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Against the backdrop of increasing tensions between Western powers and China over Xinjiang and technological 
issues, Wang Yi, the Chinese Minister of Foreign Affairs, paid a visit to the Middle East in late March and early April, 
2021, which included visits to Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Iran, UAE, Bahrain, and Oman. The trip to Iran was the most sub-
stantive. On this leg of the trip, China and Iran fleshed out their ‘Comprehensive Strategic Partnership’ by signing 
the strategic ‘25-Year Deal’ (henceforth, 25YD). This deal fundamentally solidifies the partnership between the two 
countries.

European and NATO relations with both Iran and China 
can be best described as complicated. The increasing 
closeness between the two countries poses new ques-
tions and challenges to various actors in the world, not 
least of which are Europe and NATO.  Understanding 
Western relations with both Iran and China (and their new 
25YD) entails first zooming out and examining the global 
dynamics that preceded and contributed to this deal.

GLOBAL BACKGROUND
The world of international relations is experiencing a 
unique historical moment; the world is dominated in two 
different ways: geopolitically by the West and geoeconom-
ically by Asia. From geopolitical and military perspectives 
the West in the form of NATO (and led by the US as its 
main driver) is the dominant global actor. However, in the 
last decade (or two), China has emerged as the most 
forceful driver of (geo)economic globalization.

In a financial sense, China’s role was globally acknowl-
edged in the aftermath of the 2008 Wall Street credit 
meltdown. In a geoeconomic sense, China’s leading role 
was established with the introduction of the Belt and 
Road Initiative (henceforth, BRI) in 2013, which has mar-
itime and territorial dimensions. It has six corridors that 

connect China to various regions in Asia, Europe, and Afri-
ca. As can be seen in figure 1, one of these six official cor-
ridors (The China-Central Asia-West Asia Corridor – CAWA) 
passes through Iran and another one connects to Iran (via 
The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor).

Given the unprecedented rise of China, President Obama, 
wanting to be America’s ‘first Pacific president’1, decided 
to formulate a coherent China strategy. The policy came 
to be called The Pivot to Asia in 2011. Part of the logic of 
the Pivot in Obama’s thinking was that America had wast-
ed too many human, financial, and military resources in 
the Middle East, getting stuck in two unwinnable wars. It 
was therefore time for the US to reduce its commitments 
in this region and pay more attention to the Pacific region. 
The ultimate goal of the Pivot (despite the initial denial by 
the Obama administration) was to contain or manage the 
rise of China.

As part of the Pivot away from the Middle East to East 
Asia, the Obama team decided to settle the Iranian nucle-
ar issue by signing the Iran Nuclear Deal (or JCPOA – Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action). This did not sit well with 
traditional American allies such as Saudi Arabia and Isra-
el. Saudi Arabia turned east towards China as part of its 
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hedging strategy for a post-American Middle East. So did 
UAE and some others.

With the Trump administration coming to office, American 
relations with both China and Iran (including the fate of 
JCPOA) seemed doomed. And doomed they were. As for 
the JCPOA, he pulled out of the deal unilaterally, flouting 
American international obligations under the deal. All oth-
er signatories to the deal condemned this withdrawal. He 
also started a trade war and a technological de-coupling 
with China by cracking down on Chinese tech giants such 
as Huawei and the like. Interestingly, Huawei’s connection 

with Iran was the reason for the arrest of its CFO, Meng 
Wanzhou, in Canada. In other words, from the standpoint 
of the US policy-makers, Iran and China are, in a sense, 
inseparable challenges.

Against the backdrop of these changes, the EU is grap-
pling with this unique historical moment. Geopolitically, 
it has been (since 1949) part of the Western NATO alli-
ance; however, it is increasingly looking eastward from a 
geoeconomic standpoint. In this process, the discourse of 
‘European strategic autonomy’ has gained increasing mo-
mentum in recent years. That is to say, the EU leaders are 
looking to create a third space in the world between the 
US and China, with the objective that Europeans should 
be able to have their own independent foreign policy.

The latest major change in the global policy arena is the 
coming to office of the Biden administration last Janu-
ary. With this administration, one thing is becoming in-
creasingly clear. In terms of policy substance, the Biden 
presidency is, in more ways than one, a third Obama ad-
ministration. This is true in terms of American relations 
with both China and Iran. With Iran, the Biden adminis-
tration is engaged in diplomacy to resurrect the Nuclear 
Deal. With China, this administration is basically picking 
up where Obama and Trump left off, continuing with sanc-
tions against Chinese tech giants and building on the Xin-
jiang-related pressure.

Chinese State Councilor and Foreign Minister Wang Yi and Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif pose for a photo after signing a 25-year agreement in Tehran, Iran 
on March 27, 2021 (photo: Fars News Agency/Wikimedia Commons CC BY 4.0)
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CHINA AND THE MIDDLE EAST
Since 2011, the Chinese policy-makers have seen the Piv-
ot for what it actually was, an attempt by the Americans 
to contain China or at least to manage the rise of China. 
Noticing that American presence in the East is making 
their crowded neighborhood even denser and more tense 
(especially in international waters), the Chinese decided 
to go West. They therefore introduced the BRI, which can 
be partly understood as an attempt by the Chinese poli-
cy-makers to break free from the American containment 
strategy. With the BRI, China is reconfiguring global eco-
nomic and political geography.2 

Central Asia and the Middle East were immediately ac-
cessible regions for China. American influence in both 
regions had been declining; and Chinese influence had 
been increasing considerably there before 2013. The BRI 
basically gave a solid framework of action and cooperation 
to what was already a smoothly working relationship be-
tween China and these two regions. The Middle East and 
China basically completed each other in terms of energy 
security. The region is infrastructurally underdeveloped. 
China had a surplus capacity in infrastructure-building 
and construction. China’s development cooperation with 
the region comes with no political or human rights strings 
attached, which makes it highly attractive to the region, 
which is mostly run by authoritarian political systems.

America has become a less active player in the region 
with no major recent interventions. Regional actors such 
as Iran, Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Israel have become more 
assertive in the region. They also appreciate that China is 
not making geopolitical interventions in the region. They 
have all welcomed the geoeconomic presence of China 
and vied fiercely with each other for closer economic ties 
with China, which is at the moment the top trading part-
ner of several key players in the region including Iran, Sau-
di Arabia, UAE, Iraq, and Pakistan. For others, it is among 
the top three or five trading partners. In other words, both 
China and the Middle East have pivoted to each other.

THE SINO-IRANIAN 25-YEAR DEAL
Iran’s policy of pivoting to Asia/China is arguably the 
most systematically formulated policy in the region. In 
2018, in the aftermath of the Trump withdrawal from the 
nuclear deal, Ayatollah Khamenei, the strategic leader of 
the country, gave the country’s elites the edict that Iran 
should strategically ‘pivot’ or ‘look to the East’.3 The pol-
icy, according to him, entails that ‘we should prefer the 
East to the West and neighbors to distant countries. We 
should choose nations and countries that share common 
interests with us’.4 Since then Iran has been actively 
deepening its engagements with both neighboring coun-
tries (such as Turkey and Pakistan) and Eastern powers 
(such as India and China).

The world of international relations is experiencing a unique historical moment; the world is dominated in two different ways: geopolitically by the West and geoeconomically 
by Asia. Depicted is the Chinese city of Shanghai, the country’s financial hub (photo: Hallojulie / Shutterstock.com)
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Xi Jinping was the first leader of a major state to visit Iran 
in the aftermath of the signing of the JCPOA. Building on 
the positive momentum of JCPOA and the friendly histor-
ical relations between the two countries, China and Iran 
signed seventeen economic and security agreements on 
this trip in 2016.5 Relations were raised to the level of 
‘Comprehensive Strategic Partnership’. During the same 
trip, the two sides reportedly laid the foundation of the 
25YD. They agreed to enter negotiations to flesh out the 
details.

In June 2020, one preliminary draft of the agreement be-
tween the two countries was leaked online.6 This deal is 
supposed to cover practically every major aspect of coop-
eration between these two countries. It is reportedly com-
mitting China to invest around $400 billion (over the next 
25 years) in Iranian traditional and green energy sector, 
transport (especially railway), manufacturing, telecommu-
nications, free economic zones, ports, industrial parks, 
among other things.

On the recent trip by Chinese State Councilor and For-
eign Minister Wang Yi to Iran, the deal was finalized and 
signed. However, the detailed contents of the deal have 
not yet been released publically. There is immense public 
pressure on the Iranian government to release the text of 
the agreement. The government has said that they are not 
releasing the text at the request of their Chinese counter-

parts. From the media revelations and discussions, one 
can assume that the final text of the deal is not going to 
be drastically different from last year’s leaked document.

IMPLICATIONS OF THE 25-YEAR DEAL
Despite the frenzied hoopla about the 25YD, both inside 
and beyond Iran, this deal is not revolutionary in the least. 
It is best understood as the natural continuation of the 
already smoothly functioning relations between the two 
countries. It builds on their considerable mutual engage-
ment and partnership. It both deepens and broadens that 
partnership.

The notable consequence of the partnership for Iran is 
that it provides the country with a sense of strategic and 
financial stability at a time when it is under extreme pres-
sure from American sanctions. As Europe, fearing those 
sanctions, is not willing and able to trade with Iran, Iran 
is, in effect, sanctioned by the whole West. The country’s 
economy and finances have been in shambles since the 
2018 American unilateral withdrawal from the nuclear 
deal. This deal with China boosts Iran’s self-confidence 
during the nuclear negotiations with the Biden adminis-
tration, which are currently going on. The deal also solid-
ifies Iran’s role in the region, especially as it pertains to 
Chinese geoeconomic activities in the region under the 
banner of the BRI. With this deal, Iran effectively becomes 
an anchor of Chinese foreign policy in the region.

Iran’s policy of pivoting to Asia/China is arguably the most systematically formulated policy in the region. In 2018, in the aftermath of the Trump withdrawal from the nuclear 
deal, Ayatollah Khamenei gave the country’s elites the edict that Iran should look to the East. Depicted is the mausoleum of Ayatollah Khomeini with portraits of him, his son 
and his successor Ayatollah Khamenei (from left to right) (photo: Matyas Rehak / Shutterstock.com)
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For China, the deal partly takes care of the country’s en-
ergy security, providing it with heavily discounted gas and 
oil from Iran. It offers Chinese companies (both state-run 
and private) potentially advantageous positions and lucra-
tive deals in the Iranian economy, an economy whose cur-
rent GDP is considerably below what could be expected 
under normal (i.e., unsanctioned) circumstances ($580 
billion in 2011). The deal also further advances China’s 
increasing influence in the Middle East. Its BRI takes a 
central role in the region, given the centrality of Iranian 
geography and the depth and breadth of Iranian influence 
in the region.

In terms of security implications for NATO, this deal does 
not pose a direct threat to the NATO Alliance. Even though 
25YD is mentioned in the NATO 2030 report as a chal-
lenge, neither China nor Iran is in the habit of forming 
military alliances with other states. The previously leaked 
documents of the 25YD mention increasing security and 
intelligence cooperation between the two states. This is 
normal diplomatic jargon regularly appearing in Sino-Irani-
an diplomatic contexts. The normal routine will go on. Chi-
na will continue to provide Iran with conventional weapons 
as in the past. The countries will have military exercises 
with each other as in the past. But the military relations 
are not going to be revolutionized in the foreseeable fu-
ture.

China is actively and self-consciously trying to avoid 
getting involved in security tensions and rivalries in the 
region, including the Saudi-Iranian and Israeli-Iranian ri-
valries. One thing, however, is clear. China is conducting 
military and security networking in the region including 
with Iran, Saudi Arabia, UAE, and others. The two main 
goals of this deepening security engagement are first 
to domestically stay on top of the security situation in 
Xinjiang, which China considers a matter of ‘extremism, 
terrorism, and separatism’7; and, more importantly, to 
produce the security network and relations necessary for 
China’s increasing geoeconomic engagement with the re-
gion, and through the region with Africa and Europe. As 
mentioned by Danny Pronk and Claire Korteweg in this 
issue of Atlantisch Perspectief, this includes exporting 
drones along the New Silk Road.

In other words, while the US is engaging in security net-
working in Asia-Pacific (through the Quad, for instance), 
China is partly breaking free of that tense situation in 
Asia by doing security networking in West Asia and be-
yond. This deal does not add substantially to any risk cat-
egory that NATO is commonly grappling with.  China and 
Iran will remain individual security challenges for NATO. 
Both will be feeling more confident due to this deal, Iran 
more so than China.

In terms of European interests, this deal can be analyzed 
in two broad ways: geoeconomically, the broader aim of 
both China and Iran is to increase their connectivity with 
Europe, especially richer Western European markets. This 
is both a risk and a blessing for Europe: a blessing in 
the sense that Europe is going to be economically more 
connected to Asia, and a risk in the sense that China is 
winning the geoeconomic game in Eurasia. Geopolitically 
for Europe, this deal (and more broadly, China’s security 
networking in Afro-Eurasia) makes the question of Europe-
an Strategic Autonomy more urgent.

European policy-makers should try to pave the way for 
such autonomy before it is too late. Other actors such 
as the US (through Quad) or China (through the deal with 
Iran) are actively and independently pursuing their secu-
rity foreign policy. In this context, European actors or the 
EU itself seems a bit hesitant and disoriented, unable to 
map out a third distinct way in the world. It is high time 
that Europe did that.

Part of the reason why the China-Iran 25YD became a 
reality was the absence of European strategic autonomy. 
When Trump got out of the nuclear deal, European coun-
tries and companies had to follow suit in practice (not on 
paper). European companies pulled out of Iran and Chi-
nese companies moved in. If Europe had shown the abil-
ity to continue its presence in Iran independently of US 
interests, Iran would not have been forced to strategically 
look eastward, and perhaps this deal would have looked 
much different. The increasing instability in the ring of 
countries to the east and south of Europe (Turkey, Russia, 

and arguably Iran and therefore also China) identified by 
several authors (including in this issue of Atlantisch Per-
spectief), can be blamed in part on European countries 
themselves.

Europe needs to promote its own geoeconomic interests 
in the Middle East and more broadly in Eurasia, through, 
for instance, the EU Connectivity Strategy, which so far 
has not materialized. An independent European securi-
ty foreign policy is necessary to take care of European 
interests, especially in a neighboring region such as the 
Middle East. The Middle East should be too important for 
European leaders to leave to the whims and interests of 
China or (for that matter) America.

China’s security networking in Afro-Eurasia 
makes the question of European Strategic 
Autonomy more urgent
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We live in an age when (geo)economics and geopolitics 
are inextricably intermingled. Thinking about the Middle 
East (or the 25YD) in terms of security and military re-
lations alone does not take us too far. Europe needs to 
have a coherent independent policy towards the region 
(and Iran), one which brings economic and security inter-
ests together. In other words, Europe needs to put its 
money where its mouth is if it is to have a voice in that 
part of its neighborhood.
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