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openly displayed their dissatisfaction with the rule
of the Chinese government, occasionally resorting
to violence. Most recent was an attempt by a
suicide bomber to blow up a plane from Xinjiang

® One of the ways in which

en route to Beijing.
China has tried to quell unrest in its Muslim-
dominated region is by building ties with the
Middle Eastern states which are the ideological
centre of global Islam. States such as Iran and
Saudi Arabia have been most active in propagating
their version of Islam across the globe by providing
resources and training to various organisations.
China feels that it is necessary to have their
support if it wants to successfully tackle Uighur
insurgency even though it’s primarily the Central
and Southern Asian states from where Uighur
militants have found support. The silence of the
Middle Eastern states on the issue of the Chinese
government’s attitudes towards its Muslim
population perhaps indicates a measure of success
that China has achieved in keeping this issue
under control.

Iran

China’s relationship with Iran exemplifies how its
policy towards the Middle East is driven almost
exclusively by economic self-interest. China’s need
for energy is the central focus of its relationship
with Iran, the world’s second largest oil producer.
The growing economic ties between the two
countries make this relationship one of the most
important China has in the region. In 2004
former Iranian Oil Minister, Bijan Namdar
Zanganeh, expressed Tehran’s wish to see China
become its largest oil and gas importer, a wish they
fulfilled by the end of that year. Today, Iranian oil
accounts for at least 14% of Chinas total oil

imports up from just 1% in 1994, second only to
Saudi Arabia.™

In an effort to ensure long term energy security,
China and Iran have engaged in a number of large
oil and gas projects to develop existing Iranian
capacity. An agreement signed in 2004 between
former Iranian Oil Minister Bijan Namdar Zanga
and China’s National Reform and Development
Commission committed China to buying 250
million tons of Iranian oil over the next twenty-
five years in exchange for the development of Iran’s
Yadavaran oilfield. Natural gas is another major
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area of Sino-Iranian trade exemplified by the
Chinese government owned Zhuhai Zhenrong
Corporation’s $20 billion deal to buy 110 million
tons of natural gas from Iran over the next 25 years
starting in 2008."

Tehran is also the largest single market for Chinese
arms (valued at $200 million 2001-2004)."
China has sold several hundred Silkworm anti-
ship cruise missiles to Iran since the late 1980s and
has been Iran’s major source of missile guidance
equipment and technology since the early 1990s.
The sale of advanced weapon systems to Iran and
the subsequent re-appearance of these weapons in
the hands of Iranian backed militant groups such
as Hezbollah has been widely condemned by the
international community and is a source of
tension between China, the US and Israel."

The most controversial area of Sino-Iranian
defence ties has been China’s cooperation with
Iran’s nuclear program where China has supplied
dual-use missile-related items, raw materials,
weapons-related production equipment and

4

technology.” China has openly defied demands
by the US and wider international community
that it take a tougher stance towards Iranian
nuclear proliferation and it has been prepared to
use its influence, together with Russia, to water
down tougher sanction proposals at the UN.™
However, despite political grandstanding, it has
not used its veto on any of the three rounds of UN
sanctions against Iran. China has been treading a
careful path, balancing its desire to expand its
lucrative energy, arms and nuclear deals whilst
being careful to avoid seriously undermining the
rest of the international community who are at
loggerheads with Iran over its nuclear programme.
Ultimately China will not jeopardise its
relationships with the West to defend its trading
partners in the Middle East and China’s voting
record in the UN Security Council is evidence
that, at least for now, Chinese interests lie closer to

Washington than Tehran.

However, China’s opposition to tougher sanctions
is set to prove increasingly important as
international concern over Iran’s nuclear weapons
program grows. The Director of the International
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), Mohamed

Elbaredei, recently surprised the international
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community by saying that Iran would need “at
least six months to a year to acquire a nuclear
weapon” in contrast to the three to eight years Mr
Elbaredei has always consistently stated in the
past.’® As international concern over Iran’s nuclear
program grows, China’s efforts to avoid really
tough sanctions could become an increasingly
thorny problem for the international community.

Saudi Arabia

Similar to the case of Iran, Chinese relations with
Saudi Arabia are driven mainly by oil and the
Chinese government has recently worked hard to
improve its ties with the Kingdom. In 2004
China’s state oil company, SINOPEC, signed a
deal to explore gas in Saudi Arabia’s vast Empty
Quarter (Rub al-Khali). In December 2005,
Beijing held its first formal talks with the
Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries
(OPEC) in an effort to guarantee a framework
that would continue to meet China’s growing
demand for oil. The visit by Saudi King Abdullah
bin Abdul Aziz to China in January 20006, his first
visit abroad as King and the first by a Saudi
monarch to China, demonstrated the deepening
ties between the world’s fastest growing oil market
and the world’s biggest oil supplier.

Saudi Arabia is China’s leading trading partner in
the region, while China is Saudi Arabias fourth
largest trading partner. Bilateral trade volume
reached $25 billion in 2007, more than 80 times
that in the 1990s.” China imported 1.9 million
barrels of oil from Saudi Arabia every day in 2007.
Over 17% of Chinese oil imports originate in
Saudi Arabia making it China’s largest crude oil
supplier.”® China and Saudi Arabia have a
symbiotic investment relationship in the oil sector
and Saudi Arabia has emerged as a major investor
in Chinese refineries. Saudi company ARAMCO
announced in July 2005, it was investing $3.5
billion in a refinery expansion project in China’s
Fujian province to enable the plant to handle
high-sulphur Saudi crude oil and is constructing
another $1.2 billion refinery in Qingdao with
China’s state oil company, SINOPEC."

Since the 1980s, China has used the sale of
advanced weapons systems and military
technology as a way of gaining greater access to
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Saudi Arabias oil market. A number of high
profile arms deals have however been highly
contentious, in particular the 1987 sale of 50
Chinese CSS-2 nuclear-capable, intermediate-
range ballistic missiles. This greatly alarmed the
international community and at the time stoked
increasing fears of missile proliferation
contributing to the 1987 Missile Technology
(MTCR) which China

subsequently agreed to adhere to. Riyadh has more

Control  Regime

recently preferred to limit the quantity and type of
weapons it buys from China in order to maintain
its close ties with the US, Saudi Arabia’s largest
arms provider, and China has done nothing to try
and divert Saudi Arabia from this course.

China’s policy towards Saudi Arabia is dominated
by its drive to secure long term energy interests
without becoming too overtly entangled in the
region’s complicated politics. US relations with
Saudi Arabia are key to maintaining stability in
the Middle East and China understands that
securing its long term energy interests in the
region necessitates increasing cooperation with the
US, rather than competition with it.

Israel

In light of China’s growing closeness to Iran and
the Arab world, it is interesting that China has
been able to maintain positive bilateral relations
with Israel. This is primarily because the main
driving factor in this relationship is economics and
neither party is willing to compromise on lucrative
bilateral trade because of symbolic political
posturing.

The most significant aspect of these economic ties
is in the area of defence. China is a huge market
for Israeli defence equipment. The US and EU
arms embargo on China means they are heavily
dependent on Israeli arms as a means of acquiring
the US-made weapons platforms to underpin its
ambitious military modernisation program.®
Israel emerged as China’s largest defence supplier
after Russia in the early 1990s.*' Since the
establishment of diplomatic relations in 1992,
bilateral Sino-Israeli trade has grown dramatically
and in 2007, trade between the two countries
exceeded $3 billion.”” China has become one of
Israel’s leading trade partners and the third largest
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exporter (following the United States and
Germany).”®

Defence ties have at times been strained because of
US pressure on Israel to limit the extent of its
defence cooperation with China. In July 2000
American pressure resulted in Israel cancelling the
Chinese order for a Phalcon early warning aircraft
because the deal was perceived as contrary to
American national security interests. Similar
tensions emerged in 2004-5 as Israel sought to
obtain contracts from China to upgrade Israeli-
manufactured HARPY Drones (unmanned
aircraft). Again the technology involved in this
weapons system was deemed too sensitive by
Washington and contrary to national security
interests. However despite these strains on the
relationship, the two countries continue to
develop close economic ties and advance their
arms trading where possible.

These strong economic ties are reinforced by
continuing close diplomatic relations. Until 1956,
Israel was the only country in the Middle East to
recognise the PRC and Israel has been particularly
cautious in never granting diplomatic recognition
to Taiwan. Diplomatic accordance has been
symbolised by an exchange of a number of high-
level visits and delegations. Every Israeli president
since Chaim Herzog, as well as prime ministers
Yitzhak Rabin, Benjamin Netanyahu and Ehud
Olmert, has visited China. In January 2007
Olmert travelled to China for his first official visit
since becoming Prime Minister and described his
meeting with President Hu Jintao as “satisfactory
beyond expectation”. The visit was an opportunity
to promote bilateral economic relations and sign
new commercial and investment agreements for
joint research and development funds. Israel was
also given permission to open a third official office
in Guangdong province making Israel’s present
level of diplomatic representation in the PRC
second only to its representation in the US.*

Chinese relations with Israel do not however
operate in a vacuum and have at times been
strained because of China’s policy towards Iran, its
public support for Palestinian militant groups and
its supply of arms to Israel’s enemies. However,
China has, at crucial junctures, proved itself
unwilling to compromise on its lucrative
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economic ties with Israel because of disagreements
over regional policy, nor has it been willing to
suffer the fallout from the US by being seen to
jeopardise the security of one of its closest allies in
the region.

In the case of Iran, China has largely cooperated
with the international community’s efforts to
isolate Iran and force it to cease enriching
uranium. In a show of Israeli gratitude for Chinese
cooperation, Olmert’s visit to Beijing in January
2007, shortly after China had agreed to a third
round of sanctions. During the visit Olmert said
he received candid reassurance from Chinese
officials that the country opposes any plans by
Iran to develop nuclear weapons and China’s
official news agency, Xinhua, quoted Prime
Minister Wen as telling Olmert that the country
“will continue to play a constructive role in
promoting the settlement of the [Iran] issue.”

China has been a vocal supporter of the
Palestinian cause. Most recently, China has taken
steps to build ties with Hamas, inviting the then
Palestinian Foreign Minister, Mahmud al-Zahar, a
member of Hamas, to the China-Arab Forum in
2006, much to the consternation of Israel and the
West.? In practical terms, this has not resulted in
any significant material help being given to the
Palestinians and China’s role in the peace process
has always been limited. In the past, Beijing
supported the Oslo agreements and the Israel-
Palestinian and Israel-Jordan peace processes,
however it played only a very small role in
promoting mediation and was a supportive
bystander rather than an active participant. In a
sign of increased assertiveness in the peace process,
China appointed veteran diplomat Wang Shijie as
its first Middle Eastern peace envoy in 2002.
However despite this gesture, China’s role has
remained largely symbolic and has not affected the
course of Middle East peacemaking in any
demonstrable way. Its involvement has been an
example of the delicate balancing act China plays
between keeping its Arab and Iranian economic
partners onside while maintaining fruitful
relations with Israel and the US.

However, as China’s economy continues to grow
and its economic ties within the region deepen,
there is scope for China to play a more active role
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in the economics of the peace process. Whilst only
pledging $11 million of the total $7.4 billion
pledged at the International Donors Conference
for Palestine in December 2007, China has
expressed a firm commitment to supporting the
Palestinian economy with Chinese Middle East
envoy Sun Bigan noting that “economic
development in Palestine is closely connected with
the region’s political process”.* It is therefore in
the indirect politics of greater economic
engagement that China might begin to assume a
more substantial diplomatic profile, with the
potential to become a sponsor for peace in the
region.

The one area where China remains defiant in its
quest to assert its own economic interests despite
risking the wrath of Israel, is in its ‘no-questions
asked’ arms policy. The war in Lebanon in the
summer of 2006 highlighted the threat posed by
China continuing to supply arms to countries like
Iran and Syria whose weapons were transferred to
Hezbollah for use against Israel. While China does
seem to fall in line with growing US-led pressure
on it to cease assisting the Iranians in their nuclear
enrichment program, it has shown no signs of
tightening restrictions on the sale of conventional
weapons to states that transfer them to militant
rouge actors.

Conclusion: Where Does
China Go From Here?

The rise of China is a reality that the major powers
in the international system are contending with
and the Middle East, given its pivotal position in
global geopolitics, is likely to experience the
impact of China’s growing influence more than
other regions. However, China’s strategic
objectives in the short-to-medium term remain
focused on preserving stability in the region as
Chinese aspirations for continued high rates of
economic growth are best served by a stable

Middle East with which to do business.

To date, China has been very successful in
achieving its economic objectives in the region. It
has developed strong partnerships with major
powers (such as Saudi Arabia, Iran and Israel) that
will serve its energy and defence needs in the
foreseeable future. It has been able to do this
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without having to make difficult diplomatic
decisions, relying on the US to maintain regional
stability. With the US facing challenges in the
region, China’s options for engagement have
widened. Chinese policy-makers however are
reluctant to raise their diplomatic profile too
much for fear of compromising the delicate
balancing act they have perfected.

A sustained engagement with China is the only
way to test real Chinese intentions towards the
region. It is unlikely that China will adopt a pro-
active role either in the Middle East peace process
or in the resolution of various immediate crises in
Iran and Iraq in the near future. However, greater
engagement with China, both formal and
informal, on issues pertaining to the Middle East
is important given its stake in the evolving
strategic environment in the region.

The West however, should be more assertive in
holding China to account for its proliferation
record in the region on both conventional and
non-conventional weapons, particularly in light of
its sale of ballistic missiles to Saudi Arabia and that
weapons sold to Iran have been used by terrorist
groups such as Hezbollah. Given that the biggest
threat to global and regional security remains the
danger of WMD technology falling in to the
hands of non-state actors, China’s strict
compliance to its non-proliferation commitments
is a necessity that cannot be ignored.

It is unlikely that there will be a significant change
in China’s approach towards the region as long as
its interests are served by remaining on good terms
with all the key actors. China is reluctant to upset
the diplomatic applecart it has so assiduously
balanced since the early 1990s. The West should
use China’s broad diplomatic alliances not only to
encourage China to do more to improve regional
stability but also as a bridge to facilitate greater
dialogue with those regimes in the Middle East
that have been openly hostile to western interests,
such as Iran. However, as long as Chinese foreign
policy remains primarily guided by economic
interests there is little prospect of its role in the
region changing dramatically.
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