saudi Arabia rank as number one mutual 

trade partners. The ChinaMed index for Saudi Arabia in 2018 was 27.9, the second 

highest in the region after UAE. Trade volume between the two amounted to USD 78 

billion in 2019 with a positive trade balance for Saudi Arabia for more than USD 30 

billion. In 2016 president Xi Jinping visited Saudi Arabia and the two countries 

upgraded their partnership to comprehensive strategic partnership, the highest in 
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China’s hierarchy.168 More diplomatic visits have been taking place between the two 

countries, most recently in 2019 Crown Prince Mohamad Ben Salman (MBS) visited 

China and signed more than 35 trade and investment deals worth more than USD  28 

billion. During his visit he stated “the Silk Road initiative and China’s strategic 

orientation are very much in line with the kingdom’s Vision 2030”.169 The main project 

of the BRI in Saudi Arabia is the construction of a Chinese industrial park in Jazan to be 

named ‘Jazan City for Primary and Downstream Industries’. This port is to be 

connected with other Chinese industrial parks in UAE, Oman and Egypt. A Saudi-

Chinese High-Level Joint Committee (HLJC) was also established to oversee the trade 

between the two countries. During one of the HLJC meeting in 2017, both countries 

announced the establishment of China-Saudi Arabia joint investment fund worth USD 

20 billion.170 Saudi Industrial Development Fund and China’s Silk Road Fund and 

Everbright are all involved in negotiations to capitalize the fund which is expected to 

finance projects related to the BRI and Saudi Vision 2030. More Saudi and Chinese 

companies are engaging in partnerships and joint investments.  In 2017 following the 

King’s visit to Beijing, more than USD 65 billion were committed to joint ventures, one 

of the most successful deals is a memorandum of understanding (MoU) between giant 

state oil firm Saudi Aramco and China North Industries Group Corp (Norinco), which 
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looks into building refineries and chemical plants in China.171 Aggressively looking for 

new markets, Aramco shifted its strategy to China and started looking into independent 

refineries.172 Huawei also signed MoUs with Saudi Arabia’s ministries to explore its 

capacities in smart digitization to develop smart cities, smart campuses, smart logistics, 

smart education, smart traffic, smart grids, smart security, and smart roads.173 Taking 

bilateral relations to another level, the Saudi Crowne Prince announced that Chinese 

language will be introduced in university curricula. In 2020 Saudi Arabia pledged 955 

million Saudi Riyals to China for testing corona virus.174 

Oman and China have signed a Strategic Partnership in 2018. ChinaMed index 

for Oman is 1.7 and ranks among the lowest in the region. Like Saudi Arabia, Oman has 

positive trade balance with China for around USD 16 billion in 2019. Trade volume 

between the two countries amounted to USD 22 billion in 2019.  Oman attaches great 

importance to China in working towards fulfilling its Vision 2040. Omani officials have 

repeatedly encouraged Chinese businesses to invest in Oman, stating that the Omani 

side is willing to provide a favorable environment.175 One key strategic BRI project is 

the construction of the Duqm Industrial Park, the biggest industrial park in the MENA 
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region, connecting Oman with vibrant ports such as Egypt’s Suez Canal, and Saudi 

Jazan City for Primary and Downstream Industries. Oman’s geostrategic location for 

the BRI situates it on the intersection of the Silk Road. The Asian Infrastructure and 

Investment Bank (AIIB) loaned USD 3.5 billion to Oman for the development of 

Oman’s National Infrastructure Plan. The BRI projects consists of three components: 

infrastructure, digital and special economic zones, all of which are becoming 

increasingly active in Oman. Chinese investments in Duqum Industrial park are 

estimated around USD 10.7 billion, and according to Mohammad Al-Muqadam, head of 

history Department at Sultan Qaboos University, the Duqum is a “crucial point along 

the Belt and Road Initiative given its location on the Arabian Sea which is open to the 

Indian Ocean and near international shipping lines.”176 The project is diversified to 

include petrochemicals, building materials, e-commerce, water desalination, cars, solar 

energy and tourism. 

Figure 4 demonstrates the pivotal projects that are being implemented in 

proportion to the level of partnership. We notice a trend that economic zones and ports 

are concentrated in stable countries that are also Beijing’s most favorable partners in the 

region. For example, ports and economic zones that intersect with the BRI routes are 

being developed with Chinese firms are Jizan in Saudi Arabia, Duqum in Oman, 

Khalifa Industrial Zone in UAE, Suez Economic Zone in Egypt and Hamdania port in 

Algeria. Tunisia that has the lowest level of partnership with China has small and 

medium scale projects such as dams and power plants. 
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B. North Africa and the BRI 

In North Africa, BRI projects are less compared to those of the Middle East with 

the exception of Algeria and Egypt. Lately, the Maghreb has witnessed a gradually 

intensifying Chinese presence. Each country in the Maghreb has had its own set of 

challenges over the past ten years, and therefore saw potential in China’s BRI to 

diversify its economy and trade. The three main axis of cooperation between Maghreb 

countries and China are trade, investment, and infrastructure projects. China utilizes two 

main forums to conduct business with Maghreb countries, the Forum on China-Africa 

Cooperation (FOCAC) and the China-Arab States Cooperation Forum (CASCF), while 

simultaneously expanding bilateral relations with each of the concerned states. This 

section will only address four main countries in North Africa with the highest 

engagement in BRI projects. I also review Sino-Maghreb relations in Tunisia and 

Morocco specifically to compare relations between Maghreb countries. 

Algeria, a country rich in hydrocarbons, has the lion’s share in China’s BRI in 

the Maghreb and has a long-lasting historical relation with China. China was the first 

state, apart from Arab states, to recognize Algeria provisional government in 1958. In 

2014, Algeria was the only Arab state in the Maghreb who has signed a comprehensive 

strategic partnership with China under the BRI framework, and is among the only four 

Arab states who have this level of partnership.177 China and Algeria’s bilateral 

relationship is anchored in three main documents that serve as the guiding principles of 

their economic, cultural and military relations, these documents are: the Declaration on 

Strategic Partnership and Cooperation signed in 2006, the Five-Year Plan for China-
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Algeria Comprehensive Strategic Cooperation created in 2014, and most importantly 

the Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) on cooperation under the BRI framework 

comprehensive strategic partnership ratified in 2018.178 BRI projects in Algeria 

constitutes El-Hamdania deep-water port in Cherchell, Chinese Multinational CITIC 

Construction company to construct Sonatrach179 phosphate plant, Algiers Opera House, 

Djamaa El Djazair mosque with the tallest minaret in Africa, the East-West Highway, 

Sheraton hotels in Oran and Algiers, a new terminal in Boumediene Airport and handful 

of small-scale housing units.180 The El-Hamdania port is an interesting case that 

exemplifies how geoeconomics projects are met with political instabilities in the region. 

In 2017 the Algerian government approved the construction of the port that is expected 

to cost around USD 900 million. Funds for the port were draws from a consortium of 

Chinese banks including the African Development Bank, and the management of 

operations was handed to China Harbour Engineering for the first 25 years. However, 

this project was met with bureaucratic delays and was officially suspended at the 

beginning of the anti-goverment protests in April 2019. Other infrastructure projects 

such as the Opera house, Sheraton hotels, Houari Boumedien airport new terminal, were 

awarded on a service provision basis, meaning that Chinese companies do not hold 

ownership of these projects and are not granted management authority. This maneuver 

by Algeria testifies to its policy in preserving ownership and limiting Chinese control 

over its vital sectors. Chinese labour force in Maghreb is mostly concentrated in Algeria 

with more than 80,000 nationals present. Cultural barriers among the two nations have 
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occasionally resulted in hostilities.181 Despite these challenges, Sino-Algerian relations 

are the strongest in the Maghreb. China ranks as Algeria’s first import destination, 

while Algeria ranks as the fourteenth trade partner to China. The ChinaMed index for 

Algeria is 27.7 almost equal to that of Saudi Arabia. Trade volume between the two 

countries in 2019 alone is estimated around USD 8 billion. Between 2005 and 2019, 

“the value of China’s investments and contracts in the Maghreb rose from $600 million 

to $29.6 billion, with Algeria receiving the lion’s share of $23.6 billion”.182  

Egypt is also one of China’s few partners in the region who hold the status of a 

comprehensive strategic partnership which was signed between the two heads of states 

in 2014. Today more than 1500 Chinese companies are registered in Egypt and 

contracts awarded to Chinese companies in 2018 amounted to USD 7.9 billion. Egypt’s 

first trading partner is China, and trade volume between the two amounted to USD 13 

billion with a trade deficit of USD 11 billion for Egypt. The ChinaMed Index for Egypt 

is 12.9, a relatively high index and counts among the top ones in comparison to other 

Arab states in the Middle East. China State Construction Engineering is currently 

building Egypt’s Central Business District that includes an 80-storey tower hub to 

commercial corporations.183 The Suez Canal is China’s key corridor to Europe, and 

therefore China has been constructing and investing in Suez Canal Economic Zone 
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which is comprised of four sections and six ports,184making it a primary route for 

China’s maritime roads that connect the country to the rest of the world. Areas of trade 

exchange include textile, garment, oil equipment, motorcycle and solar energy 

companies in Egypt, and have resulted in creating more than 10,000 jobs. Ningxia 

Mankai Investment Company has invested in Egypt’s largest textile industrial park, 

located in Sadat City, which “could provide a base for Chinese apparel manufacturers to 

export clothes duty-free into the European Union (EU) and the United States”.185 TCL 

Multimedia has teamed up with Egyptian Elaraby Group to set up a joint production 

facility for electronics. China’s leading TV manufacturer Konka Group has followed 

other companies’ lead and recently disclosed the inauguration of its LED TV factory in 

Beni Suef Province, south of Cairo.186 More ports are central to the BRI. In Abu Qir, 

President Sisi announced signing an MoU with Chinese company Hutchison ports, 

currently operating in Alexandria and El Dekheila, to establish a Mediterranean 

container terminal at the highest international standards.187 Hutchison ports declared 

that they “will be training more than 1,500 Egyptian engineers and other workers for 

jobs at the terminal”.188 One of China’s strategic benefits from the BRI is to export its 

low skilled labour force elsewhere in the world. BRI projects and zones are in fact 

headed by Chinese workers. The newly appointed CEO of the China-Egypt Suez 
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Economic and Trade Cooperation Zone, said “The Egyptian staff can become 

executives. The promotion channels are equally provided for us”. 189 

While BRI projects are relatively less concentrated in Morocco and Tunisia, 

both countries have enjoyed their share of the Chinese development plan. Following the 

visit of King Mohammed VI to Beijing in 2016, Morocco and China signed a strategic 

partnership under the BRI framework and agreed to loosen visa restrictions to 

encourage tourism between the two countries. The main highlight of the visit was the 

agreement to construct Mohammed VI Tangier Tech City which is often referred to as 

the “Shanghai of North-Africa”.190 The city is planned to be built over 10 years and 

expected to cost around USD 10 billion, creating more than 100,000 jobs. The 

agreements between the two countries also entailed that the city host around 200 

Chinese companies operating in food, automotive, aeronautical, renewable energy and 

textile industries. These companies “will develop products for the export to African and 

European markets, and will benefit from Morocco’s free trade agreement with Europe 

and the US, avoiding in this way tariffs that might otherwise be imposed on Chinese 

products”.191 Issues pertaining to the ownership of the city has temporary halted its 

execution. The Haite Group, its Chinese sponsor, retreated from the negotiations as they 

were uncomfortable with the share they were given. In November 2020, the two 

countries held a virtual signing ceremony and finally reached an agreement awarding 

the contracts to Moroccan BMCE Bank and state-owned China Communications 
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Construction Co. (CCCC) and China Road and Bridge Cooperation (CRBC) with 35% 

project share going to Chinese companies. Announcing reasons for Haite’s withdrawal, 

Ilyas El Omari, the governor of the Tangier-Tetouan-Alhoceima region made a telling 

statement: ‘there were disagreements on the ownership of the city among other issues. 

Our partners are Chinese but this does not mean that the city belongs to the Chinese’.192 

Other infrastructural projects awarded to Chinese companies in Morocco are: the Noor 

2 and Noor 3 solar parks, Kenitra Atlantic Free Zone, Casablanca Finance City, and 

Tanger Med Port Complex, a 952-metre King Mohammed VI Bridge and a multi-billion 

high-speed rail connecting Marrakesh to Agadir. Moreover, China Association for 

Industrial Cooperation agreed with Moroccan authorities to set up an Economic Zone in 

Fez. In Tangier, Yangste Automobile is set to invest USD 100 million to produce 

electric cars and buses for export to Europe. To further accelerate the BRI in Morocco, 

the two countries have agreed to establish a joint institute in Morocco to conduct studies 

on the BRI. The institute will be a joint partnership between Hassan VI University in 

Morocco and Ningxia University in China. In Tourism, the two countries have been 

keen on expanding cultural ties. In 2019 the Moroccan National Office for tourism 

declared partnership with leading Chinese tourist companies and Royal Air Maroc 

announced they will offer three weekly flights to Beijing as of January 2020. The two 

universities will organize international conferences, conduct team research, exchange 

scholarly visits, students’ exchanges, and training.193 China is Morocco’s third import 

destination, while Morocco is China’s tenth trade partner. The ChinaMed index for 

Morocco is 4.9 and ranks among the lowest between Arab countries. Trade volume 
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between the two countries in 2019 was USD 4.6 billion only. Morocco’s main imports 

from China include plastics, textiles, mobile phones, electronic goods, mechanical and 

electrical equipment.194 Morocco’s exports to China are mainly low value-added 

products, such as ores, slag and ash, but they do also include some high value-added 

items such as aircraft and spacecraft.195 

Following in a descending order, Tunisia ranks third in Sino-Maghreb BRI 

relations. In 2019, Tunisia signed a Friendly Cooperative Partnership with China, which 

is the lowest level of partnership under the BRI partnership hierarchy. Despite this, 

Tunisia and China have been exploring multiple projects together such as:  “turning the 

port of Zarzis into an economic and commercial center; the construction of a railway 

line linking Medenine, a region rich in minerals in Gabes, the heart of the petrochemical 

and processing industries of phosphates, and Zarzis; establishing a production plant for 

SAIC Motor Corporation Ltd, a Chinese state-owned company, to build and export cars 

to the countries around the Mediterranean and in Africa”.196 Moreover, China is 

currently constructing a hydraulic dam in the Kef region. Tunisia has also invited 

Chinese skills to build a solar power plant. There has also been talks between China and 

Tunisia to modernize of Bizerte port, an ancient geostrategic port that is of key location 

on the Mediterranean, but US and EU intervention discontinued the negotiations 

between the two countries. In January 2020, the Tunisian International Centre for 

Strategic, Security and Military Studies held a conference on the BRI that aimed at 

enhancing political and economic relations between the two countries. Faced by many 
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challenges, China’s BRI could not advance in Tunisia. ChinaMed index measured 

around 0.2 in 2018, which shows an almost negligible level of cooperation. Trade 

volume in 2019 between the two countries was around USD 1.5 billion which is the 

second lowest among Arab countries.  

Finally, figure 5 positions the region’s key geostrategic economic zones and 

ports on the BRI sea route. The most important and vital economic projects in the 

region that are being developed in partnership with China are economic zones and ports.  

This figure does not only show the intersection of BRI routes with these ports and 

economic zones but also signals how the region is becoming an important trade hub in 

the world through the BRI due to its proximity to Europe and Asia
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CHAPTER VI 

ARAB PERCEPTIONS TOWARDS THE BRI AND CHINA: 

STATE AND SOCIETY LEVEL 
 

While the literature on Sino-Arab relations during the BRI era is growing, 

writings focus on China’s engagement with the region and do not really address Arab 

states’ response to the growing BRI projects. So far, around 18 Arab states concluded 

partnerships with China under the BRI framework. How do these states perceive the 

BRI and how do they respond to it? Moreover, the growing protests and revolutions in 

the past decade have showed that Arab societies do not necessarily share the same 

attitudes, opinions or sentiments towards their state’s alliances.  Therefore, is it correct 

to try and distinguish state from society reactions towards the BRI and growing Chinese 

presence in the region. 

In this chapter I will survey Arab perceptions of the BRI and China at the state 

and society level. In the first section, I will go over collective reactions expressed by 

Arab states towards the BRI and will show that all Arab states see an important 

opportunity in China’s BRI and are keen on expanding or establishing official 

partnerships. However, my analysis suggests that Arab states partner with China for 

different reasons. There exist two camps that see different opportunities in the BRI. The 

first camp is composed of powerful regional actors who are oil-rich and more politically 

stable. This camp includes Saudi Arabia, UAE, Qatar and Egypt whose main interest in 

China’s BRI is to diversify their economic relations, while at the same time preserving 

the established security architecture of the region. These states are reluctant to see 

China becoming more involved in security issues, and would rather keep political and 

security matters in the hands of the US. The second camp includes states who are less 



 

92 

 

politically and economically stable and do not have a leading role in regional politics. 

This camp includes Syria, Iraq, Palestine and to a lesser extent Lebanon, all of which 

have a troubled relation with the US. These states see the rising Chinese economic 

prominence as a way to challenge US hegemony in the region. In these complicated 

contexts, Beijing is more economically involved with powerful states reifying a certain 

hierarchy in its relation with regional states and keeping itself shielded from regional 

disputes. This attitude is also evident in China’s hierarchy of partnerships (see figure 3), 

whereby only Algeria, Egypt, Saudi Arabia and UAE are granted the highest level of 

partnerships which is the ‘comprehensive strategic partnership’. Lebanon and Syria are 

in the lowest level of China’s hierarchy of partnership which is the ‘friendly cooperative 

partnership’. 

In the second section of this chapter, I discuss societal perceptions towards 

growing Sino-Arab economic engagement to see how the public receives and reacts to 

growing Chinese presence in the region. I will draw analysis from various data sources 

including surveys conducted by the Arab Barometer studies, Zogby/University of 

Maryland and the Pew Research Center, which have been conducted regularly over the 

past decade and have the advantage of providing longitudinal data. In addition, I will 

summarize the main discussion points of a webinar organized by the Hollings Center 

that addresses Maghreb societies attitudes to intensifying Chinese relations. Conducting 

public opinion surveys is difficult given the nature of the region’s authoritarianism. 

Given that intelligence agencies “are ever on the lookout for signs of dissent, 

respondents may self-censor while surveyors struggle to find reliable census data on 

which to build suitable samples.”197 Most public opinion surveys are conducted by 
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“western-based companies and policy makers, whose motivations and interests may be 

commercially or policy-oriented.”198 Despite these limitations and the inability of such 

survey tools to gather consistent data, we cannot draw conclusion that these figures are 

entirely representative. I do not seek to generalize and claim that the data sources of this 

section are illustrative. However, the surveys conducted are helpful in identifying trends 

and showing changing attitudes. I actually try to lay the main facts and opinions that are 

being circulated.   

 

A. States Response and Perceptions towards the BRI 

As discussed in previous chapters, China has addressed the region as a whole 

through bilateral and collective channels. It utilized the League of Arab states as a 

platform to advertise its BRI and capitalized on its relations at the China Arab 

Cooperation Forum. Furthermore, Beijing crafted the China-Arab Policy Paper to 

employ its economic diplomacy within official channels. In an interview conducted 

with a key informant at the Political Affairs Unit in the League of Arab States, the BRI 

is perceived as an ambitious initiative that aims to build a new ‘economic space’ that 

brings continents together and fosters cooperation on cultural and societal level.199 

Therefore, this initiative comes at a time when linked economies are becoming more 

central to international affairs.200 China’s interests in the region are driven by economic 

factors and at the same time they gradually solidify its diplomatic ties with Arab states. 
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The interviewee reiterated that China’s engagement with the Arab region is under the 

umbrella of the League of Arab States. Despite discussions around its degree of 

functionality, the League of the Arab States is the only collective political coalition in 

the region. Therefore, by approaching Arab states through the League, China does not 

seek to disturb regional alliances yet. Whether this will be maintained is another 

question. For the time being, China is not perceived as a security actor in the Arab 

region. Furthermore, it remains difficult for Beijing to envision a strategic influence in 

light of the American and Russian presence in the region.201 Moreover, the 

representative from the Political Affairs Unit sees that China has distanced itself from 

conflict in the region and maintains a limited political engagement through the UN or 

bilateral means. Following the Gulf Crisis in 2017, China’s main challenges was “to 

navigate between the rivalries and engage with each party without alienating the 

other.”202 Long before the crisis, China was negotiating a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) 

with the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), but the talks have stalled. In 2016, a year 

before the crisis, President Jinping visited Riyadh to accelerate talk on the FTA and 

clear the disagreements over tariffs.203 The Gulf crisis that erupted a year after put the 

negotiations over the FTA on hold indefinitely.204 This suggests that although economic 

ties are vital for the region, they are not prioritized over existing alliances and rivalries. 

In this way regional actors like Gulf states push back and resists growing Chinese 
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influence trying to maintain the established security architecture. At the same time, 

Burton observes that China’s “determination to stand above the fray over the Gulf crisis 

may not only reflect a desire to maintain the profitable economic relationship and 

additional security benefits, but also a fear of becoming embroiled in the internal 

dynamics of the structural conflict in the Gulf.”205  

However, the region is obviously not homogeneous. Regional actors have 

different interests and have taken opposite alliances. Although all states have intensified 

collaborations with China, they have done them for different reasons and not in a 

unified fashion. In an interview held in conjunction with the China-Arab States 

Cooperation Forum in 2018, Ahmed Aboul Gheit, Secretary-General of the League of 

Arab States, said to CTGN Africa reporter that the “BRI is being supported fully by 

Arab states because historically the silk road has been there between China and Arab 

Muslim countries, and states are embracing it fully showing great enthusiasm”.206  

Unlike in the Cold War era, China does not seem to take a firm alliance with one 

regional camp against the other. Beijing signed BRI MoUs with both Gulf countries, 

Iran and Syria. Beijing’s cautious attitude to stay at equal distance with all warring 

parties, might explain Gulf states’ pursuit to intensify economic partnerships keeping 

security and regional conflicts separate from this collaboration. There exist several 

camps within this intensified economic collaboration with Beijing. The first camp is 

composed of Saudi Arabia, UAE, Qatar and Egypt who seek diversify economic 

relations with Beijing without upsetting the US dominance over the region. According 

to Fulton’s, “the US has long served as a guarantor of security in the Gulf region, but a 
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fear that the US might pull away and redirect its efforts elsewhere is not something that 

either the region’s governments or China would welcome.”207 Qatar takes an open 

position towards both the US and China. It still hosts the US military base and at the 

same time invested USD 10 billion from “Qatar’s sovereign wealth fund in China’s 

property, healthcare and infrastructure markets.”208 Therefore, Qatar maintains an open 

and inviting position to Chinese projects while securing the US military and diplomatic 

presence in the region. Abdelrahman in his new book published in Arabic China and 

the Middle East, contends that Arab states especially Gulf states have remained cautious 

towards the BRI because ‘its long-term objectives are not clear’.209 Despite this cautious 

approach from both China and Gulf states, both parties are adamant on strengthening 

economic partnership without involving one another in regional disputes. Saudi Crown 

Prince described the BRI as one the main pillars of Saudi Vision 2030 which would 

“seek to make China among the kingdom’s biggest economic partners”.210 

The second camp which includes Syria, Iraq, Palestine and to a lesser extent 

Lebanon, is composed of countries who have a troubled relation with the US. These 

countries have been gradually approaching China to intensify bilateral relations and 

invite BRI projects seeking a competitive alternative to the US in the region. President 

Assad of Syria approached Beijing in 2019 and proposed six projects to be funded and 
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executed within the BRI framework. In an interview with a Chinese newspaper, Assad 

described China by saying “China is a superpower trying to consolidate its influence in 

the world, but not in a negative manner, it rather spreads its influence through 

friendships with states and relies on partnership and common interests, unlike of the 

hegemonic attempts pursued by the West.”211 Assad sees Beijing as a major regional 

actor whose engagement with Syria is equitable and does not seek to dominate. Syria, 

an ally of both Russia and Iran has been rallying to attract post-war reconstruction 

funds. Russian and Iranian companies are working “to build their own constituencies 

within the Syrian business community.”212 However, the resources of the Assad 

regime’s “inner circle” alone are not nearly enough to finance reconstruction.213 Beijing, 

which appears to be well positioned to participate in reconstruction projects, did provide 

humanitarian aid and kicked off negotiation on BRI projects, but seems to be cautious 

and reluctant in executing BRI projects. Syria’s Transport Minister Ali Hammoud 

“urged the necessity of encouraging and motivating Chinese companies, businessmen 

and investors to study projects related to the transport sectors in Syria, including the 

establishment of a maritime industries city between Tartous and Latakia.”214 In 

Lebanon, China’s Ambassador Wang Kijian, whom I hosted in a public session 

organized by the ‘Public Policy and International Affairs Students’ Society’ at the 

American University of Beirut in 2019, said that Beijing’s BRI provided Lebanon with 
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a grant to construct a conservatory for music and cultural exchange. Ambassador Kijian 

also stated that it is difficult for China to conduct business with different Lebanese 

political parties and called on them to come up with a coherent infrastructure and 

developmental plan that the Chinese would look into to fund.215 Divisions between 

political parties in Lebanon have halted the government’s ability to conclude an 

agreement with China. Following protests and economic collapse, Hezbollah’s 

Secretary General Hassan Nasrallah (an ally of Russia and Iran) has used the term 

‘moving eastwards’ when addressing the Lebanese public through his continuous 

broadcasts but at the same time said this does not mean that Lebanon should isolate 

itself from the West.216 This is telling especially, since non-state actor Hezbollah, who 

has intense rivalry with the US, takes an inviting position towards China but at the same 

time is careful not to alienate the US completely. Most recently in 2021, Lebanon’s 

Finance Committee at the Ministry of Finance announced that it accepted a USD 14.5 

million loan from Beijing to explore economic cooperation.217 

In Palestine, after the USA moved its embassy to Jerusalem, brokered the ‘deal 

of the century’ and guided UAE and other Gulf countries towards normalization of 

relations with Israel, relations between the Palestinian Authorities and the US have 

deteriorated significantly. The Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) suspended 

relations with Israel and halted negotiations with the US. In 2017, president Xi 
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proposed a four-points peace deal for the Palestine ordeal and invited both Palestinian 

Authority and Israel to peaceful negotiations in Beijing. The four point deal calls for a 

two-state solution through: (1) establishing an independent state enjoying full 

sovereignty on the basis of the 1967 borders and with East Jerusalem as its capital is an 

inalienable right of the Palestinian people, (2) two sides should follow the trend of the 

times, pursue peace talks, show mutual understanding and accommodation, and meet 

each other half way, (3) parties concerned ought to build on the existing achievements 

that include the principle of "land for peace," the relevant UN resolutions and the Arab 

Peace Initiative to advance the Middle East peace process across the board, and (4) 

international community should provide important guarantee for progress in the peace 

process.218 At the same time Sino-Israeli economic and diplomatic relations have 

intensified within the BRI and reached unprecedented levels.219 Shoaibi explains that 

“Israel is China’s main supplier of advanced military and civil technology while 

Palestine, conversely, is China’s moral and political assurance to win the conscience of 

Arabs and Muslims.”220 Despite the growing Sino-Israeli relations, the PLO, that has 

previously rejected US mediation for ‘peace talks’ under Trump administration, hailed 

China's invitation to broker talks with Israel.221 
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In Maghreb countries, however, Beijing seems to be less politically engaged and 

more neutral when compared to its policy with the Middle East. Because it sees 

Maghreb countries as juxta point connecting China to European markets where it 

ultimately wants its BRI to reach, it does not address political disputes between 

Maghreb countries. Algeria’s close relationship with China might explain the latter’s 

reluctance to get involved in the politics of Western Sahara.222 Sino-Algerian relations 

are the most developed in Maghreb countries, and Algeria is the only state in Maghreb 

which signed a comprehensive strategic partnership with Beijing in the BRI era. 

However, Morocco has been actively seeking to encourage Chinese BRI projects since 

2013. In 2015, Morocco participated in the Johannesburg Summit and encouraged BRI 

projects, pleading for a triangular relationship that encompass China, Morocco and 

Europe. Morocco and Tunisia “seek investments from China for their development, in 

part to offset their dependence on Western powers.”223 Similar to other developing 

countries, Morocco and Tunisia prefer China’s policies to those of the West, as they 

emphasize equal partnership and non-interference in each other’s internal affairs.224 

They both perceive partnership with Beijing as an opportunity to fix their infrastructural 

gaps, increase foreign direct investment, expand trade and reduce poverty.225 In 2015 

and 2018, President Xi Jinping announced USD 120 billion commercial loans to 

African countries through the China-Africa Fund for Production Capacity 
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Coordination.226 China is now Africa’s main creditor and accounts for 14 per cent of 

sub-Saharan Africa’s total debt. Trade is becoming a stronger aspect of the Sino-

Maghreb collaboration. Between 2005 and 2019, the value of China’s investments and 

contracts in the Maghreb rose from $600 million to $29.6 billion, with Algeria receiving 

the lion’s share of $23.6 billion.227 King Mohammed VI sought to recalibrate 

Morocco’s foreign policy away from the West. In his speech at the Morocco-GCC 

summit in 2016 in Riyadh, he stressed that “Morocco is free in its decisions and 

choices, and is not the exclusive preserve of any country; it will continue to honour the 

commitments it makes to its partners, and the latter [China] should not think that their 

interests will be affected.”228 Chinese policy makers sees the political climate less 

complicated in Maghreb countries. Xiaoyang229 articulates that “in comparison to West 

Asia, despite the Arab Spring, the security situation in North Africa is relativity better 

and geopolitically simpler than GCC countries.”230 Therefore, both sides see potential in 

expanding their bilateral ties without alienating Western powers who have a stronger 

footprint in Morocco and Tunisia. Zoubir contends that China’s policy of non-

interference in domestic affairs appeals to Maghreb states which resent Western 

interreference.231  
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Therefore, Sino-Arab relations are mostly developed with stronger regional 

states such as UAE, Saudi Arabia and Algeria. All these countries are rich with oil and 

gas and have a key role in regional politics. China partners with regional actors through 

its different partnership hierarchy but at the same time applies favoritism to more 

powerful and oil-rich states. Arab countries in return are all keen on developing deeper 

ties with China within the BRI framework but at the same time avoid inviting China to 

discussions related to political disputes and security issues. For the time being, China is 

not perceived by Arab states as a game-changer in security related matters. Their gaze 

to the East stems from their admiration to Beijing exemplary economic growth, seeking 

to diversify their economies and trade and diluting dependence on economic relations 

with the West. 

On the media level, Fulton contends that “much of the focus from English-

language media was on dept-trap diplomacy, concerns about the export of China’s 

digital surveillance state model, lax environmental standards and the prospects of China 

as a neo-colonial power.”232 Local media outlets have engaged in narratives describing 

the region with Arabic expression ‘Al Tawajoh Sharkan’ which translates as ‘moving 

eastwards.233 
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B. Public Opinion Towards China 

Since 2011, the rift between Arab societies and their ruling regimes have 

widened. Protests that continue to these days signal that governments’ decisions are not 

representative of society’s opinions and preferences. Transregional conflicts emerged 

between and within states, between regimes and political parties, mass movements and 

societies at large.234 Despite these events, “the highly authoritarian nature of Middle 

East politics suggests little space for public opinion to guide policy and policy 

makers.”235 However, it is still important to ask how Arab societies perceive China’s 

role in the region. 

The survey conducted by the University of Maryland in Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, 

Morocco, UAE and Saudi asked respondents to name two countries that pose the 

biggest threat. Only 5 percent of the respondents saw China as a threat, compared to 

respondents who saw Israel (90 percent) and the US (80 percent) as the biggest threat in 

the region. When respondents were asked to name a preferred superpower and a 

preferred destination to live, the majority named France as a preferred superpower 

power and destination to live, followed by Germany and China. Figure 6 shows that 

when compared with Russia and the US, China receives more favorable responses as a 

preferred superpower and a preferable destination to live.  
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Figure 6: Arab public opinion survey, 2008-11 (% of respondents) 

Source: University of Maryland and Zogby International 

 

Since 2005, Pew Research Center has been carrying out surveys in the region 

with Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Tunisia, Palestine and Kuwait and around the 

globe. Nine countries have been surveyed in the Arab region, although not always the 

same ones each year.236 Around half of the region’s respondents expressed a favorable 

view of China. However, these views are not a distinct feature of the region. When 

compared to the global average, respondents from the region views follow the same 

trend as societies surveyed elsewhere in the world. 
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Figure 7: Do you have a favorable view of China? 

Source: Pew Research Center 
 

However, when respondents were asked if China respects the personal freedoms 

of its people, regional response was more positive in comparison with global 

impressions. Burton tries to explain the reason for such perception. He contends that 

publics in the region have relatively limited knowledge or awareness of developments 

inside China, and “consequently they are more likely to evaluate China in relation to 

external factors, including in their own region.”237 In my opinion, the treatment of 

Uighurs did not receive much attention by media sources in the region. Additionally, 

instead of criticizing China for the treatment of Uighurs in what they call ‘rehabilitation 

centers’, states in the region have collectively endorsed Beijing’s policy calling it a 

deradicalization tool. 
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Figure 8: Does China respect the personal freedoms of its people? (% 

responding yes) 

Source: Pew Research Center 
 

 

 

Aourid and Zoubir explain that in Morocco and Algeria respectively, Uighur’s 

treatment by Chinese authorities did not receive much criticism except from extremist 

Islamist groups.238 However, these criticisms did not reach the news. In general, they 

explain that attitudes and perceptions among Maghreb countries is favorable especially 

that China has established Confucian centers in Morocco. In Algeria, however, these 

centers were not established because some radical groups regard these centers as 

religious centers that contradicts Islamic principles. Zoubir also points out that there are 

inter-marriages between Algerians and Chinese. The Chinese community in Algeria has 

been growing and some have integrated and now speak the Algerian dialect. According 

to Zoubir, around 100,000 Algerian babies born every year are delivered by Chinese 

doctors who reside in Algeria. Popular perceptions in Maghreb countries changed over 
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the past decade and there is a sense of admiration to China’s success as an economic 

superpower.239 The positive perception by societies does not mean that hostilities do not 

exist. In 2009, a skirmish happened in Bab El Zouar in Algeria between “100 Algerians 

and Chinese migrant workers who fought with knives and bludgeons”.240 The skirmish 

had been ignited by the flow of Chinese construction workers whose presence “fueled 

resentment in a country where 7 out of 10 adults under 30 are unemployed.”241 In 

Djibouti also, where China has invested heavily in its port, workers at the port express 

their discontent with the fact that most senior workers are Chinese and only low-skilled 

jobs are left to locals. A question that begs itself is whether Chinese labor force 

competes with local populations and whether the BRI will have significant impact on 

employment in the region.  

The most recent survey conducted by the Arab Barometer in 12 Arab countries, 

reveals that “China is the most popular global power in MENA, with citizens being 

more open to stronger ties than they are with the U.S. or Russia.”242 Respondents with a 

university degree, are on average more open to stronger economic ties with China. 

This is sufficient to conclude that China’s popularity is on the rise in the Arab 

region. Taking into consideration the limitations of these surveys as tools to solicit and 

represent public opinion, one cannot generalize and say that Arab publics have 

absolutely positive views of China. However, there is a trend that shows greater 

fondness of relations by Arab societies towards Chinese engagement in the region.  
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CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSION 

 
This thesis sought to provide a comprehensive overview of Sino-Arab relations 

during the BRI era. It has done so along four major axes: (1) examining the evolution of 

historical relations between the two regions, (2) dissecting and analyzing official policy 

documents developed by China that define the parameters of this renewed relationship, 

(3) mapping BRI projects and partnership levels in the Arab region, and (4) categorizing 

Arab perceptions towards China at the societal and state level. The main premise that 

guided the analysis and conclusion of this thesis was that hegemons (US and Europe) 

were excluded from the equation, which allowed for the deciphering of the foundations 

of the relations between China and the Arab region. This allowed me to answer my 

main research questions about the role of the BRI in redefining China’s foreign policy 

in the Arab region and understand how China is received in the region. The BRI has 

changed China’s engagement with the region from being solely focused on energy 

security to a full pursuit of economic relations. Moreover, I treated the Arab region as a 

whole composed of Middle Eastern and North African states who are members of the 

League of Arab States, thus adopting a regional lens to look into the BRI. This approach 

fills a gap in the current literature which tends to ignore North African countries from 

the discussion.  

By looking at the historical relations between China and Arab countries, I 

showed that Beijing has been gradually approaching the region since the 1970s and 

actively working towards more nuanced diplomatic relations with Arab countries. 

Beijing’s past engagement with the region was contingent on the side it took during the 
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Cold War, however, during the BRI, China became independent from hegemons in the 

region and crafted its own policy based on its needs and interests. China’s foreign 

policy in the region was not born in vacuum but it is an accumulation of historical 

interactions, diplomatic relations, and economic ties that spanned the period since 1970s 

up to the culmination of the BRI and the establishment of its projects in the region. The 

BRI introduced a new chapter in Sino-Arab relations that is focused on economic 

integration such as infrastructure, development and trade. I also illustrated that the BRI 

is not only an economic tool for China’s growth but it is also mutually beneficial to 

Arab countries in their quest to diversify their economic dependency and fulfil their 

national visions.  

All Arab states see an important opportunity in the BRI to diversify their 

economic relations. However, Beijing policy in the region reified a certain hierarchy 

through concentrating its main economic and infrastructural projects in economically 

powerful and politically stable countries. This thesis concludes that Beijing’s main 

partners in the Arab region are UAE, Saudi Arabia, Algeria and Egypt, to a lesser 

extent. These states host most of the BRI projects and are granted the ‘comprehensive 

strategic partnership’ which is China’s highest partnership level. This shows two trends 

in Beijing’s policy towards the region: (1) it avoids implementing BRI projects in 

weaker Arab states in order to pacify the stronger regional states, as well as, (2) 

remaining risk cautious to security challenges within those states. 

The essence of the Arab Policy Paper that was crafted by China, elucidates that 

Beijing portrays itself as an equal to Arab states, not seeking to dominate but to 

collaborate on projects that target the needs of both sides. So far, it has abided by its 

principles of non-interventionism and respect of state sovereignty. This policy has 
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attracted Arab states to collaborate with China and expand economic relations to an 

unprecedented scale as they saw in Beijing a reliable and less taxing partner. Therefore, 

the BRI has aided both Arab countries and China in diversifying their economies and 

taking up partnership to a new, all-encompassing degree. Security collaboration remains 

peripheral to both China and Arab states as none see interest in substituting the US at 

the time being. However, China’s vision for regions along the BRI suggests that it is 

building a new model of international relations focused on economic integration that 

would ultimately lead to a multi-polar world order.  

 When comparing the degree of Chinese engagement between the Middle East 

and North Africa, I found that relations are more solid and expanded in the Middle East. 

In North Africa, Algeria is China’s main partner and receives most of BRI projects. Part 

of Beijing’s foreign policy in the region is to create cultural exchange, but it has done 

that unilaterally as we do not see Arab states investing in cultural projects in China. 

What distinguishes Sino-North African relations from that of the Middle East, is that 

North African countries host most of the cultural exchange projects of the BRI such as 

research centers and scholarly exchange. However, ports and economic zones that are 

integral to the BRI are spread over Middle Eastern and North African countries making 

the region a new trade hub not only for the Chinese but also on the forefront of global 

trade. 

 Given that China and the Arab region are progressing towards each other, and 

the pillars of Sino-Arab relations are solid and growing, will China succeed in fulfilling 

its aims to establish a multi-polar order in the region and beyond? Will it continue to 

adopt a non-interventionist and neutral policy towards a region that is continuously 

witnessing tumultuous events at the economic, social and security level? How will 
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China respond to the evolving rivalry between Iran and the Gulf countries? Will it 

continue to remain neutral or will it seek new approaches? This thesis has shown that 

Chinese engagement in the region focused on interactions at the state level and did not 

extend an invitation to non-state actors or opposition groups or emerging social 

movements. Will we see change in that approach and an opening up to actors beyond 

the state level? Moreover, one of the objectives of the BRI is to export Chinese labor-

force to countries participating in the BRI. In a region where unemployment reigns, will 

Chinese labor-force be met with resistance?  
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