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avoidance of steps with high potential for entanglement and risk. At the same 

time, however, China is facing changes – domestically, in East Asia and 

the Middle East, and globally – and must adjust to emerging environment. 

Therefore, in the next few years, China’s policy on the Middle East, and 

change-inhibiting and change-promoting factors.

China’s Foreign Policy on the Middle East

possible. As such, it forged closer relationships with Arab states, establishing 

diplomatic relations with some of them. Until the 1970s, however, China 

from the Great Leap Forward (1958-1961) and the Cultural Revolution 

(1966-1976). These hampered China’s relations with the Arab states, as did 

Beijing’s support for communist parties and national liberation movements 

active in some of these states. 
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point in China’s relations with the Middle East. Its Security Council veto 

power gave Arab liberation movements such as the PLO hope that China 

would intervene on their behalf against the states in which they operated. 

China, however, preferred its separatist policy. Policy change, manifested 

in the export of arms, came only in the late 1970s. Since the mid-1990s, 

China has opted to focus on the economy and expand its trade relations 

with Middle East countries, including the export of labor and import of oil.

Indeed, accelerated economic growth has been China’s chief concern 

since the 1980s. In this context, the increased need for imported oil, China’s 

commercial relations with Middle East nations, and its inferiority compared 

to the United States all strengthened China’s non-interference policy, whereby 

no state has the right to interfere in the internal affairs of another state, a 

policy it also applies to the Middle East. This policy has allowed China to 

continue economic activity and develop good relations with different nations.

Another principle China emphasizes is resistance to superpower hegemony 

over small states. Speaking at the commemoration of the 70th anniversary 

love peace. No matter how much stronger it may become, China will never 

other nation.”1 Thus, China might principally oppose the dominance of the 

United States in the Middle East, but would not seek to take its place in the 

US hegemony in the Middle East, which provides stability and safe shipping 

routes for the oil China so desperately needs, without China having to make 

President Obama referred to China as a free rider that leaves the United 

States to tackle problems without doing much to help.2

On the other hand, the US “pivot to Asia,” in which the United States 

supposedly intends to reduce its involvement in the Middle East in order 

to increase its presence in Asia, strengthen ties with the region, and contain 

3 based on the 

notion that the more China resists the US presence in East Asia, the higher 
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vacuum left by the perceived US withdrawal.

been a sense of increased Chinese political activity in the Middle East. High 

ranking delegations have come to the area, including the President’s own 

visit in early 2016 to Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Iran. Likewise, in 2016, 

Deputy Prime Minister Liu Yandong, accompanied by a delegation, traveled 

to Egypt, Israel, and the Palestinian Authority, and in September, China’s 

Speaker of Parliament Zhang Dejiang visited Israel – the highest ranking 

diplomatic acts to resolve regional crises, such as hosting representatives of 

the Assad regime in late 2015 and Syrian rebels in Beijing in early 2016, in 

actuality China does not play a central role in political efforts in the region. 

Economic Ties
Between 1978 and 2013, China’s economy grew by an annual rate of 9.5 

percent and became the second largest economy in the world, after the United 

States.4

of 2016, growth reached only 6.7 percent.5

one hand, and declarations about structural economic reforms on the other. 

As part of these reforms, China aspires to move forward from a manufacture 

and export economy to a growing economy based on services, technological 

innovation, and consumption, in tandem with exports. Accordingly, China has 

suffer from over-production and losses and are the target of international 

is now trying to prevent a local economic disaster caused by the slowdown 

in growth, which is also liable to affect the global economy to the point of 

an international crisis.

One Belt One Road (OBOR) and the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank 

(AIIB) – as a complement to the OBOR initiative by means of regional 
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establishment of a central continental land and sea infrastructure connecting 

China with Europe through Central Asia and the Middle East. Since announcing 

the initiative in 2013, China has promoted OBOR aggressively, and within its 

framework, is building railways, roads, and highways in Pakistan, Bangladesh, 

regions has been mentioned, such as in Djibouti, Myanmar, Egypt, and 

even Israel. 

Given its location on land and shipping routes to Europe and Africa, the 

Middle East is thus important to the Chinese economy and to trade with central 

markets. In the last decade, China has invested more than $120 billion in the 

Middle East (excluding Israel) and North Africa, which represents close to 10 

percent of all its foreign investments.6 The Middle East’s large regional oil 

and natural gas reserves are a critical energy source for China’s economy, as 

it attempts to reduce its consumption of coal and transition to less polluting 

energy sources (as of 2012, about two thirds of China’s energy consumption 

sources).7 In 2015, more than half of China’s oil imports came from the 

Middle East. Given the economic and infrastructure development in the 

region, a rapidly growing Middle East population represents potential future 

markets for China. However, this economic potential is threatened by the 

region’s lack of security and political instability.

Israel established diplomatic relations with China in 1992, but it is only 

recently that China has taken a serious interest in Israel and its economy. In 

China, Israel is viewed as a source for innovation, critical to China’s growth 

as an innovation and services economy. Unlike other Middle East states, 

Israel is seen as an island of economic and political stability and a relatively 

convenient environment for investing capital and promoting infrastructure 

billion in imports.8

ChemChina’s purchase of Makhteshim Agan Industries (Adama Global) and 

Bright Food’s purchase of Tnuva. China is likewise involved in developing 

infrastructures in Israel, such as the Carmel tunnels, the Tel Aviv light rail, 

the construction of the private seaport in Ashdod, and the operation of the 
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Haifa Bay port. In contrast, some deals failed to clear regulatory hurdles, 

Security and Military Involvement in the Middle East
Beijing has traditionally preferred the promotion of trade and investment 

humanitarian), and certainly military involvement. Accordingly, although its 

economic involvement in the Middle East has grown over the last decade, its 

military and security involvement remains marginal. However, the volatile 

nature of the Middle East, which worsened since 2011 with the regional 

has posed serious challenges to Beijing and its regional policy. Instability and 

violence in the Middle East are a direct threat both to the safety of Chinese 

exports of consumer goods), and to the safety of Chinese citizens working 

in those states.

Unlike the United States, which is experienced in maintaining a military 

accumulate experience in projecting military might by means of executing 

complex military operations or maintaining military bases overseas. 

Nonetheless, changes in the economic and security reality have triggered 

new patterns of action. For example, since the early 1990s, Chinese soldiers 

have served in UN peacekeeping forces in the Middle East and Africa, and 

since 2008, China has taken an active part in international operations against 

pirates at the Horn of Africa, defense of international trade routes and its 

citizens abroad, and evacuations from dangers zones in times of need.9

capability to operate far from its borders while changing the country’s 

strategic priorities: in contrast to its traditional land-based approach, China 

now views its ability to assert its rights in the South and East China Seas 

and protect its economic interests far from home as of great importance. 

Accordingly, China is diverting resources from its land-based army to its 

air force and navy.10 This trend is still in its infancy, and therefore, when it 

comes to the Middle East, China is largely leaving the region, both militarily 
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and politically, to the United States and Russia, and is placing its emphasis 

in the region primarily on arms exports and counter terrorism issues.

The history of Chinese arms sales to the Middle East has varied depending 

on its domestic policy, global pressures, and local crises. Under Mao, an 

reasons. In the 1980s and 1990s, the Middle East was China’s central arms 

11 Since the 1990s, China’s 

weapons exports to the Middle East have declined, and in the last decade 

accounted for $920 million (some of the weapons China sold to the Middle 

East, especially Iran, have reached the hands of terrorist organizations such as 

Hamas and Hezbollah, and some have been used against Israel).12 Although 

Chinese arms exports to the Middle East have decreased in recent years, 

the instability of the region leaves the area a potential market for Beijing.

In recent years, there have been growing reports of the presence of Chinese 

13 

There is concern in China that some, having accrued experience in combat 

against the party. Given this potential threat – which may be little more than 

a convenient excuse – it seems that the core of China’s response is focused 

on enforcement and tighter party control within China’s borders, along with 

cooperation with foreign governments on intelligence and prevention, rather 

than direct military intervention in the Middle East.

Assessment
The considerations supporting continuity of China’s Middle East policy 

stability of the party’s rule, the socioeconomic situation, internal security, 

the nearby surroundings in East Asia, and relations with the large powers, 

especially the United States, followed by Russia. On the list of China’s 
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priorities, the Middle East retains a fairly low position. These geostrategic 

considerations are joined by China’s diplomatic conservatism and limited 

military ability for widescale and continuous operations far from its own 

borders (global power projection).

Yet along with these continuity-promoting, change-inhibiting factors in 

China’s Middle East policy, there are considerations and forces pushing for 

from certain aspects of the international arena.

After decades of rapid manufacturing and export-based economic growth, 

China is experiencing a deceleration affecting the nation’s core interests, due 

to the close connection between economic growth on the one hand and social 

and political stability on the other. Chinese economic prosperity depends 

on the nation’s ability to import resources and export goods, to transport 

new markets. To this end, China is investing in infrastructure projects and 

naval and overland transportation all the way from China to the ports of 

new investment channels and markets throughout the globe, including the 

Middle East.

Located at the crossroads of Asia, Europe, and Africa, the Middle East is 

important to China’s economy and its trade routes with these major markets. 

Furthermore, the region’s energy sources are vital to China and its economy, 

and the large and rapidly growing Middle East population represents the 

potential for future markets. The need for national and economic infrastructures 

(ports, roads, manufacturing infrastructures, nuclear reactors, housing, and 

more) in the Middle East is vast and has grown during the years of upheavals 

and destruction, at a time when China has surplus supplies and proven 

and development diplomacy that is highly relevant to the Middle East of 

the next several decades. 

Yet the backdrop to the situation is the region’s violent reality and political 

instability, which represents a direct threat to China’s interests, investments, 
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in radical Sunni terrorism, with the radicalization of China’s Sunni population 

of Uyghur descent and of China’s neighbors in Central Asia representing a 

security threat, both within China and on its borders. In other words, China’s 

interests in the Middle East, particularly economic, are on the rise, but at 

the same time, are increasingly threatened by the unstable security situation.

viewed as more assertive, even aggressive, than in the past. China’s military 

policy, announced a year ago, is aimed at making China into a maritime 

power, protecting its interests around the world, and constructing capabilities 

during the nation’s years of rapid economic growth, and military reforms 

introduced this year diverted resources from the land-based army to the navy 

and air force, which in addition to new ballistic capabilities are also more 

relevant when it comes to long range global power projection. Gradually 

and patiently, China is expanding its potential military reach, in part by 

building civilian (in effect, dual purpose) transportation infrastructures and 

international umbrella.

the two other principal actors, which are paying dearly for the privilege (“the 

Middle East as the superpowers’ graveyard”).14

so, from its perspective – does not see the point of investing resources or 

taking risks instead of the United States or Russia in this dangerous region, 

let alone replacing them. Moreover, US and Russian involvement in the 

terrorism, and limits their own ability to direct resources at East Asia, China’s 

backyard. Thus, the superpowers’ involvement in the Middle East, as part 

comprehensive looking glass encompassing the China-United States-Russia 

developments in this area could also affect the role China will play in the 

Middle East, and rising tensions and friction between the US and Russia in 

Syria, Ukraine, North Korea, and the East and South China Seas stand to 

be manifested in the Middle East as well.
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These trends may therefore imply new expressions of China’s policy on 

the Middle East, even if not in the immediate future and certainly unlike 

US and Russian ways, but rather with distinct “Chinese charachteristics.”

Israel’s place in China’s policy is seemingly limited mostly to the economic 

sphere, with China viewing Israel as a source of technological innovation 

stable environment for investing capital and carrying out infrastructure 

receives a lower echelon of contacts compared to other regional states,15 and 

relations with it are conducted against a very clear background of the tight 

In terms of the overall balance between factors promoting continuity 

and those pushing for change, it is safe to assume that in the next few years 

China’s Middle East policy will be notable mostly for its continuity alongside 

the beginnings of change and new incipent long term trends. Nonetheless, 

potential in China’s changing global and regional role and to prepare for the 

future, Israel must increase the integration of its China policy components, 

deepen its understanding of the current Chinese system, and accelerate 

and expand the development of accessible knowledge for Israel’s decision 

makers about this great Asian power and its global and regional policies.
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The Vital Triangle: China, the United States 

and the Middle East

ranking visitor to Israel was the speaker of the Chinese parliament.


