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China and the Middle East         

Beirut

C 

hina is steadily encroach-
ing into the Middle East 
and Africa militarily and 
economically and Presi-
dent Xi Jinping’s apparent 

drive to make himself president for 
life is a startling development that 
could affect the troubled region as 
it struggles with a cauldron of con-
flicts.

Xi may step up China’s effort to 
establish a bridgehead in the Middle 
East as the United States disengages 
after a half-century of dominating 
the region and Russia seeks to fill 
the geopolitical vacuum.

The Middle East, gripped by a 
chain of interlocking wars and tee-
tering on the cusp of additional con-
flicts, could well be affected by Chi-
na’s westward military expansion.

“Globalisation has created a Chi-
nese monster,” the Washington-
based online journal Foreign Policy 
warned.

The announcement on China’s 
official news agency that the Com-
munist Party’s Central Committee 
recommended scrapping a two-
term limit on the presidency and the 
prime ministry marked a sharp turn 
for China because it had seemed to 
be opening to international interac-
tion after decades of tight commu-
nist control.

That means Xi would be able to 
run for a third 5-year term in 2022, 
with the odds that he would win 
hands down. Most observers see 
that as a throwback to the iron rule 
of Chairman Mao Zedong and fear 
that the gains China made since that 
time are in jeopardy.

“A bombshell,” commented Su-
san Shirk, a leading China specialist 
in the United States. “I wasn’t an-
ticipating such an open declaration 
of the new regime… I thought that 
maybe he’d stop short of this…”

The party sought to dismiss re-
ports that Xi was effectively tak-
ing power. The party-run tabloid, 
the Global Times, claimed in an 
English-language editorial: “The 
change doesn’t mean that the Chi-
nese president will have a lifelong 
tenure.”

Shirk, however, cautioned: “This 
was the one formal rule that could 
have blocked him from staying on 
and being leader for life. So elimi-
nating it really brings the intention 
out in the open and I think it elimi-
nates any ambiguity about what’s 
going on here.”

The move came as China inau-
gurated a military base on the tiny 
Horn of Africa state of Djibouti, 
straddling the important shipping 
lanes of the Gulf of Aden and some 

4,000km of coastline. Beijing also 
recently acquired the deepwater 
port of Hambantota in Sri Lanka un-
der a 99-year, $1.1 billion lease.

India, which has long dominated 
the vital shipping lanes in the In-
dian Ocean, is engaged in a contest 
with China to acquire naval fa-
cilities between the Bab el Mandeb 
Strait, which links the Red Sea with 
the Indian Ocean, and the Strait of 
Malacca, the chokepoint between 
Malaysia and Indonesia that joins 
the Indian Ocean with the South 
China Sea.

As China steps up projecting its 
power westward, including the re-
cent visit by its submarines to Sri 
Lankan ports, Middle Eastern coun-
tries are growing alarmed about the 
balance of power.

“The Horn risks violent conflict 
in what has become a high-stakes 
chess game for both Middle East-
ern and African adversaries,” James 
M. Dorsey, a senior fellow at the  
S. Rajaratnam School of Interna-
tional Studies, wrote in the South 
China Morning Post.

“It’s a game China inevitably will 
have to play a hand in, despite the 
risk of being sucked into the re-
gion’s expanding battles.”

The anxieties being expressed 
about China’s intentions follow 
two years of intense propaganda by 
Beijing lauding Xi’s success in trans-
forming China into an economic  
giant.

This has given added weight to 
concerns that Xi is seeking to aban-
don the collective leadership intro-
duced in the 1980s to avoid repeat-
ing the calamitous cult of Mao and 
one-man rule.

These anxieties have valid-
ity. Observers say that Xi, 64, has 
been chipping away at the Chinese 
constitution since he was elected 
president in 2012 and has, in recent 
years, overseen a draconian round-
up of those who fear a takeover.

China’s military announced that 
it “fully agrees” with the ruling 
party’s controversial measures that 
would allow Xi to remain president 
for life and will “resolutely support 
the constitutional amendment pro-
posal.”

The fallout from all this could 
heavily affect the Middle East just 
as China’s ambitious plan to build 
a multitracked modern Silk Road 
trade route to the rest of Asia, Eu-
rope and the Middle East, moves 
forward

Gulf oil supplies are crucial for 
China, so it will not want to do an-
ything that might jeopardise that 
flow — pegged at 51% of China’s im-
ports in 2014 by the US Energy In-
formation Administration.

However, China may find itself 
drawn ever deeper into the region’s 
conflicts, especially the Sunni-Shia 
rift between Riyadh and Tehran, 
both of which have a dialogue with 
Beijing.

Bear in mind that China was 
among the world powers with 
which the United States shaped the 
landmark 2015 nuclear agreement 
with Iran.

China has deployed troops to its 
first foreign military base on Dji-
bouti, where its facilities are cheek 
by jowl with a strategic US facility 
that coordinates much of the US war 
against terrorism in the region.

On the face of it, China seeks not 
only to create new partnerships 
in the Middle East and East Africa 
with trade, energy and infrastruc-
ture deals, it is looking at the stormy 
geopolitics of the region and the po-
litical perils they generate.

Xi made his first visit to the Mid-
dle East in January 2016. He was the 
first world leader to visit Tehran af-
ter the 2015 agreement was signed. 
During his regional swing, he articu-
lated a new “Arab policy.”

An intensified military-backed 
push by Xi could unbalance the 

turbulent Red Sea zone, suffering 
setbacks from the Yemen war in-
volving Saudi Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates, as well as US anti-
terror operations.

Nearby Somalia, which has been 
a violence-ridden basket case since 
the collapse of national govern-
ment of dictator Siad Barre in 1991, 
is being torn apart by a brutal, 
decades-long conflict between a 
weak and corrupt Western-backed 
government and the jihadists of al-
Shabab.

There’s little enough for China in 
Somalia but the bloodletting there 
increasingly threatens to stress that 
neighbouring Kenya and other East 
African countries, such as gas-rich 
Mozambique and Tanzania, are 
having to battle the jihadists.

That gives China a potentially un-
settling opening to battle the jihad-
ists on someone else’s turf.

If China has its way, these coun-
tries, long mismanaged and reli-
ant on economic handouts, would 
provide Indian Ocean ports for oil 
exports and other minerals that Bei-
jing needs for its ever-burgeoning 
economy across the Indian Ocean, 
where China is steadily expanding 
its military clout to control the busy 
shipping lanes.

China’s efforts to expand its mili-
tary influence across the oil-rich 
South China Sea and the Malacca 
Strait suggest that it is prepared to 
use its growing military muscle to 
keep open such strategic channels 
in any future conflict with the Unit-
ed States and India.

Hambantota “gives them not only 
a strategic access point into India’s 
sphere of influence through which 
China can deploy its naval forces but 
it also gives China an advantageous 
position to export its goods into In-
dia’s economic sphere,” Australian 
security analyst Malcolm Davis told 
CNN. “So it’s achieved a number of 
strategic aims in that regard.”

Meantime, like the Middle East, 
the Indian Ocean region simmers. 
Political unrest is brewing in the 
Maldives, which, like Sri Lanka, has 
long been considered to be within 
India’s embrace.

There is political turbulence too 
in the Seychelles, Eritrea and Ethio-
pia, which bodes ill for the Red Sea 
region, as the India-China confron-
tation gathers momentum.

While on the face of it, Xi’s “Arab 
policy” is designed to leverage Chi-
na’s trade, energy and infrastruc-
ture investment, some analysts say 
it will eventually drag China “into 
the geopolitics and cleavages of the 
region.”

Ed Blanche is a regular 
contributor to The Arab Weekly. 
He has reported on the Middle 
East since 1967.

China muscles into a new Great Game in Red Sea
Ed Blanche

New routes. 
The Chinese 
Navy’s guided 
missile 
destroyer 
Chang Chun 
with the 
Byzantine-era 
monument of 
Hagia Sophia in 
the background 
is docked at 
Sarayburnu 
pier in 
Istanbul. 

(Reuters)
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New Silk Road 
should boost 
China in Mideast
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C 

hina will depend on Mid-
dle Eastern oil supplies 
to bolster its economic 
build-up, so it’s not sur-
prising that Beijing is 

bending over backward to keep all 
sides in the region happy, particu-
larly energy-rich Saudi Arabia and 
its arch-foe Iran.

Both countries, but particularly 
Iran, will play significant roles in the 
new Silk Road, a modern version of 
the trading system that flourished 
in the Middle Ages to link east and 
west.

Beijing’s $900 billion, multitrack 
plan is intended to champion glo-
balisation, a system that once-reclu-
sive China has embraced in recent 
years as it emerged from behind 
the Bamboo Curtain to put it on the 
road to being a major trading power.

Work has already begun on some 
elements of the plan, unveiled in 
2015. It is officially labelled the Belt 
and Road Initiative.

It envisages that China, long a 
global backwater with a population 
of 1.38 billion locked away from the 
rest of the world by a leadership that 
feared contact with the liberal West 
would contaminate the world’s 
most populous country, will build 
new ties with the West.

It will do this via high-speed rail 
links from Beijing to Brussels, a net-
work of super-highways spanning 
a score of countries and a maritime 
sector that would open the riches of 
Central Asia, long cut off from the 
West by Soviet paranoia and ready 
to make itself part of a new and freer 
era.

The energy-rich Arab world, lying 
between Europe and Asia, is expect-
ed to play a major role in bringing 
East and West together.

“For this purpose, China needs 
to develop infrastructure such as 
bridges, roads, railways and ports 
across Central Asia and the Middle 
East to facilitate trade in both direc-
tions,” observed Cesar Castilla of 
the independent Institute for Se-
curity and Development Policy in 
Stockholm.

The Chinese initiative might help 
improve Iran’s fractious relations 
with the West, particularly in Eu-
rope, which is more inclined to do 
business with what many regard as 
a rogue state.

“Iran, in particular, is a linchpin 
of such plans,” Castilla stressed.
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