
PEACE AND SECURIT Y
The economic and diplomatic 
ties between the People’s 
Republic of China and the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia have 
strengthened substantially  
in recent years despite  
considerable obstacles. 

The United States’ approach  
to the Middle East, whether 
involving diplomacy, sanctions, 
or military actions, significantly 
affects the success of China’s 
endeavors in the region, 
especially in Saudi Arabia. 
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Thus, it remains to be seen how 
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rivalry along regional challenges. 
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FRIEDRICH-EBERT-STIFTUNG – THE RELATIONS BETWEEN CHINA AND SAUDI ARABIA

Over the past decade, the relationship between Saudi Ara-
bia and China has experienced a remarkable transformation, 
resulting in significantly strengthened ties. A notable mo-
ment in this evolving partnership occurred in December 
2022, when Chinese President Xi Jinping was warmly re-
ceived in Saudi Arabia to participate in the “Three Summits”, 
marking a significant diplomatic milestone.1 This visit tran-
scended mere formality. Xi actively engaged in three major 
diplomatic events: the China-Saudi Arabia Summit (marking 
his state visit to Saudi Arabia), the China-Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) Summit, and the China-Arab States Summit 
for Cooperation and Development.2 These summits under-
score China’s expanding political and economic clout in the 
Middle East and the shifting global dynamics.

The visit drew attention, mainly due to its alignment with 
China’s crucial role in brokering, a few months later, a land-
mark agreement to normalize relations between regional 
powerhouses Saudi Arabia and Iran. This development car-
ries significant implications for both regional stability and 
global geopolitics. Moreover, Saudi Arabia’s increased in-
volvement in international forums like the Shanghai Cooper-
ation Organization (SCO) and BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, 
China, and South Africa) underscores its deliberate effort to 
diversify its global partnerships. This strategic shift, a proac-
tive initiative to expand its geopolitical influence beyond tra-
ditional Western-centric alliances and optimize economic 
benefits, is a development of utmost importance.

1	 Niu and Wang 2023. 

2	 Ibid.

While Saudi Arabia has traditionally maintained a close rela-
tionship with the United States, particularly regarding secu-
rity, economic ties, and diplomatic cooperation, its foreign 
policy is also influenced by the geopolitical dynamics of the 
Middle East and U.S. commitments in the region. The coun-
try may navigate its relationships with China and the United 
States based on regional developments and alignments. Still, 
this delicate balancing act will face challenges in the coming 
months and years.
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History of Relations: From Enmity to Friendship

In a historical context, Saudi Arabia took the initiative to es-
tablish diplomatic relations with China in 1939, becoming the 
first Arab country to forge political connections with China.3 
Their bond grew stronger following the ratification of the 
Treaty of Friendship in Jeddah on November 15, 1946.4 None-
theless, these diplomatic ties were broken when the Com-
munist Party (CCP) assumed power in China in 1949.5 The 
situation deteriorated further when the People’s Republic of 
China (PRC) took power in Beijing. Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia 
maintained diplomatic relations with Chiang Kai-shek’s gov-
ernment, even after it had been overthrown by the CCP and 
had relocated to Taipei (Taiwan). During the 1960s and 1970s, 
Saudi Arabia actively participated in the World Anti-Commu-
nist League, founded by Chiang Kai-shek.6

The political system instituted by the CCP in 1949 forced China 
to align with one of the two superpowers in the bipolar world, 
leading to a rapprochement with the Soviet Union.7 Although 
a friendship treaty was signed in 1950, relations soured again 
in the late 1950s after Stalin’s death. This tension escalated 
into border conflicts in 1969. Consequently, the Soviet–Chi-
nese rapprochement was only temporary.8 After forging dip-
lomatic relations with the United States in 1943, Saudi Arabia 
and the U.S. established a resilient and close partnership in 
the wake of the historic 1945 meeting between King Abdul 
Aziz Al-Saud and U.S. President Franklin Roosevelt;9 this en-
counter laid the cornerstone for an enduring “new alliance” 
between the two nations, which persisted for decades.10

In the 1950s and 1960s, Chinese leader Mao Zedong aimed to 
confront what he perceived as the Western imperialist system 
by fostering cooperation with former colonies in Asia, Africa, 
and Latin America.11 This approach prompted China to sup-
port liberation and revolutionary movements throughout the 

3	 Al-Tamimi 2014, 59.

4	 Ibid, 60.

5	 Mostafa 2019.

6	 See Al-Tamimi 2014, 62, The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica 2024. 

7	 Liu 2016.

8	 Ibid.

9	 Wu and Zhao 2020.

10	 Ibid.

11	 Zhang and Xiao 2020. 

Middle East, including the Gulf region.12 Saudi Arabia, in re-
sponse, saw China as a challenge to its stability due to Beijing’s 
backing of anti-monarchy factions in the Arabian Peninsula.13

Due to their differing political and ideological stances, Ri-
yadh and Beijing had limited interactions, mainly centered 
on non-governmental religious matters. During the Cold 
War, Saudi Arabia and China faced challenges in breaking 
free from their ideological constraints. Saudi Arabia notably 
opposed China’s UN membership in 1971, supporting Tai-
wan instead.14 However, as China’s relations with the Soviet 
Union deteriorated in the 1960s, Beijing reconsidered its 
Middle East policies. Chinese leaders decided that establish-
ing diplomatic relations with “status quo” states like Saudi 
Arabia and ending support for revolutionary movements 
would be more beneficial for their national interests.15

In the early 1970s, China began improving ties with the Arab 
Gulf states, accelerating under Deng Xiaoping’s leadership. 
China’s shift to a pragmatic foreign policy aimed at econom-
ic development led to efforts to gain recognition from Ri-
yadh.16 Key reasons included Saudi Arabia’s influence in Mid-
dle East politics, its role in global energy as an OPEC leader, 
and as a market for Chinese goods. The Islamic Revolution in 
Iran and the Iran-Iraq war in the 1980s reshaped regional 
dynamics.17 A pivotal moment was the secretive CSS-2 mis-
sile deal in the mid-1980s, contributing to the formal estab-
lishment of Sino–Saudi diplomatic relations in July 1990. Ri-
yadh’s recognition of Beijing’s growing global role, including 
its United Nations Security Council membership and rapid 
economic growth, was also influential.18 On July 21, 1990, 
China and Saudi Arabia officially began their diplomatic rela-
tionship, signifying a crucial development in formalizing con-
nections between the two nations. After establishing diplo-
matic links, the economic and political ties between China 
and Saudi Arabia experienced rapid expansion.

12	 Ibid. 3.

13	 Yamada 2015, 79-80. 

14	 Cengiz 2020, Wu and Zhao 2020, 2.

15	 Ibid.

16	 Zhang and Xiao 2020, 3. 

17	 See Al-Tamimi 2014, 64, Shichor 1982, 101–10. 

18	 Ibid.

HISTORY OF RELATIONS:  
FROM ENMITY TO FRIENDSHIP
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FRIEDRICH-EBERT-STIFTUNG – THE RELATIONS BETWEEN CHINA AND SAUDI ARABIA

In the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, the relationship with China 
is primarily viewed through the lens of partnership, empha-
sizing the creation of mutual opportunities in key areas of 
cooperation like energy trade and business ventures. This 
perspective is rooted in a shared interest to foster economic 
growth and stability, leveraging the strengths of both na-
tions to achieve common goals. 

However, the perception of China in political, military, and 
strategic considerations is more nuanced. Despite the com-
plexities and challenges within these domains, China is rec-
ognized as an increasingly significant player on both the 
global and regional stages. Its evolving role in international 
politics and growing military capabilities present prospects 
and challenges for Saudi Arabia. 

As such, while there are hurdles to overcome, there is also a 
recognition of the potential for China to become a more 
substantial partner in the future, offering possibilities for 
deeper collaboration in addressing global challenges and 
enhancing regional security. This multifaceted relationship 
underscores international relations’ dynamic and evolving 
nature, where economic partnerships can coexist with stra-
tegic caution and optimism for future cooperation.

ECONOMIC TIES: THE ESSENCE OF 
CONNECTIONS

Saudi Arabia’s international strategic partnerships are pivotal 
to its economic and geopolitical agenda, with its relationship 
with China being particularly significant. This partnership is 
primarily driven by Saudi Arabia’s role as a leading global oil 
exporter and China’s status as one of the world’s largest oil 
consumers. This economic interplay is crucial for Saudi Ara-
bia as it seeks to bolster its oil revenues and leverage Chi-
nese expertise and investment to support its Vision 2030 
initiative, which aims to diversify its economy beyond oil. 

Therefore, strengthening ties with China is fundamental in 
Saudi Arabia’s larger plan to improve its global economic po-
sition, achieve sustainable development, and address its 
broader economic and geopolitical challenges. Bandar Alk-
horayef, Saudi Arabia’s Minister of Industry and Mineral Re-

sources, recently told the Chinese business and finance site 
Caixin Global that business, not politics, is driving closer part-
nerships between China and Saudi Arabia. “I’m a true believ-
er that at the end of the day, business drives politics and not 
vice versa [...] China has a lot to offer regarding how much we 
can integrate.”19 In this context, China’s economy holds sig-
nificant importance for Saudi Arabia for several reasons.

A large share of Saudi Arabia’s oil exports is directed towards 
China, rendering the Chinese market essential for Saudi Ara-
bia’s economy, which is currently predominantly dependent 
on oil. The demand from China helps sustain oil prices and 
provides Saudi Arabia with a dependable market for its prima-
ry export. The IMF recently noted that China has become Sau-
di Arabia’s biggest oil purchaser, accounting for more than a 
quarter of its exports. Additionally, China is the top market for 
Saudi non-oil goods like petrochemicals and plastics.20 

Saudi officials increasingly see the writing on the wall: China 
is and will remain their largest oil market for the foreseeable 
future, underscoring the importance of building strategic re-
lationships with this rising economic power. Reflecting on 
Saudi Arabia, Chinese President Xi Jinping captured its es-
sence with these words: “An oil kingdom with huge oil and 
gas reserves, a country with time-honored history which is 
the birthplace of Islam, and the magnificent setting sun 
against the vast expanse of the desert: these are the images 
that Saudi Arabia brings to our mind.”21

In 2023, Russia overtook Saudi Arabia as China’s top crude 
oil supplier for the first time since 2018, capturing 19% of 
China’s imports due to discounted Russian oil and Saudi pro-
duction cuts within OPEC+.22 Last year, Saudi Arabia’s share 
of China’s total crude imports fell to 15%, down from 17% 
in 2022. At the same time, Russia’s oil exports to China hit a 
new peak at 2.14 million barrels per day (mb/d), a 24% rise 
from the previous year, exceeding Saudi Arabia’s exports by 
421,000 barrels per day (b/d).23 Despite this, Saudi Arabia 

19	 Zhang and Xu 2024. 

20	 International Monetary Fund (IMF) 2023a.

21	 China Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2016. 

22	 See China General Administration of Customs, Cockayne 2024.

23	 Ibid. 

DOMINANT NARRATIVES:  
BROADEN THE HORIZONS
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Dominant Narratives: Broaden the Horizons

plans to boost oil exports to China, with Saudi Aramco 
agreeing to supply up to 690,000 barrels per day to two 
Chinese refineries.24 This is in addition to several other petro-
chemical and refining projects by Sabic and Saudi Aramco.25

Since becoming an oil importer in 1993, China’s share of 
worldwide oil consumption has increased from less than 4% 
to close to 16.2% by 2023.26 This situation has established 
Saudi Arabia as the central gravity of China’s economic en-
gagements in the Middle East, mainly due to its vast crude 
oil reserves and considerable production and export capabil-
ities. Indeed, more than two decades ago, the trade be-
tween Saudi Arabia and China was small, only about 10% of 
Saudi Arabia’s total trade with the EU and the U.S. However, 
it has consistently grown almost every year.27 By 2011, China 
surpassed the U.S. in trade volumes with Saudi Arabia, and 
by 2018, it exceeded Saudi Arabia’s trade with the entire EU. 
Today, China is Saudi Arabia’s top trading partner, surpassing 
the combined trade volumes with Western nations.

That said, oil remains the core of Saudi Arabia’s energy trade 
with China. In 2023, China’s oil imports from Saudi Arabia 
amounted to nearly $54 billion, accounting for more than 
83% of its total imports from the Kingdom.28 The yearly trade 
value between the two countries reached approximately 
$107.33 billion in 2023. This represents a significant growth, 
almost 257-fold the $418 million recorded in 1990, when dip-
lomatic relations were initiated, just over three decades ago.29

Another objective for Saudi Arabia is to attract foreign in-
vestment and reshape its economy by broadening its scope 
beyond the traditional energy sector. Expanding local indus-
tries is vital for Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman’s Vi-
sion 2030 reform plan,30 which aims to shift the Kingdom’s 
economy away from what he describes as an “addiction to 
oil”. In this scenario, the Saudi government is turning to Chi-
na to become a key investor in the Kingdom’s economy.

Indeed, Saudi Arabia is the foremost beneficiary of Chinese 
regional contracts and investments. Since 2005, China has 
entered into significant investment agreements and con-
struction contracts in Saudi Arabia, totaling nearly $60 bil-
lion, more than any other country in the Middle East and 
North Africa.31 In 2023, China became the leading source of 
greenfield foreign direct investments (FDI capital investment) 
in Saudi Arabia,32 making up more than 58.3% of the total 

24	 Cang and Martin 2023.

25	 See Reuters 2024, Saudi Aramco 2023a, Saudi Aramco 2023b.

26	 IEA 2024. 

27	 Conte 2023. 

28	 See International Trade Centre (ITC). 

29	 International Trade Centre (ITC), Al-Tamimi 2014.

30	 See Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.

31	 See American Enterprise Institute. 

32	 A greenfield investment is a type of foreign direct investment (FDI) 
where a parent company establishes a new subsidiary in a foreign 
country from scratch (from the ground up), including new produc-
tion facilities, distribution centers, offices, and residential areas. For 
more information see European Commission.

FDI.33 FDI capital investment into Saudi Arabia increased by 
111% from 2022 to $28.8bn in 2023. Approximately one-
fifth of Saudi Arabia’s capital inflows in 2023 can be attrib-
uted to the automotive original equipment manufacturing 
sector.34

Chinese investment in Saudi Arabia is concentrated in the 
automotive, metals, and semiconductor sectors, amounting 
to $5.6 billion, $5.5 billion, and $4.26 billion, respectively. 
The Chinese electric car company Human Horizons invested 
$5.6 billion in the automotive industry to form a joint venture 
for car research and production.35 Indeed, Saudi investors 
are keen on Chinese smart vehicle and autonomous driving 
firms, with seven startups involved by October 2023. This 
supports Saudi Arabia’s objective to diversify its economy 
beyond oil and aims to produce over 300,000 new energy 
vehicles yearly by 2030.36 

Most importantly, Saudi Arabia is expanding its global influ-
ence by developing a strategic partnership with China, the 
world’s second-largest economy. This move aims to diversify 
Riyadh’s international ties beyond its traditional reliance on 
the United States, balancing its foreign relations and en-
hancing geopolitical leverage amid shifting global dynamics. 
This strategic shift provides Saudi Arabia with more options 
and strengthens its position on the international stage.37

A report recently released by the official Saudi Press Agency 
highlights various aspects of Saudi leadership’s plan to im-
prove economic partnership with China.38 “The keenness of 
Saudi Arabia to develop bilateral relations with the Chinese 
side is part of its strategic plans to boost its bilateral relations 
and partnerships with all influential countries and interna-
tional powers and to establish balanced relations with them 
to serve the Kingdom’s objectives and contribute to protect-
ing its interests.”

Saudi Minister of Investment Khalid Al-Falih further stated, 
“This is, in a way, a multipolar global order that has emerged—
it’s not emerging. China is a significant player in it (…) I think 
significantly, we see opportunities for Chinese and Saudi 
companies to invest internationally in third countries (...) in 
ways that will bring development to other developing coun-
tries.”39 Public opinion in Saudi Arabia also appears to broad-
ly support robust relations with China, with many Saudis 
considering China’s economic model worth following.40 

Nevertheless, during Xi Jinping’s visit to Saudi Arabia in De-
cember 2022, Saudi Foreign Minister Prince Faisal bin Farhan 
emphasized that the Kingdom remains open to the United 

33	 Dettoni 2024. 

34	 Ibid.

35	 fDi 2023, Alrashdi 2024.

36	 Fusheng 2023. 

37	 Hong 2024. 

38	 Saudi Press Agency 2022.

39	 Turak 2023. 

40	 Cf. the following section. 
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States and the West. “There is no doubt that working to-
gether with the second-largest economy in the world is vital 
to Saudi Arabia’s growth, but that does not mean that we 
cannot continue to work with the world’s largest econo-
my.”41 This statement underscores Saudi Arabia’s diplomatic 
approach to maintaining balanced relations in the economic 
realm, even as it strengthens ties with other global powers 
like China. Prince Faisal’s remarks highlight the kingdom’s 
strategy to navigate complex international relationships 
while pursuing its interests and ensuring it remains a key 
player on the global stage.

POLITICAL TIES: DEVELOPING A 
STRATEGIC DIMENSION

Saudi Arabia and China have been working together more 
closely on Middle Eastern issues and regional and global ini-
tiatives. Crucially, they have concentrated on areas of mutual 
interest while steering clear of potential conflict triggers, 
such as issues related to human rights or commentary on 
internal affairs. This approach to diplomatic engagement 
has so far been practical and successful. 

From Saudi Arabia’s standpoint, China might become the 
world’s preeminent economy within the next decade, focus-
ing heavily on economic development and leading global 
energy and oil imports. Riyadh acknowledges China’s dom-
inant role in green energy and unmatched supply chain con-
trol. Boasting the largest military force in the world, China is 
a prominent nuclear state with a defense spending second 
only to the United States and is swiftly advancing in military 
technology. China’s increasing economic and military 
strength significantly bolsters its political influence. Enhanc-
ing its strategic autonomy is key for Saudi Arabia, and it 
views China as a pivotal partner in achieving this goal.

China’s involvement in the Middle East operates through bi-
lateral and multilateral engagements. Bilaterally, it strength-
ens its geopolitical influence by establishing strategic part-
nerships mainly focused on economic ties. This approach 
promotes trade, investment, energy, and technology cooper-
ation, benefiting major Chinese firms in infrastructure and 
digital projects. Diplomatically, China emphasizes “strategic 
partnerships”, with the more significant “comprehensive 
strategic partnerships” reserved for countries with consider-
able global economic or political influence.42 Unlike tradition-
al alliances requiring defense commitments, China’s partner-
ships stress mutual interests across various sectors, offering 
flexibility and lower risk. This diplomatic strategy prioritizes 
economic interests, regional influence, domestic stability, 
trade dependencies, and political ties, emphasizing “pivot 
states” crucial for boosting China’s regional influence.43

41	 Demongeot and Bakr 2023. 

42	 See Loft, Ward and Curtis 2022, Dezan Shira & Associates 2023.

43	 See Sun 2021, Niblock 2020, Wu 2021. 

Under this strategic framework, Beijing has pinpointed five 
key states in the Middle East and North Africa as central to 
advancing China’s interests. These nations are pivotal in their 
influence and importance. Accordingly, China formed a 

“comprehensive strategic partnership” with each of these 
countries: Algeria in 2014, Egypt in 2014, Saudi Arabia in 
2016, Iran in 2016, and the United Arab Emirates in 2018.44 
In December 2022, Chinese President Xi Jinping and King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud of Saudi Arabia personally 
signed the comprehensive strategic partnership agreement 
between the People’s Republic of China and the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia.45

President Xi Jinping engaged in discussions with King Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz Al Saud and Crown Prince and Prime 
Minister Mohammed bin Salman. They achieved several key 
mutual agreements. The agreements include alternating bi-
ennial heads-of-state meetings between the two nations, 
elevating the China–Saudi Arabia High-level Joint Commit-
tee to the level of prime ministers, aligning China’s Belt and 
Road Initiative with Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030, and further 
enhancing the teaching of Chinese and Arabic languages in 
both countries.46

In this context, China places high value on Saudi Arabia’s 
role in the Middle East and Islamic world for three primary 
reasons: its status as the birthplace of Islam and host to two 
sacred cities; its vital contribution to China’s energy security 
as a leading oil; and its influential position in the Middle East 
as a major regional player. For China, nurturing this relation-
ship is a priority to deepen their comprehensive strategic 
partnership.47

In Saudi Arabia, the general sentiment towards China’s in-
volvement in the Gulf, mainly through the Belt and Road In-
itiative, is perceived positively. According to several preced-
ing surveys by the Washington Institute, a substantial portion 
of the Saudi public doubted the United States being a relia-
ble ally for the Kingdom. This skepticism had intensified due 
to unfavorable sentiments within Saudi Arabia in recent 
years, spanning from the Yemen conflict to the 2018 inci-
dent involving the killing of Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi, 
and extending to the 2019 attack on the Aramco facilities in 
Abqaiq (Saudi Arabia), coupled with what was perceived as 
an insufficient response from the U.S.48 These factors may 
have contributed to a Saudi perception at official and public 
levels that depending on the United States for defense 
against external threats could be uncertain, leading to them 
considering alternative partnerships focusing on China.

It also appears that the war in Gaza has deepened the neg-
ative perception of the Saudi people towards the United 

44	 Ibid.

45	 Xinhua 2022. 

46	 China Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2022. 

47	 Niu and Wang 2023. 

48	 See the results of three surveys: Pollock 2020, Pollock 2021, Pollock 
2022. 
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States. A survey conducted by the Arab Center Washington 
DC, in collaboration with the Arab Center for Research and 
Policy Studies, reveals that most Saudis harbor skepticism 
about Washington’s sincerity in supporting the establish-
ment of a Palestinian state. Overall, Saudi public opinion of 
the U.S. response to the Israeli war on Gaza is overwhelm-
ingly negative, with 78% seeing the U.S. response as “Very 
bad” and 13% as “bad”.49

At the same time, recent findings from the latest Washing-
ton Institute polling survey indicate that current events have 
significantly influenced public views regarding the influence 
of major world powers in the region. Most participants in 
Saudi Arabia (67%) concur with the statement: “The United 
States is no longer a reliable ally, prompting us to seek closer 
ties with countries such as Russia and China.”50

Indeed, the relationship between the United States and Sau-
di Arabia has significantly weakened over time, influenced 
by key events such as the Arab Spring, the U.S. “shale 
boom”,51 Iran’s rise, the Russian invasion of Ukraine, and the 
growing economic independence of both countries. Al-
though the partnership persists, it is characterized by re-
duced trust and is mainly sustained by mutual necessities.52 

That said, a recent European Council on Foreign Relations and 
Oxford University survey found that the Saudi public viewed 
China more favorably as an economic partner, with 60% of 
Saudis choosing trade ties with China over the U.S. Yet the 
U.S.’s hard power seems to be as appealing to people in many 
countries as its soft power. Most people in Saudi Arabia 
(48%) prefer their country to cooperate on security more 
closely with an American bloc than a Chinese bloc (33%).

These surveys come as the U.S. is making a concerted push 
to normalize relations between Israel and Saudi Arabia as 
part of efforts to resolve the war in Gaza. Several media re-
ports indicated that Saudi Arabia may be pursuing advan-
tages such as security guarantees, backing for a nuclear pro-
gram, and the provision of weaponry in return for 
normalizing relations with Israel. Furthermore, Riyadh antici-
pates a significant goodwill gesture from Israel towards the 
Palestinian cause.53 

At the same time, the U.S. is urging Saudi Arabia to reduce 
its connections with China. This includes seeking assurances 
that the Kingdom will refrain from allowing China to con-
struct military bases on Saudi Arabian land. The U.S. also 
aims to limit the utilization of Huawei technology, and Saudi 

49	 Arab Center Washington DC 2024.

50	 Hamm, Redlich and McDonough 2024. 

51	 The United States has successfully reduced its dependence on Middle 
Eastern crude oil, particularly from Saudi Arabia, thanks to increased 
production from its shale oil fields. According to the latest official 
data from the US government, crude oil imports from Saudi Arabia 
comprised nearly 5.4% of the total US crude oil imports in 2023. See 
United States Energy Information Administration. 

52	 Bohl 2023, United States Department of State 2023. 

53	 See Bar’el 2024, Singh 2024, Schecter 2024, Pamuk 2023. 

Arabia continues to transact oil sales in U.S. dollars rather 
than Chinese Yuan.54

The results of these polls about the public sentiments in the 
Kingdom are likely to instill caution in the Saudi leadership 
regarding their upcoming diplomatic initiatives. Simultane-
ously, these results may enhance their bargaining position 
with either the current Biden administration or the subse-
quent American administration. Indeed, some Israeli experts 
have raised the possibility that the U.S. and Saudi Arabia 
might reach an agreement that does not include normaliz-
ing relations with Israel. As the ties between the U.S. and 
Saudi Arabia are strengthening, this could enable them to 
bolster their partnership and reduce the emphasis on Saudi–
Israeli normalization.55

With this in mind, it’s essential to acknowledge that the suc-
cess of the United States in brokering a normalization agree-
ment between Israel and Saudi Arabia could profoundly 
impact the evolving relationship between Saudi Arabia and 
China. This effect is especially significant concerning military 
cooperation and nuclear development. Whether this diplo-
matic effort succeeds or fails will likely determine the extent 
and intensity of the interactions between Saudi Arabia and 
China in these crucial areas in the coming years.

MILITARY COOPERATION: STILL LIMITED

Despite growing economic and diplomatic relations, Saudi 
Arabia’s defense collaboration with China is relatively mod-
est, mainly involving joint exercises and drills, counter-terror-
ism efforts, sales of specific weapon systems, and coopera-
tive production of armed drones.56 China has been a minor 
arms supplier to Saudi Arabia, providing 1-2% of the King-
dom’s arms imports in the past decade.57 Saudi Arabia has 
Chinese intermediate-range missiles like the DF-3, shown in 
a 2014 parade.58 Unconfirmed reports also indicate that, 
with CIA approval, China also provided Saudi Arabia with 
more precise DF-21 missiles, known as “carrier killers”, in 
2007.59

China’s capacity to rival Western arms suppliers is restricted, 
and the Saudi military’s long-standing reliance on American 
equipment means integrating Chinese weapons with exist-
ing systems poses technical and geopolitical challenges. Di-
versifying arms sources or shifting towards local production 
is also a lengthy process. Significantly, the solid military part-
nership between Saudi Arabia and the United States may 
limit the extent of China’s military expansion in the Kingdom 
in the near term. The U.S. supplied 78% of the Kingdom’s 

54	 Ibid.

55	 Guzansky and Dekel 2024. 

56	 See Jiayao 2023, Blanchard 2023. 

57	 IISS 2021. 

58	 See Masterson 2022, Cohen 2021. 

59	 Xie 2022. 
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arms imports in the period, including the delivery of 91 com-
bat aircraft, hundreds of land-attack missiles, and over 
20,000 guided bombs.60 

Saudi Arabian leaders view China as a pivotal partner in the 
economic realm, while they still rely on the United States for 
security. Riyadh aims to maintain a balanced relationship with 
both nations. However, the worsening relations between the 
U.S. and China make this equilibrium more challenging. Im-
portantly, if Saudi Arabia and the U.S. enter a defense agree-
ment, it could hinder the Kingdom’s efforts to strengthen its 
military and technological collaboration with China soon, as 
Riyadh may find it challenging to have it both ways.

U.S., CHINA, AND SAUDI:  
A GEOPOLITICAL TRIANGLE

The Saudi leadership focuses on Vision 2030 domestically, 
aiming to “revolutionize” its economic and social structures. 
In this context, there is a widespread belief inside the King-
dom, encompassing the ruling family, government, and 
business community, that achieving the key goals of the vi-
sion necessitates collaboration with Chinese companies. This 
is attributed to their success in diverse economic and tech-
nological fields, their competitive pricing, and, most impor-
tantly, in some cases, the fact that Chinese companies share 
their technical expertise and train Saudi talent.61

Internationally, the Saudi government implements a diverse 
foreign policy strategy, maintaining relations with major 
powers like the United States, Russia, and China. It is also 
committed to easing regional tensions in the Middle East, 
exemplified by its diplomatic accord with Iran in March 2023, 
facilitated by China. These efforts are key to positioning Sau-
di Arabia as a prime destination for foreign investments, 
trade, and tourism, and they are essential for realizing Vision 
2030.

Nevertheless, Saudi policymakers are skeptical about China’s 
ability to offer a viable alternative to the American security 
presence in the Gulf or the broader Middle East. Additional-
ly, China does not appear strategically inclined to undertake 
such a role. Still, Saudi Arabia is thus challenged by potential 
U.S. objections to its interactions with China, especially in 
military matters. Balancing the deepening of its relationship 
with China, its primary economic partner, against maintain-
ing its long-standing partnership with the U.S. presents a 
dilemma for the Kingdom.

In response, Saudi Arabia is pursuing a dual strategy: en-
hancing its military capabilities while actively broadening its 
economic and military relations with other significant global 
players. To compensate for the possible reduction in U.S. se-
curity support, Saudi Arabia is expected to intensify its de-

60	 Wezeman, Gadon and Wezeman 2023. 

61	 Olcott 2024.

fense relationships with European nations, China, India, Bra-
zil, South Africa, and Türkiye. These partnerships could lead 
to significant investments in Saudi Arabia’s burgeoning arms 
industry. Eventually, the Kingdom might also consider ex-
panding its defense collaboration with China, particularly in 
developing its ballistic missile program, which already bene-
fits from some Chinese assistance.

Amid this competitive landscape, Saudi Arabia is anticipated 
to actively seek fresh prospects and assume responsibilities 
previously handled by major powers to fortify regional sta-
bility or increase its sphere of influence. Saudi Arabia will 
likely endeavor to expand its strategic autonomy by deftly 
navigating between major players, aiming to maximize gains 
while avoiding entanglement in unwanted conflicts. Addi-
tionally, it may explore the formation of coalitions or the 
strengthening of regional alliances to project its influence 
and, in certain instances, collaborate on global challenges.

These Saudi moves coincided with China’s launch of the 
Global Security Initiative in February 2023, “Concept Paper 
on the Global Security Initiative (GSI)”.62 The Initiative con-
tains six core values and principles: (1) pursuing common, 
comprehensive, cooperative, and sustainable security; (2) 
respecting the sovereignty and territorial integrity of all 
countries; (3) abiding by the purposes and principles of the 
UN Charter; (4) taking the legitimate security concerns of all 
countries seriously; (5) peacefully resolving differences and 
disputes between countries through dialogue and consulta-
tion; and (6) maintaining security in both traditional and 
non-traditional domains.63 

The GSI suggests that China could offer security assistance 
and deepen economic interdependence to help maintain 
the stability and security of the Middle East. It also highlights 
the roles of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, BRICS, 
and the Middle East Security Forum as key platforms to ad-
vance the principles of the Global Security Initiative in the 
region:

Implement the five-point proposal on realizing peace and 
stability in the Middle East, including advocating mutual 
respect, upholding equity and justice, realizing non-pro-
liferation, jointly fostering collective security, and acceler-
ating development cooperation, to jointly establish a new 
security framework in the Middle East (…) The interna-
tional community should take practical steps to advance 
the two-state solution to the Palestinian question, and 
convene a larger, more authoritative and more influential 
international peace conference, to achieve a just solution 
to the Palestinian question at an early date.64 

China acknowledges Saudi Arabia’s increasing strategic au-
tonomy, which has drawn heightened attention from other 
key global players such as Russia and India. For Beijing, this 

62	 China Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2023a.

63	 Ibid.

64	 Ibid.



11

Dominant Narratives: Broaden the Horizons

evolving scenario highlights that the Middle East region’s 
importance is determined not solely by the U.S. but through 
a multifaceted interplay of regional and global influences, 
with China playing a key role.

From the viewpoint of GSI, there are currently two primary 
concerns in the Middle East: the peace process in Palestine 
or broadly in the Middle East and the security arrangements 
across the Gulf region. Addressing these two matters pro-
vides a comprehensive understanding of the Middle East’s 
central and most critical issues today. China successfully me-
diated a deal for Iran and Saudi Arabia to re-establish diplo-
matic ties, ending seven years of overt conflict.65 Beijing 
views its diplomatic achievement as a safeguard against po-
tential American efforts to create a regional alliance against 
China or Iran. In contrast, Saudi Arabia views it as an impor-
tant move to stabilize the region and focus on its economic 
development and Vision 2030.

China’s role in the process came later to offer context for the 
agreement. Initially, Saudi Arabia and Iran began their dis-
cussions in April 2021, with Iraq serving as the mediator in 
Baghdad. These talks were intricate, addressing security is-
sues like Yemen, Iran’s nuclear program, and sectarian ten-
sions. Follow-up meetings in Iraq and Oman continued to 
explore these issues, with the Muscat (Oman) discussions 
primarily focusing on Saudi Arabia’s concerns about Iran’s 
involvement in Yemen. The concept of China as a mediator 
emerged during the first Chinese–Arab summit in Riyadh in 
early December 2022, where President Xi Jinping was pres-
ent. This summit set the stage for China to facilitate new 
bilateral talks in Beijing in early March, culminating in a Joint 
Trilateral Statement that formalized the agreement.66 

Riyadh engaged China because of its strong political and 
trade ties with Tehran, believing that China was uniquely 
positioned to ensure both sides adhered to their commit-
ments.67 While Saudi Arabia acknowledges that this agree-
ment does not address all its issues with Iran—especially 
regarding Tehran’s nuclear ambitions and support for armed 
militias—Saudi leaders still perceive the deal favorably. It has 
enabled the Kingdom to avoid direct involvement in the 
Gaza conflict and broader Middle Eastern tensions. This stra-
tegic partnership with China could bolster Riyadh’s standing 
in future negotiations and regional stability efforts.

Within this context, following approval by its government 
(March 2023), Saudi Arabia became a dialogue partner of 
the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), marking a 
notable shift in international politics. The SCO, founded in 
2001, comprises China, Russia, India, Pakistan, Iran, and four 
Central Asian countries and is dedicated to collaboration in 
political, security, and trade matters.68 Riyadh’s decision to 

65	 China Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2023b.

66	 See International Crisis Group 2024, Pierson 2023, China Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs 2023b.

67	 International Crisis Group 2024.

68	 Al-Atrush 2023. 

join the SCO after Chinese President Xi Jinping’s visit marks 
a significant shift in Saudi Arabia’s economic focus towards 
Asia and signals a new direction in China’s foreign policy. 

This move, representing Saudi Arabia’s first major engage-
ment in an Eastern-led multilateral forum, suggests stronger 
ties with countries outside the U.S. sphere. Saudi Arabia 
seeks greater strategic autonomy by cooperating more with 
China and Russia, which is influenced by China’s Belt and 
Road Initiative and the SCO’s economic focus. By joining the 
SCO, Saudi Arabia seeks to reduce tensions in the Gulf re-
gion, particularly with Iran, and foster economic links with 
Central Asia.69 This move reflects a shift in the SCO’s empha-
sis from security to economics.

Meanwhile, in August 2023, at a Johannesburg summit, the 
BRICS leaders invited top oil exporter Saudi Arabia and five 
other countries (Argentina, Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran, and the 
United Arab Emirates) to join their group (January 1, 2024) in 
a push to expand its global influence.70 Saudi Arabia strate-
gically leverages platforms such as BRICS and the SCO to 
broaden its global reach. It employs a strategy centered on 
multilateralism and protecting national interests to foster a 
more balanced and multipolar global structure. 

Joining BRICS might also help Saudi Arabia decrease its de-
pendency on the U.S. dollar, potentially leading to advantag-
es such as cost reductions, the growth of e-commerce, and 
enhanced market integration.71 As the largest economy in 
the Middle East and North Africa with significant food im-
ports, partnering with BRICS could reduce supply chain 
costs and improve food security. Saudi Arabia’s potential 
entry into BRICS could strategically boost trade with emerg-
ing economies, leveraging the group’s collective resources.72 
This step could open new markets and facilitate trade in Sau-
di and BRICS currencies, spurring economic growth. It may 
also boost Saudi exports, trade interactions, and invest-
ments.73 

Against this strategic backdrop, Saudi Arabia did not official-
ly join the BRICS group of developing nations as proposed 
on January 1, 2024. Majid al-Kasabi, the Kingdom’s Minister 
of Commerce, spoke at a panel during the World Economic 
Forum in Davos in mid-January 2024, stating, “Saudi Arabia 
has been invited to attend BRICs; we have not yet officially 
joined BRICs (sic).” This statement came after the proposed 
joining date of January 1, 2024, had already passed.74 A 
month later, a Saudi official informed Reuters that the coun-
try was still considering the invitation to join BRICS, which 
had been extended to them in 2023.75 Russian Deputy For-
eign Minister Sergey Ryabkov confirmed in June 2024 that 

69	 Xinhua 2023b. 

70	 Bloomberg News 2023. 

71	 Dezan Shira & Associates 2023. 

72	 Ibid.

73	 Ibid.

74	 Alarabiya 2024.

75	 El Dahan 2024. 
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Saudi Arabia had not yet decided on full membership in 
BRICS but noted that the Kingdom actively participates in 
the block’s activities.76

Riyadh’s decision to refrain from joining BRICS highlights its 
strategic aim to navigate complex geopolitical interests. By 
not committing to official membership as of August 2024, 
Saudi Arabia retains its reliance on U.S. security assurances 
and the possibility of securing favorable defense terms. This 
stance allows Riyadh to preserve a degree of “strategic au-
tonomy”, benefiting from ties with Western and Eastern 
powers without binding commitments. Economically, Saudi 
Arabia evaluates the benefits of BRICS membership against 
the potential risk of straining relations with Western allies, 
seeking to negotiate favorable terms with BRICS members 
before deepening its engagement. Additionally, this ap-
proach enables Riyadh to effectively manage regional dy-
namics, aligning with its national security goals.

Recently, the United States has made efforts to strengthen 
its relationship with Saudi Arabia as it seeks to prevent a 
nuclear arms race in the Middle East and address the in-
creasing influence of China in the region. This effort is com-
plicated by Iran’s progress in nuclear development and Saudi 
Arabia’s warning that it will respond similarly if Iran obtains 
nuclear weapons.77 In an attempt to discourage Iran and 
ease regional tensions, the U.S. contemplated offering secu-
rity assurances to Saudi Arabia, contingent on the latter nor-
malizing relations with Israel. However, these discussions 
were put on hold following the conflict in Gaza. Meanwhile, 
Saudi Arabia is actively engaging in the development of a 
civilian nuclear energy program.78

The United States has the potential to assist, ensuring that it 
does not lead to the development of nuclear weapons while 
also reducing dependence on China, which might impose 
less stringent restrictions. However, this assistance from the 
U.S. comes with the need for strict safeguards and necessi-
tates a “123 Agreement”.79 While China has supported Sau-
di Arabia in uranium exploration,80 Washington expresses 
concerns over the potential risk of nuclear latency. Neverthe-
less, mistrust and regional complications could obstruct the 
path to a nuclear partnership between the U.S. and Saudi 
Arabia. If negotiations falter, Riyadh might look into other 
avenues for developing peaceful nuclear capabilities, includ-
ing options involving China.81

76	 Tass 2024. 

77	 Aitken 2023. 

78	 International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) 2009.

79	 “Section 123 of the U.S. Atomic Energy Act generally requires the 
conclusion of a peaceful nuclear cooperation agreement for signif-
icant transfers of nuclear material or equipment from the United 
States.” For more details about section 123, see United States Na-
tional Nuclear Security Administration 2024.

80	 Gnana 2022. 

81	 See Said, Hua and Nissenbaum 2023, Al-Atrush, Schwartz and Zil-
ber 2023, World Nuclear Association 2024, Alberque and Ibraheem 
2023. 
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The collaboration between Saudi Arabia and China is ex-
pected to see substantial growth in the years to come, driv-
en by the alignment of Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030 and Chi-
na’s Belt and Road Initiative. This partnership is set to catalyze 
the expansion of several new sectors, with tourism, mining, 
and renewable energy industries particularly positioned for 
robust growth.

The travel and tourism sector is crucial in fostering increased 
people-to-people cooperation between the two countries. 
The Saudi Ministry of Tourism seeks to turn China into one of 
its top three markets by 2030, aiming for 5 million Chinese 
tourists. In 2023, Saudi Arabia welcomed 140,000 Chinese 
visitors for tourism and business, while over 30,000 Saudis 
visited China.82 The country has partnered with major Chi-
nese travel platforms like Trip.com, Ctrip, and Skyscanner to 
boost visibility and bookings. Strategic alliances with Chi-
nese tech giants Huawei, Alibaba, and WeChat are also in 
place, alongside plans to increase direct flights between the 
two countries.83

However, the number of Chinese tourists visiting Saudi Ara-
bia remains relatively modest compared to other nationali-
ties. According to the Saudi Ministry of Tourism’s 2023 re-
port, the country saw a record-breaking 27.4 million inbound 
tourists, including 16 million for non-religious purposes. 
Bahrain topped the list with 3.4 million visitors, followed by 
Egypt with 2.6 million and Pakistan with 2.5 million.84 The 
report highlighted the diversity of tourist origins: 7.9 million 
from Asia and the Pacific, 5.6 million from the Middle East, 
2.7 million from Europe, and 2 million from Africa. The 
Americas accounted for 470,000 tourists, with the United 
States leading at 331,000. Algeria was the top African source 
country with 523,000 visitors, while Egypt led the Middle 
Eastern sources (excluding GCC countries). Türkiye was the 
leading European source, contributing 680,000 visitors.85

In the coming years, Chinese companies might also increase 
their involvement in the Saudi mining sector. Under Crown 

82	 Jan 2024.

83	 See Shen 2024, Casey 2024.

84	 Ministry of Tourism of Saudi Arabia 2024.

85	 Ibid.

Prince Mohammed bin Salman’s Vision 2030 plan, Saudi 
Arabia aims to diversify its economy by developing mining 
and mineral processing as its third primary industry, follow-
ing oil, gas, and petrochemicals. The country plans to tap 
into an estimated $2.5 trillion worth of domestic mineral 
resources with assistance from Saudi Aramco and state min-
ing group Ma’aden.86 

Nonetheless, the advantages of these initiatives might not 
be apparent for years, or possibly decades, due to issues like 
water scarcity, a lack of skilled mining engineers, and the 
scarcity of top-tier mineral deposits. Therefore, Riyadh is 
looking to draw in China’s investments, banking on the ex-
tensive and innovative experience of Chinese companies in 
this sector and their commitment to long-term strategies. Or, 
as Saudi Energy Minister Prince Abdulaziz bin Salman put it 
bluntly, “We came to recognize today’s reality that China 
has taken the lead and will continue to take that lead [...]. 
We do not have to compete with China; we have to collab-
orate with China.”

China’s growing role in the renewable energy supply chain 
and Saudi Arabia’s emphasis on clean energy sources like 
solar and green hydrogen strengthen the ties between the 
two nations. As market conditions align in both countries, 
businesses can collaborate on environmental initiatives, lev-
eraging common values and technological advancements. 
This cooperation includes bringing in Chinese expertise to 
help localize production within the Saudi Arabian sector.87

Yet significant obstacles still exist despite the recently 
strengthened relations between China and Saudi Arabia. 
The United States’ approach to the Middle East dramatically 
influences this scenario. Whether the U.S. engages diplo-
matically, enforces sanctions, or undertakes military inter-
ventions significantly affects the prospects of China’s initia-
tives in the Middle East and its expanding partnership with 
Saudi Arabia.

Indeed, Washington is growing concerned about Riyadh’s 
deepening ties with China in sectors like telecoms, security, 

86	 Dempsey and Cornish 2024.

87	 See Raffoul and Keller 2024, Fitch Solutions 2024. 
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and defense, particularly with companies like Huawei and 
SenseTime, both sanctioned by the U.S. This includes a sig-
nificant Saudi Arabian investment in a joint AI lab venture 
with SenseTime.88 Saudi Arabia expresses interest in discuss-
ing the transfer of technology to the Kingdom and develop-
ing a local technology hub that leverages the expertise of 
Saudi talent. In this regard, Chinese electric vehicle compa-
nies plan to establish manufacturing plants in Saudi Arabia, 
which aligns with the Kingdom’s aim to develop a domestic 
industrial base and make a significant mark on the global 
stage.89 

U.S. efforts to limit China’s technological growth might af-
fect Middle Eastern countries like Saudi Arabia, which heav-
ily invested in AI development. The Kingdom relies on U.S. 
tech, such as Intel and Nvidia chips, for AI projects, but 
Washington’s policy targeting Chinese tech could create 
challenges.90 The Public Investment Fund, Saudi Arabia’s 
sovereign wealth fund, is facing greater scrutiny in the U.S. 
The Committee on Foreign Investment in the United States is 
reviewing several multibillion-dollar deals because it fears 
they could pose a risk to national security.91

A severe slowdown in China’s economy is another challenge 
that presents a significant risk that may considerably impact 
Saudi Arabia’s oil and non-oil GDP owing to lower oil prices 
and demand. As a primary global oil importer, China plays a 
crucial role in the Kingdom’s oil revenue, mainly as over 25% 
of Saudi Arabia’s oil exports are currently directed to China.92 
Furthermore, their robust trade relationship means a slow-
down in China’s economy, which might also affect Saudi 
Arabia’s non-oil GDP. China is a top market for Saudi exports 
such as chemicals and plastics and also contributes to Saudi 
Arabia’s diversification program through tourism and invest-
ment.93

At the political or strategic levels, China is concerned (due to 
escalating tensions in the Middle East) about the potential 
breakdown of the Saudi Arabia–Iran agreement, which it 
helped facilitate in March 2023. Saudi Arabia and Iran share 
this concern, as the deal is crucial for regional stability and 
aligns with their interests. At the China–Saudi Arabia–Iran 
Joint Commission Meeting in Beijing in December 2023, For-
eign Minister Wang Yi emphasized the importance of avoid-
ing external interference in Saudi-Iran relations. 

China fears renewed Saudi–Iran competition could under-
mine its Global Security Initiative and regional security strate-
gies.94 In this situation, Saudi Arabia is concerned that the 
current conflict between Iran and Israel and the Red Sea in-
volving Ansar Allah (the Houthis rebels) and the United States 

88	 The Economist 2022.

89	 Wiggins, Raval and Kerr 2023.

90	 Thompson 2023. 

91	 Bartenstein 2023. 

92	 International Monetary Fund (IMF) 2023b. 

93	 Ibid.

94	 Niu 2024, Ziwen 2023, Han 2024, Xinhua 2023a.

may jeopardize the de-escalation in the region and, eventu-
ally, the peace talks between the Yemeni government and 
the Houthis, potentially leading to its breakdown in the 
worst-case scenario. Consequently, there is a heightened risk 
of increased political tensions between Iran and Saudi Arabia.

To be sure, the Houthis retain a degree of autonomy from 
Iran. They might independently renew attacks on Saudi in-
terests if the Gaza conflict persists, if Saudi Arabia moves 
toward normalizing relations with Israel, or if cease-fire talks 
in the Yemen Civil War break down.95 A media report sug-
gests that Saudi Arabia is making concessions to the Houth-
is in Yemen to prevent confrontation with the group, which 
has shown notable advancements in its capabilities, as 
demonstrated by its recent attack on Tel Aviv, Israel.96

Amid escalating tensions in the Middle East, particularly be-
tween Israel and Iran, Saudi Arabia is prioritizing three key 
objectives: protecting its territory, ensuring the security of 
maritime trade routes, and mitigating perceived geopolitical 
risks.97 In this context, Saudi Arabia strategically seeks to re-
duce regional tensions by balancing the interests of Iran and 
the U.S., focusing on diplomacy rather than military alliances. 
Consequently, a direct medium-term security partnership be-
tween the U.S., Israel, Saudi Arabia, and other GCC countries 
against Iran seems unlikely. The GCC’s strengthened ties with 
Tehran suggest that diplomatic efforts are seen as a more 
practical solution for regional security than military means.

As such, Saudi Arabia seeks to maintain cooperation with 
Iran on both regional and bilateral issues while avoiding any 
escalation that might provoke renewed attacks from Iraq 
and Yemen on Saudi interests. Moreover, Riyadh might be 
turning to China for assistance in managing this delicate sit-
uation without putting undue strain on Iranian–Saudi rela-
tions. By involving China as a mediator, Saudi Arabia aims to 
promote regional stability and create a peaceful environ-
ment that supports its diplomatic and economic objectives. 
At the same time, Riyadh considers Beijing’s close economic 
and political links with Iran as factors that may contribute 
positively to the sustainability of the agreement.98

Most importantly, the possible signing of an official defense 
treaty between the United States and Saudi Arabia could 
have significant implications for China, considering the geo-
political and economic contexts. A U.S.–Saudi defense treaty 
could strengthen American influence in the region, poten-
tially countering China’s growing presence. China’s Belt and 
Road Initiative, which includes investments in the Middle 
East, could face challenges due to increased U.S. influence in 
the region.

China could see an official defense treaty as an attempt by 
the U.S. to encircle it with alliances as part of the broader 

95	 RANE Network Inc. 2024. 

96	 Dagher and Hatem 2024.

97	 BMI 2024a. 

98	 International Crisis Group 2024. 
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U.S.–China strategic rivalry. This could increase tensions be-
tween the two powers, impacting various aspects of inter-
national relations, from trade to technology. The treaty 
could increase U.S. sophisticated arms sales to Saudi Arabia, 
impacting the regional military balance.

China has been trying to position itself as a neutral player 
capable of engaging with various Middle Eastern countries, 
including Iran, a regional rival of Saudi Arabia. A U.S.–Saudi 
defense treaty might complicate these diplomatic efforts, 
forcing China to recalibrate its regional strategy. Closer U.S.–
Saudi ties might lead to increased cooperation in areas like 
5G technology, potentially at the expense of Chinese com-
panies like Huawei.

The possibility of a U.S.–Saudi defense treaty could influence 
China’s foreign policy, potentially pushing it closer to Iran. 
This scenario would unfold within the larger context of geo-
political alignments and strategic interests. Suppose China 
perceives the U.S.–Saudi defense treaty as an attempt to 
contain or counterbalance its influence in the Middle East. In 
that case, it might seek to strengthen ties with other region-
al powers, like Iran, to maintain its strategic foothold. 

This could include increased military cooperation, though it 
would likely be a decision with many considerations. China 
would likely proceed cautiously, balancing its strategic inter-
ests with the risks of escalating regional tensions or damag-
ing its international relations. However, China might intensi-
fy its use of economic and diplomatic channels as tools for 
supporting Iran, counterbalancing the U.S.–Saudi alliance. 
This could involve increased trade, investment, and efforts to 
circumvent international sanctions against Iran.

That said, China would need to weigh the benefits of sup-
porting Iran against the potential costs in its relations with 
other countries, including those in the Gulf region, the 
broader Middle East, and the West. While the potential of a 
U.S.–Saudi defense treaty could push China closer to Iran, the 
extent and nature of this realignment would depend on var-
ious factors, including international reactions, the specifics of 
the treaty, and ongoing regional dynamics. China’s approach 
will likely be pragmatic and calculated, seeking to balance its 
regional interests with its broader global strategies. 

At the same time, Saudi Arabia is navigating a delicate bal-
ance in its international relations by pursuing new defense 
agreements with the United States while ensuring these do 
not disrupt its growing economic ties with China. This stra-
tegic hedging requires diplomatic finesse, clear communica-
tion, and the ability to maintain a delicate equilibrium to ef-
fectively manage its relationships with both superpowers.

Saudi Arabia has insisted that normalizing relations with Isra-
el must be contingent upon the establishment of a Palestin-
ian state based on the 1967 borders, with East Jerusalem as 
its capital. Saudi officials have consistently stated that estab-
lishing diplomatic ties with Israel will only be possible with 
substantial and irreversible progress in this regard. However, 
the current Israeli government, supported by a Knesset reso-

lution, is rejecting the establishment of a Palestinian state, 
complicating the situation for the Saudis. Additionally, a U.S. 
defense agreement with the Kingdom that excludes normal-
ization with Israel would likely face political challenges, as it 
would struggle to gain approval in Congress (see Table 1).99 
This disagreement has hindered a crucial U.S.–Israeli–Saudi 
deal, a cornerstone of President Biden’s Middle East strategy. 
Nevertheless, regional and global dynamics remain un-
changed, indicating that the next American president may 
finalize the deal once the urgency of the Gaza situation di-
minishes.100

Importantly, the chances of the U.S. Senate ratifying a de-
fense agreement with Saudi Arabia without normalizing re-
lations between Saudi Arabia and Israel are slim. This situa-
tion presents a significant challenge, as ratification 
necessitates a two-thirds majority in the Senate. The com-
plexities introduced by a divided Congress, where Demo-
crats emphasize human rights and Republicans advocate for 
robust defense alliances, underscore the importance of a 
well-rounded strategy.101 

Although these complexities are expected to persist in the 
near future, U.S.–Saudi relations may steer in different direc-
tions depending on the outcome of the 2024 U.S. presiden-
tial and Congressional elections and the impact of the Gaza 
conflict. These factors might challenge Saudi Arabia’s ambi-
tions as it seeks to balance its foreign policy by maintaining 
close security ties with the U.S. while expanding its econom-
ic cooperation with China.102

99	 Farhat 2024, The Cooperation Council for the Arab States of the Gulf 
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Scenario Kamala Harris Wins Donald Trump Wins Outlook

U.S.–Saudi 
Relations

Emphasis on human rights could 
increase pressure on Saudi Arabia. 

Closer ties are based on strategic 
and economic interests, focusing 
less on human rights. 

U.S.–Saudi relations will be shaped 
by Middle Eastern geopolitics, 
energy markets, and U.S. domestic 
politics.

Policy 
Consistency

Likely to maintain a balance 
between human rights and 
strategic interests.

There is less emphasis on human 
rights and more on arms deals and 
economic cooperation.

Harris: Expected to continue Biden’s 
approach. 
Trump: Likely to restore his previous 
administration’s stance.

Defense 
Agreement 
Without Israel 
Normalization

U.S. is unlikely to support a defense 
pact without progress in Israel’s 
normalization, but it may support 
gradual steps. 

It will likely support a defense pact 
without normalization, prioritizing 
immediate benefits.

Harris: Unlikely without progress on 
the Palestinian issue.  
Trump: Possible without 
normalization.

Regional 
Impacts

Diplomatic focus on human rights 
may strain relations if enforced.  
U.S. efforts to contain China 
economically may complicate Saudi 
hedging.

More robust defense and economic 
relations but less emphasis on 
human rights, possibly leading to 
regional instability.  
Increased pressure on China 
and Iran may complicate Saudi 
balancing and its détente with Iran.

Strategic alignment against Iran, 
with varying regional tensions and 
domestic political impacts.

U.S. Congress 
Position

A divided Congress could face 
difficulties; Democrats favor human 
rights conditions, and Republicans 
resist.

The Republican majority is likely 
to push through despite potential 
Democratic opposition.

Senate approval of defense 
agreements requires a two-thirds 
majority, making it challenging 
without bipartisan support.

Table 1
Potential U.S.-Saudi Relations Post-2024 Election

Sources: The author compiled the table using the following references: Leber and Huggard 2024, Gause 2024, Fantappie and Nasr 2024, Farhat 2024, BMI 20244b, BMI 2024c.
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Conclusion

Saudi Arabia is maneuvering through a complex global land-
scape by pursuing a pragmatic foreign policy. It’s bolstering 
economic and technological ties with China yet still upholds 
a robust security partnership with the United States. Recent 
actions, like Riyadh’s impartial attitude towards Russia dur-
ing the Ukraine conflict, contemplating oil trade in yuan, 
considering membership in the BRICS and the Shanghai Co-
operation Organization, and intensifying tech collaborations 
with China, are testing this equilibrium. 

The Biden administration values the U.S.–Saudi security part-
nership and recognizes China’s growing regional influence. 
The U.S.–China competition in the Middle East will focus on 
diplomatic and technological areas rather than military. Sta-
bility in the region requires balancing U.S. security ties with 
Chinese economic partnerships. As U.S.–China tensions es-
calate, Saudi Arabia must navigate this complex geopolitical 
scene, considering its alliances and the broader implications 
for stability. It could eventually be pressured to make tough 
choices.

China and Saudi Arabia share an increasingly broad eco-
nomic partnership. Although there have been significant 
successes, their relationship has not yet reached the depth of 
the region’s traditional security ties with the West. Still, both 
countries are committed to deepening and expanding their 
collaboration in response to a more multipolar, competitive 
global landscape and uncertain American foreign policies.

Saudi Arabia’s recent diplomatic initiatives underscore that 
maintaining strategic solid ties with the U.S. is a top priority 
for Riyadh, regardless of the U.S. presidency, as long as 
Washington respects Saudi interests. Simultaneously, Riyadh 
is open to exploring alternative avenues in the shifting 
multipolar global landscape. The outcomes of U.S.–Saudi 
defense negotiations could significantly influence Saudi Ara-
bia’s involvement in BRICS and its steps towards de-dollari-
zation, potentially reshaping U.S. foreign policy in the region.

Saudi Arabia is determined to form a defense and security 
partnership with Washington that aligns with its national 
interests. Simultaneously, it aims to retain the freedom to 
build political and economic ties with China, Russia, and Iran. 
This complex balancing act presents a significant challenge 
for Congress, especially the Senate, as they try to reconcile 

these conflicting priorities. The outcome of this situation 
could greatly influence Saudi Arabia’s strategic priorities and 
the US foreign policy in the region. Moreover, the decisions 
may reshape the geopolitical landscape, impacting global 
alliances and power dynamics for years to come.

CONCLUSION
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The economic and diplomatic ties be-
tween the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC) and the Kingdom of Saudi Ara-
bia (KSA) have strengthened consider-
ably in recent years in various fields, 
such as energy, trade, and investments, 
elevating their bilateral relationship to 
that of a comprehensive strategic part-
nership. 
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AND SAUDI ARABIA

Continuity Amid New Challenges

However, Chinese-Saudi ties face sub-
stantial obstacles, chief among them 
the United States’ approach to the 
Middle East. The decisions made by 
the U.S., whether involving diplomatic 
engagement, sanctions, or military ac-
tions, play a significant role in deter-
mining the success of China’s endeav-
ors in the Middle East and in Saudi 
Arabia’s geopolitical orientation. 

While Saudi Arabia has traditionally up-
held a close association with the United 
States, particularly in matters of security, 
economic relations, and diplomatic col-
laboration, its foreign policy is also intri-
cately woven by the complex geopoliti-
cal dynamics of the Middle East and the 
U.S. commitments in the region. The 
Kingdom may navigate its engage-
ments with China and the United States 
based on regional developments and 
alignments. Yet, this intricate balancing 
act is anticipated to encounter chal-
lenges in the upcoming months and 
years, presenting a fascinating puzzle 
for analysts and policymakers.
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