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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

The Middle East was already plagued by war, famine, and wholesale death in the form 

of multiple civil wars when the outbreak of Covid-19, a novel coronavirus, added 

pestilence to the mix. The pandemic offers a unique prism through which to assess the 

way China interacts with Middle Eastern states in time of crisis.  

While many countries in the Middle East suspended bilateral air travel, repatriated 

their citizens from China, and prevented Chinese workers from returning to the region, 

the same governments also sought to maintain close relations, expressed support for 

Beijing, and delivered aid to China. The findings show that at least for now, the 

relationship between China and the Middle Eastern states remains close. However, it 

may take months to see the full ramifications of the pandemic in the Middle East, so it is 

too soon to tell how China’s interactions with the countries of the region will develop.   
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Introduction 

In December 2019, a mysterious outbreak of infectious disease occurred in the central 

Chinese city of Wuhan (Hubei Province). Cases soon began to surface in other Chinese 

cities as well. As this novel coronavirus (冠状病毒, officially designated as COVID-19) 

moved beyond China’s borders, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared it a 

pandemic (a disease that spreads in multiple countries around the world 

simultaneously). COVID-19, which is spread through social contact, is now present in 

213 other countries and territories around the world.1  

The outbreak has become a major international health crisis, with official figures 

indicating over 6,156,438 worldwide cases of infection and over 370,000 deaths by the 

end of May 2020.2 However, the actual infection and mortality figures may be far higher 

due to under-reporting. 

In the first months of the outbreak, the Middle East rapidly became the second-most 

hard-hit region after China. Every Middle Eastern country has had confirmed cases. 

According to the International Monetary Fund (IMF), vulnerable populations, 

particularly the poor, are likely to suffer disproportionately as they may have less 

access to health care and lower savings with which to protect themselves from financial 

catastrophe.3 Many countries in the region appear to be unprepared to handle a health 

crisis like COVID-19, and the outbreak could potentially prove catastrophic to millions 

of people affected by war and refugee crises in places such as Syria, Yemen, and Iraq.4 

According to UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) data, around 7.4 million refugees and 9.3 

million IDPs (internally displaced persons) are scattered across Turkey, Syria, Jordan, 

Iran, Iraq, Israel, and Lebanon.5  

The vast majority of countries in the region, including Iraq, Bahrain, Iran, Israel, Jordan, 

Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Turkey and the United Arab Emirates (UAE), have closed 

schools and universities, suspended football leagues, canceled cultural events of world 
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importance (for example, the Qatar Grand Prix and the Ultra festival in the UAE), and 

suspended all commercial flights until further notice. Some have imposed bans on 

citizens traveling to specific countries to stop the spread of coronavirus. Bars and cafes 

have been shuttered, prayers and traditional religious events have been canceled, and 

religious sites have been closed (e.g., the al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem, the Church of 

the Nativity in Bethlehem, and the Shiite Muslim shrine in Karbala, Iraq). There is 

concern that coronavirus has infiltrated a main pilgrimage route in the Middle East, 

which could lead the deadly pathogen to infect vulnerable refugee populations. If this 

occurs, it could cause unprecedented public health crises across the region.6  

The capacity to contain the virus depends on the strength and effectiveness of the 

governments and public health systems of the Middle East countries (see Table 1).  

Table 1: Government effectiveness scores and credit ratings for key Middle East countries 

Credit rating Government effectiveness Country 

B+ 38 Iran 

BB- 54 Turkey 

+A 86 Israel 

A 65 Saudi Arabia 

AA- 75 Qatar 

AA 90 UAE 

B+ 31 Egypt 

B- 9 Iraq 

RD (default) 26 Lebanon 

BB- 60 Bahrain 

AA 50 Kuwait 

BB- 75 Jordan 

BB 60 Oman 

Not rated 21 Palestinian Authority 

Not rated 3 Syria 

Not rated 0.5 Yemen 

Sources: World Bank, Worldwide governance indicators (2018); Fitch ratings. (1) = percentile rank (0-
100). (2) = AA+ to AA- = high grade; A+ to A- = upper medium grade; BB+ to BB- = non-investment 
grade speculative; B+ to B- = highly speculative. 

According to WHO, most Middle East states rank relatively high among the world’s 191 

health systems, with a few exceptions, such as Syria, ranked 108th, and Yemen, ranked 

120th (see Table 2).   
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Table 2: Overall health system efficiency in Middle East WHO member states 
 

Index Rank Country 

0.691 8 Oman 

0.894 26 Saudi Arabia 

0.886 27 UAE 

0.884 28 Israel 

0.824 42 Bahrain 

0.812 44 Qatar 

0.810 45 Kuwait 

0.752 63 Egypt 

0.734 70 Turkey 

0.698 83 Jordan 

0.664 91 Lebanon 

0.659 93 Iran 

0.637 103 Iraq 

0.628 108 Syria 

0.587 120 Yemen 

Sources: Ajay Tandon, Christopher J. L. Murray, Jeremy A, Lauer, and David B. Evan. “Measuring 
Overall Health System Performance for 191 Countries,” in GPE Discussion Paper Series: No. 30, 
ELP/GPC/EQC, The World Health Report 2000, June 21, 2000. 

Some Middle Eastern countries might face particular difficulty in fighting the spread of 

coronavirus.7 Civil wars in Syria and Yemen will almost certainly impede the proper 

functioning of their health systems. The  unilateral US sanctions on Iran may hurt its 

ability to buy the technology required to produce essential equipment and medicine to 

contain the spread of the disease.8 Its exponential spread could stress the national health 

systems of both energy-rich countries that have invested in state-of-the-art medical 

facilities and war-ravaged nations like Syria and Yemen where hospitals have been the 

targets of devastating airstrikes.9 

At this writing, coronavirus continues to spread across the Middle East. Official figures 

indicate over 581,000 cases of infection, 191,741 active cases, and 14,802 reported deaths 

by the end of May (see Table 3).  
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Table 3: Coronavirus in the Middle East  

Active Deaths Recovered Cases Country 

31,604 4,515 126,984 163,103 Turkey 

24,389 7,734 116,827 148,950 Iran 

24,021 480 58,883 83,384 Saudi Arabia 

29,387  36 25,839 55,262 Qatar 

16,088 262 17,546 33,896 UAE 

15,831 205 10,156 26,192 Kuwait 

16,843 913 5,693 23,449 Egypt 

1,917 284 14,811 17,012 Israel 

4,950 17 5,826 10,793 Bahrain 

7,985 42 2,396 10,423 Oman 

2,874 195 3,110 6,179 Iraq 

457 26 708 1,191 Lebanon 

218 9 507 734 Jordan 

76 3 368 447 Palestinian Territories 

220 77 13 310 Yemen 

75 4 43 122 Syria 

191,741 14,802 389,706 581,447 TOTAL 
Source: Worldometers, May 31, 2020.  

Compared to America, Europe, or Africa, the numbers of cases of infection and 

reported deaths in the Middle East are significantly lower, though the real figures are 

likely to be higher as there is no reliable reporting from most of its countries because of 

conflict, official denial, or both. During Ramadan (April 23-May 23), many countries 

relaxed their measures, which further strained capacities. This resulted in a dramatic 

increase in vectors of contagion, particularly in Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and the UAE.10 

The UAE was the first Middle Eastern country to report a coronavirus-positive case, but 

the most significant numbers of infections and fatalities have been in Turkey, followed 

by Iran and Saudi Arabia.11 Turkey has the tenth-highest number of reported COVID-19 

cases in the world after the US, Spain, Russia, Britain, Italy, Brazil, France, Germany, 

and India, and the highest number in the Middle East (163,103 cases of infection, 31,604 

active cases, and 4,515 deaths as of May 31). Turkey, which is located on the transit 

point between Asia and Europe, recorded its first official case on March 11, 2020, after 

which the virus spread rapidly.12   

In twelfth place is Iran. The Islamic Republic was a significant source of imported cases 

in other countries in the area, such as Iraq, Afghanistan, and Pakistan, among others 

(148,950 cases of infection, 24,389 active cases, and 7,734 deaths). There is serious 

concern that the true number of infections i Iran is much higher than the number of 

confirmed cases reported by the government, which is struggling to contain and 

manage the pandemic. The seriousness of the coronavirus situation in Iran raised fears 

across the region—in Lebanon, Turkey, Iraq, Kuwait, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and other 



9 

 

countries—that the virus could be brought to their countries by Shiite pilgrims traveling 

to or from Iran.13 

This study will examine the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the Middle East and 

assess whether it will affect China’s relationships with the region. Is the ongoing 

outbreak functioning as a stress fracture in those relationships? What should China do 

to maintain close relations with countries in the region? The COVID-19 pandemic offers 

a unique prism through which to assess the ways in which China interacts with Middle 

Eastern countries in time of crisis. 

The pandemic’s impact on the Middle East 

Owing to its geographical location and centrality to Eurasian trade networks, the 

Middle East has historically been a conduit for the spread of disease. The COVID-19 

pandemic is the second coronavirus outbreak to affect the Middle East region. 

(Coronaviruses are a large family of viruses that include the common cold, Severe 

Acute Respiratory Syndrome [SARS], and Middle East Respiratory Syndrome [MERS-

CoV]). The MERS virus was first reported in Saudi Arabia in 2012 (more than 2,000 

cases) and has since spread to several other countries in the Arabian Peninsula. It has 

also appeared in the US. More than 800 people have died from the MERS virus.14 

One reason why the Middle East is uniquely at risk of an outbreak of a pandemic is the 

constant, routine mass migration of people from one country to another, whether for 

religious, economic, or safety reasons. Every year, Muslims travel by the millions to the 

holy cities of Mecca and Medina for the hajj and umra pilgrimages, while Shiite Muslims 

in particular make pilgrimages to holy shrines in Iraq and Iran. Qom, a major pilgrim 

destination, is one of the epicenters of the outbreak in Iran. Thousands of pilgrims from 

other countries with Shiite Muslim populations may have been exposed to the virus in 

that city before the outbreak was detected and made public.15  

Moreover, the region is also home to millions of expatriate workers who frequently 

travel to and from their home countries. These extensive economic links create 

additional opportunities for a pandemic to spread. Given that Dubai and Abu Dhabi are 

both global financial centers and major hubs for international travel, it is no surprise 

that the coronavirus pandemic arrived early in the UAE (a family of four Chinese 

tourists in the Emirates were the first cases in the Mideast)16. In 2019, the number of 

foreign visitors to Dubai increased 5.1% to 16.7 million, helped by a 15.5% rise in the 

number of Chinese tourists (989,000).17 

According to the WHO-World Bank joint report, the estimated total cost of a global 

influenza pandemic is 2.2-4.8% of global GDP ($3 trillion).18 The novel coronavirus has 

had a significant impact on Middle East economies that are already struggling with 

severe economic strain, political instability, and conflict. Cascading crises are feeding 
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into one another, creating an interconnected web of catastrophe. These countries are not 

facing one crisis; they are facing two or three simultaneously.19  

Governments around the Middle East are trying to contain COVID-19 with measures 

aimed at limiting human contact as much as possible. The main fear is the explosion of 

critical cases to a level that could overwhelm local healthcare systems. While measures 

seem to be working to varying degrees in each country, the damage they are causing to 

the countries’ economies has yet to be measured. Middle Eastern governments have to 

tread a fine line between fighting the pandemic effectively while at the same time 

making sure their economies do not collapse. The outbreak is having a major impact on 

the oil and gas industries, the civil war and refugee crises, the travel and tourism 

industry, the BRI, and the capital markets. 

Oil and gas industries 

The coronavirus pandemic is dramatically affecting one of the Middle East's most 

critical industries: oil. Many nations in the region rely heavily on oil and gas revenues, 

so a decline in the prices of petroleum-related products is expected to be the most 

significant economic channel through which the effects of the pandemic are felt. In 

recent years, the depletion of foreign currency reserves and uncertainty about future oil 

prices forced Gulf oil producers to adopt restraint in their economic policy, which has 

entailed streamlining and cost-cutting measures. Various government agencies were 

instructed to cut spending on new projects and return unused budget allocations to the 

Ministry of Finance. The Gulf States are increasingly seeking to escape their profound 

dependence on oil revenues through streamlining, diversification of revenue sources, 

and adoption of the principles of a modern economy.  

The main difficulty in converting and diversifying the oil-based Gulf economies is that 

the political and social stability of those countries is directly related to the high standard 

of living of their citizens, which is supported by oil money.20 Economic or social 

instability in the Gulf States could influence or even threaten regional stability.  

Oil is a leading export product of the Gulf producers, and oil prices have declined 

sharply since COVID-19 appeared in China. The price of Brent oil plummeted from 

$68.9 a barrel on January 1 to $22.7 a barrel on 31 March. Crude oil futures for May 2020 

tumbled to $20.4 a barrel in anticipation of the negative impact of the pandemic on oil 

demand.21 Other factors might have contributed to this drop, including the oil price war 

launched by Saudi Arabia with Russia that has cratered prices, threatening economies 

across the region.22 However, coronavirus was probably the most important factor, 

mainly because of the significant drop in demand from China as authorities shuttered 

production facilities as part of their efforts to contain the spread of the virus. The 

recovery of oil prices will depend on how successfully China and other countries 

control the spread of the virus, the effects of which are now global. 
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The pandemic-related curbing of China’s voracious hunger for oil has left Middle East 

producers with too much produced crude. According to Bloomberg, Chinese oil 

demand has dropped by about 3 million barrels per day (20% of total consumption) as 

coronavirus squeezes the local economy.23 The Chinese energy market’s response to the 

health crisis is highly reactionary, given that it is not yet clear how deadly the disease 

will be or what the long-term impacts will be on the Chinese economy and 

commodities. Currently, almost half of China’s oil imports are sourced from the Middle 

East, principally from the Persian Gulf. In 2019, roughly half (44.8%) of Chinese 

imported crude oil originated from nine Middle Eastern countries, ranging from $386 

million from Egypt up to $40 billion for Saudi Arabia.24 

Energy, centering on the crude oil and petrochemical industries, is at the heart of the 

growing links between China and the Persian Gulf. The strength of the relationship 

between the People’s Republic and the region depends on energy (though it extends to 

other commodities). China is highly dependent upon oil and gas imports, principally 

from the Persian Gulf and Africa, which are carried mainly by tanker over sea lanes of 

communication (SLOCs) and run through maritime chokepoints. Beijing’s dependence 

on crude oil imports from the Persian Gulf has been increasing gradually since 1993, 

when it became a net importer of oil.25  

China buys up around one-fifth of its energy demand, making it a major customer for 

Gulf oil producers. Saudi Arabia is a particularly large supplier (16.8% of China’s total 

imported crude oil), with imports from the Gulf oil producers reaching 44.2% in 2019.26 

According to Reuters, China bought approximately 1.67 million barrels per day (83.32 

million tons of crude oil) from Saudi Arabia in 2019.27 In November 2019, Saudi Aramco 

signed crude oil sales agreements for 2020 with five Chinese customers, increasing total 

volume by 151,000 barrels per day compared to its 2019 supply contracts.28 

According to the IMF 2020 report, Gulf economies that fail to diversify could see 

approximately $2.5 trillion in accumulated wealth crumble away within 15 years as 

global oil demand drops.29 For this reason, all the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 

countries have embarked upon development programs to promote sustainable 

economic diversification. They are looking to diversify or entirely rebuild their 

economies, increase trade, attract more foreign direct investment, and increase their 

global market presence for alternative sources of revenue in the wake of low oil prices.  

However, the success of their vision will depend to a great extent on revenue from 

energy exports to build their post-energy sectors, and lower oil prices in recent years 

strain those efforts.30 The Gulf states are primarily reliant on energy revenue to drive 

their economies, with 85-90% of federal budget revenues coming from energy exports. 

According to the US Energy Information Administration (EIA), most Gulf energy crude 

oil exports are sold to East Asia.31 
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According to the International Energy Agency’s (IEA) latest oil market forecast, global 

oil demand is expected to decline in 2020 as the impact of COVID-19 spreads around 

the world, constricting travel and broader economic activity. The IEA expects global 

demand for oil to fall by 435,000 barrels per day year-on-year in the first quarter of 

2020—the first quarterly contraction in more than a decade. Global demand for all of 

2020 is expected to fall by 365,000 barrels per day, which would be the worst 

performance since 2011.32 Moreover, the outbreak of a novel coronavirus prompted 

OPEC in March 2020 to consider an additional cut in oil production of 1.5 million 

barrels per day until the end of the year as an emergency measure on top of the 1.7 

million barrels per day already pledged.33 On April 12, OPEC, Russia, and other oil-

producing states agreed to cut production by nearly 10 million barrels per day, a record. 

The group agreed to gradually decrease the curbs in production through April 2022. 

Obviously, China plays an important and growing role in the global economy, so any 

setbacks in its economic activity and growth are likely to cause significant negative 

spillover into the global economy. Fear and uncertainty about the spread of the virus 

are likely to hurt investment decisions in China and in other countries, which will lower 

oil prices further. According to the Oil Market Report for February 2020 (IEA), global oil 

demand has been hard hit by the novel coronavirus and the widespread shutdown of 

China’s economy. Beijing’s oil demand in 2019 accounts for 13.7 million barrels per day 

(14% of global demand) compared to 5.7 million barrels per day in 2003. Its growth in 

oil demand currently accounts for more than 75% of the global growth in demand.34  

The COVID-19 outbreak is also affecting liquefied natural gas (LNG) demand. The 

Middle East is a key source of China’s LNG, and Qatar—the world’s largest supplier of 

LNG—is one of China’s biggest suppliers.35 According to Independent Commodity 

Intelligence Service (ICIS) estimates, there has been a 2.9 million ton drop in China’s 

LNG demand so far in 2020. ICIS forecasts that total China LNG demand for 2020 will 

be 65.5 million tons, with 2021 imports expected to rise to 71.8 million tons. ICIS notes 

that the spread of the virus will have a significant negative impact on the industrial, 

power generation, transport, and commercial sectors in China.36 

Civil wars and refugee crises 

While many countries in the Middle East are unprepared to handle health crises to 

varying degrees, the COVID-19 pandemic has the potential to be truly catastrophic to 

the millions of people in the region affected by war and refugee crises in places such as 

Syria (122 cases of infection, 75 active cases, and four reported deaths); Yemen (310 

cases of infection, 220 active cases, and 77 reported deaths); and Iraq (6,179 cases of 

infection, 2,874 active cases, and 195 reported deaths). Among the many challenges 

faced by countries in the region, the protection of refugees is particularly difficult. This 

is because they are likely to suffer from two contagions: coronavirus and 

misinformation about coronavirus.  



13 

 

Several factors make refugees vulnerable to the outbreak. First, they tend to live in areas 

with high population density, including refugee camps and ethnic enclaves in large 

cities. Not only do they reside in these high-density areas, but they are often in 

economically precarious situations that prevent them from staying home. As a result, 

for both demographic and economic reasons, refugees typically cannot engage in social 

distancing measures. In addition, refugee camps often suffer severe shortages of water, 

sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) infrastructure, so actions like frequent hand-washing 

are difficult if not impossible to perform.37 

The failed states that contain dense refugee enclaves also have a high risk of massive 

coronavirus outbreaks. As noted, the virus can spread rapidly in the confines of 

displaced person camps, and refugees on the move are difficult to keep track of. This 

makes the spread of the virus impossible to contain or monitor. At this writing, there 

are over 6.2 million internally displaced people in Syria (including 2.5 million children)38 

and 4 million in Yemen (the worst humanitarian crisis worldwide). Millions more 

refugees from these war zones are scattered in other countries throughout the region.39  

The governments of these countries are particularly ill-equipped to handle health crises 

or epidemics as the conflicts they are experiencing have severely weakened their health 

systems. Even as they face complex emergencies, they are burdened with weak health 

systems, weak infrastructures, and weak capacity to respond in comparison to the 

wealthy Arab Gulf countries. International health and refugee organizations are aware 

of the dangers and are trying to prevent disaster, but their efforts may not be enough.40 

In northwestern Syria, the recently intensified fighting in Syria’s Idlib and Aleppo 

provinces has forced as many as 948,000 people, mostly women and children, from 

their homes since early December 2019.41 Many of these internally displaced people 

are living in acutely precarious circumstances with inadequate shelter (if any), limited 

supplies of food and medicine, and increasingly inadequate health facilities. Although 

Syria had only 122 reported COVID-19 infections by the end of May 2020 (a highly 

dubious figure according to health experts), the already poor health of this population 

and their lack of access to health care puts them at higher risk of becoming seriously 

ill or dying from the virus.42 

The travel and tourism industry 

According to the World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC), the coronavirus 

pandemic could cut 50 million jobs worldwide in the travel and tourism industry. The 

Asian continent is expected to be the worst affected (around 30 million of these job 

losses would be in Asia, seven million in Europe, five million in the Americas, and the 

rest in other continents). Once the outbreak is over, it could take up to 10 months for 

the tourism industry to recover to its normal levels (airlines and cruise ships are 

currently more affected than hotels). The travel and tourism industry currently 

accounts for 10% of global GDP.43 
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The sharp decline in travel and tourism caused by the COVID-19 pandemic threatens 

Middle Eastern countries in several ways. It exposes the weakness of their reliance on fees 

as a source of government revenue, and as the Gulf region is a major transit hub for 

passengers connecting from Europe to Asia, canceled or limited flights have a severe local 

impact. Dubai, for example, which is home to the world’s busiest airport for international 

travel, relies heavily on tourism and aviation. In 2019, Dubai attracted 16.7 million 

tourists and set a target of 20 million tourists for 2020.44 The coronavirus outbreak and 

subsequent travel restrictions are dampening those figures at just the time when the 

country is striving to reduce oil dependency. Dubai had also hoped to attract 11 million 

foreign visitors to attend Expo 2020 (the total expenditure for which approaches around 

$9 billion), but that event has been canceled as a preventive measure.45 

Saudi Arabia is the second-biggest tourist destination in the Middle East. Over 17.7 

million people visited in 2018, a figure forecast to increase to 23.3 million in 2023. The 

travel and tourism sector is expected to contribute $70.9 billion in total to the country’s 

GDP.46 Although there has been growth in the leisure tourism sector, most tourism in 

Saudi Arabia continues to involve religious pilgrimages.47 The religious tourism sector 

has flourished in line with increasing demand to join the hajj, the most important 

religious event of the year in the Muslim world. This should help Saudi Arabia offset its 

recent losses in oil revenue. 

However, since the outbreak of the coronavirus pandemic, the kingdom has taken the 

unprecedented step of suspending visas for visits to Islam’s holiest sites (e.g., the 

Prophet’s mosque in Medina) for the umra pilgrimage. This raises questions about the 

hajj. Saudi Arabia has also suspended visas for tourists from countries affected by the 

virus as fears of the pandemic deepen. Further, according to the SPA news agency, the 

kingdom has imposed a temporary ban not only on visitors but also on locals and 

residents performing the umra over virus fears.48 In Bahrain, in the wake of the 

coronavirus outbreak, a decision was made to cancel the Formula One Bahrain Grand 

Prix, a blow to the Gulf State’s vital tourism sector.49 

The ongoing spread of COVID-19 has forced Turkey to close its borders and ground all 

outgoing and incoming flights, which has affected the country’s vital tourism industry. 

In 2019, the number of tourists visiting Turkey increased by 13.7% to reach a record 51.8 

million people. The country had set the goal of hosting 75 million visitors by 2023. 

According to the Turkish Statistical Institute (TUIK), the country was likely to earn 

$34.5 billion from tourism alone, marking a historic milestone. Before the pandemic, 

Turkish cities were teeming with both locals and tourists. Now, most squares and 

historical and natural tourist sites are almost completely deserted.50 

Turkey was hit by the coronavirus pandemic at a time when its economy was already 

suffering from a weak currency, a high budget deficit, high inflation, a fragile financial 

system, and a dwindling central bank reserve. Given the major share the tourism sector 

contributes to the Turkish economy (in 2019, Turkey was the sixth-most visited country 
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in the world), Ankara’s pandemic-created economic woes are only set to increase as 

summer comes unless the crisis is soon contained.51 

In recent years, Egypt’s tourism industry—a key to the country's economy—had shown 

signs of recovery after the 2011 revolution, the 2013 coup, and the 2015 downing of a 

Russian airliner by the Islamic State group, all of which took their toll on visitor 

arrivals. Though still far off the 14.7 million recorded in 2010, Egypt welcomed 11.3 

million arrivals in 2018 compared with just 5.3 million in 2016.52 Tourism revenues in 

Egypt jumped by more than 28% to reach about $12.2 billion in fiscal year 2018-19 

compared to $9.8 billion in fiscal year 2017-18.53 According to the Central Bank of Egypt 

(CBE), the tourism industry was the country’s third source of national income after 

remittances from Egyptians abroad, which ranked first ($26.4 billion), followed by non-

oil exports ($17.1 billion).54  

The Egyptian government’s preventive safety measures, set up in response to the 

coronavirus outbreak, have led to a sharp decline in the tourism industry. Egypt is now 

losing an estimated $1 billion per month in lost tourist revenue.55  

According to the UN World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), 1.5 billion tourists 

visited foreign countries in 2019. This represents a 4% increase over the previous year—

the same figure forecast for 2020, confirming tourism as a leading and resilient 

economic sector, especially given current uncertainties. The Middle East emerged as the 

fastest-growing region for international tourism arrivals in 2019, growing at almost 

double the global average (more than 8%). While growth in the Asia-Pacific region 

slowed down, it still showed above-average growth, with international arrivals up 5%.56 

China has been the world’s leading source of international tourists since 2012. 

According to the National Bureau of Statistics, 2019 saw around 169.2 million outbound 

trips from China (a rise of 4.5% from 2018).57 Chinese tourists, the world's largest 

spenders, accounted for $277 billion of international tourism spending, or 16% of the 

world’s total $1.7 trillion. In the 2020s, this number is expected to double as passport 

ownership in China increases from the current 10% of the population to a projected 

20%.58 The China Outbound Tourism Research Institute is projecting a +7% year-on-year 

increase in outbound trips from mainland China in 2020 (a total of 181 million trips).  

The majority of international, especially intercontinental, travel by Chinese is done for 

non-leisure (i.e., business) purposes. It is expected that after the coronavirus crisis has 

passed, most of these postponed international trips will be taken.59  

The ban on group trips and package bookings caused by the pandemic outbreak has 

had, and will continue to have, a dramatic impact on dozens of destinations around the 

world. Two likely effects will specifically affect Chinese travelers to the Middle East. 

First, many Middle Eastern countries are now imposing travel restrictions on Chinese 

travelers and have suspended their China flights.60 As noted, Saudi Arabia has 
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suspended the entry of pilgrims to its holy sites, further reducing tourism to the 

region.61 According to Census and Economic Information Center data, across the Middle 

East, 2.4 million Chinese visitors traveled to the region last year, comprising 2.7% of the 

region’s total of 91 million tourists. In the UAE, which has the highest volume of 

Chinese tourists anywhere in the Middle East, one in every 16 visitors to the country is 

from China, or 6% of its total tourism.62  

Second, the economic slowdown in China implies fewer tourists traveling anywhere 

abroad, including the Middle East. The Tourism Economics company downgraded its 

2020 forecast for Chinese departures because of coronavirus. According to their 

estimates, if the outbreak lasts longer and is more severe than the 2003 SARS crisis, it 

could lead to 25 million fewer outbound trips by Chinese travelers this year (wiping out 

$73 billion in spending).  

The global airline industry is also facing substantial financial losses and its first traffic 

decline in more than a decade because of the pandemic. The International Air Transport 

Authority warned that COVID-19 could reduce global traffic by 4.7% and cost airlines 

more than $29 billion. Tourism Economics forecasts that China’s outbound and 

domestic travel markets will not fully recover until about 2023.63 

The absence of Chinese travelers will be felt most dramatically across East Asia and the 

Asia-Pacific, which depend heavily on Chinese tourism, while parts of Europe and the 

Americas will also feel the pressure. The effect of China’s economic slowdown on 

tourist arrivals to the Middle East is expected to be more limited. Only 2.4 million 

Chinese visitors traveled to the region out of 150 million Chinese tourists. However, the 

loss of a significant income source like the Chinese tourism market, even if only 

temporary, can cause pain to Middle Eastern economies.  

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) 

China’s most significant 21st century diplomatic and economic activity is the launching 

of the new Silk Road project, dubbed the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The BRI, a 

sprawling framework of trade and commercial ties between China and various world 

regions, is the flagship foreign policy of the Xi administration. The BRI seeks to open up 

new markets and secure global supply chains to help generate sustained Chinese 

economic growth and thereby contribute to social stability at home.64  

The BRI, the most ambitious geo-economic vision in recent history, has both a maritime 

and a land-based component. The maritime element is the Maritime Silk Road Initiative 

(MSRI), and the land-based equivalent is the Silk Road Economic Belt (SREB). The 

different sub-branches of the SREB (a series of land-based infrastructure projects 

including roads, railways, and pipelines) and the MSRI (made up of ports and coastal 

development) would create a multinational network connecting China to Europe and 

Africa via the Middle East. This is intended to facilitate trade, improve access to foreign 
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energy resources, and give China access to new markets. The two schemes are 

inseparable, and Beijing wants to implement them in parallel.65  

The scope of the BRI is broad, covering more than 72 countries along six economic 

corridors. The BRI’s six main economic corridors include the New Eurasian Land 

Bridge; the China-Central Asia-West Asia Economic Corridor; the China-Pakistan 

Economic Corridor; the Bangladesh-China-Myanmar Economic Corridor; the China-

Mongolia-Russia Economic Corridor, and the China-Indochina Peninsula Economic 

Corridor. The BRI covers two-thirds of the world’s population, 40% of global GNP, and 

an estimated 75% of known energy reserves.66 The total cost of the initiative is not clear, 

but according to some estimates, $8 trillion will be invested.67  

In the last decade, Beijing has become increasingly involved in the Middle East, 

especially the Persian Gulf. Almost all states in the region are looking to China as a 

promising market and a provider of investment and finance without the political 

conditions regarding democracy and human rights that Western countries and 

institutions tend to insist on. China has, of course, been economically active in the 

Middle East, especially the Persian Gulf, for more than three decades, but its 

engagement has increased substantially along with its economic growth and its more 

assertive position in the global economy. 

The economic relationships between China and the Middle Eastern nations have 

strengthened, including finance and investment, to complement the increasingly robust 

trade component. Not surprisingly, interests have consequently become more complex. 

Chinese leaders increasingly see the Middle East as strategically important, and Middle 

Eastern politicians look eastward more and more as they contemplate their long-term 

interests. The BRI is creating more opportunities for cooperation, and the China-Middle 

East nexus is becoming an essential geopolitical axis in understanding Eurasian 

international affairs. 

The Middle East region brings together the land and maritime Silk Road in a unique 

geographical location with diverse and complex humanitarian, religious, and ethnic 

factors. As an energy-rich zone, it plays a decisive role in the building of the BRI. The 

region also plays a prominent role in security coordination, economic cooperation, and 

cultural exchanges under the BRI framework. The Chinese government is therefore 

paying attention to the role of the Middle East in the construction of its BRI vision.68 

The Middle East is situated at the heart of the BRI: not only do the three continents of 

Asia, Africa, and Europe meet there, but the Mediterranean Sea, the Red Sea, the 

Arabian Sea, the Caspian Sea, and the Black Sea also converge there. It is adjacent to the 

four maritime strategic channels of the Bosporus, the Dardanelles, Bab al-Mandeb, and 

the Hormuz. The Gulf countries can be referred to as the core of the region as they are 

the most influential countries in the Middle East. The Gulf’s advantageous location, 
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unique endowment of natural resources, and vast industrialization potential make it of 

supreme strategic importance to the implementation of the BRI.69 

The BRI framework could indeed explain the outbreak of the novel coronavirus in the 

Middle East, as China now has a greater physical presence in the region as it develops 

and constructs BRI infrastructure and multiplies its energy, investment, and cultural 

exchanges with the region. For example, because of Western sanctions, the Islamic 

Republic turned to Chinese workers to construct infrastructure in the area that 

ultimately served as the Middle Eastern vector of the disease. The first cases of the virus 

in the region were traced to the holy city of Qom, 140 km south of Tehran and home to 

1.2 million people. Qom receives business travelers and Islamic pilgrims from all over 

the globe and has the highest number of Shiite Muslim clerical students in the world 

(hundreds of whom are Chinese nationals). A Chinese company has been constructing a 

solar power plant in Qom. According to an Iranian Health Ministry official, the source 

of the virus was probably Chinese nationals who work in Qom and had recently 

traveled to China.70 

In Israel, Beijing has in recent years become the dominant force in the construction 

industry. In November 2016, five Chinese construction giants won Israeli government 

tenders to build and manage residential housing construction projects.71 In January 

2017, after years of fruitless negotiations, Israel and China signed a final agreement that 

paved the way toward bringing 20,000 Chinese professional construction workers to 

Israel in the coming years.72  

During the first six months of the agreement, some 6,000 workers were expected to 

arrive in Israel. By March 2020, 3,500 of them had arrived, with another 700 

commissioned by contractors and expected to arrive. The Israeli cabinet, motivated by 

coronavirus concerns, has approved extending the visas of 1,700 Chinese construction 

workers in order to retain them rather than replace them with new workers from China. 

As a result of the pandemic, 1,000 Chinese workers who were to have arrived in Israel 

starting in February 2020 will be unable to come. The Israeli Population and 

Immigration Authority has approved the residence status of 2,200 long-employed 

Chinese workers, most of whom have been in Israel for over 12 years.73  

The Levant region is of vital importance to Beijing’s ambitious Silk Road strategy. The 

region, a subset of the Middle East, is geographically situated at the very heart of the 

proposed BRI, with routes connecting Asia to Africa, Europe, and the Mediterranean. 

The Levant offers an alternative route through the Suez Canal to the Mediterranean Sea 

through the China-Central Asia-West Asia economic corridor.74  

The BRI has become the main focus of strategic and economic engagement between 

Beijing and countries in the Persian Gulf region. The Gulf countries are key partners 

and play significant roles in the successful implementation of the BRI due to their 

geostrategic location, vast reserves of oil and gas, and fast and steady economic growth. 
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The Gulf also represents a rapid expansion of the market for consumer and 

merchandise goods, of which China has plenty.75 

In the GCC countries, the monarchies have begun applying stringent measures to 

contain the spread of the coronavirus pandemic. These countries can rely on their 

healthcare systems, which are some of the most efficient in the region and are freely and 

easily accessible to all citizens. As such, the GCC will likely be able to manage COVID-

19 from a healthcare perspective, in light of the stringent social distancing measures 

they have applied throughout the crisis. With that said, there remains a high risk of 

contagion in these countries’ communities of foreign laborers, many of whom lack 

access to healthcare and live in conditions in which social distancing is not an option. 

The great fear is that COVID-19 will continue to spread in the Middle East and cause 

BRI infrastructure projects to come to a halt. Beijing has repatriated citizens working in 

Iran due to the spread of the virus, a measure it could apply to any severely afflicted 

BRI host country in the Middle East.76 Most countries in the region have placed 

entry restrictions on Chinese citizens or individuals traveling from China. The longer 

Chinese workers are unable to return to projects overseas, the longer BRI projects will 

languish, and some may be abandoned altogether.77  

BRI projects are also predominantly reliant on Chinese rather than local materials and 

supplies, and the coronavirus outbreak has hampered China’s manufacturing supply 

chains.78 At present, almost half of China’s oil imports are sourced from the Middle East, 

principally from the Persian Gulf.79 The pandemic has compromised the global supply 

chains that keep BRI projects moving forward, limiting the goods flowing out of China 

to the point that Beijing ran a trade deficit during the first two months of the year.80 

China’s shuttered factories not only need workers to be released from quarantine to 

resume normal output but also restored supplies of raw materials, adequate stores of 

protective gear for workers, and active truckers and shipping ports to deliver goods 

abroad.81 The virus has also disrupted the global shipping industry to the point that 

more tonnage of container ships was idled around the world in February than during 

the worst moments of the 2008 financial crisis.82  

Restrictive travel bans, port closures, canceled flights, and blocked roads have 

prevented Chinese workers from returning to BRI worksites abroad, while the 

shutdown of Chinese factories that supply machinery and raw materials for BRI 

projects has hindered projects from moving forward. These and other disruptions are 

causing delays, missed deadlines, and increased costs of infrastructure construction—

damage local economies will find difficult to absorb.  

COVID-19 will not be fatal to the implementation of BRI projects, but its fast and lethal 

spread will cause Middle Eastern governments to rethink the risks attached to ever 

more integration and economic dependence on China’s infrastructure-based 

development strategy. 
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Capital markets 

The coronavirus outbreak has depressed global financial markets and had severe 

implications for trade, supply chains, and economies globally. In the Middle East, the virus 

threatens to undercut local economies that are already battling a downturn and struggling 

to wean themselves from their decades-old addiction to energy revenues. On March 2, the 

regional stock market experienced a dizzying drop as panic over coronavirus surged across 

the region. In Saudi Arabia, the stock market (the region’s largest and one of the world’s 

top 10 equity markets) closed down 3.7% to its lowest level in 18 months. The energy giant 

Saudi Aramco (the world’s biggest listed company) dropped 2.1% to 32.65 riyals ($8.7), its 

worst performance since listing its record-breaking IPO. On the Kuwaiti exchange, the All-

Share Index fell 10%, triggering its automatic closure. The Dubai Financial Market dipped 

4.5% and the market in Abu Dhabi was down 3.6% at the close of trading. Bahrain’s stock 

market ended 3.4% down and the Muscat Securities Market in Oman finished down 1.2% 

on a dismal day for the GCC bloc.83 

The COVID-19 pandemic could lead to reduced borrowing and lending, which would 

affect banks with a bearing on corporate and personal finance in Dubai and the Middle 

East. In the past, the Middle East has shown resilience, demonstrating an ability to 

weather outbreaks (as in the case of MERS in 2012), but the region is now facing new 

challenges as it attempts to cope with the outbreak of coronavirus. The growing 

anticipation of a cyclical economic downturn accelerated by the impact of the pandemic 

has worsened credit quality and limited funding, placing higher pressure on the 

liquidity of financial institutions, particularly banks.84 

According to the Financial Times, China has received a wave of debt relief requests from 

BRI countries hit by the coronavirus (Iran, Egypt, and UAE in the Middle East). Beijing is 

considering several responses, including the suspension of interest payments on loans, 

but it warned against any expectation that it will simply write off countries’ debts.  

Most of the 138 nations that have officially joined the BRI are developing countries, 

many of which have the lowest credit ratings in the world. The RWR Advisory, a 

Washington-based consulting firm, has estimated that loans announced by Chinese 

financial institutions to BRI projects since 2013 total $461 billion. This sum makes the 

initiative the world’s largest development program by far.85 

The Sino-Middle Eastern relationship 

The post-Cold War order has provided China, a rising power, with a unique strategic 

opportunity to develop power and influence in the Middle East without facing overt 

challenges from the US. Balancing against Washington during the unipolar era would 

not advance Beijing’s interests, but at the same time, neither would bandwagoning or 

neutrality, neither of which is consistent with Chinese ambitions. Neither is dynamic 

balancing.86 Instead, Beijing has taken advantage of the relative stability provided by US 
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dominance to develop strong ties with strategically important states in the Middle East 

(e.g., Iran, Egypt, Turkey, UAE, and Saudi Arabia). These relations have been built 

mostly on economic foundations, but as they become increasingly multifaceted, there is 

a corresponding growth of strategic considerations. 

Beijing has had to build a regional presence that does not alienate the US or any Middle 

Eastern states while pursuing its interests. Chinese diplomacy has provided the space to 

methodically build economic relations while the US security umbrella provides a low-

cost entry to the region. Economic ties have become increasingly multifaceted and 

sophisticated, beginning with trade but now also incorporating finance and investment. 

Relationships with Middle Eastern states have progressed beyond the economic to 

include political and security objectives, but in a way that has consistently allowed 

China the flexibility to be everyone’s friend in the competitive regional environment.87 

Since 2013, Beijing has gradually constructed a multidimensional global partnership 

network that involves great powers, neighboring countries, developing countries, and 

regional organizations. These layered partnerships are interlinked and mutually 

reinforcing. China’s involvement in the Middle East is a crucial component of its global 

partnership network. These relationships, spread across the eastern Mediterranean, the 

Gulf, and the Red Sea, fall into four broad categories in line with their importance. The 

first involves comprehensive strategic partnerships with Egypt, Iran, Saudi Arabia, and 

the UAE. The second includes an innovative, comprehensive partnership with Israel 

and a strategic cooperative relationship with Turkey (the latter being inferior to a 

strategic partnership). The third covers strategic partnerships with several midsized 

countries: Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Oman, and Qatar. The fourth involves a relationship 

with smaller states: Bahrain, Lebanon, Syria, and Yemen. 

Governments in the Middle East generally welcome partnerships with Beijing because 

they say it treats them as equals rather than as junior partners or colonial proxies. 

Through its policy of non-interference in other states’ internal affairs, nonalignment, 

and refusal to engage in proxy wars, Beijing has stayed on good terms with conflicting 

parties (for example, Iran and Saudi Arabia). It has managed to accomplish this because 

its partnerships do not harm or provoke third parties.88 

In the wake of the Arab uprisings and civil wars, Middle Eastern countries have been 

pressed to rebuild their economies or boost economic growth to maintain social 

stability. To this end, they have been actively rolling out plans for long-term 

development and rehabilitation, the impetus for which will be provided by 

comprehensive and upgraded Chinese engagement. There is thus a common interest for 

both Beijing and the Middle Eastern countries to integrate and synergize the new Silk 

Road strategy with major initiatives and reforms for national rejuvenation (e.g., Saudi 

Arabia’s, Qatar’s, and Bahrain’s respective Vision 2030s; UAE’s Vision 2021, Jordan’s 

Vision 2025, Oman’s Vision 2020; Kuwait’s Vision 2035; and Egypt’s Vision 2030 and 

Suez Canal Corridor Development Project).89  
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According to an internal Chinese report, Beijing faces a rising wave of US-led global 

hostility in the wake of the coronavirus outbreak that could tip Sino-US relations into 

confrontation (relations were already difficult before the crisis began, and it has made 

them worse). The report concluded that global anti-China sentiment is at its highest 

since the 1989 Tiananmen Square crackdown. As a result of this rise in hostility, Beijing 

will need to be prepared for the worst-case scenario of an armed confrontation between 

the two global powers.90 

As COVID-19 continues to spread across the Middle East, the key question is how the 

pandemic will affect relations between China and countries in the region. President 

Donald Trump posted a tweet on March 16, 2020 calling coronavirus the “Chinese 

virus,”91 and two days later defended the term during a press conference (“because it 

comes from China”).92 (After a week, he decided to pull back from associating the 

pandemic with China.)93 In the Middle East, the response of local governments to the 

spreading virus was completely different. Though they introduced measures to 

restrict travel between the region and China, they also demonstrated surprising 

solidarity with Beijing.  

In the early days of the outbreak, the Gulf States publicly expressed support for and 

delivered aid to Beijing. Several countries in the Middle East, particularly Saudi Arabia, 

Qatar, and the UAE, have delivered a massive amount of aid to China. Qatar Airways 

delivered five cargo freighters carrying 300 tons of medical supplies to Beijing, while 

the Saudis signed six contracts in early February to deliver medical supplies and 

devices to China.94 Some Gulf States have made symbolic gestures of solidarity with the 

Chinese struggle with coronavirus. For example, Iran projected China’s national flag 

and words of support onto its famous Azadi Tower, while Dubai’s iconic Burj Khalifa 

was lit up in solidarity, displaying the Chinese flag as well as the phrase, “Let’s go 

Wuhan!” in Chinese. The Chinese government has expressed thanks to its counterparts 

in the Gulf for these expressions of support.95 

In Israel, Magen David Adom (Israel’s national EMS organization and largest 

humanitarian organization) contributed 2,000 masks and 200 full protection kits (special 

suits, masks, glasses, shoes, and head covers) to help prevent the spread of coronavirus 

in China. Also, the humanitarian organization IsraAID sent a shipment of emergency 

medical supplies and protective gear to the Chinese Ministry of Health on the last flight 

from Tel Aviv to mainland China.96  

In recent years, China has emerged as the most significant economic partner for the 

Middle Eastern states. According to China Customs Statistics on export-import, its trade 

volume with Middle Eastern countries increased to $294.4 billion by 2019.97 There has 

also been substantial political and diplomatic outreach in both directions. The support 

and aid sent by Middle Eastern countries to China as it struggles with the COVID-19 

pandemic signal a clear message to one of their most strategically important partners. 
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It is worth remembering that China’s initial response to the novel coronavirus outbreak 

was to cover it up and submit its people to harsh containment tactics. However, Beijing 

never lost sight of its need to promote its status and image around the world—

particularly in the Middle East, where it is in the Chinese interest to strengthen the 

desire of local countries to work closely with and rely on it. Hence, China announced a 

$20 million donation to the WHO, sent medical specialists and supplies (in the form of 

hundreds of thousands of masks and thousands of testing kits) to Iran,98 Iraq, and Italy, 

and shipped protective garments and equipment to Pakistan, Laos, and the Philippines. 

It also pledged to “do whatever it can” to provide medical assistance to Ethiopia, Chile, 

Cuba, Egypt, and Belarus, as well as dozens of other countries.99  

China has also expanded its help to the wider Middle East region. Its doctors, nurses, 

and researchers have held conference calls with doctors in Abu Dhabi. It sent test kits 

and ventilators to the Palestinian Authority and human temperature measuring 

equipment to the Beirut airport and is establishing a testing laboratory in Baghdad. It 

has also been reported that Beijing will send equipment to Egypt. China provided test 

kits to Syria and has called for sanctions against that country to be lifted to enable the 

government to act more effectively against the pandemic. The Palestinian Health 

Ministry has reportedly shown interest in applying the Chinese model of lockdowns for 

households and travel between population centers to deal with the pandemic.100 

Given China’s economic weight and position in the global supply chain, as well as its status 

as a leading trading partner for the Middle East and role as the world’s largest oil importer 

and consumer, mean the Middle Eastern states need China to return to normality as 

quickly as possible. It is thus hardly surprising that an effect of the coronavirus outbreak 

has been to foster comradeship and partnership between Beijing and Middle Eastern states 

as they combat a common enemy. The global pandemic looks set to worsen shortly and to 

negatively affect states in the Middle East. These countries need to work closely with China 

for their shared interest in bringing the pandemic to an end.  

Conclusion 

As the Covid-19 pandemic has swept across the Middle East, local governments have 

responded to the threat in various ways. Some, like the UAE, Saudi Arabia, and Israel, 

have been ahead of the curve, taking a slew of preemptive measures to minimize 

infections. In other states, like Iran and Turkey, inadequate, delayed, and fragmented 

responses have resulted in their becoming epicenters of the spread of the virus. Syria 

and Yemen, meanwhile, cannot control the spread of the virus, as their governments 

have insufficient control of their countries to take the necessary steps to curb infections. 

The pandemic’s human costs notwithstanding, its impact on the Middle East will be felt 

first and foremost in the economic field as capital markets tumble, tourists evaporate 

amid flight bans and lockdowns, and oil prices contract. As an example of a follow-on 

effect, Chinese buyers are involved in a significant portion of real estate transactions in 
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Dubai. With China still recovering from the virus, many Chinese buyers have 

postponed making new purchases. Given the bubble economy of Dubai, which had a 

glut of property even before the virus, that city-state is confronting economic 

catastrophe.101  

The novel coronavirus pandemic is still underway, preventing a comprehensive study 

of its impact on the relationship between China and the Middle Eastern states. 

However, the outbreak offers a prism through which to assess the ways in which 

Beijing interacts with Middle Eastern states in time of crisis. It is too early to tell how the 

coronavirus outbreak will play out, when it will end, or how it will affect economic 

growth and stability in the Middle East in the longer term. As of the end of May 2020, 

the Middle East had 9.4% of total cases of infection in the world, 6.2% of total active 

cases, and 4% of total reported deaths (see Table 4). 

Table 4: Covid-19 in the Middle East and the world  

Source: Worldometers. These data are as of May 31, 2020.  

Middle Eastern states’ measures to curtail the spread of the virus will undoubtedly affect 

economic activity and stability in the short term, but it is far more speculative to make 

assumptions about longer term effects. It may take months to see how the ramifications of 

the virus will unfold in Middle Eastern countries. It is therefore too soon to tell how the 

interaction will develop between China and the countries of the region. 

It is safe to say, however, that at least for now, the relationship between China and the 

Middle Eastern states is close and supportive in both directions at this difficult time. 

Beijing will likely continue to provide medical equipment and aid to those Middle 

Eastern countries that want it. So long as China does this while other, more traditional 

donors delay, it will not only be able to project itself as an early responder to the regional 

coronavirus outbreak rather than its source but also avoid scrutiny about the quantity 

and quality of its assistance, especially in countries that are skeptical of the West.102 

Economic considerations very much influence the underlying calculation behind the 

positive interaction of Middle Eastern states with China. Once COVID-19 has been 

brought under control, countries still struggling to rebound from the related economic 

shocks could use the outbreak as an excuse to abandon unsuccessful or politically 

unpopular projects with China. Conversely, Beijing may find new opportunities to 

expand its footprint in countries seeking to foster economic development.  
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