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The ChinaMed Project (www.chinamed.it) is a research platform promoted by the

Torino World Affairs Institute, part of the TOChina Hub developed by the University of

Torino. The ChinaMed Project offers a fresh analytical response to the shifting geo-

economic and security landscape in the wider Mediterranean region. In particular,

the primary research aim of the ChinaMed research team is to analyse the deepen-

ing interconnections between China and countries in this region, reflecting on their

potential impact on regional and global dynamics.

The TOChina Hub is an integrated knowledge hub established to engage China not

merely as a field of research, but as an indispensable partner in the education of

future generations of cosmopolitan citizens and competent professionals. The Uni-

versity of Torino has developed the TOChina Hub in cooperation with ESCP Europe

(Torino campus) and the Torino World Affairs Institute (T.wai) to promote an innova-

tive model of academic cooperation with select Chinese partners. Joint research

agendas, dynamic programs for cross-cultural training and students mobility, and

fresh channels for relevant people-to-people exchanges have been established with

Peking University, Beijing Foreign Studies University, Zhejiang University and

Guangdong University of Foreign Studies. The TOChina Hub aims to join the celebra-

tions for the 50th anniversary of the establishment of Italy-China diplomatic rela-

tions in 2020 through an ambitious platform that will serve to support life-long

learning on China as well as on the transformative dynamics of its Belt and Road

Initiative. Supported by two of Italy’s largest banking foundations – Compagnia di

San Paolo, through its International Affairs program, and Fondazione CRT – as well as

by the Torino Chamber of Commerce, the TOChina Hub works to provide theory-in-

formed knowledge, policy-relevant insights and practical know-how on China’s mor-

phing identities, socio-economic structures, institutions, and policies.

The China in the Mid-Med: Connectivity and Security is organized by:

https://www.chinamed.it
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The China in the Mid-Med: Connectivity and Security is organized by:

The Department of East Asian Studies at Tel Aviv University was founded in 1995.

Since then it has grown to become the largest andmost diverse faculty of East Asian

Studies in Israel. The Department is structurally unique in that it offers in addition

to the civilizations of East Asia proper (China, Japan, and Korea) also Indian Studies.

The Department offers courses, seminars, and workshops on a wide variety of fields

related to the region, and thus opens new perspectives, attitudes, understandings,

and horizons for its students and faculty alike, with options for further development

in many sectors of academy, society and economy.

The Moshe Dayan Center for Middle Eastern and African Studies (MDC) is a non-par-

tisan, interdisciplinary research center that was founded in 1959 and incorporated

into Tel Aviv University in 1966. The MDC was established, in part, to bridge the gap

between the Israeli intelligence apparatus and academia, and to provide research

solutions to contemporary issues that the intelligence services did not have the

time or capability to pursue. While it is no longer affiliated with the Directorate of

Intelligence, the Moshe Dayan Center continues to play a vital role in safeguarding

Israel's future. The MDC operates on its founding principle that in order to properly

interpret developments in the Middle East and Africa, one must first have an inti-

mate, "bottom-up" understanding of the cultures, peoples, languages, religions, and

history of the region. The MDC regularly publishes both short-form analyses of con-

temporary developments, as well as long-form essays, books, and monographs. It

hosts an eclectic and ambitious program of events and activities, and provides

essential support and mentorship to affiliated researchers and graduate students

wishing to publish in leading academic journals and presses
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The promoters of “China in the Mid-Med: Connectivity and Security” graciously
acknowledge the financial support of the following organizations which made

this publication possible:

Fondazione Terzo Pilastro – Internazionale, chaired by Professor Emmanuele F. M.

Emanuele, is the natural evolution of Fondazione Terzo Pilastro – Italia e Mediterra-

neo, as holder of a synthesis of the original strategic forms of assistance that are

now implemented on a larger scale and with no territorial constraints: the Third Sec-

tor (non-profit organizations, or Third Pillar), and the urgent themes inspired by

looking beyond the Mediterranean Region and observing current affairs in the

emerging economies in the Middle and Far East, which in the future will play a lead-

ing role in our history. The Foundation operates in the fields of health, scientific

research, welfare, education and art and culture and acts as a bridge between the

various cultures of the East and West and the North and South of the world.

The Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation regularly sup-

ports Italian academic institutions and research centers that conduct original

research on issues of strategic interest.
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In recent years China has become amore central

and dominant actor in the international arena at

large and in the Middle East and Mediterranean

region ("Mid-Med") in particular. China’s current

flagship project, the Belt and Road Initiative

("BRI"), in many ways, posits the Mid-Med as a

focal area and hub. Whether as a medium

through which the Belt and Road has to transit;

a substantial economic and diplomatic partner;

a major source for China’s energy; or a geopoliti-

cal ground for advancing international interests,

the significance of the Mid-Med for China, and

the significance of China in the Mid-Med, have

grown dramatically.

We see the Middle East and the Mediterranean

region (past and present) as closely connected,

shaped by dense interactions where China fea-

tures with increasing prominence. Therefore, we

have addressed the two regions in conjunction,

as the "Mid-Med." At the 2019 "China and theMid-

dle East/Mediterranean ("Mid-Med"): Contempo-

rary Perspectives" conference and workshop, the

partner institutions promoted the establish-

ment of a long-term research network, dedi-

cated to building capacity and a more robust

knowledge base on China’s relations with the

Mid-Med from two distinct but complementary

points of view.

First, we seek to understand how external pro-

cesses and dynamics influence and shape

China’s views and approach to its relations with

the countries in the "Mid-Med." This outside-in

approach was adopted in the series of webinars

held in early June 2020: a group of global leaders

from academia and various institutions in

Europe, China, the Middle East, and the United

China in theMid-Med:
Connectivity and Security

https://www.chinamed.it/event/call-for-application-for-china-and-the-mideast-mediterranean-contemporary-perspectives-conference-and-workshop-july-7-12-2019
https://formiche.net/2020/08/cina-lobby-no-stop-allarme-degli-007-taranto-copasir-ce-governo/


II

China in theMid-Med: Connectivity and Security

States were invited to discuss and share their

insights into the most recent developments in

international affairs and their impact on China’s

role in the "Mid-Med." For example, Efraim

Halevy, former Director of Mossad (1998-2002)

and Ambassador to the European Union (1996-

1998), assessed the state of Sino-American rela-

tions and their potential impact on Israel.

Romano Prodi (10th President of the European

Commission, 1999-2004, and former Italian

Prime Minister, 1996-1998 and 2006-2008) and

Justin Yifu Lin (former Chief Economist and

Senior Vice President of the World Bank, 2008-

2012) discussed Europe’s position in China’s

Belt and Road Initiative and the Sino-European

relations; and, Deborah Lehr (Vice-Chairman and

Executive Director, Paulson Institute) reflected

on Sino-Egyptian relations amid global ten-

sions, particularly with respect to how the Covid-

19 crisis affects the world.

In the second segment of the series, we focused

on the inside-out perspective, analyzing how the

countries in the Mid-Med understand China’s

role and actions in the region, and how they nav-

igate the need for improved connectivity while at

the same time safeguarding national security in

the context of an increasingly volatile geopoliti-

cal landscape. Therefore, we named the six webi-

nars held between July 6th and July 13th, "China

in the Mid-Med: Connectivity and Security." The

first three of the six brief chapters that consti-

tute this report focus on the local perception of

Chinese presence in the Middle East, North

Africa, and Southern Europe. They also prob-

lematize the notion that China has a coherent

regional approach, while at the same time iden-

tifying similarities across the states that we dis-

cuss. The fourth chapter focuses on how

economic interactions with China have become

part of the national security debate in Italy and

Israel, two countries at the very center of the dis-

cussion regarding the delicate balancing act

that regional actors are attempting to manage

between economic prosperity, national security,

and traditional diplomatic ties. The final two

chapters analyze how practitioners from the

energy and maritime logistic sectors under-

stand the strong and ever-growing ties that

exist between China and the Mid-Med in those

two crucial economic sectors. We believe that

the conversations during these 12 webinar

events contribute to an urgent need for a better

understanding of "China and the Mid-Med." Our

aim is to contribute to a more informed deci-

sion-making process in the region, while at the

same time creating a more robust and partici-

patory knowledge base on this critical subject.

Cooperation between the ChinaMed Project and

Tel Aviv University’s Department of East Asian

Studies and the Moshe Dayan Center (MDC) for

Middle Eastern and African Studies is dedicated

to these goals.

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL1RyExh9qXqL8mZGGMCpAVRPuyRGMCTxm
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Participants - Hosts

ENRICO FARDELLA - Peking University and ChinaMed Project

Dr. Enrico Fardella is the former Director and now Project Advisor of the ChinaMed

Project. Enrico is Associate Professor of the History Department of Peking Univer-

sity (Beijing, China), Global Fellow at the Woodrow Wilson Center for International

Scholars, and Director for Area Studies of the ChinaMed Business Program. His

research interests range from Chinese foreign policy, to the History of international relations, and the

History of contemporary China.

ORI SELA - Tel Aviv University

Ori Sela is a Researcher and Senior Lecturer in the Department of East Asian Stud-

ies at Tel Aviv University, and currently serves as the Department Chair. He special-

izes in the history of Early-Modern and Modern China, and is particularly

interested in the reciprocal relationship between intellectual history and socio-

political history at various crossroads in China's past. The transition from China's imperial era into

the nation-state building of the twentieth century, along with the crucial roles that history played and

continues to play in current affairs, is another facet of his research and teaching. His disciplinary

interests revolve around intellectual history, history of science and technology, and military history.

Sela received his Ph.D. from Princeton University.

BRANDON FRIEDMAN - Tel Aviv University

Brandon Friedman, Ph.D., is the Director of Research at the Moshe Dayan Center for

Middle East and African Studies at Tel Aviv University. Brandon is also the Manag-

ing Editor of the Dayan Center’s journal Bustan: The Middle East Book Review. His

research interests include contemporary Middle East geopolitical and historical

analysis, the history of nuclear weapons in the Middle East, and the modern history of Saudi Arabia.

Friedman’s Ph.D. research focused on the political relations between the rulers of the Persian Gulf

littoral during the period of British military withdrawal from the region (1968 to 1971). He reads Arabic

and Persian.

ANDREA GHISELLI - Fudan University and ChinaMed Project

Dr. Andrea Ghiselli is an Assistant Professor at the School of International Rela-

tions and Public Affairs of Fudan University. He is also a non-resident Research

Fellow with the TOChina Hub’s ChinaMed Project. His research focuses on Chinese

foreign and security policy making and China's policy toward the Middle East and

North Africa.



IV

China in theMid-Med: Connectivity and Security

Participants - Guest Speakers

LINA BENABDALLAH - Wake Forest University

Lina Benabdallah is Assistant Professor at Wake Forest University. She is the

author of Shaping the Future of Power: Knowledge Production and Network-Building in

China-Africa Relations (University of Michigan Press, 2020). Her research has

appeared in The Journal of International Relations and Development, Third World

Quarterly, African Studies Quarterly, Project on Middle East Political Science, as well as in public fac-

ing outlets such as the Washington Post’s Monkey Cage and Foreign Policy. Dr. Benabdallah is also a

Johns Hopkins China Africa Research Initiative research associate, a Center for Strategic and Interna-

tional Studies African Program Senior Associate, and a contributing editor for Africa is a Country. She

earned a Ph.D. in Political Science from the University of Florida in 2017, and has conducted fieldwork

in Beijing, Jinhua, Addis Ababa, Nairobi, and Bamako.

MASSIMO DEANDREIS - SRM and GEI

Massimo Deandreis is General Manager of SRM, an Economic Research Centre

related to the Intesa Sanpaolo Banking Group, specialized in the Italian economy,

energy issues and maritime economy in a European and Mediterranean perspec-

tive. He is also currently President of GEI, the Italian Society of Business Econo-

mists, and Professor of Business Management at University of Turin. In Intesa Sanpaolo Banking

Group he was previously chief of staff of the President of the Bank from 2008 to 2010. In the past he

worked as a researcher at Centro Einaudi in Turin and the European Association of Regional Financial

Centres (ACRFRE), collaborating with the OECD. He lived in Brussels for five years working as Head of

the Piemonte delegation to the European Union and he has been general director of the Piemonte

Regional Chamber of Commerce for eight years.

FULVIO LINO DE BLASIO - Port System Authority of the Ionian
Sea

Fulvio Lino De Blasio is the Secretary General of the Port System Authority of the

Ionian Sea since May 2017. Former Director in Ernst & Young Financial Business

Advisors (EY), he has more than 20 years of professional experience in strategic

advisory managing and implementing complex programs and projects in the field of ports, logistics,

transportation, infrastructure, regional development. Senior expert in the field of transport and logis-

tics infrastructure, he supported the Italian Ministry of Infrastructure and Transport working as coor-

dinator of the team in charge of the “Strategies for Transport and Logistics Infrastructures” (2016),
the National Guidelines for evaluating the infrastructural projects of all transport modes (2016), the

National Strategic Plan for Ports and Logistics (2015). He was also the leader of the team supporting

the Managing Authority of the OPs of both the Programming Period 2007-2013 and 2014-2020 and the
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team in charge of the Technical assistance to the closure of the Programme Interreg IIIB Medocc -

(ERDF part funded). He gained international experience working with the Romanian Transport Min-

istry and the Croatian Infrastructure Ministry. Within the Port Network Authority of the Ionian Sea, he

is in charge of the strategic planning, innovation and digitalization, attraction of investment, Special

Economic Zone. His main fields of expertise are: infrastructure, transports, ports and logistics, urban

development, territorial planning, sustainable development.

SHIRA EFRON - Institute for National Security Studies and RAND
Corporation

Dr. Shira Efron is a visiting fellow at the Institute for National Security Studies

(INSS), and leads the Israel program at the RAND Corporation. Her research focus

is U.S. policy toward the Middle East, including on Israel’s evolving ties with China

and the Israeli-Arab conflict. Dr. Efron specializes in policy analysis, research, and planning methods

that can be applied in a variety of contexts. Her studies on Israel-China, the humanitarian crisis in

Gaza, and the costs of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict were featured in Israeli and international media

outlets. Before joining INSS and RAND, Dr. Efron was a Middle East analyst at several think tanks in

Washington DC including the Center for American Progress and Middle East Institute. She has a Ph.D.

andM.Phil. in policy analysis from RAND’s Graduate School, an M.A. in international relations/interna-

tional business from New York University (NYU) and a B.Sc. in biology (major) and computer science

(minor) from Tel Aviv University. She is a member of the board of directors of Deborah Forum, which

promotes women in the security establishment, and a fellow with Israel Policy Forum.

JONATHAN FULTON - Zayed University and Atlantic Council

Jonathan Fulton is an Assistant Professor of Political Science in the College of

Humanities and Social Sciences at Zayed University, in Abu Dhabi, UAE. He is also

a senior nonresident fellow at the Atlantic Council. He has written widely on China-

Middle East relations for both academic and popular publications. His books

include China’s Relations with the Gulf Monarchies, External Power and the Gulf Monarchies, and Regions in

the Belt and Road Initiative.

ANTOINE HALFF - Kayrros and Center on Global Energy Policy,
Columbia University

Antoine Halff serves as chief analyst at the earth-observation platform and

energy-data analytics company Kayrros, which he co-founded in 2016. He is also

an adjunct senior scholar at Columbia University’s Center on Global Energy Policy,

whose global oil markets program he established in 2015. He has over 25 years of experience as

energy market analyst on Wall Street and in consulting, publishing, academe, government and inter-

national organizations. Past positions include chief oil analyst of the International Energy Agency;

lead industry economist at the U.S. Energy Information Administration; head of commodities

research at Société Générale brokerage unit Newedge; director of the global energy practice at politi-
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cal-risk consultancy Eurasia Group and New York bureau chief at the Energy Intelligence Group. Pres-

ident Bill Clinton called his edited book, Energy Poverty: Global Challenges and Local Solutions (Oxford:

Oxford University Press, November 2014), “a must-read for anyone serious about creating meaningful

solutions to end poverty."

LIORA HENDELMAN-BAAVUR - Tel Aviv University

Dr. Liora Hendelman-Baavur is the director of the Alliance Center for Iranian Stud-

ies (ACIS), The Lester and Sally Faculty of Humanities, and teaches at the Depart-

ment of Middle Eastern and Aflican History at Tel Aviv University. She is co-editor,

with David Menashri, of Iran: Anatomy of Revolution (2009), editor of Iran Then and

Now: Society, Religion and Politics (2017) and author of Creating the Modern Iranian Woman: Popular Culture

between Two Revolutions by Cambridge University Press, 2019.

PHILIPPE LE CORRE - Harvard Kennedy School, ESSEC-IRENE,
and CY Paris-Cergy University

Philippe Le Corre is a Research Fellow at the Harvard Kennedy School (Mossavar-

Rahmani Center for Business and Government), a Visiting Professor and scholar

at ESSEC-IRENE and a Fellow-in-Residence (Institute of Advanced Studies) at CY

Paris-Cergy University, specialized in Chinese and Asian affairs. He is also an Associate IN Research

at the John K. Fairbank Center for Chinese Studies at Harvard University and a nonresident Senior

Fellow at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace in Washington, DC. He previously worked

as a Fellow at the Brookings Institution and as a Special Adviser for International Affairs to the French

Minister of Defense. His research focuses on China’s global rise with a special interest in Chinese

investment and influence in Europe and Eurasia. His last book is China’s Offensive in Europe (Brookings

Institution Press, 2016). His work has also appeared in Asia-Europe Journal, Carnegie Working Papers’

series, China Economic Quarterly, Perspectives Chinoises, Etudes, and in an edited volume, Rethinking

the Silk Road (Palgrave-MacMillan, 2018). His recent papers include "The Case for Transatlantic Coop-

eration in the Indo-Pacific" (co-written with Erik Brattberg), "Kazakhs Wary of Chinese Embrace as BRI

Gathers Steam" (National University of Singapore, 2019); "China’s Rise as a Geoeconomic Influencer.

Four European Case Studies" (Carnegie, 2018); "China’s Global Rise. Can the United States and Europe

Pursue a Coordinated Strategy?" (Brookings Institution, 2016).

YIGAL MAOR - Administration of Shipping and Ports, State of Israel

Capt. Yigal Maor is the Director General, Administration of Shipping and Ports

(ASP), Ministry of Transport, State of Israel. After serving in the Israeli Merchant

Navy in command positions, Capt. Maor served in various senior executive man-

agement positions in “ZIM Integrated Shipping Services’” head office and as a

member of ZIM’s senior management team. In 2009 Capt. Maor was nominated by the Minister of

Transport as the Director General – Administration of Shipping and Ports. Capt. Maor holds Master
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Mariner FG certificate. Capt. Maor teaches Maritime courses (Economy and Operations) at the Univer-

sity of Haifa in the Faculty of Management – Business Administration department – Shipping and

Ports program. In 2008-2009, Capt. Maor was elected and served as councilor in the Haifa city council.

Capt. Maor serves as a Director and the Chairman of the board in the Israeli Marine Training and Edu-

cation Authority.

MICHAL MEIDAN - China Energy Program, Oxford Institute for
Energy Studies

Dr. Michal Meidan is Director of the China Energy Program at the Oxford Institute

for Energy Studies. Before joining OIES in July 2019, she headed cross-commodity

China research at Energy Aspects. Prior to that, she headed China Matters, an

independent research consultancy providing analysis on the politics of energy in China. Michal also

held senior analytical roles at Eurasia Group in New York and London, and at Asia Centre-Sciences Po,

Paris. She taught undergraduate courses on China’s political economy at the Hebrew University in

Jerusalem and has authored numerous academic articles. Michal also regularly provides comments

for a wide variety of media outlets and is featured as a speaker at industry conferences.

ERIC OLANDER - China Africa Project

Eric Olander is a journalist with more than 30 years of experience reporting, pro-

ducing, and managing newsrooms for some of the world’s leading editorial orga-

nizations including CNN, FRANCE 24, and the BBC World Service among others. He

has an extensive background working in newsrooms and doing content produc-

tion in the U.S., Europe, Africa, and Asia. China, though, has been the central focus of Eric’s profes-

sional career. He first went to China in 1989 and spent more than a decade of combined time living,

studying, and working there. Eric is fluent in both French and Mandarin Chinese. He received his

undergraduate degree in East African history from the University of California at Berkeley and a Mas-

ter’s of International Public Affairs with a focus on Chinese foreign policy from the University of Hong

Kong.

MARCO PIREDDA - ENI

Dr. Marco Piredda is a senior manager of Eni - the Italian global energy company -

where he works in the public affairs and international relations. He earned a BA

degree with honors in Political Science at the LUISS University of Rome and holds

a Ph.D. in Constitutional Law and a MA degree in Administrative Law from the

University of Bologna. Before becoming a civil servant, he conducted academic and research

activities on Public Law and Government at Rome-Luiss University, the University of Bremen and

other academic institutions. He has also studied at the London Business School (UK), the London

School of Economics (UK) and the National School of Administration (IT). Marco worked for 6 years for

the Italian Government, in the Financial and Banking Directorate of the Italian Department of

Treasury, as Director of the Unit in charge of Legal International Cooperation; in this assignment he
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managed several EU-funded projects on economic regulation, mainly with eastern European

countries such as the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Bulgaria, Lithuania, Cyprus as well as with Russia and

Turkey. He joined Eni in 2008 to work in the External Relations and Communication Department. Then

he worked in the Legal and Regulatory Affairs Department and in the Public Affairs Department,

focusing on government relations and energy sector legislation, in Italy and worldwide: as head of

Eni’s legislative office, he has covered several regulatory dossiers, including economic and financial

sanctions. In 2017 he was assigned the position of Head of Analyses and international relations for the

development of Eni’s oil and gas businesses, which includes the responsibility for international

legislative affairs and relations with Government authorities. In June 2019 he was appointed Head of

Political Scenarios and Institutional Support for Business Development in the MENA, Americas and

Asia Pacific.

LUCREZIA POGGETTI - MERICS

Lucrezia Poggetti is an Analyst in the Foreign Relations program at the Mercator

Institute for China Studies (MERICS) in Berlin. Her research focuses on EU-China

relations, including China’s public diplomacy, sub-regional diplomacy and influ-

ence activities in Europe as well as Italy-China relations. Prior to joining MERICS,

she worked on Chinese domestic politics at the Delegation of the European Union to China. Poggetti

holds a Master’s degree in Chinese Studies from the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS)

and studied Chinese in Beijing and Hangzhou.

MARIA REPNIKOVA - Georgia State University

Maria Repnikova is an Assistant Professor of Global Communication at Georgia

State University. She is a scholar of China's political communication, including

critical journalism, propaganda, and most recently China's soft power campaigns

in Africa. Dr. Repnikova is the author of Media Politics in China: Improvising Power

Under Authoritarianism (Cambridge University Press 2017), which was awarded the best book of the

year prize by the International Journal of Press and Politics in 2019. Her articles have appeared in New

Media & Society, Journalism, China Quarterly, and Comparative Politics amongst other venues. She

has also written widely for international media, including The New York Times, Wall Street Journal,

and Foreign Policy, amongst others. Dr. Repnikova holds a doctorate in Politics from Oxford Univer-

sity, where she was a Rhodes Scholar. She is now working on a book on China's soft power in Africa,

with a focus on Ethiopia, and will be joining the Wilson Center as a Wilson Fellow in 2020-21.

PLAMEN TONCHEV - Institute of International Economic Rela-
tions

Mr Plamen Tonchev has been Head of Asia Unit at the Institute of International

Economic Relations (IIER), Greece, since 1998. As an IIER representative, Plamen is

a founding member of the European Think-tank Network on China (ETNC). In addi-

tion, he sits on the EU Chapter of the Council for Security Cooperation in the Asia Pacific (EU CSCAP)
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committee and the Asia-Europe Sustainable Connectivity (AESCON) Scientific Committee. Mr

Tonchev has published books on Japan, India and Pakistan, as well as articles in academic journals

on political/economic co-operation between Europe and Asia.

LETIZIA ZINGONI - Policy Sonar and Tufts University

Letizia Zingoni is the co-founder of Policy Sonar, a Rome-based strategic consul-

tancy specializing in political risk, non-market strategies and scenario analysis.

Moreover, Letizia has significant boardroom experience with highly innovative

companies, municipal owned companies and port terminals. Earlier in her career,

Letizia worked with the procurement arm of the Italian Ministry of Finance, as well as in equity

research with US and domestic investors. Since, 2018, Letizia has been an affiliate research fellow at

SovereigNet Centre at the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy of Tufts University in Boston, US.

Letizia graduated in business from Bocconi University and holds a Ph.D. in political science from

LUISS University. Her Ph.D. research dealt with national security implications of Chinese foreign direct

investments. Letizia is fluent in Italian, English and Mandarin Chinese.

ANDREA BARBIERI

Andrea Barbieri is a Master student in International Affairs at the Graduate Insti-

tute of International and Development Studies (IHEID). His research interests

include China’s foreign policy, political psychology, and international history.

VALERIA GARBUI

Valeria Garbui is a Master student in Languages and Cultures of Asia and Mediter-

ranean Africa at Ca' Foscari University of Venice, with a major in Persian Language

and Culture. Her research focuses on the relations between China, Middle-Eastern

countries and Iran.

MARIA GRAZIA ERIKA GIUFFRIDA

Maria Grazia Erika Giuffrida is a Master student in Modern China Studies at the

Albert-Ludwigs-Universität Freiburg (Germany). Her research interests cover Chi-

nese political language, China’s foreign policy and contemporary issues, with a

specific focus on migration.

Participants - Assistants
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Mainly Economic Ties

The countries in the Middle East and Red Sea

region, such as Ethiopia, the Gulf countries, and

Iran, look at China as an important partner in

economic terms, but lack a real engagement

with China at the social and cultural levels. In

Ethiopia, perceptions of China at the elite level

are contradictory, as noted by Maria Repnikova.

While official media reports usually paint a pos-

itive picture of China with hardly any negative

coverage, the perception of China at the popular

level is more contested and critical. This duality

contributes to building a mixed reaction at the

policy level. On the one hand, there is a focus on

the economic advantages that cooperation with

China can bring, while, on the other hand, there

are doubts concerning the viability of the Chi-

nese governance model in Ethiopia and the ben-

efits of Chinese presence in the country. At the

social level, there is a lack of space to engage

with China in a critical way due to the absence of

adequate coverage in the media and the short-

age of scholars and experts that can help to

build a deeper understanding of China and push

the discussion beyond stereotypes.

Connectivity and Security in
theMiddle East
In conversation with:

MARIA REPNIKOVA (Georgia State University)

LIORA HENDELMAN-BAAVUR (Tel Aviv University)

JONATHAN FULTON (Zayed University and Atlantic Council)

Chinese direct investment (stock) in Iran

Source: ChinaMed’s elaboration of data from the PRC Ministry of Commerce

Unit: USD Million
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Liora Hendelman-Baavur pointed out that Ira-

nian perceptions of China, too, are contradictory.

On the one side, there is a need to strengthen

economic partnership with Beijing. On the other,

there are voices calling for prudence in bilateral

relations. Expanding ties with China would be

particularly beneficial for the conservative ele-

ments of the regime, such as the Islamic Revolu-

tion Guard Corps (IRGC), which have been more

proactive in pushing forward the relationship

between the two countries. In contrast, the

reformist camp has been more cautious in its

approach to China, as relations with Europe and

the West are preferred. However, US maximum

pressure and, especially, the Trump administra-

tion’s withdrawal from the Joint Comprehensive

Plan of Action (JCPOA) contributed to the percep-

tion of China as a fundamental partner, even

though Iran is disproportionately dependent on

Chinese investment, and the relationship

between the two countries is, therefore, asym-

metrical.

Economic relations also play a pivotal role in the

relations between China and themembers of the

Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). Projects such as

Saudi Vision 2030 and Kuwait’s 2035 Vision

align well with China’s Belt and Road Initiative,

argued Jonathan Fulton. While US interest in the

region has weakened and Gulf countries “look
East”, the Covid-19 crisis has accelerated these

trends. This is because the US and Europe did

not provide effective leadership in dealing with

the pandemic, especially in comparison with

China.

However, interest in China is mostly business-

oriented, engagement at the cultural level is still

weak. China and Gulf countries have recently

started to take steps to address this gap,

through participation in book fairs and the

establishment of joint language training centers

in China and the Gulf.

Present and Past Narratives

The idea of self-reliance is one of the main com-

ponents of China’s narrative in the Middle East

and Red Sea region. China recommends that its

partners adopt a flexible approach to using for-

Chinese imports from the Middle East

Source: ChinaMed’s elaboration of data from UNCTAD

Unit: USD Million

https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/chinas-soft-power-during-the-coronavirus-is-winning-over-the-gulf-states/
https://gulfnews.com/going-out/society/china-embosses-its-mark-on-abu-dhabi-book-fair-1.2017886
http://wam.ae/en/details/1395302699146
https://gulfnews.com/uae/education/chinese-language-programme-to-launch-officially-in-uae-schools-in-september-1.1563879933830
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eign investment and economic cooperation in

order to develop their industrial capabilities.

This idea, together with the often-highlighted

fact that Communist China does not have a colo-

nial past, plays an important role in the relations

between China and East Africa. Although China

is still seen as an important economic partner,

recent events in Guangzhou and other Chinese

cities, where African citizens were mistreated,

have somehow undermined this narrative.

China-GCC relations have been more overtly

interest-driven and less ideological. In compari-

son with US engagement with the region, which

is often framed as a value-based approach,

China’s pragmatism and its model of economic

growth without political openness have actually

been very attractive for GCC countries. In Iran’s

case, the attractiveness of relations with China

is, naturally, also augmented by Beijing’s

emphasis on mutual respect and non-interfer-

ence in other countries’ domestic affairs. The

narrative of China and Iran being “two ancient

civilizations” is also aimed at reinforcing such a

collaboration from a cultural point of view, as

can also be seen elsewhere.

Local Approaches to Thorny Issues

Regional views on the Hong Kong national secu-

rity law are quite similar, as most countries

sided with China. Iran and all GCC countries

except Qatar were among the group of states

supporting the law. Repnikova highlighted the

fact that Ethiopia did not sign the support state-

ment but it did not oppose it. On the Xinjiang

issue, the debate in the Gulf and Iran has tended

to frame it as an ideological issue. For Gulf coun-

tries, Fulton pointed out, one of the biggest con-

cerns relates to political Islam and its ideology.

Beijing’s similar framing of the issue as an ideo-

logical threat, therefore, contributed to the

absence of criticism toward China. Furthermore,

Uighurs are seen as Turkic people and, because

of this, there is less sympathy toward them in

the Arab world and Iran. Meanwhile, Iranian con-

servatives claim that the West is trying to dis-

credit China’s image by overstating the

oppression in Xinjiang.

On the whole, Ethiopia, Gulf countries and Iran

share some dynamics in their relationship with

China. First, all attach more importance to the

economic ties with Beijing, rather than focusing

on historical commonalities. Then, from a cul-

tural perspective, China still needs to refine its

soft power approach to African and Middle East-

ern countries, but small steps to increase

mutual cultural understanding have been taken.

Lastly, countries in the region also have a quite

cohesive approach to China’s separatism

issues, by siding with China and upholding the

Chinese official narrative on security issues.

Suggested Readings

• Jonathan Fulton, “China-UAE Relations in the Belt and Road Era,” The Journal of Arabian Studies, Vol. 9, No. 2 (2019), pp. 253-268.

• Jonathan Fulton, China's Relations with the Gulf Monarchies (New York, NY: Routledge, 2019).

• Liora Hendelman-Baavur and Shing Yau-Ma, “From Red Dragon to Warrior Wolf: Iran-China Relations during the First Wave of Covid-19,”
ACIS Iran Pulse, No. 107 (2020).

• USIP China-Red Sea Arena Senior Study Group, “China’s Impact on Conflict Dynamics in the Red Sea Arena,” USIP, April 27, 2020.

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/04/african-students-mistreated-evicted-china-coronavirus-200412100315200.html
https://thediplomat.com/2020/07/which-countries-support-the-new-hong-kong-national-security-law/
https://en-humanities.tau.ac.il/print/ACIS_IranPulse_107
https://www.usip.org/publications/2020/04/chinas-impact-conflict-dynamics-red-sea-arena
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Evolving Southern European Approaches
to China

The latest change of government in Italy and

growing Sino-US antagonism have affected the

debate on Sino-Italian relations on several dif-

ferent issues. Under the Gentiloni government

(2016-2018), Italy pursued a two-pronged ap-

proach by seeking closer cooperation with China

through its participation in the first Belt and

Road Summit in May 2017, while remaining close

to its traditional European partners. With the

first Conte government (2018-2019), a radical

shift took place toward a more China-friendly

policy, as Italy became the first G7 country to

sign a Memorandum of Understanding with

China on the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in

March 2019. According to Lucrezia Poggetti, the

approach of the Italian government was based

on the wrong assumption that closer political

ties with Beijing would translate into economic

opportunities. In reality, Italy’s trade deficit with

China has widened. Yet China is now considered

not just an economic player, but also a geopolit-

ical actor whose actions have implications at

the security, political and ideological level. In

Connectivity and Security in
Southern Europe
In conversation with:

PLAMEN TONCHEV (Institute of International Economic Relations)

LUCREZIA POGGETTI (MERICS)

PHILIPPE LE CORRE (Harvard Kennedy School, ESSEC-IRENE, and CY Paris-Cergy University)

Italy’s trade deficit with China

Source: ChinaMed’s elaboration of data from UNCTAD

Unit: USD Million
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this regard, Sino-American tensions have been

the catalyst for the Italian debate on China,

prompting reconsideration about different

aspects of Sino-Italian cooperation.

In Greece, it was the decade-long economic

slump, which also led to a political crisis, that

determined Athens’ foreign policy and fueled an

anti-EU mood in Greece. Following a populist

wave and the election in January 2015 of the gov-

ernment led by Alexis Tsipras, China began

being seen as a possible counterweight to the

EU and as a savior of the Greek economy.

Against this background, Athens made some

high-profile political gestures that raised some

eyebrows in the West, and contributed to the

perception of Greece as China’s stronghold in

Europe. Among these displays of political align-

ment, Greece blocked a joint EU statement call-

ing on China to respect the UN Convention on

the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) over a case brought

by the Philippines, though Greece has always

invoked the UNCLOS in its disputes with Turkey

in the Aegean Sea, as noted by Plamen Tonchev.

Philippe Le Corre described the Sino-French

relationship as a long-standing one that is now

starting to fade away. This is influenced by the

trade imbalance between the two countries and

the feeling that Chinese companies unfairly

benefit from state aid, thus hurting the French

economy. France, alongside Germany and Italy

has been at the forefront of the creation of EU

investment-screening regulation, which will

become fully operational in October 2020.

Economic Opportunities and Security
Concerns

Overall, since the launch of the BRI, the general

perception is that the main debate has shifted

from emphasizing economic connectivity to

taking security into greater consideration. In

Italy, the debate on the 5G telecommunications

network has been developed independently

from American pressure, as national cybersecu-

rity concerns have been on the Italian agenda

before Sino-US tensions started to grow,

Poggetti noted. Conversely, on space coopera-

tion, Italy seems to align more with the US. After

France’s trade deficit with China

Source: ChinaMed’s elaboration of data from UNCTAD

Unit: USD Million

https://www.reuters.com/article/southchinasea-ruling-eu/eus-statement-on-south-china-sea-reflects-divisions-idUSL8N1A130Y
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having signed a MOU on space cooperation in

March 2019, Italy decided to join NASA’s Artemis

program in October 2019, and withdrew from

cooperation with China on the development of

the Tiangong-3 Chinese space station. Greece is

not taking part in the discussion on the 5G net-

work, as it still lags behind and would rather

watch the debate develop in key European coun-

tries.

The Impact of Covid-19

On a public opinion level, the pandemic has

changed the perception of China. As pointed out

by Le Corre, in a recent poll by the Tony Blair

Institute, 60 percent of the French see the Chi-

nese government in a negative light, and their

opinion of the Chinese government has wors-

ened during the pandemic. Up to 44 percent of

the respondents hold the Chinese government

responsible for the severity of the pandemic.

China’s Paris embassy tweets criticizing

France’s handling of the virus did not help in

improving bilateral relations.

In Italy, the picture is more complicated. Accord-

ing to a poll by the Instituto Affari Internazionali 

and Laboratorio Analisi Politiche e Sociali, 77 

percent of the respondents think that the medi-

cal supplies China sent to Italy were a gesture of 

solidarity, though Italy actually paid for the sup-

plies. Yet, the Italian public still considers China 

negatively in terms of responsibility for the pan-

demic. In Greece, long considered a pro-China 

country, 44 percent of respondents to an opinion 

survey blamed China for the spread of the virus.

Despite the stress the pandemic exerted on the 

global supply chain, the three experts agreed 

that China will remain vital for European compa-

nies. Rather than looking at decoupling, market 

diversification is likely to become a critical part 

of European strategy to improve the resilience of 

the economy in the future. As Tonchev stated, "the 

more diversified the markets, the greater the

resilience.”

Suggested Readings

• Thilo Hanneman and Daniel H. Rosen, ”Who’s Buying Whom? COVID-19 and China Cross-Border M&A Trend,” The Rhodium Group, June 18,
2020.

• Lucrezia Poggetti, “Italy Charts Risky Course with China-friendly Policy,”MERICS, October 11, 2018.

• Keith Johnson, “How Europe fell out of love with China,” Foreign Policy, June 25, 2020.

• Philippe Le Corre and Alain Sepulchre, China’s Offensive in Europe (Washington, DC: Brookings, 2016).

• Plamen Tonchev, “The Belt and Road After COVID-19,” The Diplomat, April 7, 2020,.

https://www.nasa.gov/image-feature/nasa-and-italian-space-agency-sign-joint-statement
https://santelli.blogautore.repubblica.it/2019/11/26/italia-cina-stazione-spaziale-usa/
https://institute.global/sites/default/files/2020-06/Tony%20Blair%20Institute%2C%20China%27s%20Role%20in%20the%20World.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/15/france-summons-chinese-envoy-after-coronavirus-slur
https://www.iai.it/sites/default/files/laps-iai_2020_covid.pdf
https://formiche.net/2020/03/mistero-dei-doni-cinesi-allitalia/
https://www.in.gr/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/%CE%94%CE%97%CE%9C%CE%9F%CE%A3%CE%9A%CE%9F%CE%A0%CE%97%CE%A3%CE%97.pdf
https://www.in.gr/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/%CE%94%CE%97%CE%9C%CE%9F%CE%A3%CE%9A%CE%9F%CE%A0%CE%97%CE%A3%CE%97.pdf
https://rhg.com/research/whos-buying-whom/
https://merics.org/en/analysis/italy-charts-risky-course-china-friendly-policy
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/06/25/china-europe-rival-strategic-competitor-huawei/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/04/the-belt-and-road-after-covid-19/


7

China in theMid-Med: Connectivity and Security

Perception of China in North Africa:
Elites vs the Masses

Sino-North African relations show stable ties

between political and economic elites. For some

countries, such as Algeria and Egypt, the rela-

tions date back to the beginning of the decolo-

nization process. The attitude toward the

People’s Republic of China (PRC) has remained

positive despite shocks like the recent global

health crisis. Compared to the other countries

in North Africa, Egypt, under President Abdel

Fattah al-Sisi, strengthened its ties with China.

Al-Sisi shares similar view to the Chinese on

sovereignty issues, religious extremism, and the

influence of religion on politics. Over the last

three years, al-Sisi has endorsed the position of

the PRC over a number of issues, including the

policies of the Chinese government in the Xin-

jiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR). Egypt

is not alone. Recently, other countries that par-

ticipated in the China Arab State Cooperation

Forum of July 6 appeared to embrace Chinese

values and the principle of non-interference in

other countries’ domestic affairs.

Both speakers agreed that while the elites have

an overall positive perception of China, the gen-

Connectivity and Security in
North Africa
In conversation with:

ERIC OLANDER (China Africa Project)

LINA BENABDALLAH (Wake Forest University)

Chinese workers in North Africa

Source: ChinaMed’s elaboration of data from the National Bureau of Statistics of China.

https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20191031-egypt-praises-chinas-remarkable-rights-achievements-despite-uyghur-crackdown/
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eral public in North African countries has a

rather limited knowledge of China. Many do not

have a clear attitude toward China, but they do

not perceive China as a neo-colonialist power

despite the large-scale investments and the

uneven trade balance between the PRC and

countries in the region. Since exchanges at the

grassroots level are scarce, the majority of the

people have no or very little experience of inter-

action with China. Hence, popular perception of

China is formed through the narrative proposed

by the local media, which is often tightly con-

trolled by the government. Overall, compared to

Sub-Saharan Africa, the conversation and the

debate in the media on China and the Chinese

presence lacks substance. Most material circu-

lating on social media comes from European or

Western news agencies or newspapers, very few

local actors engage in the production of local

knowledge on China. However, it is important to

highlight that diverse opinions on Chinese poli-

cies and politics emerge on social media in

North Africa. For instance, the Uyghur issue in

the XUAR has received a great deal of attention,

as has the presence of communities of Chinese

laborers in North Africa.

Sino-North African Networks

The relations between North Africa and China are

likely to increase in the coming years. Benabdal-

lah argued that, compared to the United States

or the European Union, China started investing

in human capital in Africa late, but it is catching

up to its competitors and laying the foundation

for a dense network of Sino-North African politi-

cal and economic ties. In the last twenty years,

several officials from North African countries

received short- or long-term professional train-

ing in China. They acquired technical knowledge

and built social networks among each other and

with their Chinese counterparts that will be

valuable, for both their countries and China, in

the future. For instance, the North African stu-

dents who have graduated from Chinese univer-

sities in recent years may hold strategic

positions in their respective countries in 10

years, thereby turning China’s human invest-

ment into political capital.

Chinese direct investment (stock) in Algeria and Egypt

Source: ChinaMed’s elaboration of data from the PRC Ministry of Commerce

Unit: USD Million
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Olander focused on the Chinese network built

through its presence in North Africa. Just as

North African elites are beginning to under-

stand China better, likewise Chinese officials

and economic actors are doing the same with

their counterparts. For instance, in contrast to

how China operated in decades past, Chinese

state-owned companies’ (SOEs) engineers

moved to the countries in which they have to

operate, and they learned the language, and

adapted to the local culture. Mr. Olander argues

that this evolution helps to bridge the cultural

gap between China and its partners; it also

helps the SOEs to develop useful business rela-

tions.

China’s Appeal to North African
Countries

Chinese institutions are perceived as providing

loans and development projects without politi-

cal strings attached. China does not force its

partners to reform their social and political sys-

tems. Aside from financial investments, North

African countries’ interest in China resides in

the transfer of policies and technologies which

favors both economic development and, impor-

tantly, political stability. Furthermore, Western

countries or organizations offer very little by

way of competition with China, and hence is it

often the case that African countries have but

one option—China.

Suggested Readings

• Jonathan Fulton, Degang Sun, Naser Al-Tamimi, “China’s great game in the Middle East,” ECFR, October 21, 2019.

• Adel Abdel Ghafar and Anna Jacob, “Beijing Calling: Assessing China’s Growing Footprint in North Africa,” Brookings, September 23, 2019.

• Tin Hinane El Kadi, “The Promise and Peril of the Digital Silk Road,” Chatham House, June 6, 2019.

• Yahia Zoubir, “Expanding Sino-Magreb Relations: Morocco and Tunisia,” Chatham House, February 26, 2020.

https://www.ecfr.eu/publications/summary/china_great_game_middle_east
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Beijing-Calling-Assessing-China%E2%80%99s-Growing-Footprint-in-North-Africa_English-1.pdf
https://www.chathamhouse.org/expert/comment/promise-and-peril-digital-silk-road
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/default/files/CHHJ7839-SinoMaghreb-Relations-WEB.pdf
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Israel and Chinese FDI

Shira Efron argued that Israel is a unique case in

the wider Mediterranean region, since in Israel,

China has been involved in several ways: Chi-

nese companies invested in and bought signifi-

cant shares in companies; have taken part in

major infrastructure projects; and invested in

high-tech sectors of the economy, such as robot-

ics and biotechnology. Most importantly, the

sectors in which China has been investing are

relevant to Israel’s national security. Such an

investment trend with national security implica-

tions might become—and some argue has

already become—problematic. This is further

amplified by two other factors. First, according

to Efron, Israeli authorities do not have clear pic-

ture of the size and variety of Chinese presence

in the country; Israel does not monitor China’s

investment patterns in Israel, despite the fact

that some Chinese investors are state owned

companies with ties to the Chinese People’s Lib-

eration Army, or other Chinese government

agencies. If these companies gain access to

important information and infrastructure, or

they are put in the position to manage strategic

infrastructure, Israel’s national security could

be at risk. The second factor is that the line

between civilian and military technology is

extremely blurred in areas of research related to

The security dimension of China’s
FDI in theMid-Med: Israel and Italy
In conversation with:

SHIRA EFRON (Institute for National Security Studies and RAND Corporation)

LETIZIA ZINGONI (Policy Sonar and Tufts University)

Chinese direct investment (stock) in Israel

Source: ChinaMed’s elaboration of data from the PRC Ministry of Commerce

Unit: USD Million

https://www.youtube.com/embed/axRs-9QwxSs?autoplay=1&showinfo=0&autohide=1&rel=0&wmode=transparent
https://www.haaretz.com/hblocked?returnTo=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.haaretz.com%2Fisrael-news%2Fbusiness%2F.premium-chinese-group-to-run-haifa-port-1.5341712
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artificial intelligence, machine learning, cyber-

security, and the like. It is difficult to tell if and

how a technology acquired by a Chinese com-

pany through the partnership with an Israeli one

will be used to boost China’s or other countries’

military capabilities.

Against this background, Efron stated her con-

cerns regarding how Israeli policymakers deal

with these kinds of issues. Often, government

officials that are in charge of dealing with Chi-

nese companies and investors have little knowl-

edge of the Chinese market, the Chinese

company’s corporate behavior, as well as the

connections between some of these enterprises

and government or, eventually, military institu-

tions in China.

Recently the Israeli government began imple-

menting a mechanism to screen foreign invest-

ments in Israeli infrastructure bids and

strategic technologies. Efron pointed out that

this initiative represents a small step forward to

protect Israeli national security interests. Yet,

the government needs to do more because the

powers of that screeningmechanism are limited

in significant ways. In particular, it does not

oversee investments in sensitive technological

sectors that should be considered of importance

for Israel’s national security interests. It goes

almost without saying, that in the context of

enhanced Sino-American rivalry, Israel’s ties

with China are challenged by geostrategic fac-

tors beyond Israel’s specific concerns.

Italy’s Controversial Position on Chinese
FDI

Letizia Zingoni shared her research findings on

the national security implications of Chinese

foreign direct investments in the Italian case.

The analysis focused on Chinese investments in

Italy between 2006 and 2016, and was based on

the understanding that a country’s perception of

and reaction to threats to its national security

via foreign investments depends on the rela-

tions with the country of origin of the foreign

investor, as well as the approach to economic

cooperation of the host country. The specifics of

the direct investments, in particular the type of

sectors at which investments were targeted,

were also of relevance to the security question.

Zingoni pointed out how Italian politicians

treated Chinese operations in Italy in different,

and at times contradictory, ways. On the one

hand, some acquisitions made by Chinese firms

caused national security concerns among the

Italian political class. On the other hand, other

investments were praised and supported by

local and national politicians.

Such a contrasting approach, Zingoni noticed,

was due to the sector and the strategic impor-

tance of the company that was acquired, or

invested in, by Chinese enterprises. An interest-

ing case in this this respect is China’s State Grid

Corporation investment in Cassa Depositi e

Prestiti (CDP) Reti, that has the mission of sup-

porting the development of Italy’s strategic

infrastructure in the gas and energy sector. In

2014, State Grid Corporation of China bought 35

percent of CDP Reti for €2.1 billion. That year, the
Five Star Movement and Forza Italia, then both

part of the opposition in the Parliament, ques-

tioned the government with regard to this deal.

Both parties claimed the investment threatened

Italy’s national interests and its political posi-

tion vis-à-vis the United States and the Euro-

pean Union.

On the contrary, other investments coming from

China did not arouse the same concerns. In 2015,

China National Chemical payed €7.1 billion to

buy a controlling stake in the chemical giant

https://www.inss.org.il/publication/china-and-the-israeli-infrastructure/
https://www.inss.org.il/publication/china-and-the-israeli-infrastructure/
https://formiche.net/2019/11/cina-investimenti-italia-2/
https://formiche.net/2014/07/cdp-reti-china-grid-ragioni-ed-effetti-dellaccordo/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-pirelli-chemchina-idUSKBN0MI0PQ20150323
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Pirelli. This investment was praised and favored

by some politicians. The Italian government was

informed of the deal and did not interfere or

oppose ChemChina’s investment. The same year

other Chinese institutions bought minority

shares in other Italian energy companies.

The People's Bank of China bought 2.071

percent of the utility group Enel and 2.102 per-

cent of the oil and gas group Eni. Shanghai Elec-

tric bought a 40 percent stake in Ansaldo

Energia, the Italian power equipment maker.

Other Chinese companies acquired stakes in

Italian counterparts operating in the sport, food,

and biomedical sectors. Thus, Chinese invest-

ments in Italy were the highest in Europe in 2015.

Against this background, calls for strengthening

the legislative tools to ensure that foreign

investments do not harm Italian national secu-

rity have grown stronger. Although the Italian

government has indeed moved to boost its tools

to oversee and, eventually, block foreign acquisi-

tions, Zingoni pointed out that Italy’s position

remains uncertain. On the one hand, security

concerns will remain a potent driver of the poli-

cymaking process vis-à-vis foreign investors,

especially non-European ones. On the other

hand, however, smooth and open trade and

investment relations between China and Europe

are beneficial to the Italian economy. At the

moment, it is difficult to tell what the future

holds.

All in all, while the cases of Israel and Italy are

certainly different in many ways, it seems both

also face similar challenges when it comes to

China’s FDI: The economic benefits are clear, but

the security dimension looms above it. In both

cases it seems politicians and decision makers

are still far from equipped to understand the

broader context for China’s FDI. And in both, cri-

teria for assessing such FDIs and thereby reduc-

ing potential national security issues and

maximizing opportunities are underdeveloped.

Lastly, both Italy and Israel face significant US

pressure to minimize their collaboration with

China in areas with a possible security dimen-

sion, the repercussions of which remain to be

seen.

Suggested Readings

• Galia Lavi and Shira Efron, “Foreign Involvement in Strategic Infrastructures Requires Clear Guidelines,” INSS Insight, No. 1333 (2020).

• Shira Efron et al., The Evolving Israel-China Relationship (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corp., 2019).

• Theodore H. Moran, “CFIUS and National Security: Challenges for the United States, Opportunities for the European Union,” PIIE, February
21, 2017.

• Curtis J. Milhaupt and Wentong Zheng, “Beyond Ownership: State Capitalism and the Chinese Firm,” Georgetown Law Journal, No. 103
(2015), pp. 655-722.

https://www.corriere.it/economia/15_marzo_23/pirelli-tutti-segreti-una-svolta-55c12f24-d129-11e4-8608-3dead25e131d.shtml
https://www.reuters.com/article/china-eni-enel/china-central-bank-buys-2-percent-of-italys-eni-enel-idUSI6N0MG01P20140327
https://www.ifri.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/etnc_reports_2017_final_20dec2017.pdf
https://www.inss.org.il/publication/china-and-the-israeli-infrastructure/?offset=2&posts=undefined&outher=undefined&from_date=undefined&to_date=undefined
https://www.piie.com/commentary/speeches-papers/cfius-and-national-security-challenges-united-states-opportunities
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China’s Infrastructure and Logistics in
theMid-Med: BetweenConnectivity
and Security

China’s Growing Presence in the Wider 
Mediterranean

Data on maritime trade covering the last ten years 

show a significant increase in China’s presence 

and container activity in Mediterranean ports. 

According to Massimo Deandreis, the two main 

reasons for the increase are the opening of the new 

Suez Canal in 2015 and Chinese economic activi-

ties related to the launch of the Belt and Road Ini-

tiative since 2013. Today, we can see a series of 

Chinese-related projects and operations in most of 

the important ports of the Mediterranean, includ-

ing Port Said in the Eastern Mediterranean and 

North Africa, and the main ports of Southern 

Europe, such as the Piraeus, Trieste and Valencia. 

Chinese companies are also operating in major 

ports in Northern Europe (Rotterdam), and en-route 

to America. Overall, though, the Mediterranean 

market share grew at the expense of Northern 

Europe: from 2010 to 2019, the market share of 

Mediterranean ports grew by 4 per-cent whereas 

during that same period Northern European 

routes decreased by 5 percent.

The Port of Taranto is an example of such increased 

activities in the Mediterranean. Until the 2008 

financial crisis, the port was one of the major Ital-

ian ports; however, during the early 2010s it was

sidelined and required substantial renova-

tions. Public investment of some €500million

since 2012 enabled the port to regain signifi-

cance, and thus also attract foreign investors

like Yılport Holding. In 2019, Yılport—a Turkish

company— has been awarded a 49-year con-

cession for the poli-sectoral wharf of the port

of Taranto; and in late 2019 it launched a part-

nership with China’s giant COSCO, thus bring-

ing Chinese engagement to Taranto as well.

According to Fulvio Lino De Blasio, what char-

acterizes the Chinese approach to the part-

nership with Yılport in Taranto, is their focus

on long-term planning; the need to gain deep

knowledge of the Italian legal framework and

the peculiar situation of Taranto; and the

interest in going beyond the maritime sphere

and connecting it with inland routes into Italy

and Europe. It is important to mention, how-

ever, that Italian security services are looking

into if and how the presence of a Chinese

company could undermine the security of the

NATO infrastructure there.

The Chinese presence is likewise evident in

Israel’s ports in the last few years. Sections of

Israel’s two major ports—Haifa and Ashdod—

were under international bids for various

types of development, in order to meet the

In conversation with:

MASSIMO DEANDREIS (SRM and GEI)

FULVIO LINO DE BLASIO (Port System Authority of the Ionian Sea)

YIGAL MAOR (Administration of Shipping and Ports, State of Israel)

https://www.yilport.com/en/media/detail/YILPORT-Holding-Signs-49-Year-Concession-for-Port-of-Taranto/55/2045/0
https://formiche.net/2020/08/cina-lobby-no-stop-allarme-degli-007-taranto-copasir-ce-governo/
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needs of the increasing cargo traffic to/from Israel

and the related international commercial activi-

ties. In both ports, Chinese companies won the

bids. In the case of the Port of Haifa, Shanghai Inter-

national Port Group (SIPG), won a 25-year conces-

sion to operate approximately 15 percent of the

container-related facilities in the port. In Ashdod,

Pan-Mediterranean Engineering Company (PMEC)

has won bids to build one private terminal and ren-

ovate another, without any further operating con-

cessions. Capt. Yigal Maor claims these types of

Chinese investments demonstrate the two main

trends in the Chinese presence in the region. First,

the Eastern Mediterranean ports play a strategic

role in the maritime connections between Asia and

Europe, as stepping stones toward the logistic net-

works of Eastern Europe via the Port of Piraeus.

Second, these ports offer important opportunities

for investments in the container business. Further-

more, Capt. Maor suggested that the Port of Haifa

is in a particularly strategic position because of

its future potential for railway links to Jordan and

Saudi Arabia, with the potential for further access

also to the Gulf, yet this is still more prospec-

tive than real.

TheMediterranean Region in the Post-
Covid-19 Era

Deandreis pointed out that the Covid-19 pan-

demic and the consequent slowdown of the

global economy have had a major impact on

the region. He reported that in the first quar-

ter of 2020 the port of Rotterdam had a

throughput decline of 4.7 percent and Shang-

hai 8.5 percent. Although the throughput of

the Port of Suez increased by 7.5 percent in

the same period, this positive performance is

mostly due to the movement of tankers and

dry bulk carriers within the region, thereby

indicating a significant decrease of the man-

ufacturing activities in Asia and Europe.

It is also important to emphasize an interest-

ing, though seemingly temporary, change in

the maritime trade routes in the pre- and the

Sino-European trade and the centrality of the Mediterranean in maritime transportation in 2019

Source: SRM

https://www.chinamed.it/observer/september-2018-2019
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20190727-israel-unveils-details-of-railway-connection-to-saudi-uae/
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post-pandemic periods. Before, the Asia-Europe

route via the Suez Canal, which overlapped with the

ideal route of China’s Belt and Road Initiative, was

the fulcrum of global maritime transportation.

Now, we can see an increase of container traffic

past the Cape of Good Hope. That is a longer route

but, due to current low oil prices, it has become

cheaper than the one going through the Suez Canal.

This phenomenon may have future implications,

pending oil price and geopolitical concerns, and it

is important to keep tracking developments in this

regard. Similarly, there has also been an increase in

the traffic along the Northern Sea Route, with

COSCO as the most active shipping company there.

It must be noted, though, that the Northern Sea

Route, its advantages notwithstanding, presents

several serious environmental, legal, and global-

competition challenges. Therefore, its feasibility

and reliability must be further studied.

Overall, the speakers agreed that improving

logistical efficiency is crucial to overcoming

the current crisis. In this regard, the combina-

tion of Chinese expertise and the logistical

capacity of the ports in the wider Mediter-

ranean region could enhance efficiency of

maritime transportation in the region (and

then overland transportation), although, as

Deandreis pointed out, the growing politiciza-

tion of Chinese presence in Mediterranean

infrastructure may present political chal-

lenges. Nonetheless, Maor emphasized that

currently Chinese companies in these fields

face very little competition, if at all. Hence,

much of the rhetoric concerning switching

operations from Chinese companies to other

companies has no basis in reality.

Suggested Readings

• “New Scenarios in the Mediterranean: Suez and China, the Strategies of Big Carriers, New Technologies and Energy Routes,” SRM, 2019.

• Frans-Paul van der Putten, “European Seaports and Chinese Strategic Influence,” Clingendael Report, December 2019.

https://www.srm-maritimeconomy.com/p/the-arctic-route-climate-change-impact-maritime-and-economic-scenario-geo-strategic-analysis-and-perspectives/?lang=it
https://www.srm-maritimeconomy.com/p/6th-italian-maritime-economy-report-new-scenarios-in-the-mediterranean-suez-and-china-the-strategies-of-big-carriers-new-technologies-and-energy-routes/
https://www.clingendael.org/sites/default/files/2019-12/Report_European_ports_and_Chinese_influence_December_2019.pdf
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China, the Energy Market, and Covid-19

Covid-19 has had a major impact on the energy

market at large and, even if the low oil prices

return to historical levels, it still has had signifi-

cant long-term effects. Marco Piredda suggested

that Covid-19 may push Chinese NOCs to review

their priorities by increasing their domestic pro-

duction and cutting some of their projects

abroad. As stated by Antoine Halff, three major

players, namely the United States, Russia, and

Saudi Arabia, will increasingly dominate the

market from the supply side, while China will

continue to increase its market share on the

demand side. Interestingly, Halff also noted that,

while the market has been rebalancing over the

last few weeks, China is capitalizing on stocking

crude oil and boosting its domestic production,

thereby becoming not only the world’s biggest

importer of crude oil, but also one of the major

producers. In this regard, Michal Meidan high-

lighted the Chinese economy’s resilience during

the shutdown and its ability to recover quickly.

She also pointed out that China is likely to

remain an indispensable actor in the global sup-

ply chain, despite the clash with the United

China’s Energy Interests in the
Mid-Med
In conversation with:

MICHAL MEIDAN (China Energy Programme, Oxford Institute for Energy Studies)

MARCO PIREDDA (ENI)

ANTOINE HALFF (Kayrros and Center on Global Energy Policy, Columbia University)

Chinese energy imports from the Middle East

Source: ChinaMed’s elaboration of data from UNCTAD

Unit: USD Million
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States, thereby also preserving its role in the

energy market.

Energy in China’s Approach to the
Middle East

The Chinese approach to the Middle East is gen-

erally characterized by the need to achieve

energy security. This is why, Meidan pointed out,

China’s government and state-owned compa-

nies are working to complete the nationalization

of the Chinese supply chain, insulating them

from US influence and sanctions.

At the same time, China managed to decrease

its energy dependence on the Middle East. Today,

less than 50 percent of Chinese energy imports

come from the region, which means China is rel-

atively protected from shocks due to instability

in the region. Moreover, bothMeidan and Piredda

argued that we should not look at energy as the

main goal of China’s economic relations with

Middle Eastern countries. Instead, it should be

seen as the springboard for the diversification of

China’s economic presence in the region, espe-

cially in the Gulf and in Egypt, where Chinese

companies are playing an important role in the

construction of different kinds of infrastructure.

Iraq, Iran, and Saudi Arabia

Iraq, too, is a very interesting case. As Piredda

noted, Iraq is China’s third major supplier of

imported oil and, as figures on recent Chinese

investment show, there is potential for the

expansion of relations between the two coun-

tries, also in sectors other than oil and gas, such

as power, water, and infrastructure. However,

Iraq also presents many challenges, both inter-

nal, such as political instability and security

risks, as well as external, due to the complex

regional network of relations. The Chinese prag-

matic approach in Iraq exemplifies China’s abil-

ity to play an important economic role in the

region, while downplaying politics, in order to

avoid the conflicting interests of Iran, Israel,

Saudi Arabia, United States, and other regional/

global players.

China’s top energy suppliers in the region

Source: ChinaMed’s elaboration of data from UNCTAD

Unit: USD Million
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While some have speculated that energy inter-

ests might motivate China to expand its military

presence in the region, Meidan argued that

today Chinese officials consider the Middle East

an interesting observation ground for studying

the rivalry among superpowers and innovations

in warfare. China is not willing to intervene mili-

tarily or spend significant diplomatic capital in

the region. Thus, for example, on the one hand,

China sees Iran as an important regional actor—

given the size of Iran’s potential market, its

energy resources, its cultural heritage as an

ancient civilization, and its geopolitical role as a

bridge between Central and Southern Asia and

the Middle East. Yet, it cannot afford to have its

companies targeted by American sanctions and

excluded from the American market, and so

China to a great extent still does not invest its

military/diplomatic capital in Iran.

Saudi Arabia is one of the world’s largest oil pro-

ducers and exporters, and it works closely with

Chinese independent and state-owned refineries

and has consolidated its position as China’s

most important energy partner in the region.

According to Halff, the Covid-19 crisis even accel-

erated this trend: Saudi Arabia has not only

increased its share of the Chinese energy mar-

ket, but has also made gains in terms of negoti-

ating power as it engaged in a price war with

Russia, thereby contributing to the transforma-

tion of the international energy governance

regime with a gradual marginalization of OPEC

and the IEA.

Beyond Oil and the Middle East

Against this background, it is worth mentioning

the renewable energy sector in China and its role

in the country’s energy transition. Although it is

estimated that China will rely heavily on oil and

hydrocarbons until 2030, the renewable energy

sector is of strategic importance because it

could give China the tools to finally de-couple

from United States and set international stan-

dards in this industry. At present, China is the

biggest exporter of renewable energy products,

providing it with an extremely competitive posi-

tion in the market and relevant supply chains. It

remains to been seen whether China will be able

to also bring true innovation to this field. Yet,

given the huge size of domestic demand, China’s

productive capability and competitive prices,

China will surely be able to successfully com-

mercialize the latest technologies, especially in

lower-income countries. Therefore, in the long

run, the characteristics of China’s engagement

with the Middle East (and to some extent Africa)

will change as well.

Suggested Readings

• Amos Hochstein, “The World Isn’t Ready for Peak Oil,” The Atlantic, June 28, 2020.

• John Calabrese, “China-Iraq Relations: Poised for a ‘Quantum Leap’?,”Middle East Institute, October 8, 2020.

• Antoine Halff, “When China sneezes: OPEC’s struggle to counter the oil demand impact of coronavirus,” Columbia University
Commentaries, March 4, 2020.

• Eric Downs and Atoine Halff, “China and the Oil Price War: A Mixed Blessing,” Columbia University Commentaries, March 25, 2020.

https://www.chinamed.it/observer/april-2019
https://www.forbes.com/sites/dominicdudley/2019/01/11/china-renewable-energy-superpower/
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/06/were-not-ready-transition-away-oil/613621/
https://www.mei.edu/publications/china-iraq-relations-poised-quantum-leap
https://energypolicy.columbia.edu/research/commentary/when-china-sneezes-opec-s-struggle-counter-oil-demand-impact-coronavirus
https://energypolicy.columbia.edu/research/commentary/china-and-oil-price-war-mixed-blessing
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