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s the security situation in 
Yemen deteriorated, Chi-
na’s People’s Liberation 
Army rescued hundreds 
of Chinese citizens, and 

many foreigners, from the strife-
torn Arab nation. It was an exercise 
that echoed events of four years 
earlier when China sent a warship 
to protect vessels taking its workers 
out of a similarly chaotic Libya.

The episodes illustrate how Chi-
na’s burgeoning economic ties with 
the Middle East, leading hundreds of 
thousands of Chinese to base them-
selves in the region, have brought 
with them security implications.

While it has willingly stepped up 
in response to regional emergen-
cies affecting its citizens, China has 
shown little sign of wanting to ad-
vance its wider political or security 
influence in the Middle East.

This is despite the fact that the 
time would appear ripe for China 
to strengthen its role in the Middle 
East. Economic ties between China 
and the region have expanded dra-
matically: trade has grown seven-
fold over the past decade to about 
$230 billion in 2014 and is predicted 
to double again within five years. In 
2014, more than half of China’s oil 
imports came from the Middle East, 
while manufactured goods — and 
small arms — move in the other di-
rection.

The influence of the region’s tra-
ditional external power, the United 
States, is waning. Washington has 

stepped back from Iraq and in 2013 
shied away from taking military ac-
tion against Syria over the regime’s 
suspected use of chemical weapons.

Although many in the Middle East 
would welcome a second external 
security guarantor to balance Wash-
ington’s influence, China’s non-eco-
nomic engagement has not extend-
ed beyond signing up members of 
the Asian Infrastructure Investment 
Bank, sending its foreign minister 
to the region and being at the table 
during the Iran nuclear negotia-
tions. Neither Chinese President Xi 
Jinping nor Premier Li Keqiang have 
visited the Middle East since taking 
office more than two years ago.

Perhaps it is no wonder, then, 
that US President Barack Obama has 
pointedly accused China of being a 
“free rider” in the Middle East.

China’s reluctance to become a 
forceful political or security player 
in the region comes even though it 
is better placed than many Western 
nations to act as an impartial media-
tor of intractable issues such as the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

 It does not generate the resent-
ment that weighs down the United 
States and leads many to see Wash-
ington as a cause, rather than a so-
lution, of some of the region’s prob-
lems.

Perhaps Beijing feels if it did step 
into the breach, it would end up in 
the same position as Washington.

“If you moved the clock back 70 
years, you could say that the US is 
better placed than the UK, so they 
could do well, but see where they 
are now,” says Professor Steve Tsang 
of the School of Contemporary Chi-
nese Studies at the University of 
Nottingham in the United Kingdom.

China’s growth in defence spend-
ing is primarily focused on strength-
ening its position in the Asia-Pacific.

In the Middle East, it has de-
veloped ties to nations as diverse 
as Turkey, Iran, Saudi Arabia and 
Egypt, with the latter being a par-
ticular admirer of China’s model of 

economic growth without political 
pluralism.

Beijing’s approach of non-inter-
ference has allowed it to achieve the 
remarkable balancing act of forging 
links with Israel while not alienating 
the Palestinians, to whom in previ-
ous decades it supplied arms and 
funds.

In a region where alliances and 
power balances shift, and there are 
interstate rivalries aplenty, China re-
alises there are dangers in becoming 
too close to a particular regime. In 
2011, Beijing’s vetoing of sanctions 
that would have targeted the regime 
of Syrian President Bashar Assad 
led to Chinese flags being burned 

by opposition forces. Recognising 
the risks it faces, China has more 
recently made greater efforts to en-
gage with opposition groups in the 
region. It wants to be friends with 
everyone but appears keen to avoid 
the perception that it is throwing 
its weight around. “China won’t be 
a hegemonic power. China doesn’t 
want to follow the imperial pattern 
like the former British Empire or the 
US,” says Gordon Cheung, senior lec-
turer in the School of Government 
and International Affairs at Durham 
University in the United Kingdom.

There are challenges that could 
ultimately draw China deeper into 
the region in security terms. Until 

now it has stayed clear of the fight 
against the Islamic State (ISIS), even 
though the group has backed the 
cause of Uighur Muslims in China’s 
north-western region of Xinjiang 
who have protested what they see 
as repression by Beijing.

Although exiled Uighurs have 
played down links with ISIS, senior 
Chinese officials have said hundreds 
of their citizens are fighting along-
side the group and claimed that Uig-
hurs have received training in Syria.

This indicates that China’s domes-
tic security cannot be divorced from 
events in the Middle East, potential-
ly pressuring Beijing to eventually 
deepen political and security ties.
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o wonder Chinese Pre-
mier Li Keqiang has 
been urging “concerted 
efforts” to ensure the 
deal over Iran’s nuclear 

programme does not get derailed: 
He wants the green light for China 
to enhance its ties with the Islamic 
Republic.

Meanwhile, Israel is striving to 
block the deal, which Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu has 
called a “historic mistake”.

China’s ties with both Iran and 
Israel are burgeoning but will their 
antagonism towards each other im-
peril Beijing’s ability to get what it 
wants from these relationships?

“If you’re a major player like 

China, over time your partners ex-
pect more than a purely utilitarian 
relationship,” says James Dorsey, 
senior fellow at the S. Rajaratnam 
School of International Studies in 
Singapore. “That’s where the rub 
is. All the principles of non-inter-
ference and harmony are unsus-
tainable. There’s the beginning of a 
realisation of that in China.”

China is Iran’s largest trading 
partner and Iran is China’s third 
biggest supplier of oil, contributing 
about 12% of its imports. A success-
ful nuclear deal will boost trade, 
investment and energy opportuni-
ties.

Nothing unusual there — Western 
business types have also been beat-
ing a path to Tehran — but Iran also 
occupies a key position in China’s 
larger One Belt, One Road policy, 
which could see it invest trillions of 
dollars to create an overland trade 

route and integrated economic 
area from western China to the 
Middle East and Europe through 
Central Asia. The Iran nuclear deal 
affords China wider security and 
political opportunities. Military 
cooperation ticked up in 2013 and 
2014, with high-profile leadership 
visits and port calls involving the 
two countries’ navies. Many of 
Iran’s missiles are Chinese-made or 
based on Chinese designs, some-
thing that Dorsey says will irk Is-
rael and other rivals such as Saudi 
Arabia.

Both Iran and China border Af-
ghanistan, from where US and oth-
er coalition forces are due to with-
draw in 2016, and could cooperate 
for stability there. China in particu-
lar is worried about militancy that 
could feed into unrest among the 
Muslim Uighur population in its 
Xinjiang province.

Iran’s rehabilitation will enable 
Beijing to bring it closer into its po-
litical embrace, giving it full mem-
bership of China-led multilateral 
organisations such as the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organisation. Iran is a 
founding member of China’s Asian 
Infrastructure Investment Bank 
(AIIB). Some analysts argue such 
moves are explicitly designed to 
dilute US influence.

Israel, too, is a founding mem-
ber of the AIIB — much to Wash-
ington’s displeasure. Indeed, some 
argue that the chilly relationship 
between the Obama White House 
and the Netanyahu government is 
causing Israel to carry out its own 

pivot to Asia. A stream of high-
ranking Chinese officials have been 
to Israel since Netanyahu’s Beijing 
visit in 2013.

That suits China just fine. Its 
main interest is in Israeli technol-
ogy. In the 1980s and 1990s, that 
mostly meant military technology 
— but it didn’t get all that it wanted. 
In 2000, the United States threat-
ened to cut military aid to Israel if it 
went ahead with sales of sensitive 
equipment to China.

Now China is looking to Israel 
for agritech, biotech, information 
technology and clean tech, includ-
ing water-saving and irrigation so-
lutions. Asia’s richest man, Hong 
Kong billionaire Li Ka-shing, has 
made high-profile investments in 
Israeli firms and has donated mon-
ey to an institute of technology in 
Haifa. Chinese firms are involved in 
Israeli infrastructure projects and 
the countries are discussing the 
creation of a free trade zone.

In the past China might have 
concealed its growing partnership 
with Israel to avoid undermining 
relationships with other Middle 
Eastern countries but no longer, 
says Yoram Evron of Haifa Univer-
sity’s Asian Studies department.

“The main reason for the change 
stems from China’s growing self-
confidence and understanding that 
the battle against Israel is no long-
er a uniting factor in the Muslim 
world,” he wrote in the newspaper 
Yedioth Ahronoth.

China has recognised the state 
of Palestine and does not consider 
Hamas or Hezbollah to be terrorist 
groups. But Evron argues that Isra-

el’s relative stability amid growing 
chaos in the region, its strategic im-
portance and status as a US ally all 
motivate China to cultivate good 
relations. However, while Iran may 
look to China as an alternative pow-
er to the United States, Israel is un-
likely to follow suit, no matter how 
strained things might be between 
their current leaders. And China 
is more likely to be concerned by 
the US reaction to its changing re-
lationships in the Middle East than 
by the rivalry between individual 
regional states. Dorsey predicts 
that within a decade or so, Chinese 
military bases could appear in the 
region.

“You’ll see bases and assertive 
policies affecting Saudi Arabia and 
Iran, Israel and the Palestinians 
and political stability generally,” 
he said. “To a degree this will be 
welcomed by the West. Over time 
there will be a dilution of the US se-
curity umbrella in the Persian Gulf. 

China will push the envelope 
but be careful not to overthrow the 
cart.”

Such moves will be defined by 
national interest, aided, Dorsey 
says, by the fact that its govern-
ment does not have to deal with 
lobbies or ethno-religious pressure 
groups at home.

While the White House grapples 
with the pro-Israel lobby or evan-
gelical Christian organisations, 
which affect domestic political 
calculations, the Chinese politburo 
has no such concerns. There are an 
estimated 70 million Christians and 
about 23 million Muslims including 
about 11 million ethnic Uighurs in 
China, but, as Dorsey notes, they 
do not vote.

Tom Spender is a London-based 
journalist who has worked in the 
Middle East and China.
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