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China’s Deepening Strategic Engagement in the Middle East

SUMMARY
• Wang Yi’s visit to the region in 2021 can be analyzed along with two lines: 1. the longer-term strategic
partnerships of China with the Middle Eastern countries; and 2. this trip can also be analyzed in terms
of the increasing tensions between the USA and Europe on the one hand and China on the other hand,
and the sanctions that Western power is levying against China and China’s counter-sanctions.
• There is perfect continuity, in terms of policy substance, between Obama, Trump, and Biden’s foreign
policy towards China.
• China is slowly but surely increasing both the depth and breadth of its partnership with all regional
actors, including Iran, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia. China’s relations with the region are increasingly
becoming a ‘comprehensive strategic partnership’.
• The perfect example of such relations is the Iran-China 25-year Cooperation Aggrement which solidified
the ‘comprehensive strategic partnership’ between the two nations.
• In terms of energy (both fossil-based and green), geopolitics, geoeconomics, trade, finance, health and
digital security, and media and soft power, China’s influence in the region has been growing in the past
two decades.
Keywords: Energy, GCC, Trade, Sino-Middle Eastern Relations, Geoeconomics, Geopolitics

ÖZET
• Wang Yi’nin 2021’de bölgeye düzenlediği ziyaret; Çin’in Orta Doğu ülkeleri ile kurmak istediği uzun
vadeli stratejik iş birliği ve ABD, Avrupa ve Batılı devletlerin, Çin’e uyguladığı yaptırımlar ile Çin’in karşı
yaptırımları üzerinden okunabilir.
• Obama, Trump ve Biden dönemlerinin Çin’e yönelik politikalarında önemli ölçüde bir devamlılık
gözlenmektedir.
• Çin; İran, Türkiye ve Suudi Arabistan başta olmak üzere bütün bölgesel aktörlerle iş birliğini yavaş da
olsa kesin bir şekilde derinleştirmekte ve bu iş birliklerinin kapsamını genişletmektedir. Çin’in bölgede
kurduğu ilişkiler giderek “kapsamlı stratejik iş birliği” kapsamına girmektedir.
• Çin ile İran arasında imzalanan ve iki ülke arasındaki “kapsamlı stratejik iş birliğini” pekiştiren 25 Yıllık
Kapsamlı İş Birliği Anlaşması, bu tür ilişkilerin en iyi örneklerinden biridir.
• Enerji (hem petrol hem de yeşil enerji), jeopolitika, jeoekonomi, ticaret, finans, sağlık, dijital güvenlik,
medya ve yumuşak güç gibi alanlarda, Çin’in bölgedeki nüfuzu son 20 yıldır giderek yükselmektedir.
Anahtar Kelimeler: : Enerji, KİK, Ticaret, Çin-Orta Doğu İlişkileri, Jeoekonomi, Jeopolitika

چكیده

 چشم انداز بلندمدت روابط و همکاری.۱ : وزیر امور خارجه چین به خاورمیانه را می ت وان از دو منظر بررسی کرد،•سفر اخیر وانگ یی
 از منظر تحریمهایی که آمریکا و اروپا برعلیه چین وضع کرده اند و تحریمهای.۲ .های است راتژیک این کشور با کشورهای خاورمیانه
.متقابل چین برعلیه آنها
 ت رامپ و بایدن، هیچ تغییر عمده ای در سیاست خارجی این کشور نسبت به چین در دوران اوباما،•علیرغم تغییر دولتها در ایاالت متحده
.صورت نگرفته است
 ترکیه و، عربستان،•چین به صورت آهسته و پیوسته ای در حال گسترش و تعمیق روابط خود با کشورهای آسیای غربی از جمله ای ران
.اس رائیل می باشد
 ساله بین دو کشور رسمیت و عمق۲۵  در قالب ت وافق، ب رنامه همکاری جامع ای ران و چین است که در این سفر،•نمونه بارز این رویکرد
.جدیدتری پیدا کرده است
 امنیت سالمت، تبادالت اقتصادی و مالی، اقتصاد سیاسی و جغ رافیایی،)•نقش و نفوذ چین در زمینه های تولید انرژی (هم فسیلی و هم سبز
. و همچنین در حوزه رسانه و فرهنگ در منطقه در دو دهه اخیر اف زایش یافته است،و مخاب رات

 ژئوپلتیك، اقتصاد ژئوپلیتیکی، روابط چین و خاورمیانه، تجارت، شورای همکاری خلیج فارس، انرژی:كلیدواژه ها
3

China’s Deepening Strategic Engagement in the Middle East

1. Introduction
In light of the recent visit to the Middle East
by Wang Yi, the Chinese Minister of Foreign
Affairs, this report aims to provide a comprehensive outline of China’s geopolitical and geoeconomic engagements in the region and how
they are deepening. Traditionally, most analyses
of Sino-Middle Eastern relations focus on the
energy relations between the two sides. While
the importance of energy (that is, security of
supply for China and security of demand for the
regional actors) is indisputable (Daojiong and
Meidan, 2015), the overall package of relations
between the two sides can by no means be limited to the realm of energy security. For one thing,
Middle Eastern actors are clearly betting on the
rise of Asia/China and bracing themselves for
that rise. In other words, they see China as the
upcoming superpower and pivoting towards it.
The two sides think of their relations as mutually beneficial in several areas. The region is
infrastructurally very underdeveloped and far
behind Chinese and Western standards of infrastructure development. China is the largest
purveyor of infrastructure in the world at the
moment. Upgrading their economies from a
‘developing’ to a ‘developed’ status is another
objective of regional countries. To pursue this
goal, the region, one could argue, is following
the so-called ‘China model’ (Zhao, 2010). In the
minds of leaders in many developing countries,
China effectively serves as the most successful
model of rapid development given the unprecedented size and pace of its transition to a developed economy in the last four decades. What
is more, to move beyond oil- and gas-based
economies, resource-rich regional countries are
betting heavily on China, which is increasingly
4

becoming the global leader in the ‘green race’
(Malcomson, 2020).
This report will argue that China’s foreign
policy influence in the region is deepening, both
geopolitically and geoeconomically. While geoeconomics is the foundation of the relations between the two, the historical experience of global
powers in the region shows that geopolitics ineluctably creeps into the geoeconomic dynamics
of the region (Forough, 2019). China already has
to navigate the tensions between regional powers
such as Iran and Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Saudi
Arabia, the Syrian civil war, the Saudi invasion
of Yemen, the Iraqi turmoils, internal GCC tensions between the Saudi-Emirati side and Qataris, to list but a few. As a superpower that is entering the region, China (and no one else, for that
matter) will be able to completely sidestep tense
geopolitical dynamics and simply ‘do business’.
Despite these tensions, one thing is becoming abundantly clear: the region is pivoting to the
East in general and to China in particular (Rothkopf, 2015). The three regional powerhouses,
Turkey, Iran, Saudi Arabia, have already uplifted
their relations with China to the level of Comprehensive Strategic Partnership. The other actors in
the region are following suit. In what follows,
some areas of cooperation will be discussed.

2. Traditional Energy Relations
Without limiting the comprehensive nature
of Sino-Middle Eastern relations to the realm of
energy, in this section, the report will paint the
general outline of China’s energy relations with
the region in terms of oil and natural gas. As
is clear from Figure 1, coal is still the domain
source of energy for China, while petroleum
and other liquids comprise 20% of China’s energy consumption in 2019.
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Figure 1: China’s Total Primary Energy Consumption by Fuel Type
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Note: Total may not equal 100% because of independent
rounding includes only commercial fuel sources and does
not account for biomass used outside of power generation.

China’s need for oil, including Middle
Eastern oil, has been steadily growing since
its opening-up policy in the 1970s, as is clear

in Figure 2. China is currently the world’s
largest importer of crude oil.

Figure 2: Oil Consumption by China From 1965 to 2019
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Figure 3: China’s Crude Oil Imports by Source, 2019
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The Middle East, being a region awash with
oil, has, needless to say, some substantial export of oil to China, as can be seen in Figure 3.
China imports about 40% of its crude oil from
the Middle East (Reuters, 2019). This fact alone
gives strategic importance to this region from
the standpoint of Chinese policy-makers. Saudi
Arabia, Iraq, Oman, Kuwait, UAE, and Iran are
major suppliers of oil to China in the region.
In the specific case of Iran, however, Chinese
imports of Iranian oil and gas have declined in
recent years, especially in the aftermath of the
American unilateral withdrawal from the Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), otherwise known as “Nuclear Deal”.

2.1. Natural Gas
Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG) is another energy-related reason why China attaches great
strategic importance to the region. In recent
6
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Source: FACTS Global Energy Services,
China Oil Monthly, February 2020
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independent rounding.

decades (especially since the 2000s), China has
dramatically increased its consumption of gas
as part of its drive towards energy portfolio diversification. The main reason behind this increase in the consumption of gas in China (see
Figure 4) is due to the new state imperative,
which aims to tackle the environmental pollutions the country has been suffering. Gas has a
smaller carbon footprint compared with coal or
oil. It emits 50% up to 60% less carbon dioxide
(CO2) if combusted through the proper technologies and efficient power plants (NETL, 2010).
China has become the second-largest consumer of natural gas in the world after Japan
(see Figure 5). If the rising rate of its gas consumption remains steady, it will in a matter of
few years overtake Japan to be the top global
consumer of gas just as it overtook the US as
the top consumer of oil.
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Figure 4: Chinese Natural Gas Demand to Hit Record-High in 2021
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The importance of the region in China’s
energy security, therefore, cannot be disputed. However, there the relations cannot be
limited to energy security. There are other
geopolitical and security issues that should
be taken into account.

3. Geopolitics
When it comes to China’s geopolitics and
foreign security relations in the region (and
around the world), it is important to note that
China does not make geopolitical and military
alliances. That is to say, China does not have

Figure 5: Top Five Global Liquefied Natural Gas Importers (2013-2017) Billion Cubic Feet Per Day
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any allies in the world but looks for partners and
friends with whom it develops (comprehensive)
strategic partnerships (Li, 2020). As opposed
to how the NATO alliance is composed, China
is not going to enter into any military alliance
which can force it automatically go to war in
defense of any allies.
This characteristic of the Chinese approach
to international relations does not, however, mean that China is not involved in security matters in the region and the world. From a
security perspective, it is important to analyze
the Sino-Middle Eastern relations from several vantage points. They include (but are not
limited to) the following: conflict resolution,
counterterrorism, strategic positioning vis-à-vis
the US, (comprehensive) strategic partnerships
with regional countries, and military cooperation but not an alliance.
The region, being immediate to the West of
China, gives this rising superpower an opportunity to position itself vis-à-vis the US. Under
the Obama administration, the US decided to do
the so-called ‘Pivot to Asia’ (Ross, 2012). The
Pivot meant that the US would dedicate more of
its geopolitical, military, and economic power
to the Asia Pacific region. The Obama thinking
was that the US had wasted too many resources
(both human and financial) in misadventures in
the Middle East (such as Afghanistan or Iraq)
that ultimately failed. While America was stuck
in the region, China had arisen comfortably
without any pushback from the US. The Pivot
aimed to fix this issue for the US by reducing
US commitment in the Middle East and increasing its commitments in East Asia. China viewed
the Pivot as what it effectively was, an American strategy to contain China.
8

As a countermove against the Pivot, China decided to strategically move Westward
through policies such as the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which will be discussed in the
next section. The Middle East (together with
Central Asia), on the immediate Western side
of China, was one of the first stops. Through
the BRI and other initiatives, China decided to
open up space for itself to be able to breathe
strategically. It, therefore, increased its geopolitical and geoeconomic involvement in West
Asia to lessen the pressure that the American
containment strategy brought upon it.
The region is also important from a counterterrorism perspective for China. Xinjiang province, which is in the headlines these days, has
been a source of strategic headache for China
due to the militant separatist movement (The
East Turkistan Islamic Movement - ETIM),
which uses, among other things, armed violence against civilians to gain independence
from China. From a Chinese state perspective, the tactics used by this armed group fall
under the category of “three evils of terrorism,
extremism, and separatism” (Global Times,
2021). China has put the Uyghur population of
this region in what it calls “vocational schools”
or “educational camps”. Western actors call it
“internment camps”.
Uyghur Jihadists have in recent years joined
the ranks of DAESH and Al-Qaeda in Syria and
elsewhere in the region (Shih, 2017). This poses a challenge to China’s territorial integrity.
China needs counterterrorism cooperation with
various countries in the Middle East or neighboring the region (such as Russia, Pakistan,
Afghanistan) in order to combat the threat of
terrorism on its soil.

China’s Deepening Strategic Engagement in the Middle East

China’s other security concerns involve the
conflicts that are raging in the region. For its
geoeconomic activities in the region, through
the BRI, for instance, China values stability
more than anything else. This is why China is
not taking sides in the entrenched conflicts of
the region, such as between Iran and Saudi Arabia. For instance, China has been involved in
conflict resolution in Yemen and Syria (Chaziza, 2018). In terms of the latter, China has advocated against foreign military intervention
and for diplomatic solutions (such as the Astana
Peace Process initiated by Russia, Iran and Turkey). In terms of the Saudi invasion of Yemen,
China has more or less acquiesced to the wishes
of the Saudi leadership in order to keep alive the
Sino-Saudi strategic partnership in the region
while simultaneously advocating for a peaceful diplomatic settlement of the raging conflict
(Chang, 2018).
Through such increasing security presence
in the region, China has also engaged in military and intelligence cooperation with the regional actors in order to solidify its policy of
viewing the region as a strategic breathing
space, as discussed earlier. The region has been
a steady customer of Chinese weapons. Iran,
for instance, has had extensive military relations with China, has imported various types of
convention and advanced weapons from China,
including the ballistic missile program of the
country (Currier and Dorraj, 2010). Saudi Arabia has purchased Chinese advanced missiles
as well, with the approval of Saudi-American
partners (Meick, 2014).
China is faced with a delicate task: creating a balance between its deepening engagement within the region, its policy of non-in-

tervention, and the regional tensions between
various rivals that are all good partners of
China. The non-intervention policy of China helps its image among regional leaders
considerably. The investment and aid policy of China (which comes with no political
strings attached and no lectures about human
rights) also clearly help its image in the region. So far, China has managed to walk this
very fine line between non-intervention and
increasing its influence in the region without
making any enemies. The overall security
objective of China is to boost its international security network (including in the Middle
East) for the protection of its national and
geoeconomic interests in the region.

4. Geoeconomics
In 2013, China introduced the BRI due to
several reasons. One reason, as mentioned
above, was to counter the American Pivot to
Asia. Another reason was the surplus capacity of China in the construction and infrastructure-building section. China had to look for new
markets for the surplus capacity. Central Asia
and The Middle East, being both infrastructurally underdeveloped and being in the immediate
neighborhood of China, qualified immediately
as attractive regions for Chinese investment in
infrastructure.
BRI, otherwise known as New Silk Road
(NSR), was wholeheartedly welcomed by all
manners of regional actors. From Iran, Turkey,
Saudi Arabia, and UAE to Israel, the Palestinian
Authority, Egypt, all regional actors welcomed
the prospects of increasing Chinese geoeconomic engagement in the region. Since the advent of 2013, no country wants to be left behind
in this initiative.
9
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Discursively speaking, the BRI was affiliated
with the ‘New Silk Road’, which is the unofficial
name of the BRI. This name resonated immediately with Middle Eastern actors in Arabic-, Farsi-, and Turkish-speaking countries in the region
as all these actors were involved in the creation
and/or operation of the ancient Silk Roads (Frankopan, 2015). Soon the regional media referred
to the BRI in terms of China’s New Silk Road:
‘Raah-e Abrisham-e Jadid’ in Farsi, ‘Yeni İpek
Yolu’ in Turkish, and “Tariq al-Harir al-Jadid”
in Arabic are now common expressions coming
from the region to refer to the BRI.
China has been banking on the enthusiasm
that the BRI has generated in the region. The
Saudis, Emiratis, and other GCC countries have
shown their enthusiasm to align their developmental visions with the BRI. Such visions include Saudi Vision 2030, Qatar’s National Vision 2030, Omani Vision 2040, and Kuwait’s
Silk City project. Iranian leaders have already
rearranged the strategic priorities of the country
and have pivoted to the East (Forough, 2021a).
Since 2016, in the aftermath of signing the Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), they
have been negotiating a strategic cooperation
framework with China known as the ‘25-year
roadmap’ or ‘deal’ (Forough, 2021b), which
was just signed by Iranian leaders and Wang Yi
in his recent trip to the region and Iran.
Turkish foreign policy elites have also embraced the BRI. In recent years, Turkey has been
increasingly distancing itself from its traditional
Western partners and increasingly ‘pivoting’, in
its geopolitical imagination and involvements,
‘to Eurasia’ (Erşen & Köstem, 2019). One way
in which it is pivoting to Eurasia is through the
strategic-geoeconomic initiative of the Middle
10

Corridor. This Corridor starts from Turkey, going east through the Caucasus and Central Asia,
and connecting to Western China, in a region
with which Turkey has a historical, ethnic, and
linguistic background. According to foreign
policy elites, there is natural ‘synergy’ to be had
between the Turkish Middle Corridor and China’s Belt and Road Initiative (Colakoğlu, 2019).
The Turkish president, Erdogan, is enthusiastic
about the BRI and its synergy with the Middle
Corridor. He calls the BRI:
“… the greatest development project of the
21st century […] “The Middle Corridor”
lies at the heart of the BRI. It is an important
component of the project, which links Turkey
to Georgia and Azerbaijan […] and reaches
China […]. As part of this effort, we have
recently launched the Baku-Tbilisi-Kars
(BTK) Railroad Project. (Erdogan, 2019)
In the backdrop of Turkey’s new emphasis
on the Eurasian part of its identity and geography, accommodating the rise of China and being involved in the BRI is a favorable option
for Turkey. More recently, this pivot to Eurasia is being referred to as the Asia Anew Initiative, which stemmed out of a conference of
ambassadors in 2019 led by Cavusoglu (Daily
Sabah, 2021). This, of course, does not mean
that Turkey will completely pivot to the East at
the expense of the West. Turkey’s geopolitical
and geoeconomic identity will always be that
of a cusp state, straddling both the Eastern and
Western hemispheres. However, one can safely
argue that Turkey spent a good bit of the past
decades focused more intensely on its Western
alliances and trying to become an EU member
state and that in more recent years and the fore-
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seeable future, it will be increasingly focused
on rediscovering Eurasian and adapting to the
rise of China and return of Russia.
Turkey’s geographic position as a cusp state
is emblematic of the Middle East as a whole. If
we look at the region from the perspective of the
geographical entity called Afro-Eurasia, which
is the main focus of the BRI, one can readily
detect why the region holds such importance in
that geography. It is a region that is straddling
the three main regions/continents, comprising
Afro-Eurasia.

5. Culture and Soft Power
With the American geopolitical Pivot to Asia
and the Chinese geoeconomic pivot to its West,
including to the Middle East, the issue of China’s overall image in the region and the broader
world has become increasingly important for
Chinese policy-makers. There are several aspects of the Chinese soft power strategy vis-àvis the region which are noteworthy.
First is the inter-civilizational exchanges.
China and its Middle Eastern partners use the
civilizational discourse frequently in their bilateral relations. Both sides invoke the ‘friendly
relations’ and ‘civilizational exchanges’ between the two sides of Asia in the ancient Silk
Roads. It is important to note that both China
and regional powerhouses such as Turkey, Iran,
and Arab countries have a long imperial past
which is repackaged in terms of ‘civilizations’
in this discourse. In this sense, one could argue that these countries see themselves more
as ‘civilizational states’ (Zhang, 2012) than a
Westphalian nation-state. This becomes apparent, for instance, in the idea of ‘Greater Iran’ or
‘Cultural Iran’ discourse used by Iranian leaders

when they refer to territories of ancient Iranian empires that are now part of other countries.
The same is true about Turkey’s relations with
some of the countries in its neighborhood, such
as the ones on the Middle Corridor geography.
On civilizational grounds, there is, one could
argue, cultural affinities (Forough, 2020) between China and the region.
Second, there is the issue of institutionalized soft power. China’s soft power is being
actively built up by its Confucius Institutes
around the world. These institutes promote the
Chinese language and culture around the world
and facilitate cultural exchanges. As of 2019,
there were more than 530 such institutes around
the world, with more than 150 countries in the
world having at least one of them.
The Middle East is no exception to this rule.
Every country in the region has at least one of
these institutes operating in it, some have more.
There are four such institutes in Turkey based
in four universities in the country. Iran, UAE,
Israel, Jordan, and Egypt each have two such
Institutes operating at their various universities.
Most other countries have one, at least.
Such institutes have been the target of pressure in the West. The US, the Netherlands, and
Sweden, among others, have closed down some
of these institutes. The fact that no country in
the Middle East has even discussed the possibility of closing them down is proof positive that
the Chinese soft power diplomacy in the region
is going unimpeded forward. Even in Israel,
which finds itself in the Western geopolitical
camp, there is no serious discussion of closing
them down. China’s soft power is projected to
get stronger in the region. For instance, the Sau11
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di MBS committed his country to soon integrate
Mandarin as a foreign language to be taught at
all Saudi Arabian schools. Phase one of this
plan is already underway in some schools in
three Saudi cities (Al Araby, 2020). Iran is considering a similar move to ‘break the monopoly
of English’ (IMNA, 2019).
There are multiple other factors that contribute to China’s emerging soft power in the
region. More and more academic exchanges are
taking place between China and Middle Eastern countries. Students and young professionals see relocating to China as ‘an investment in
their future’ (Yellinek, 2018). Despite the lack
of statistics, the presence of Chinese students at
universities in the region is clearly visible. Chinese TV series and dramas in the region are also
gaining increasing popularity, in accordance
with a similar trend in the rest of Asia. Chinese
apps are also launching in the Middle East. For
instance, iQiyi, which is called Chinese Netflix,
is now available in UAE, Saudi Arabia, and
Egypt (Esquire, 2021).
The efficiency of the Chinese developmental
model is part of its soft power in the region as
well. Many regional leaders have admired the
rapidity with which China has become a developed nation. In this sense, China is serving as
a model for the region. One can find the emphasis that the region has put on infrastructure
development as a means of approaching economic development (especially in the context
of the BRI) as evidence of Chinese soft power.
Regional actors are copying this model of economic development, which welcomes capitalism but with strong state control of the strategic
sectors of the market. Overall, the efficiency of
the Chinese system, for instance, in the way it
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dealt with the current pandemic, is something
that has not escaped the attention of regional
leaders and peoples.
One thing is becoming increasingly clear.
Despite some negative stereotypes and the old
(and now almost exhausted) cliché of the lower
quality of Chinese products in the region, Chinese soft power is increasing dramatically in the
region, including in the sector that will be discussed next: Green technology.

6. Transition to Sustainable
Development
One of the areas in which China has established itself as a global leader is the green
technology sector. China’s greening process
was driven both internally and externally. The
internal factors include, first and foremost, the
severe environmental pollution that accompanied the unprecedented economic rise of China in the last four decades. The external ones
include the increasing momentum that climate
change has received as an issue that needs to be
addressed at the global level and the green economic opportunities that have presented themselves in the backdrop of that momentum.
In ‘Made in China 2025’, which is China’s
official vision to become a global leader in advanced technologies, green technology (such
as advancements in green energy and green
vehicles) can be found among the top priorities. China has been leading the world in terms
of sustainable energy production (Chiu, 2017).
Along the same lines, the Chinese official media
and academic outlets have also given rise to the
discourse of the ‘ecological civilization’ (Wang
et al., 2014). This discourse is a call to reshape
the Chinese civilization and reorient the educational, economic, and cultural programs of the
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country towards sustainability. To give a timeline, Xi Jinping announced in his address to the
UN General Assembly that 2060 is to be the year
in which China will become carbon-neutral.

across the United Arab Emirates, South Africa,
Jordan, Egypt and Morocco, yielding an aggregate power capacity of 1668 MW (IBID).”

The resource-rich countries in the region are
becoming painfully aware that soon they will
be out of those resources. Some GCC countries
in the region are already aligning their post-oil
economic development visions with the BRI
and relying heavily on Chinese know-how and
investment to achieve their desired alignment
and developmental goals.

The partnership between SRF and ACWA
has previously resulted in two other investments in the UAE as well: ‘2400MW Hassyan
clean coal power plant; and the 950MW Hybrid
CSP and PV fourth phase of MBR Solar Park,
which will power 320,000 residential homes
(IBID). Hassyan is the first ‘clean coal’ power
plant in the GCC region. The main contractor of
this plant is ‘the Heilongjiang province-based
Harbin Electric Corp, or HE’ (China Daily,
2020). Such investments are in line with UAE’s
National Strategy 2050, which aims to produce
75% of the country’s total energy out of renewable sources by the year 2050. One could argue
that Saudi and Chinese cooperation is turning
into a potential regional renewable energy cooperation strategy.

For instance, UAE and Saudi Arabia have already moved in this direction. The 2030 Vision
of Saudi Arabia is oriented, at least on paper, towards a post-oil sustainable economy. China’s
Silk Road Fund, which is created to invest in
the BRI geography, has ‘signed an agreement
to purchase a 49% stake in Saudi Arabian company ACWA Power’ (ACWA, 2019). ACWA
president hailed this agreement as a sign of the
increasingly deepening strategic relations between his country and China, “ACWA Power
RenewCo is ACWA Power’s renewable energy
platform that currently owns a number of its existing renewable energy projects. The platform
capitalises on the rapidly growing potential for
renewable energy in emerging markets and currently owns ACWA Power’s concentrated solar power, photovoltaic solar, and wind assets

Needless to say, Saudi Arabia and UAE are
not the only partners to China in this sector.
Chinese cooperation with actors such as Egypt,
Iran, and Turkey is also rapidly expanding. With
Iran, China’s cooperation focuses mostly on
hydropower (such as the project in Lorestan),
photovoltaic power, wind power, biomass power generation, and nuclear power generation.
Some Chinese enterprises that work with/in Iran
include large SOEs such as ‘Gezhouba Group,
Power China, and Sinosteel Group, as well as
private enterprises such as CIRI and Zhejiang
ECO-WASTE Technology’ (Xu & Wang, 2020).
There is a green turn in Sino-Turkish relations
(Ersen, 2020). With Egypt, China is investing in
solar power through the same Gezhouba Group
(mentioned earlier) aimed at the production of
500 MW of electricity (Feukeng, 2020).

China is certainly increasing its footprints in
the ‘greening’ of the MENA region. According
to research conducted by the Paulson Institute,
“Using a combination of power politics, financing and infrastructure development, the country
is becoming a driving force in the region’s transition to green development, especially in clean
energy (Elnaggar, 2019).”
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The green sector is so important that China’s
Western counterparts are getting increasingly
worried about China’s lead. John Kerry and Ro
Khanna have co-authored an Op-Ed in New
York Times, urging the American political and
business elites not to allow ‘China to win the
Green race’ (Kerry and Khanna, 2019). With
regard to the Middle East, one could argue that
China either has won or is on the verge of winning in terms of being the most involved (indepth and breadth) in the Middle Eastern efforts
to go green.

7. Conclusion: Wang Yi’s Recent
Visit to the Middle East
The previous sections only covered some
(certainly not all) of the deepening areas of cooperation between China and regional actors.
There are several other sectors that are strategically very significant for Sino-Middle Eastern relations, such as the financial, digital, and
health connectivity. In the context of trade with
and investment in the region, China is slowly
and steadily internationalizing its currency. Due
to the sanctions that are levied against actors
such as Iran and Russia, the use of the so-called
‘petro-yuan’ could get traction. China has set up
the Clearing Centre in Doha, Qatar, which so
far has exchanged Chinese and local currency
to the value of $86 billion in the first three years
of its operation (Reuters, 2017). Chinese financial presence, including its currency exchange
with the region, is expected to steadily increase
in the coming years.
The same is true about Chinese digital connectivity with the region. DSR is supposed to
create digital connectivity (through, for instance, 5G infrastructure, among other things)
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between the various actors that are on the geography of the BRI. Huawei’s investment and
infrastructure project in some Western countries
are running into difficulties in the aftermath of
the American crackdown on the company. However, in the Middle East, every country (with the
exception of Israel) is welcoming infrastructure
investment from Huawei. The region, one could
argue, is certainly part and parcel of the DSR.
The same type of argument can be made for
the Chinese vaccine diplomacy in the region.
Chinese vaccine diplomacy comes to the region under the banner of the Health Silk Road
(HSR). It is becoming a significant component
of Chinese foreign policy under conditions of
the current pandemic. This diplomacy is finding a welcome place in the Middle East, which
is severely suffering from this pandemic and is
falling behind in the race for vaccination. The
Chinese providers are therefore attractive options for MENA countries that need those vaccines urgently to be able to open up their societies and economies.
All these strategic areas of cooperation between China and the region (which were discussed in this report) were in one way or another
further solidified in Wang Yi’s recent visit to the
region. This trip can be analyzed from two vantage points: the long-term interests of China in
the region, which are steadily deepening, and the
short-term context of Sino-Western rivalry and
tensions, which are getting worse by the day. In
his bilateral dialogues with the regional leaders
of the countries he visited (Saudi Arabia, Turkey,
Iran, UAE, Oman, and Bahrain), he emphasized
all the important sectors of Sino-Middle Eastern
cooperation that were discussed in this report. If
one considers, for analytical purposes, the whole
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region as one actor, China’s long-term cooperation and partnership with the region is arguably
approaching the level of ‘comprehensive strategic partnership’. One sign of such general commitment to the region is the recent Iran-China
25-year Cooperation Aggrement deal, which is
one more piece of solid evidence that China is
slowly but steadily committing to the region.
All three regional powers of the region (Turkey,
Saudi Arabia, and Iran) are very much engaged
with China and interested in deepening those engagements. Turkey’s Asia Anew Initiative policy is another piece of evidence for this interest.
There were also more present-day concerns
that should be taken into consideration in an
analysis of Wang Yi’s trip to the region. It can
be argued that Western nations, led by the US,
have decided to actively contain the rise of China by forming new alliances, such as the Quad;
by increasing and making more official their
relations with Taiwan; or by sanctioning Chinese officials for Xinjiang-related human rights
issue; or by cracking down on Chinese technological giants such as Huawei. The West is in no
uncertain times worried about the rise of China
and is aiming to manage or contain this rise. As
discussed above, this process started self-consciously with Obama’s Pivot to Asia, escalated
during the Trump era, and is being further intensified under Biden. In this sense, there is a
seamless continuity between Obama, Trump,
and Biden presidencies. More recently, the EU
is also getting, to some extent, on board with
such pressures on China, including the recent
Xinjiang-related sanctions on Chinese officials
for their role in the treatment of the Uyghur
population. These sanctions met with quick
countersanctions from China.

In the context of these worsening relations
with the West, Wang Yi’s visit can be interpreted as partly a reassurance trip. The Chinese officials wanted to reassure themselves and the
world that regional countries (some of which
are close allies of the US) are still on board
with China’s rise and deepening engagement
with the region. They also wanted to make sure
that regional actors are not taking side with the
nascent Western partnership and alliance system which is self-consciously becoming confrontational with China. Another purpose of the
trip was for China to make sure that the mostly Muslim-dominated countries in the region
are not going to join the Western human rights
chorus, raising the Xinjiang issue and sanctioning China. Officials in both China and Middle
Eastern countries have taken the position that
this is an internal matter. The three regional
Muslim powerhouses (Iran, Turkey, Saudi Arabia) have not publically raised this issue. More
than anything else, this is a sign that these regional countries are pivoting to Asia in general
and China in particular and that they are not
going to sacrifice their relations with China for
this issue.
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“Tanıtım nüshasıdır, para ile satılamaz.”
“Bandrol Uygulamasına İlişkin Usul ve Esaslar Hakkında Yönetmeliğin 5’inci maddesinin
2’nci fıkrası çerçevesinde bandrol taşıması zorunlu değildir.”
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