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International trips made by Xi Jinping (03.2013 - 09.2020)

Chinese President Xi Jinping went to Russia for his first foreign tour. He has made 99 international trips to 69 countries so far.
Most often he visited Russia (8 times), United States (4 times)
and France, India, Indonesia, South Africa, and Kazakhstan (3 times)
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. * International trips made by Li Kegiang (03.2013 - 09.2020)
[J Chinese Premier Li Keqiang went to India for his first foreign tour (19-22.05.2013). He has made 61 international trips to 46 countries so far.

Most often he visited Belgium and Germany (4 times), Russia, and Thailand (3 times)
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KR International trips made by Wang Yi (03.2013 - 09.2020)
|LJ Chinese Minister of Foreign Affairs Wang Yi went to Thailand for his first foreign tour (01.05.2013). He has made 177 international trips

to 97 countries so far. Most often he visited United States (9 times), Germany (8 times), France (7 times), and Russia (6 times)

INSTITUTE

OFNEW EUROPE

\

M 4

[ Countries visited by Wang Yi W Countries visited by Wang i [ll Countries visited by Wang Yi
once twice three fimes

W Countries visited by Wang Yi [l Countries visited by Wang Yi
four times at lecst five fimes




Main points

Xi Jinping’s rise to power in 2012 initiated a new, more confrontational model of PRC’s foreign
policy, symbolised by the so-called ,wolf-warrior diplomacy”. The uncompromising pursuit of the
,Great Rejuvenation of the Chinese Nation” has replaced the prevailing until recently concepts of
JJow profile” and ,peaceful development”.

The main goal of the PRC’s policy is to maintain the current variant of globalisation based on the
relatively free movement of capital, goods, services, and knowledge, which enabled China to expand
globally. However, the growing intensity of competition with the US generates more and more ob-
stacles to further development.

The most serious external barrier to China’s super-power ambitions is a revisionist policy driven
by nationalist sentiment, both in the near neighbourhood and at the global level. This generates
growing tensions in both close and distant neighbourhood (Japan, India, Australia, Vietnam, Great
Britain, Canada, the Czech Republic).

China is pursuing ambitious policies in the developing countries of Africa, Latin America, and Asia.
Infrastructure investments, connectivity, credit lines, and imports of raw materials are the main tools
for building influence and gaining political support. Most of these types of projects are implemented
under the Belt and Road Initiative, which is the flagship project of the Xi Jinping administration.

In the strategic dimension, Beijing seeks to use the weakening position of the United States to re-
model the regional order in Asia, as well as in international institutions. This agenda includes an
attempt to weaken the transatlantic relationship that underpins the current Western-dominated
order. For this reason, China supports ‘multipolar’ system and the ‘strategic autonomy’ of Europe, as
well as the order based on state sovereignty and the principle of non-interference.

While the global struggle with the US remains a defining challenge for China, Beijing aims to de-
epen ties with the countries resisting the American supremacy. Among them Russian Federation
remains a key partner providing political support, raw materials, and advanced military equipment.



China’s foreign policy concepts

Since Xi Jinping rose to power in 2012, the importance of unilateral tendencies in People’s Republic of
China’s (PRC) foreign policy has increased, and the new authorities have significantly intensified their
external activity aimed at securing the so-called ,vital interests” ( Héxin liyif%:.0oF7i) !. There has been
a clear departure from the Deng Xiaoping’s ‘24-Character Strategy” and ‘peaceful development’ promo-
ted by Hu Jintao® to the ‘great power diplomacy’ (CKE#MZDagué waijiao )* and the policy of ‘striving
for achievement’. Particular elements of the previous concepts are still present in Beijing’s activities, but
they play an incomparably lesser role than in the previous decade*.

Xi’s administration’s central idea became the pursuit of the ,Chinese Dream” and the ,Great Rejuvena-
tion of the Chinese Nation” (Zhonghud minzi de wéida fuxing BRI K E %)%, which officially
aims at improving society’s standard of living. This is reflected in the ,goals for two centuries” (P>
—H4F)S, the first of which is achieving a ,moderate welfare society” by 2021 and the second — creating
a ,modern socialist state” by 2049.

The , Rejuvenation” should also be considered in the context of China’s pursuit of territorial and po-
litical restitution of its central position in Asia. In practice, the implementation of the ‘Chinese Dream’
would mean not only improving society’s level of prosperity but also extending full control over all
of the territories to which China reserves its ‘sovereign rights’ (Hongkong, Taiwan, South China Sea,
Senkaku Islands’. Beijing’s ultimate ambition is shaping a new order in Asia that would put China in
the main spot and would make values, communication links, as well as investment and commodity
flows to be centred around it. The economic dominance would be supported by controlling the most
important maritime connections (SLOCs) in the Western Pacific and Eastern Indian Ocean. Achie-
ving these goals would require pushing American troops out of the first chain of islands, in addition to
a disintegration of the San Francisco alliance system.

The new foreign policy of China can be characterised by both an intensified activity and an increased
level of assertiveness, which has become particularly noticeable during the Covid-19 pandemic. The
confrontational way of conducting diplomacy was dubbed ‘wolf-warrior diplomacy’ ({fifiJR7NZ) and so
far has led to some serious crises in relations with Australia, India, Canada, Sweden, and Great Britain.
As a result, China has missed the opportunity created by the weakening of the US global leadership
during the pandemic. Confrontational actions undertaken by Chinese diplomats have made the narra-
tive of the Chinese threat more credible, therefore resulting in an increased possibility of forming an
anti-China coalition in the Indo-Pacific area. At the same time, political support for the idea of economic
»decoupling” has increased, which can be seen particularly in the case of the US, Japan, and Taiwan.

The flagship project of the Xi administration, designed to promote China’s vision of globalisation, is
the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) - also known as the New Silk Road - which was announced in 20138,
In the long term, the BRI is expected to create a new system of economic, infrastructural, and political
links that would guarantee China opportunities for further development, especially when it comes to its
north-western provinces, and consolidate the influence in the immediate and further neighbourhood.



The initiative’s character is not clear-cut - this project can rather be described as a comprehensive frame-
work within which all the constructive actions undertaken by the Chinese diplomacy and state-owned
companies are being integrated. Despite this ambiguity, the BRI creates a narrative for the PRC’s inter-
national policy and serves as a proposal for the Chinese vision of globalisation.’.

As power is increasingly concentrated in the hands of Xi Jinping and his political allies, the Secretary
General’s personal contribution to China’s diplomatic conduct is increasingly emphasized ™. It is a reflec-
tion of practices that used to be in place during the ‘Mao era, when Mao Zedong’s ideas and considera-
tions, at the very least in the public discourse, served as a compass for the Beijjing’s diplomacy.

Xi Jinping’s international visits and main directions
of PRC's foreign activity

The overview of Xi Jinping’s international trips largely reflects the priority directions of China’s diplo-
macy, which in turn corresponds to the current strategic and economic interests. His bilateral visits to
countries defined as rather middle or small powers are usually accompanied by the signing of infra-
structural contracts and economic agreements, often within the BRI framework. As if often happens,
Xi’s visits to smaller countries are associated with the competition for influence with other foreign po-
wers, and the arrival of the Chinese head of state is aimed at reorienting the politics of a given country
(i.e., Sri Lanka, or the Maldives). When it comes to relations with other ‘great powers’ (the US, Russia,
India, Brazil, Germany, or France), the agenda of meetings is so comprehensive that announcing specta-
cular infrastructure contracts is simply not necessary.

Nevertheless, it has to be emphasised that the mere number of Xi’s visits in a given country should not be
regarded as a fully credible indicator of its importance for China. For instance, though Pakistan remains
China’s key partner in the Indian Ocean basin, and that is where the largest BRI’s project — the China-
-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) - is located, Xi Jinping visited this country only once. Nigeria’s
case is very similar in this regard — Beijing’s investment and infrastructural commitment there since
2005 is valued at USD 40,98 billion", but China’s leader has not decided to pay a visit to Abuja yet. These
examples clearly show that the mere number of Xi’s visits in a given country ought to be regarded only
as a supplement to a broader analysis based on research that takes into account more complex factors of
economic, political, and historical nature.

More frequent visits to some states may also result from the fact of their hosting of some of the regional
and international forums, such as BRICS, APEC, FOCAC, or G20. President’s activity is also often com-
plemented, or replaced, by the presence of China’s prime minister Li Keqiang or foreign minister Wang
Yi, both of whom remain active through their participation in other formats such as China-ASEAN,
17+1, China-CELAC Forum, and others. Only taking into consideration all of the aspects of the exter-
nal activity mentioned above allows for creating a relatively complete picture of PRC’s foreign policy
priorities.



Russian Federation

It is not a coincidence that Russia is the most visited country by the Chinese leader. In the previous de-
cade, the cooperation between Beijing and Moscow significantly intensified, owing to both countries’
deteriorating relations with the US and other Western states, as well as the diplomatic and economic
isolation of Russia'>. The global economic crisis of 2008-2011 contributed to Moscow’s plan of ‘tur-
ning to Asia™, which was mainly driven by economic incentives'. Amongst them, the ones of greatest
importance seem to have been the export diversification', as well as accelerating the development of
the Eastern Siberia through encouraging investments from China, Japan, and South Korea'®. Following
Russia’s aggression against Ukraine in 2014, Moscow's relations with Beijing gained additional momen-
tum in the result of sanctions introduced by the Western countries. The principal factor in the Russia-
-China collaboration is both countries’ aim to undermine the US’s superiority and creating a polycentric
international system, which would guarantee a stronger influence and position for them. The coordina-
tion of political actions and similar strategic perception is illustrated, among other things, by both co-
untries’ similar voting patterns in the UN Security Council”. Russia remains — along with Saudi Arabia
— China’s main source of oil imports, and the inauguration of the Power of Siberia pipeline will allow
for an increase in natural gas purchases'®. Since 2010, China has been Russia’s most important economic
partner — in 2018, the value of commodity exchange between them exceeded USD 106 billion”. It is hi-
ghly important for Beijing to secure the supply of modern armament (Su-35 air-fighters, S-400 missile
system, or the AL-31F jet engines), which allows to partially supplement the technological deficits of the
Chinese arms industry. Xi Jinping and Vladimir Putin are known for their cooperation in BRICS, G20,
and Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, which imposes a higher frequency of contacts between both
leaders. In the face of worsened relations with Western countries, the presence of Xi Jinping at events
of particular importance for Russia — such as the Sochi Olympics in 2014 and the Victory Day Parade in
2015 - serves also as a symbolic expression of support. The dynamics of bilateral relations to date suggest
that they will deepen in the medium-term (2030), just as will the scale of Russia’s economic dependence
on China.

The US

The US is the second most visited country by the Chinese leader. However, three out of four Xi’s trips
to the USA took place during the Obama presidency (2013, 2015, 2016). Even though it was the Obama
administration that initiated the turn towards Asia?, it was not explicitly anti-Chinese in its tone. The
only visit paid by Xi to the US during the presidency of Donald Trump occurred in April 2017, soon after
the latter was sworn into office. The meeting was designed for working out a relationship between two
leaders after an aggressive US presidential campaign, during which Trump accused China of ‘the greatest
theft in the world’s history”*.. As it can be observed lately that meeting did not prevent the escalation of
tensions between the two countries. Quite to the contrary, the US-China relations significantly worse-
ned due to a number of factors, including the trade war, military competition in the Indo-Pacific region,
sanctions introduced against Huawei, and the dispute over the COVID-19 pandemic. Because of that,
another trip of the Chinese leader to the US seems to be rather unlikely. Potentially, Xi’s next visit to the
USA could be initiated by a breakthrough in trade negotiations, or it could serve as an attempt for a new
opening in bilateral relations if Joe Biden wins the election in November 2020.



East Asia (Japan, South Korean, North Korea)

Relations with Japan and South Korea are of key importance for the security and economic develop-
ment of the PRC. Despite intense economic cooperation, the relations between the above-mentioned
countries are complex due to their divergent security interests. In the strategic domain, Tokyo and Seoul
are among the vital US allies in Asia, which provide the US military with the ability to maintain the
forward defense line in the Pacific. About 85,000 military personnel, several dozen bases together with
equipment and infrastructure facilities, and agreements with South Korea and Japan are considered by
Beijing as one of the main barriers to securing the ,core interests” of the PRC. Japan’s growing activity
in the Quad format (Quadrilateral Security Dialogue) and the ambitious modernisation program of the
Japanese Self-Defense Forces (JSDF) are seen as a threat to China’s regional ambitions.

China remains a de facto ,ally” of North Korea, which, through economic and technological support,
made it possible for the totalitarian regime to survive after the end of the Korean War. North Korea is
considered to be a strategic buffer between China and the US military, and Beijing sees upholding the
anti-American regime as a strategic imperative. The North Korean nuclear program is perceived by East
Asian states as one of the main sources of instability in the region. The main obstacle to the policy of
unification is the concern of the Chinese leadership regarding the possibility of a Korean state which
would remain allied with the USA and the coalition Washington is forming in the Indo-Pacific region.
At the same time, Beijing is interested in both limiting North Korea’s nuclear arsenal and aggressive
behaviours, due to the risk of an undesirable escalation of tensions in the region, and deepening coope-
ration with South Korea.

In the economic dimension, there are strong interdependencies between China, Japan, and South Ko-
rea resulting from their participation in regional production chains, mainly in the electronics sector.
In 2018, trade with South Korea amounted to USD 313 billion, and with Japan to USD 323 billion?’. In
total, this is a result higher than that of trade with the USA (USD 558 billion)* and the European Union
(EUR 560 billion in 2019). As concerns about the stability of relations with China grew, the debate over
transferring parts of production chains from China to Southeast Asia has gained momentum. Beijing
will strive to maintain intense trade and investment contacts with South Korea and Japan and to coun-
teract these dangerous trends.

The 2010-2020 decade saw a marked increase in tensions between China, the United States and its al-
lies. China’s actions to gain effective control over the first chain of islands and intimidate the states that
stand in the way have exacerbated the security dilemma in East Asia. In the coming years, China will
take steps to use the relative erosion of the US position to strengthen its influence over the rest of Asia.
The rising military potential of China, the ,North Korean card”, and economic considerations will serve
as primary tools.



Southeast Asia

Southeast Asian countries, such as Malaysia, Vietnam, and the Philippines, enjoy quite a significant
position on Jinping’s list of diplomatic priorities. This region is of key importance for both the eco-
nomic and military policy of China. In 2019, trade with countries constituting ASEAN reached
USD 642.5 billion** (only indicators for trade exchange with the EU were higher), and in the first half
of 2020, it was the ASEAN members that achieved the status of the PRC’s most important economic
partner, ahead of the European Union and the United States.

Furthermore, in the last decade China became the main investor in the region: in 2017 Chinese compa-
nies invested USD 14 billion in the ASEAN member states, and USD 10 billion in the following year®.
These estimates, however, do not take into account investments from Hong Kong (USD 6 billion and
USD 10 billion respectively). Investments and infrastructure remain one of the main areas of economic
competition with the USA, Japan, and South Korea. Chinese companies are responsible for such infra-
structure projects as the ECRL railroad (Malaysia, USD 13 billion), a hydroelectric power plant on the
Kayan River (Indonesia, USD 17.8 billion), Vietnam-Kunming railroad (Laos, USD 6.5 billion), Muse-
-Mandalay railroad (Myanmar, USD 9 billion), or Kyakpyu port (Myanmar, USD 1.3 billion). On top of
that, an announcement of another investment (an airport close to the Philippine’s capital, Manila) was
made this year®.

Geographical conditions make the countries of Southeast Asia play an important role in maritime trade
in the Indo-Pacific area, which is best illustrated by the significance of the Straits: Malacca, Lombok,
and Sunda. Moreover, it is also the states of the region that continue to be the most important parties
to the territorial dispute over the South China Sea, the resolution of which is among the most impor-
tant objectives of Chinese diplomacy. For the aforementioned reasons, the vision of the Maritime Silk
Road was announced by Xi Jinping during his visit to Indonesia in 2013%”. The BRI is supposed to be
a counterbalance?® for the concept of ‘A Free and Open Indo-Pacific’”’, promoted by the US, Japan, and
Australia, which is considered by Beijing as a beginning of the anti-Chinese coalition®’. With enhancing
cooperation within the Quad format, maintaining neutrality by the countries of Southeast Asia moves
up to the forefront of China’s foreign policy agenda. Building and preserving a strong position in China’s
immediate neighbourhood holds significant importance for both economic and strategic reasons.

South Asia

The importance of South Asia for the PRC’s diplomacy is demonstrated by the fact that Xi Jinping has
visited all countries of this region, except for an unstable Afghanistan. India and Pakistan are at the
forefront of China’s diplomatic activity in the South Asua, due to their economic and strategic signi-
ficance. While the former country is a regional competitor in the struggle for influence in the Indian
Ocean basin, it is also an important economic partner for China. India’s status may eventually shift from
a regional power to truly great power. To this day, New Delhi has pursued a policy of keeping a relatively
equal distance from all of the major powers, an illustration of which is the fact of preserving cooperation
with Russia, USA, as well as China®'. Escalated tensions after the clash that took place in Eastern Ladakh,
may cause the reorientation of India’s strategy and enhancement in the military cooperation with the



US and other states constituting the Quad format. Pakistan has been one of China’s closest partners, and
the relationship between both states has been dubbed as ‘all-weather partnership(Zhong ba quantianhou
huoban guanxiF B4z RAEkFESE ). The importance of Pakistan stems from the role it can play in
counterbalancing India’s rise and the possibility of gaining direct land access to the Indian Ocean thro-
ugh the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor and the Gwadar port. Beijing’s growing maritime ambitions
ought to be reflected in the future in an increased activity in the South Asian countries, through which
China will be promoting economic and investment cooperation within the Maritime Silk Road.

China already remains strongly committed to the development of infrastructure in the South Asian
countries, which is meant to provide an impetus to expand its influence at the expense of India. For
instance, during a visit to Bangladesh in 2016, the launch of an economic package worth USD 24 billion
(only USD 1 billion real investments to date) was announced. In the cases of Sri Lanka and the Maldives,
Xi Jinping’s visits were supposed to provide an impulse for an increased China’s presence in the Indian
Ocean. China’s value for infrastructural investment in Sri Lanka in the period 2006-2009 was estimated
at USD 12 billion, and USD 6.8 billion were invested between 2013 and 2019*. In the Maldives, Chinese
companies are responsible for infrastructure projects valued at USD 1.3 billion, and - according to some
reports — up to 80% of the foreign debt of this country (25% of GDP) is attributed to China. Beijing’s gro-
wing involvement in this region will cause additional tensions with India, which perceive such activity
simply as violating its traditional sphere of influence®*.

Central Asia

Central Asia is one of the most frequently visited regions by Xi Jinping, largely because of the increasing
energy cooperation, the location of the region’s countries on the New Silk Road, and the participation
in the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation. Xi’s administration continues its efforts to diversify energy
sources, and natural gas imports from Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan constitute an important part in
this plan. Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan are China’s main trading partners in the region
(USD 8.52 billion import/USD 11.32 billion export; USD 8.2 billion import/USD 0.31 billion export;
USD 2.32 billion import/USD 3.94 export respectively)*. In 2018, Central Asian countries exported
46.8 bcm of natural gas through the Central Asia-China pipeline, which was three times more than to
Russia (16.1 bcm).

An important part of the PRC’s activity in Central Asia are both direct investments and infrastructural
projects. In 2018, Chinese FDI was valued at USD 14 billion”, and the total amount of investments and
contracts for the period 2005-2020 was estimated at USD 55 billion*. Over the past few years, credit
lending has been increasing. The main recipients of loans from Chinese national banks are Kyrgyzstan
(USD 17.14 billion; 45.3% of foreign debt), Kazakhstan (USD 12.5 billion, 8.9 % of foreign debt), and Taji-
kistan (USD 11.62 billion, 51.1 % of foreign debt)*.

Furthermore, Central Asian countries collaborate with China within the Shanghai Cooperation Or-
ganisation format, whose main goals are preventing separatism, terrorism, and religious extremism®.
Upholding stability in the border region is important for Beijing simply because it supports the efforts
to eliminate autonomous movements in Xinjiang. Cooperation in this format facilitates more frequent



contacts between regional leaders and President Xi Jinping. Since 2013, as many as five out of eight su-
mmits have been held in the Central Asian countries belonging to this organization. It was also in Ka-
zakhstan’s Astana in 2013 that the Chinese leader announced the project of the New Silk Road*!, which
shows that the countries of the region are regarded as an important element of China’s strategy in Asia.
Russia’s economic problems, the lack of a strong US presence, and China’s economic potential mean that
Beijing will play a major role in the region’s development policy in the coming years.

Latin America

There are three reasons for relatively frequent Xi Jinping’s visits to Latin America. Firstly, Latin America
plays an important role in the PRC’s energy and resource policy and it is in Beijjing’s interest to maintain
good relations with its key economic partners in the region. Brazil, Chile, Venezuela, and Peru are the
main source for the Chinese import of soybean, metals, minerals, and hydrocarbons, and these commo-
dities constitute 75% of Chinese total imports*. Secondly, as many as three Xi’s trips to Latin America
(two to Brazil and one to Argentina) were linked to international formats’ summits (BRICS and G20)
and thus were not of bilateral character. Lastly, Latin American countries can be valuable political part-
ners for China. Similarly to Africa, Latin America used to be considered as part of the so-called ‘third
world’, and even though the postcolonial past is rather a nonimportant factor in the relations between
China and Latin American countries, it has to be emphasised that their lack of permanent and durable
alliances with the US paves the way for growing political influence by China. This applies particularly
to countries with rather small potential and lower levels of development, for which participation in the
BRI provides an opportunity to stimulate economic cooperation.

Economic difficulties caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, together with the Latin American countries’
dependence on raw material exports shall make China play an important role in the process of recove-
ring from the recession. China’s export share exceeds 25% in the cases of Brazil, Peru, and Chile. Beijing
will most certainly strive to use its economic influence for the purpose of negotiating the best possible
conditions for the 5G markets, as well as greater engagement of other countries in the BRI project.

In 2019, the value of commodity exchange between China and the countries of said region exceeded
USD 319 billion*. Investment cooperation between both parties has also been developing dynamically.
From 2005 to 2017 China invested — in the form of direct investments — around USD 100-110 billion**,
with most of them going to the mining and energy sectors. In the case of Argentina, Chinese authorities
played a constructive role in keeping this country financially stable through so-called ‘currency swaps’
that took place in 2018*. Global economic crisis makes cooperation with China even more critical for
the Latin American countries.
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Europe

Directions and frequency of Xi Jinping’s visits to Europe are a clear sign that Western European coun-
tries — particularly France, Germany, Great Britain, The Netherlands, and Italy - hold more importance
than the rest of the continent, which is determined by a range of factors, including the attractiveness of
Western Europe for China’s investments, and the fact that it is a region from which advanced techno-
logies can be obtained. In 2019, China was the EU members’ main importer (19%) and the third-largest
exporter (9%). The value of commodity exchange reached 560 billion euros (export: 362 billion, import:
198 billion), with the EU deficit valued at 164 billion euros*.

Relations with France and Germany are of the utmost significance for China, simply because these are
the countries that play the most important role in the functioning and development of the EU. Beijing’s
approach towards Europe can be regarded as minilateralism, which is based on the idea of selecting
a narrow group of states with the proportionally greatest influence over the situation in the region and
shaping the relations within the EU. The importance of the axis Berlin-Paris has increased since Great
Britain left the EU, which shall make it for Beijing even more crucial to maintain a good relationship
with said countries. Newer members of the EU - the countries that joined after 2004 - play rather a smal-
ler part in China’s economic policy, which is demonstrated by a very low level of direct investments®.

The establishment of the ‘16+1” format (from 2019 onwards ‘17+1’) for Central and Eastern Europen
(CEE) countries in 2012 was supposed to stimulate cooperation with China, but instead it mainly bro-
ught disappointments and an increase in the trade deficit. Except for Hungary, Serbia, and Greece, coun-
tries constituting the format have limited contacts with Beijing and their level of interdependence with
the Chinese economy is much lower than in the case of Western European states.

From Beijing’s perspective, it is imperative to maintain the EU’s ambiguous position towards the con-
frontation between China and the US, and to put a strong emphasis on its economic cooperation with
the EU. The PRC will seek to use the access to its own market as the main argument for maintaining li-
vely cooperation, in spite of the more and more frequent human rights violations in China and the global
confrontation between China and the US. Transnational corporations, particularly German automobile
and telecommunication companies, will be amongst the key actors shaping the EU policy. The EU’s prio-
rity remains the Comprehensive Agreement on Investment, which aims at guaranteeing a ,level playing
field” and ,reciprocity” in the treatment of European companies.
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Middle East

In the last decade, China’s growing demand for natural resources and the pursuit of infrastructure con-
tracts have been the main drivers of Chinese diplomacy in the Middle East*. Oil imports from the
Arabian Peninsula and the Middle East account for more than 40% of the total amount of oil imported
to China®, and the value of imports from the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)*° alone exceeded
USD 105 billion in 2018. These factors make the cooperation with the Arab countries of paramount
importance for the energy security of the PRC. Quite significant is the economic cooperation with the
countries of the Arabian Penninsula, which, according to the American Enterprise Institute, attracted
as much as USD 82 billion of Chinese investments and infrastructure contracts between 2005 and 2020.

The complicated geopolitical situation in the region, related to Iran’s open rivalry with Saudi Arabia,
Israel, and the USA, makes it crucial for Chinese diplomats to proceed with utmost caution. The PRC
wants primarily a free implementation of the economic agenda in the region, which can be easily under-
mined by either regular armed conflicts and proxy wars. At the same time, China is expressing political
support for Russia, which has grown to become one of the leading regional players since the beginning
of the conflict in Syria. Support for the Assad regime and the blocking of resolutions relating to Syria
in the UN Security Council is also based on an official attachment to respect for the principles of sove-
reignty and non-interference®’. However, Chinese involvement in the Middle East is almost exclusively
limited to the economic dimension, and Beijing does not seem to have the ambition to replace the USA
as the main military power in the region.

In 2016, during his Middle East tour, President Xi Jinping visited Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Egypt, and in
the case of the first two countries declarations of willingness to upgrade their relationship with China
to a comprehensive strategic partnership were made®. Almost simultaneous visits to two rival countries
are symptomatic of the PRC’s entire policy towards the Middle East. The twin-track policy that aims at
maintaining good relations with Riyadh and Tehran shall foster promoting economic interests of the
PRC and stability in the region. Fears of deteriorating relations with Saudi Arabia are one of the main
arguments against the alleged alliance of China and Iran, which was reported in the media in July 2020%.

Africa

Cooperation with African countries, as well as other countries of the so-called ‘third world* has been

regarded by Beijing as an extremely important direction of foreign policy since the ‘Mao era’. The sup-
port of post-colonial states and their acceptance of the communist idea were meant to lend credibility to
the image of China as an alternative to the two empires (the US, and the USSR). Today for Beijing, Africa
is primarily an area of an economic expansion and raw material acquisition. However, these activities
are not devoid of a political component that is gaining in importance with the globalisation of the Chi-
na-US rivalry, Chinese attempts to create a polycentric power structure, as well as the so-called Chinese
,march through international institutions”.
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Economic contacts have clearly gained in intensity since the beginning of the 21st century as a con-
sequence of China’s surge in demand for raw materials and the pressure of the Chinese authorities on
global expansion as part of their ,exit strategy” (zou chuqu & 2%). No less important was the growing
financial and organisational potential of state-owned companies, which now allows the implementa-
tion of large infrastructure projects such as the construction of the Mombasa-Nairobi and Addis-Dji-
bouti railroads, or the Mambilla power plant. In the period 2014-2018 China was the main source of
investment in Africa, with USD 72.2 billion invested, ahead of the US (USD 30.85 billion), and France
(USD 34.17 billion)*. The PRC was also the region’s largest trading partner with the trade exchange
reaching USD 208 billion in 2019.

It is no coincidence that the African countries were visited by Xi Jinping soon after taking power, altho-
ugh their selection, except for South Africa, may at first glance be quite surprising. After the meeting
with Vladimir Putin in 2013, Xi made trips to three African states — Tanzania, South Africa, and the
Democratic Republic of the Congo. The visit that he paid to South Africa was linked to the planned
BRICS summit and, it is important to emphasise, this country remains China’s main economic partner
in Africa. The trip to Tanzania was a result of advanced negotiations regarding the construction of
a port complex in Bagayomo with an estimated value of USD 10 billion. An agreement on this matter
was signed with China Merchants Port in May 2013, two months after Xi Jinping’s visit**. The arrival
in the Democratic Republic of Congo, however, should in turn be linked to the then announced plan to
build a USD 14 billion hydroelectric power plant on the Congo River with the participation of China
Three Gorges”. Although the project has encountered numerous difficulties since then, there is still
a chance for it to be implemented*®. In 2015 Xi Jinping visited South Africa again, in order to participate
in the China-Africa Forum (FOCAC), where he declared that Beijing would invest an additional
USD 60 billion in Africa. The visit to Zimbabwe was accompanied by giving a loan of USD 1.2 billion
for the development and modernization of the country’s largest power plant®. In 2018 Jinping visited
four African countries (South Africa, Senegal, Rwanda, and Mauritius) in connection with the BRICS
summit that was held in South Africa, and the promotion of the New Silk Road projects.

The COVID-19 pandemic has generated new challenges for China’s relations with Africa, but at the
same time, Beijing will seek to use economic and political tools to strengthen its influence and improve
its image through the Belt and Trail Initiative. During the virtual FOCAC summit in June 2020, Presi-
dent Xi announced debt cancellation for some countries and providing a Covid-19 vaccine as soon as it
becomes available®. The difficult economic situation will accommodate tightening of the relationship
between African states and China, without whom recovering from the crisis will be extremely difficult.
African states will possibly be quite valuable partners for China within the international organisations,
where tensions with Western countries are increasing in frequency. The postcolonial history of the con-
tinent, along with the lack of alliances with the US, shall additionally benefit the relationship between
China and African states.
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