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◊  The focus of the first five years (2013-2018) of China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) was on the economic 
dimensions, laced with a tinge of politics. It is likely 
that the next five years of this ambitious project – while 
making headway in the economic domain and acquiring 
a greater political flavour – will also attain a security 
dynamic that has the potential to become the basis of a 
future global security system, with ramifications for the 
Gulf. 

◊ This Insight focuses on two interconnected issues: 
one, the already-evident traces of the BRI’s economic-
political-security linkages; and two, how this security 
feature may or may not expand to fit into China’s wider 
defence policy, which includes a naval plan extending 
into the Indian Ocean, comprising the Gulf countries.

◊ The first part of the Insight argues that since a large 
part of the BRI routes are vulnerable to multiple tensions, 
it is most likely that increasing Chinese investments 
would see a corresponding increase in Chinese security 
presence to protect its interests. 

◊ The second part of the Insight analyses how this 
economic-centric security outline could expand to 
acquire a much more political-centric security slant, 
offering potential alternatives to the existing US-centric 
architecture in the region.

◊   While doing so, it also seeks to undercut the notion that 
the United States is a ‘diminishing’ security player in the 
Middle East and the Gulf. Concurrently, without ruling out 
that China could be an alternative force for the security of 

the region, it points out that the current ground realities 
of Chinese security expansion and capabilities are still 
no match for America’s security capabilities in the region 
and the Indian Ocean. 

The Insight explores the following questions:

1. How does China perceive both the recent past and 
the current security architecture of the region? How 
might China’s evolving force structure fit into the 
region’s requirements? 

2. What sort of security activities has Beijing carried 
out in the region over the past decade? Do we see an 
increase in these activities? What does this mean for 
the future of the region?

3. Importantly, does China have the political capital and 
military capability to provide a meaningful security 
presence in the region? 

4. Amid these issues, what is the state of the force 
structure of the US military in the region? Can China 
work with others, including the United States and 
other Asian players, as a security provider? 

5. And, overall, what are the implications of China’s 
expanding role for the Gulf countries?

It concludes that while it is important for the Gulf 
countries to strengthen security ties with the United 
States, it is equally important to explore alternative 
mechanisms, including collective security, that include a 
role not just for China, but for a host of other countries 
that have a stake in the region’s stability.    
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The Issue
The BRI is often loosely compared to the post-World 
War II Marshall Plan. But it is a poor comparison, both in 
terms of scale (see comparative table) and intent. While 
the US had to launch the Marshall Plan to counter Soviet 
Union’s political influence in a Cold War milieu, China’s 
BRI had no comparable political environment. 

The initiative was projected as a win-win economic plan 
for itself and its partners but is now assuming a political 
and security hue since it has coincided with ‘diminishing’ 
Western influence in all the three spheres of global power 
– economic, political and security.

Following five years of periodic controversies and 
criticism – some factual, others contrived – Chinese 
President Xi Jinping used the Second Belt and Road (BRI) 
Forum of International Cooperation in April 2019 to set 
the agenda for the next five years of his hallmark project. 

The Chinese leader pledged to ‘clean’ up, stressed ‘zero 
tolerance’ to corruption and emphasized readiness to 
adopt ‘international acceptable’ standards in the BRI 
bidding process.1 This reiterates Chinese Minister of 

Foreign Affairs Wang Yi reference to a “high-quality” shift 
from “big freehand” to “fine brushwork” in planning the 
initiative’s future projects.2 

While the Chinese effort would be to tweak BRI 2.0 into 
a qualitatively different one than Version 1.0 in terms of 
the economic processes, there are two other ways that 
the second phase of BRI could be qualitatively different. 

One, as much as it is identified as an economic initiative, 
the BRI is also a political instrument that China is using 
to challenge America’s global hegemony. Just like the US-
China tariff war is not just about trade, the BRI too will 
assume a deeper political colouring in the years ahead. 

In fact, Chinese scholar Wang Jisi argued that the BRI 
is a “strategic necessity” because of the Barack Obama 
administration’s pivot or rebalance to Asia.3 In addition, 
the Chinese Communist Party’s Central Committee’s 
official journal Qiushi referred to the BRI as a “strategy.”4     

Two, and more importantly, since a large part of the BRI 
routes are vulnerable to “political instability, religious and 
ethnic tensions, fragile legal environments, criminality, 
environmental degradation, social strains,” and even 

Source: www.bhp.com, September 2017.
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transnational terrorism and anti-Chinese sentiments, 
it is most likely that Beijing would enhance its security 
presence to protect its interests. 

This has “sparked the rise of a Chinese private security 
industry with Chinese characteristics” – recruiting retired 
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and police personnel, who 
operate with the knowledge of the Chinese government.5  

In protecting Chinese people and investments, Beijing 
has a three-pronged approach:

1. rely on security forces of the country where the 
projects are being undertaken;

2. take support of Chinese private security contractors 
and personnel, who work along with locally recruited 
staff or collaborate with the official security forces of 
the concerned country (like in Iraq, Sudan and South 
Sudan);

3. direct involvement of Chinese military personnel 
(Pakistan).6

Private Security Companies
It is estimated that more than 5,000 private security 
companies, involving about five million personnel, 
were operating in China in 2018.7 Though most of them 
were providing security within China, some (at least 20 
companies in 2016) were involved overseas.8 

But in an indication of things to come, Chinese Overseas 
Security Group wants to “run a business that can cover 
50-60 countries (by 2025), which fits with the (BRI) 
coverage”. This consortium, set up in 2016, is already 
operating in Pakistan, Turkey, Mozambique, Cambodia, 
Malaysia and Thailand.9

Another noteworthy development is the involvement of 
Erik Prince, who created the US military security services 
business Blackwater that was involved in controversial 
operations in Iraq. Prince co-founded Hong Kong-based 
logistics firm Frontier Services Group, which announced 
in December 2016 that it was tapping into opportunities 
arising out of the BRI. The company’s plan includes 
opening offices in China’s Yunnan province, adjoining 
Southeast Asia, and another in Xinjiang, from where the 
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor begins.10 

Most interestingly, Prince’s new venture has a 25 percent 
stake in Beijing’s International Security Defense College, 
which hopes to become “the largest private security 
training school in China.” The college’s first class of 
“overseas security specialists” graduated in November 
2017. The trainees were given “strict, strenuous and 

systematic” training to manage security in “high risk 
environments, warzones and operations across the globe.”11

 

Enhanced Security Arrangements
Beyond the private security players, China’s BRI projects 
in Pakistan, for example, have a military dimension. 
A special economic zone under the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor is expected to produce fighter jets, 
with navigation systems and other military hardware 
likely to be manufactured at factories in Pakistan. This 
reveals how China is “explicitly tying a Belt and Road 
proposal to its military ambitions.”12

Among a series of security risks and incidents in Pakistan, 
a hotel in the port city of Gwadar, frequented by Chinese 
officials and businesspeople, was attacked in May 2019. 
The attack was claimed by Baluchistan Liberation Army, 
which claims that it is fighting the “exploitation of 
Baluchistan’s mineral wealth and occupation of Baluch 
territory” by China.13 

China’s security dimension could also be linked to the 
establishment in 2017 of a naval base in Djibouti, astride 
the Bab-el-Mandeb – the key chokepoint connecting 
Asia and Europe. Beijing hopes this would serve as 
a practice ground to learn more about using foreign 
military facilities to protect its citizens and commercial 
interests abroad. This might influence China’s plans for 
other overseas bases in the future.

In one of its first acknowledgments, a year after the 
Djibouti base was established, the Ministry of National 
Defence said that the new facility would help Beijing 
“better fulfil China’s international responsibilities, 
including anti-piracy work and maintaining peace and 
stability of Africa and the world”.14  

Some reports suggest that China’s Marine Corps could 
also become its primary rapid response force in the BRI 
countries that are part of the Indian Ocean littoral. One 
such Marine company is reportedly deployed in Djibouti, 
with another one expected in Gwadar, Pakistan.15

According to China’s Global Times: 

“China has always adhered to the principle of non-
interference in the internal affairs of other countries, 
but that doesn’t mean Beijing can turn a deaf ear to 
the demands of Chinese enterprises in protecting 
their overseas investments.”  

Thus, it is evident that as China’s economic interests grow 
around the world, the country’s leadership has given a 
mandate to its military to protect those interests.16

Flag Follows Trade – China’s Security Imprint
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The current Chinese views on regional security were first 
mentioned in December 2006 in a government ‘white 
paper’ on national defence. The document said the 
military improvements are part of the country’s overall 
modernisation and economic expansion.

It was meant to “lay a solid foundation” by 2010, “make 
major progress” by the end of the next decade and “reach 

the strategic goal of building informationised armed 
forces and being capable of winning informationised 
wars by the mid-21st century.”17   

It particularly aims to shift from infantry to high-tech 
naval and aerial warfare. It has dropped thousands 
of untrained foot soldiers and replaced them with 
trained technicians with skills to operate computerised 
weaponry. 

Thereafter, the 2015 white paper vowed to increase its 
“open seas protection”, switching from air defence to both 
offence and defence, and building airspace defences with 
stronger military capabilities.

It also stressed that it would “strengthen its capabilities 
for deterrence and nuclear counterattack as well as 
medium- and long-range precision strikes.”18 

Three recent examples denote China’s growing naval 
strength:

1. In 2015, its Navy evacuated 225 foreign nationals 
and almost 600 Chinese citizens from Aden in Yemen, 
amid fierce fighting. This was the second time that 
China used its armed forces to rescue its citizens and 
foreign nationals from a danger zone.19 (The first was 
an air evacuation operation in 2011 in Libya.)20

2. In 2018, President Xi presided over the Chinese navy’s 
largest-ever military display in the South China Sea. It 

Rapid Growth
Robert Ross of Boston College argues that the Chinese 
naval strength is already advancing steadily while that of 
the United States is declining, which could shake up the 
regional and world order: 

“In early 2017, the Chinese Navy had 328 ships. It 
now possesses nearly 350 ships and is already larger 
than the US Navy. China is the largest ship-producing 
country in the world and at current production rates 
could soon operate 400 ships. It commissions nearly 
three submarines each year, and in two years will 
have more than 70 in its fleet… In early 2018, the 
size of the active US fleet was 280 ships… in 12 years 
the active naval fleet will decline to 237 ships. In 
six years, the US submarine fleet will decline to 48 
ships, and in eleven years the number of US attack 
submarines will decline to 41… Both the Navy and 
the White House have pushed to grow the US fleet, 
but budgets have not kept pace with their plans.”25

Ross stresses that the “US allies are aware of this painful 
reality, and their willingness to trust America to protect 
them will decline.”

However, it could be argued that Ross’s pessimistic 
analysis ignores American technological edge in naval 
warfare. The US Navy’s hunter killer nuclear-powered 
submarines, for example, have no peers and are extremely 
difficult to track. 

Yet, the fact is that a United States Naval War College 
workshop in May 2019 discussed the country’s naval 
strength, along with the broader challenges posed by 
China’s expanding naval power. One of the participants 
argued that China’s People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) 

involved more than 10,000 naval officers, 76 fighter 
jets, and a flotilla of 48 warships and submarines.21

3. It was also revealed that 31 Chinese naval fleets 
escorted 6,600 ships between 2008 and 2018 in the 
Gulf of Aden and waters off Somalia. Of these 3,400 
or 51.5 percent were foreign vessels. Further, over 70 
ships in danger were rescued.22  

To keep pace with its plans, China’s defence spending 
rose at double-digit rates from 1989 to 2015. It slowed 
to single digits in 2016 and has hovered between 7.5 and 
8 percent since then.23  Though its current defence budget 
is about a quarter of the United States, some expect that 
China’s defence spending will surpass that of the United 
States by about 2030. This prediction assumes that China 
may overtake the United States by this time as the world’s 
largest economy, depending on fluctuating growth rates 
of both countries.24

Source: Lowy Institute
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has commissioned nearly four times as many ships as the 
US Navy over the last decade.

Another noted that the ratio of naval power in the 
Western Pacific has tilted in China’s favour with the PLAN 
having 106 naval missile platforms in the Western Pacific, 
compared to the US Navy’s 22.26 

Without undermining the above assertions, Stratfor 
Worldview offers an alternative perspective:

“Predicting China’s potential naval strength beyond 
2030 is impossible, but the country could well seek 
to challenge the United States’ maritime dominance 
even farther out in the Pacific Ocean. For the decade 
to come, however, the country’s navy is set to go from 
strength to strength. It may not become the master 
of the open seas, but it will become the master of its 
own maritime backyard.”27 

Along with enhancing its physical naval prowess, 
China has worked just as hard in expanding its naval 
infrastructure facilities in the countries that are part of the 
BRI. A 2017 report pointed out that Chinese companies 
were involved in the building and maintenance over 40 
ports in about 35 countries, including the Middle East 
and Gulf.28  

While Danish, Swiss and Dubai companies also build and 
operate ports in dozens of countries, some more than the 
Chinese, they operate purely on a commercial basis. On 
the other hand, going by the developments in Djibouti 
and Gwadar, China foresees an important economic-
political-security linkage through development of ports.

According to Frans-Paul van der Putter, the editor of the 
Clingendael Institute’s New Silk Road:  

“Chinese involvement in foreign ports contributes to 
the emergence of China as a global power. In various 
countries in Asia, Africa, Europe, and Latin America, 
Chinese state-owned companies and the Chinese 
government are acquiring a long-term economic 
influence as financiers, builders, operators, owners, 
and major customers of ports and port-related 
assets. Given the key role that ports often play in 
national economies, such influence may result in a 
certain degree of political leverage.”29 

Overall, an expanding BRI, a base in Djibouti, rising 
stock of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, rapid 
modernisation of security forces, development of naval 
capabilities and ports infrastructure, and increasing arms 
exports to countries around the world are indications of 
its interest in being a global political and security actor.

Despite all these developments, Beijing officially 
maintains that the BRI is not driven by security concerns. 

Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi stated that critics of 
the Initiative hold “Cold War mentalities.”30  

However, it is clear that leaders in Beijing, while focusing 
on economic aspects of the BRI, are also mindful of the 
security implications involved.31

Chinese major generals have even argued that Chinese 
ports in Pakistan and Malaysia will enable China to 
circumvent American attempts at containing China.32

Either way, China’s security initiatives fit in well with 
the security vacuum that is being felt around the 
world, including the Middle East and the Gulf, where 
Washington’s mixed signals under recent administrations 
have left regional governments confused. This has 
kept the region’s choices open to the idea of exploring 
alternative security mechanisms that are no longer 
rooted only in the West. 

The next half of this Insight analyses this assertion by 
comparing Chinese and US naval strengths and arguing 
that Washington is still the most effective security 
provider for the Gulf region.

Chinese Perceptions of Security in 
the Indian Ocean Region and the Gulf
The past 20 years have witnessed a profound increase in 
Chinese activities in both the Indian Ocean Region (IOR) 
and the Gulf. Chinese trade with the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) bloc is expected to surpass USD 300 
billion in 2020. This is double the trade volume from 
2013.33 Considering the explosion of the Chinese middle 
class, the long-term demand for Gulf energy is likely to 
continue increasing. 

China’s economic engagement in the IOR and Gulf 
has, for the most part, taken place in the absence of a 
significant Chinese military presence in the region. The 
past decade, however, has witnessed a steady increase of 
PLAN port visits and maritime patrols. Importantly, the 
PLAN’s role is currently transforming from one centred 
on naval diplomacy to a more robust security presence. 
While not matching the American military in the region, 
it is starting to project increasingly sophisticated naval 
platforms and submarines into the IOR. 

The IOR and the Gulf are of vital importance to the health 
of the Chinese economy. Almost all of China’s trade with 
the Middle East, Europe and Africa transits through the 
IOR,34 where the dominant power is the United States. 
While Washington maintains that its military presence 
in the region contributes to stability and guarantees 
safe passage for the world’s cargo ships and oil tankers, 

Flag Follows Trade – China’s Security Imprint
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Chart 1. Increasing ‘Modern’ PLAN Hardware36 Chart 2. Robust Port of Call37

Beijing takes a different view. It fears that in the event 
of any confrontation with the United States, the Chinese 
Sea Lanes of Communication (SLOCs) in the IOR could be 
shut down by American warships.35

The scale of PLAN modernisation is best depicted in Chart 
1, which demonstrates that it has transformed itself from 
a navy with very limited power projection capabilities in 
the 1990s, to a navy that now makes regular patrols in 
the IOR. As Chart 2 demonstrates, these patrols in the 
IOR have spiked since 2009. 

The key policy takeaway from the Chinese perceptions 
of the security environment is that Beijing sees the IOR 
as critical to its economic security. The SLOCs that serve 
as the main arteries between China and many of its 
important import and export markets are, from Beijing’s 
perspective, under the control of a hegemonic American 
power. While this may pose no real threat to China as long 
as there is peace, in the event of hostilities over an issue 
such as Taiwan or the South China Sea, Beijing’s concern 
is that the Americans would be able to quickly disrupt 
sea-borne commerce headed to and from China. 

This is the fundamental driver of China’s increasing naval 
presence in the IOR. The BRI is geo-strategic in nature and 
PLA strategists have pushed Chinese leaders to develop 
a SLOC strategy to counter the American navy in the IOR. 
PLA strategists have specifically used the BRI to advocate 
for the erection of a ‘pearl chain’ in the IOR. 

This is different from the so-called ‘string of pearls’, which 
was PLAN’s string of logistical hubs and bases around the 
IOR. The pearl chain is much more combat centric with 
combined naval and airpower forces positioned in key 
areas in support of blue water naval operations.38  

China’s Capabilities in the IOR and 
the Gulf
The Chinese navy is growing in size and sophistication. 
The best measure of this is the regular presence of the 
PLAN in the Indian Ocean Region. According to Admiral 
Sunil Lamba (former) Indian Chief of Naval Staff, at any 
given time, the PLAN has between six to eight ships in 
the northern Indian Ocean.39 In fact, in August 2017 the 
Indian navy counted 14 PLAN surface warships in the 
Indian Ocean.40

In addition, since December 2008, the PLAN has been a 
regular contributor to the Gulf of Aden anti-piracy patrols. 
These patrols have been a very positive experience for 
Beijing as their crews have learned how to operate on the 
high seas. More importantly (and often ignored by non-
Chinese media and government officials) is the fact that 
the PLAN is contributing measurablly to the net security 
of the Gulf of Aden. 

Of greater importance for the long-term goals of the 
PLAN in the region is the learning process that the anti-
piracy patrols provide the PLAN. According to a former 
Western official who was based in Beijing and had 
constant interaction with the PLAN, the PLAN originally 
did not fully participate in the patrols. The official stated 
that there was no coordination and “nobody knew what 
they were doing.” 

However, after the second year of conducting patrols 
the PLAN started to play a much more constructive role 
and even requested if it could chair some of the Shared 
Awareness and De-confliction meetings in Bahrain to 
showcase its capabilities.41 

While the anti-piracy patrols the PLAN carries out are 
confined to the region outside the Gulf, PLAN warships 
do make voyages to various GCC states. The UAE became 
the first country in the region in 2010 to host Chinese 
warships, with subsequent visits in 2014 and 2017.42 
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These voyages fit into what the Chinese government, in 
its National Defence Strategy, called “frontier defence.” 

Chinese security expert Ji You describes frontier 
defence as “an offensive doctrinal-security guidance for 
projecting battles far away from China’s homeland, most 
likely in the maritime regions. It relevantly factors in 
potential hostile scenarios against China’s SLOCs through 
the Indian Ocean.”43 Other related doctrines are the two 
“1.5 war scenarios.”   

In the first scenario, a war in the South China Sea or East 
China Sea between the United States/Japan and China might 
cause India to take advantage of China’s preoccupation by 
taking more land along their disputed land border. More 
relevant to this Insight is the second scenario where the 
Indian-US navies attack China’s SLOCs in the IOR.44

Djibouti Base
If the PLAN intends to play a significant role in the region 
and protect its assets in any meaningful way, it will 
require access to multiple ports in the region. The Chinese 
military base in Djibouti is one step in this direction.45 
While this is on the western fringe of the IOR, it occupies 
a strategic location where the Red Sea and Indian Ocean 
intersect. Although the base may not be fully operational, 
it is a logistics hub where warships can be resupplied and 
repaired. 

The international concerns over Chinese intentions in 
the region frequently ignore the fact that as a soverign 
state China has a right to conduct naval patrols on the 
high seas, just as the American navy has the right to 
conduct them in the South China Sea. Such concerns 
are frequently voiced by New Delhi and Washington, 
reflecting their interest in retaining their influence, more 
than Chinese designs. 

The potential for a future Chinese military base in 
Gwadar, Pakistan, while legal, would significantly 
increase concerns in New Delhi. According to several 
well-informed Chinese security analysts based in Beijing, 
China will likely develop some sort of naval base in 
Pakistan in the future.46 

While the PLAN is contributing to the overall security 
of the region, it currently still lacks the military capacity 
and political will to make a significant contribution. 
The PLAN has dramatically increased its profile in the 
region. Though it is a net security provider, it does not 
have many of the fundamental aspects of a sustained 
blue water presence. The absence of a fully operational 
aircraft carrier is an enormous deficiency. 

According to Chinese academic Ji You, the PLAN had less 
than 20 accredited pilots in 2018, after more than seven 
years of intensive training. In addition, most PLAN pilots 
can only fly in two of the four required weather conditions 
(normal and complicated daylight.)47 It was only in May 
2018 that the PLAN announced its first nightime take-
offs and landings on a carrier.48

Of equal importance is the lack of political will by 
China to play a substantial security role in the IOR and 
Gulf (beyond anti-piracy operations). Multiple experts 
interviewed in Beijing admitted that while China does 
not like what is percieved as American hegemony in the 
IOR and Gulf, China benefits from the stability that the US 
Navy provides.49

Chinese leaders are aware of the political and diplomatic 
challenges that come with deeper engagement in the 
region and seek to have their activities centred more on 
the economic sphere than on political issues. However, 
as China’s influence continues to expand (especially with 
the BRI projects), Beijing has played a behind-the-scene 
role in regional diplomacy. 

A case in point was Beijing’s role in helping negioiate 
the 2015 Iranian nuclear deal. After US President Barack 
Obama’s re-election in 2012, Chinese President Xi began 
to openly lobby Tehran about his concerns over Iran’s 
nuclear programme. In fact, Chinese Foreign Minister 
Wang Yi played the role of a mediator between Iran, 
Europe and the United States and asked the two sides 
to compromise and meet each other half way. China’s 
attempts were motivated by concerns that Chinese 
economic interests in Iran were threatened by Western 
sanctions. 

John Garver argues that China played a “significant role” 
in helping to bring to fruition the 2015 agreement.50  

According to Maha S. Kamel, the BRI prioritises Iran 
and could assist Iran in expanding its influence in the 
region. He states that “Iran stands ready to capitalise on 
the BRI and become a regional hegemon.”51 If this is so, 
the intersection between politics and economics on this 
aspect of the BRI may exacerbate regional tension and 
cause insecurity in the Gulf.

While Beijing would prefer not to have a proactive 
diplomatic profile in the Middle East, there have been 
numerous exchange of visits by senior military officials 
of China and Middle East countries (see Chart 3). 

In short, apart from the limited anti-piracy patrols in the 
Gulf of Aden, Beijing does not yet have the ability to play 
a significant military role in the IOR or the Gulf in the 
near future. However, as the BRI continues to unfold and 
Chinese economic interests rapidly expand, Beijing will 

Flag Follows Trade – China’s Security Imprint
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Chart 4. US Troops in the Gulf53

increase its naval forays into the IOR. 

Whether they will enter the Gulf waters regularly is 
unknown, but concerns over the protection of SLOCs is of 
paramount importance. Politically, Beijing would prefer 
not to get too involved, unless its interests are directly 
threatened. As long as the US Navy maintains its forward 
presence in the Gulf, it is unlikely the PLAN will attempt 
to project regular and meaningful power in this region.

US Force Structure in the Gulf 
For the present and the foreseeable future, the American 
force structure in the Gulf is robust and has the ability to 
deter rival states such as Iran from engaging in disruptive 
activities. As Chart 5 shows, contrary to concerns about 
an ‘American withdrawal’ from the region, the American 
military presence in the Gulf has actually increased over 
the past several years. This data also casts significant 
doubt as to whether the ‘pivot to Asia’ ever really took 
place. 

Importantly, the data reveals that overall force structure 
has also increased over pre-11 September 2001 levels. 
While the spikes in troop numbers from 2002-2006 are 
the result of the American-led military campaigns in the 
region, the increases from 2012 onward suggest that 
Washington is even more engaged today than it was pre-
9/11. This is a remarkable finding, especially considering 
the rapidly decreasing importance of Gulf oil to the 
American economy.

It gurantees the free passage of commerce in the 
Gulf, especially the flow of energy. In an odd twist of 
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geopolitics, considering that the United States is now 
a net exporter of oil, the American force structure that 
many Chinese cite as evidence of American “hegemony,” 
is actually safeguarding oil shipments to China. As 
mentioned earlier, Beijing does not currently have the 
political will or the naval hardware to dissuade potential 
belligerents from engaging in hostile activities. This is 
a potential liability considering that over 40 percent of 
Chinese oil imports are sourced from the Gulf countries.54 

However, according to some projections, the United 
States will consolidate its status as a net energy exporter 
between 2022 and 2030. In fact, the United States is 
now the world’s largest producer of oil and natural gas.55 
The argument that the Americans are in the Gulf in order 
to ensure that oil is guranteed for the American market is 
thus not well supported. A decrease in oil exports from 
the Gulf to the US is actually matched with an increase in 
the US military presence in the region as demonstrated 
earlier. 

A legitimate question then is: why are the Americans in 
the Gulf and why does China not dramatically increase 
its military footprint in the region. The United States 
maintains its presence in the region for two primary 
reasons. First, Washington, especially the Donald Trump 
administration, believes that the threat from Tehran 
justifies the American military presence. 

Second, Washington realises that no other state has the 
capability or the political will to provide security gurantees 
in this volatile region. Even though the United States is 
no longer reliant on Gulf oil, any significant confrontation 
in the region would have global repercussions. Oil prices 
would soar and stock markets would crash if the Strait of 
Hormuz were to be closed.

Conclusion
China’s increasing power projection into the IOR and the 
Gulf are best seen as forms of military diplomacy through 
the show of the flag. While China has contributed 
measurably to the anti-piracy operations in the region, 
Beijing does not appear to want to get its hands dirty 
from additional security commitments. 

Importantly for the Gulf countries, China seeks to freeride 
on the American presence in the region while gaining the 
economic benefits that come from the American security 
umbrella, while at the same time criticising the American 
force structure in the region as “hegemonic.” 

The Gulf countries should also be aware of the PLA’s 
ties to the Iranian military and past arms sales to Iran, 

including highly lethal and sophisticated anti-ship cruise 
missiles. From 1990 until 2017 (the last year that data 
is available) China suppled 26 percent of Iranian arms 
imports.56  

The Gulf countries also need to be aware of the potential 
for great power naval rivalry in the region. There is wide 
agreement in Indian defence circles that the rise of 
the PLAN, especially in the IOR, is the primary driving 
force behind the modernisation of the Indian Navy. 
Considering the fact that India imports over 80 percent 
of its oil and the majority of this comes from the Gulf, 
the potential for increased competition is high between 
China and India in the region.57 This can already be seen 
in India’s construction of the port in Chabahar, Iran.58  
This calls for neutrality and deft diplomacy on the part of 
the Gulf countries in the event of any escalated tension 
and rivalry. 

Moving forward the Gulf countries could consider the 
following options to promote their interests: 

• In case the United States decides in the future to 
significantly scale down the American military 
presence in the region, the Gulf countries can and 
should start to develop capabilities to compensate 
for a post-American Gulf. This would include 
developing more robust navies, especially submarine 
programmes. 

• The Gulf countries that are concerned about 
potential Iranian aggression should build anti-access 
capabilities and have a force that could counter any 
potential Iranian blockage of the Strait of Hormuz. 

• Regional leaders should impress upon China that as 
a direct beneficiary of the Gulf’s energy resources, 
they may one day be asked to play a meaningful role 
in providing stability beyond the Gulf of Aden and in 
the actual Gulf itself. This would then require China 
to protect the GCC countries’ interests in the event of 
an escalation of tension with Iran or play the role of 
an honest peace broker in any future GCC-Iran efforts 
that promote regional stability.

• Simultaneously, the Gulf countries should also 
continue to explore alternative security mechanisms, 
including a collective security architecture, which 
includes China and other countries from Asia and 
Europe that have a stake in the region’s stability, 
without excluding the United States. This would be a 
logical progression of the region’s diversified foreign 
policy during the last decade and a half, which has 
had security interests at the core.
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