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ABSTRACT: The relationship between China and Afghanistan has evolved significantly over the years,
shaped by a complex interplay of geopolitical, economic, and security factors. This article delves into the
multifaceted nature of China-Afghanistan relations, exploring the historical context and contemporary dynamics.
It examines China's involvement in Afghanistan, focusing on diplomatic, economic, and strategic interests, and
the evolving relationship between the two countries, particularly following the United States withdrawal and
Taliban takeover.

China's significant economic interests in Afghanistan include investments in mining, infrastructure,
energy, and reconstruction. China’s Belt and Road Initiative focuses on regional connectivity and infrastructure
development with Afghanistan, a strategic partner due to its geographical location as a gateway to Central Asia
with the potential to facilitate commerce and connectivity between the Far East, Central, South and North Asia,
and the Middle East.

By analyzing China's role in Afghanistan's reconstruction and development, the article highlights the
opportunities and challenges faced by both nations. It explores China's efforts to maintain a stable diplomatic
relationship with Afghanistan to strengthen interregional connections, and ensure regional security. This study
aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of how the bilateral ties between China and Afghanistan are
shaping the geopolitical landscape of Central Asia and beyond.
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1. Introduction

China and Afghanistan have a long history dating back to the 1 century B.C. Relations
began with Envoy Zhang Qian's visit to Afghanistan during the Silk Road (SR) era. Xuanzang,
a prominent monk of the Tang Dynasty, documented his experiences in his famous book,
"Buddhist Records of the Western World". Following the Tang Dynasty, the Ming and Qing
Dynasties maintained communication with Afghanistan, traded envoys (Yan, 2018, p. 361),
and even attempted to expand northward. However, their influence declined compared to that
of the Tang Dynasty (Chan, 2021).

In the 1% century B.C., an Afghan monk converted the initial Chinese Buddhists. During
the Kushan Empire, which governed Afghanistan from the 1% to 5" centuries A.D., monks
traveled to China, with some settling there for missionary activities. The region of "Kao-fu"
(Kabul) was influenced by Buddhist hubs such as Bailkh and Bamian. Chinese pilgrims
journeyed to Buddhist learning centers in Afghanistan and India, while goods and crafts from
the Middle East (ME) reached China through the SR (Shen-Yu, 1966, p. 213).

Afghanistan has played a significant role in the expansion and influence of great powers
throughout history. The Pamir Mountains, interconnected with China, Afghanistan, and
Tajikistan, played a crucial role in the "Great Game"' between Russian and British empires in
the second half of the 19" century (Segal, 1981, p. 1158). The main goal was to control vast

! The “Great Game” was a conflict between Great Britain and Russia, involving their influence in Mughal India,
Turkestan, and Persia. It began in 1830 and lasted throughout the 19™ century. The 1%, 2", and 3" Anglo-Afghan
Wars were fought, with an armistice signed in 1919 ending Great Britain's control over Afghanistan's foreign
affairs.
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markets and raw material sources in the deep regions of the Eurasian continent involving
countries from the ME, Central Asia (CA), South Asia, and the Far East, including Turkey and
Japan, culminating in the "Fight on the Roof of the World" (Postnikov, 2001, p. 3).

The China-Afghanistan Friendship Agreement, signed in 1944, formalized relations
between the two nations, while a Joint Communiqué in 1957 reinforced these ties (Yan, 2018,
p. 361). The Kingdom of Afghanistan was one of the first nations to recognize the People's
Republic of China (PRC) and establish diplomatic relations, appointing its first ambassador to
Beijing in 1955. In 1960, a Fellowship and Shared Non-Aggression Treaty was signed, often
called the "New Silk Road" treaty. In 1963, a 92-km border treaty was signed between the two
countries along the Wakhan corridor (Efsas Study Paper, 2024, p. 4; Shen-Yu, 1966, p. 213),
followed by a boundary declaration in 1965 for defense and security purposes. Beijing's
security interface expanded after the Sino-Soviet part, the 1962 war with India, and the Soviet
Union's (SU)? call for an Asian Collective Security Treaty Organization in 1969 (Khalil, 2016).
In 1975, Afghanistan recognized the one-China principle and Taiwan as part of the PRC (Yan,
2018, p. 361).

Beijing aided mujahideen? resistance groups via Pakistan, becoming the main supplier
of weapons for their guerrilla warfare against the SU (Small, 2014, p. 2). China also
collaborated with Washington to establish electronic intelligence centers in the Xinjiang Uygur
Autonomous Region (XUAR) to monitor Soviet activities (Westcott, 2022, p. 3).* In 1980,
Beijing boycotted the Olympics and supported the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA)
and United Nations Security Council (UNSC) resolutions calling for the SU's withdrawal,
fearing its influence on Vietnam and Cambodia. After the Kremlin exit from Afghanistan in
1989, China's security concerns resurfaced, focusing on drug trafficking, the "three evils" of
terrorism, separatism, and religious extremism, and the risk of Afghanistan becoming a refuge
for Uyghur fighters from the East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM) (Khalil, 2016).

In the 1990s, Beijing supported Afghanistan's President Burhanuddin Rabbani's
government against the Taliban® due to mistrust of the Taliban and potential Uyghur
insurgency in Xinjiang (Bonesh, 2021; EADaily, 2022). However, from 1996-2001 it avoided
military action against the primary Taliban government. It is accepted that Beijing's indirect
communication with Islamabad (Reuters, 2011) and avoidance of United States (US) and SU
invasion experiences provided it an advantage in dealing with the Taliban (Jianli, 2021).

China's endorsement of UNSC Resolution 1368 in 2001, driven by concerns over a
Uyghur uprising, paved the way for US military action in Afghanistan following the September
11 events (Wieringen, Claustre, 2023, p. 3). After the US invasion of Afghanistan in 2001,
Beijing established ties with Afghan President Hamid Karzai and the Afghan Transitional

2 Both the Soviet Union and India were actively involved in Afghanistan.

3 Mujahideen, Muslims who formed guerrilla groups in Afghanistan during the Afghan War (1978-1992), opposed
Soviet forces and overthrew the Afghan communist government. The Taliban and the Northern Alliance (the
United Islamic National Front for the Salvation of Afghanistan) emerged after rival factions disintegrated, forming
a military alliance between 1996 and 2001. Initially dominated by Tajiks, the alliance expanded to include leaders
from other ethnic groups by 2000, following the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan's (Taliban) takeover of Kabul in
2001.

4 The common border between China and Afghanistan spans 92.45 km in challenging highlands, with Xinjiang
as the Chinese administrative unit and Badakhshan province as the Afghan side.

5 The Taliban, an ultra-conservative Afghan-Pashtun faction, emerged after the Afghan War and the communist
regime's collapse. They captured Kabul and controlled 2/3 of the country by late 1996, aiming to return Pashtun
power and liberate the country from foreign invaders. Despite accepting non-Pashtun armed groups, they did not
share power post-victory. Pakistan's intelligence supported the Taliban in redirecting radical Pashtun youth
activities and pressured the Afghan government to recognize the 1893 Durand dividing line. Despite this, the
Taliban did not acknowledge the Afghan-Pakistani border between 1996 and 2001.
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Authority.® China reopened its embassy in 2002 (Tiffany, 2010, p. 3) and signed the Treaty of
Friendship, Cooperation, and Good-Neighborly Relations in 2006 (Jiayi, Fei, Jingdong, 2022,
p. 3). Although Beijing participated in the 2001 Bonn conference to help form a post-Taliban
government, it avoided military involvement in Afghanistan and did not join the International
Security Assistance Force (ISAF). In 2012, Beijing began training Afghan security and police
forces as well as government personnel, possibly in response to the 2004 murder of a Chinese
engineer (Goldstein, 2015). By the end of 2000, China grew increasingly uneasy about the US
military presence on its western border with Afghanistan but regarded it as the 'lesser of two
evils' (Wieringen, Claustre, p. 3).

Afghan President Ashraf Ghani visited China to confirm Beijing's commitment to
Afghanistan-Pakistan bilateral relations in 2014 (BBC, 2014; Khalil, 2017). Following the US
President B. Obama administration's decision to end its combat mission in Afghanistan and the
emergence of the Islamic State Khorasan Province (ISKP) in and around Afghanistan, China
enhanced its security cooperation with Afghan authorities. This included providing military
equipment and conducting joint border patrols. In 2016, Beijing supplied the Afghan forces
with small arms and vehicle parts and offered over US$70 million in aid (Jiayi, Fei, Jingdong,
2022, p. 4).

China actively promotes stability in Afghanistan, assisting various platforms and
meetings’ with neighboring countries (www.fmprc.gov.cn, 2023; Mirzobekova 2022;
Grachev, 2007; South China Morning Post, 2018; Qayum, Jalal, Ishfaq, 2018, p. 95) and
participating in international efforts to promote political reconciliation and peace using the "6
+ 2" format established under the United Nations (UN) framework in 1999. After the fall of
the Taliban, China held conferences in London (2006), Paris (2008), Hague (2009), and
London, Istanbul, and Kabul (2010), but it became inactive after US military forces entered
Afghanistan in 2011 (Zhao, 2012, pp. 4-5).

The US withdrawal from Afghanistan in August 2021, and the subsequent Taliban
takeover have inevitably shifted the regional balance of power, resulting in the formation of
new and paradoxical alliances (Efsas Study Paper, 2024, p. 2). It transfers the issue to countries
supporting the multipolar world order, including China, Russia, India, Pakistan, Iran, Turkey,
Saudi Arabia, etc. (Serenko, 2021). The US withdrawal leaves Afghanistan as a potential
source of chaos and constant threat to neighboring states, despite Taliban assurances to
Moscow, Beijing, and Tehran that the country will not be used for attacks (Bijamov, 2021).
The US is believed to use the withdrawn forces and resources from Afghanistan to focus on
fighting its main geopolitical rivals, primarily China.

Before the US withdrawal, China hosted a Taliban delegation in Tianjin, and after it
entered Kabul, supported Afghanistan in building an inclusive government and stable
governance (Russian.News.Cn, 2022), maintaining embassies and Taliban-accredited
diplomats (UzMetronom.Agency, 2022). In January 2023, China officially recognized former
Taliban spokesman Bilal Karim as its official envoy to Beijing. This was the first global
recognition since the Taliban took power, but it does not mean official recognition of
Afghanistan's current rulers (Kumar, 2024). China leverages this stance to push for a return to

® The Afghan government was replaced by the interim and transitional administrations established after the US
invaded Afghanistan in 2001, overthrowing the Taliban-ruled and partially recognized Islamic Emirate.

7 The UN, a Quadrilateral Cooperation and Coordination Mechanism, Foreign Ministers' Meeting on the Afghan
Issue among Neighboring Countries of Afghanistan, the China-Afghanistan-Pakistan Trilateral Foreign Ministers'
Dialogue, the Informal Meeting of China-Russia-Pakistan-Iran Foreign Ministers on Afghanistan, the Extended
Troika Meeting on Afghanistan (Russia, the US, China, and Pakistan), the Moscow Format Consultations on
Afghanistan, and the SCO-Contact Group. Afghanistan has been an observer member of the SCO. In 2002,
Afghanistan's six neighboring countries signed the Kabul Declaration on Good-Neighborly Relations with the
Karzai government.
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dialogue with Afghanistan and calls for abandoning double standards in the fight against
terrorism (Efsas Study Paper, 2024, p. 6).

II. China and Afghanistan: The evolving economic interaction

China's presence in Afghanistan's economy has grown in recent years, with China
investing mainly in infrastructure, mining, energy, telecommunications and agriculture
(Kalmykov, 2021). The development of economic relations was facilitated by the formation of
a consultative and contractual framework between the parties: the Sino-Afghan Economic
Council (2006), the Free Customs Trade Agreement (2017) (Zaki, Tian, Amini, 2023, p. 3289),
the Comprehensive Partnership Agreement (2010), increasing the volume of bilateral trade by
US$53-700 million (Qayum, Jalal, Ishfaq, 2018, p. 97), the Beijing Conference on Afghanistan
Reconstruction (2014), the China-Afghanistan-Pakistan Trilateral Consultation Format (2015)
(Fenenko, 2015), China-Afghanistan Joint Committee on Economics and Trade, and the
Exchange Notes Granting Zero-Tariff Treatment (2015) (China Briefing, 2023).

Worth noting that during the American presence, donors provided funds for state
formation, infrastructure restoration, and human capital development, while the World Bank
(WB) provided over USS$5 billion for healthcare, education, and entrepreneurship (Kalmykov,
2021). The US also provided financial and humanitarian aid to the Taliban regime in
Afghanistan, with some funds going to Taliban leaders directly or through regional countries
(Qatar, Turkey, Saudi Arabia), and humanitarian payments being made with regional countries
like Kazakhstan (PolitRUS, 2023). After the Taliban came to power in 2021, Western sanctions
against the Taliban, a freeze on more than US$9 billion in foreign assets, and an all-out
humanitarian aid led to the collapse of Afghanistan's aid-dependent economy (Jiayi, Fei,
Jingdong, 2022, pp. 9-10).

This created an opportunity for other players, including China, to fill the power vacuum
in Afghanistan. Beijing's interests here coincided with the Afghan government, which was
looking for a key international partner in China to rebuild the country after a devastating
economic, financial, and humanitarian disaster (Interfax, 2021). China pledged to provide food
aid and equipment to the Taliban regime and called for the lifting of sanctions and the
unfreezing of Afghan financial assets in international financial institutions (Westcott, 2022, pp.
1-2).

In 2021, Afghanistan's exports to China reached US$49.53 million, while China
exported US$474.45 million worth of goods to Afghanistan (China Briefing, 2023).® In 2020,
China was the 4™ largest exporter of Afghan goods and 6™ largest source of imports for Afghan
markets (Burna-Asefi, 2022). However, products manufactured in Afghanistan are mainly
exported to India and Pakistan, accounting for only 3-4% of China's exports (Financial One,
2021). Afghanistan's main trading partners are Pakistan and India, receiving 75% of its exports,
followed by the United Arab Emirates (UAE), China, Turkey, Iran, Pakistan, and Kazakhstan
(Zaki, Tian, Amini, 2023, p. 3298). Following their takeover in August 2021, the Taliban made
economic concessions by waiving 98% of tariffs and reinstating visas for Afghan businessmen
(Jiayi, Fei, Jingdong, 2022, p. 9). The first joint Sino-Afghan project, a US$216 million
industrial park with 150 factories, has already attracted the involvement of Chinese companies
(Yeh, 2023; Zhou, 2022).

China has been providing humanitarian aid to Afghanistan as part of its strategy,
offering mostly interest-free loans, grants, debt relief, capacity building, student scholarships,
and training (Jiayi, Fei, Jingdong, 2022, p. 5). Back in 1950-1966, China provided US$73

8 Afghanistan's top exports to China include edible fruits, nuts, wool, yarn, pearls, precious stones, metals, coins.
China exported various goods to Afghanistan, including electrical and electronic equipment, rubbers, machinery,
nuclear reactors, boilers, vehicles, and manmade staple fibers.
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million in aid, ranking 5% behind the SU, the US, Germany, and the WB. From 2001 to 2009,
China provided US$205.3 million in aid and a US$19.5 million loan (Yan, 2018, pp. 361-364).
Beijing pledged US$197 million to Afghanistan in 2002-2013 and another US$326.7 million
in 2014-2017, representing only 2% of the US$17 billion in official development assistance
(ODA) received in 2014-2017 (Jiayi, Fei, Jingdong, 2022, p. 5). China pledged to continue
unconditional aid of RMB 500 million per year and provide training for 3,000 Afghan officials
and police at the 4™ meeting of the "Istanbul Process" in Beijing (Goldstein, 2015). Beijing
provided humanitarian aid to Afghanistan, made a US$200 million donation post-US
withdrawal, and supported construction projects, economic aid, and COVID-19 vaccines
(Mercy, 2021), while also offering US$8 million to families affected by the 2022 Afghanistan
earthquake (Rehman, 2022).

China's Parwan Water Conservation Project under ODA, funded by the Chinese
government in 2010, has been operational since 2001 (Yan, 2018, p. 362). Phase II, completed
in 2012, cost RMB 23 million and was completed by Jiangxi Water and Hydropower
Construction Co., Ltd. The main irrigation canal, originally built in 1968-1976, irrigates 24,800
hectares of land (China.AidData.org.). In 2023, the Afghan-controlled Taliban foreign minister
urged China to support Afghanistan's agriculture, livestock, and farmers (Interfax.Ru, 2023).
Beijing endorsed the Pine Nuts Air Corridor for Afghanistan's agricultural sector (Westcott,
2022, pp. 1-2), a symbolic move amid the Taliban's pledge to refrain from using force to
threaten China's interests in Afghanistan (Interfax, 2021).

Beijing's primary interest in Afghanistan lies in its lithium reserves, lanthanum, cerium,
neodymium, and veins of aluminum, gold, silver, zinc, and mercury, along with oil and gas
deposits (Tan, 2021). China Metallurgical Group Corporation (MCC) and Jiangxi Copper
Corporation Limited (JCCL) invested over US$30 billion in a mining concession at Mes
Aynak, the 2™ largest copper deposit in the world in 2008. The project, estimated to produce
220,000 tons of refined copper annually, will take 5 years to build and 30 years to mine (Arab
News, 2022). In 2021, the Taliban government requested Chinese companies to accelerate the
implementation of their investment projects in Afghanistan, particularly the "Aynak" project
(Regnum News Agency, 2022). Chinese delegates conducted on-site inspections in November
2021 to assess lithium projects in Afghanistan, and in April 2023, the Taliban announced
Gochin's intention to enter a US$10 billion contract for lithium extraction (Jalalzai, 2024).
However, the mine project was delayed due to the difficult security situation.

In 2011, Beijing and Kabul signed a US$700 million natural gas development
agreement (Goldstein, 2015) giving China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) a
concession to develop three oil fields in the Amu Darya basin, in exchange for building three
refineries within three years (Savchuk, 2021). The investment of US$400 million by China
National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) and Afghan partner Watan Oil & Gas generated an
annual income of US$304.35 million (70% of the profit from oil and gas production) (Downs,
2012, p. 41). The Afghan government and Chinese oil and gas company Xinjiang Central Asia
Petroleum and Gas Co (CAPEIC) have signed a contract for oil production in the Amu Darya
River basin in northern Afghanistan in 2023, with the first three years focusing on exploration
in five districts (Gazeta.uz, 2023),° with an annual investment of up to US$150 million, which
will grow to US$540 million in three years (China Briefing, 2023).

China and Afghanistan have been working together in the digital sector since 2011,
with Chinese telecommunications equipment manufacturers ZTE and Huawei Technologies
aiding Afghan operators in network development. ZTE upgraded 200,000 analog telephone

% The Chinese company is investing US$150 million in a 25-year contract to develop oil and oil products in
Afghanistan. The project, estimated to have 87 million barrels, is expected to increase daily production from 200
to 1,000 tons. The project will provide 3,000 jobs and will be processed in Afghanistan, which will initially have
a 20% stake, gradually increasing to 75%. If the company fails to meet the terms, it will be terminated.
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lines in Afghanistan (Reuters, 2011), as part of the Afghan government's promotion of private
investment in fiber optic and broadband infrastructure, particularly in rural areas. Despite the
2017 agreement, substantial investment to link the two countries via the Wakhan Corridor
within the 'Digital Silk Road' element of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)!? has not yet been
implemented (Pandey, 2021, p. 15). Worth noting that China's investment approach, unlike
other foreign investors, does not prioritize social requirements like democracy and individual
freedoms, which is advantageous for the Taliban (Efsas Study Paper, 2024, p. 9).!!

III.  China-Afghanistan collaboration in the Belt and Road Initiative

The Afghan government, led by President Ashraf Ghani, has shown significant interest
in integrating with China's BRI, aligning certain national plans (Efsas Study Paper, 2024, p. 5).
After coming to power the Taliban has also expressed support for Afghanistan's participation
in BRI (Interfax, 2021), aiming to transform the country from a land-locked to a land-linked
state through regional economic cooperation and interconnectivity (www.fmprc.gov.cn, 2023).
In 2016, Beijing and Kabul signed a Memorandum of Understanding (Qi, 2018), with
Afghanistan joining the BRI and China committing US$100 million in B&R investments
(Pandey, 2021, p. 13). Afghanistan became a member of the Asian Bank of Infrastructure
Investments in 2017, with a deposit of US$86.6 million (UzDaily.uz, 2021; www.aiib.org).
The BRI officially launched the first air corridor connecting Kabul and Urumgqi in 2016 (Zaki,
Tian, Amini, 2023, p. 3299).

It is well-known that a key goal of the BRI is to enhance communications by
constructing transcontinental railways, pipelines, ports, airports, and other infrastructure
projects. Afghanistan's geographical location makes it particularly significant to this initiative.
Worth remembering that railway construction in Afghanistan began yet in 1879 by the British
but faced opposition from Afghan authorities. The 1960s, the SU rejected an Afghan proposal
to build the Kunduz-Shirkhan-Bandar railway, while in the early 1980s, it built a short branch
line from Termez to Hayratan for the import of military cargo, then a short branch line from
Kushka to build the Kushka-Herat-Kandahar highway. In the 1970s, a road and rail project
from Iran to Pakistan was developed with UN support, proposing to build branches to Kabul
and Zahedan, Iran, and later to Iranian ports, providing Afghanistan with access to the sea,
bypassing Pakistan (Verkhoturov, 2010). The construction of the railway resumed in 2001 after
the defeat of the Taliban, when China began to show interest in the CA projects related to the
construction of roads in Afghanistan. China's interest in CA countries as markets for Chinese
goods, energy, resources, and their potential use as transit corridors for goods supply to Europe,
makes them attractive (Muzalevsky, 2018, p. 266).

10 The BRI (Belt and Road / B&R) launched by President Xi Jinping in 2013, consists of four land-based and two
sea-based corridors - the Economic Belt of the Silk Road (EBSR) and the 21 Century Maritime Silk Road (MSR).
They are: China - Mongolia - Russia Economic Corridor (CMREC), New Eurasian Land Bridge Economic
Corridor (NELB), China - Central Asia - West Asia Economic Corridor (CCWAEC), China - Pakistan Economic
Corridor (CPEC), China - Indochina Peninsula Economic Corridor (CICPEC) and Bangladesh - China - India
- Myanmar Economic Corridor (BCIM - EC). It aims to connect Asia and Europe via the ME, Africa, and CA
through transcontinental railways, pipelines, ports, airports, and infrastructure projects with up to US$1 trillion of
Chinese investment. The BRI will be primarily implemented by the China-led Asian Investment Infrastructure
Bank, the Silk Road Fund, and the BRICS New Development Bank. It can be utilized to implement national
concepts like the "Digital Silk Road", "China Dream", and "Made in China-2025". The BRI is a continuation of
Beijing's broader policy efforts to enhance the global presence of Chinese companies, following the 'Go out'
(1999) and 'Go global' (2006) strategies that pursued similar goals.

' Meanwhile, China has joined the global community’s efforts in pushing the Taliban to enact reforms, including
insurance of women's rights regarding employment and education.
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In 2012, China Road and Bridge Corporation (CRBC) conducted a feasibility study for
the China-Kyrgyzstan-Uzbekistan railway project (CKU), which would connect Kashgar in
Xinjiang, Torugart and Kara-Suu in Kyrgyzstan, Andijan in Fergana Valley, and Afghanistan
(Muzalevsky, 2012; Harutyunyan, 2019, pp. 299-300). The China-Kyrgyzstan-Uzbekistan-
Afghanistan transportation route has been operational since September 2022, aiming to
transport goods from Kashgar to Osh in Kyrgyzstan and through Uzbekistan to Hayratan in
northern Afghanistan. The corridor complements the CKU and Trans-Afghanistan Railway
Project. However, it faces financing challenges, security tensions, and global supply
disruptions due to long-term sanctions from the Russia-Ukraine conflict (Burna-Asefi, 2022).
Beijing plans to finance the construction of a transnational railway through Afghanistan by
2022, aiming to connect Uzbekistan to Pakistani seaports (Khan, Dawar, Khan, 2023, p. 35).

China, Afghanistan, and Iran are expressing interest in all-round cooperation under the
BRI to enhance connectivity, economic development, and trade facilitation in the region. In
2010, Iran, Afghanistan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, and China signed a feasibility study for a
railway project to reduce trade transport distances, shorten China's route to West Asia and the
ME for energy supplies, and facilitate access to Persian Gulf free waters through Iran (Bonesh,
2016).

China and Afghanistan are connected through regional projects like the Five Nations
Railway Corridor (FNRC) and the Sino-Afghan Special Railway Transportation Project
(Pandey, 2021, p. 13). The first railway connecting China and Afghanistan was built within the
BRI in 2016, passing the first direct cargo train from Jiangsu Province to Kanduz Province,
Hairatan (Xinhua, 2016). The Little Pamir road, connecting Badakhshan province to China,
was completed in January 2024, potentially redrawing supply chains and trade routes
(Afghanistan International, 2024).

Afghanistan should be integrated into the Chinese-Pakistani 3,000-km CPEC project
with Beijing investing over US$46 billion. The CPEC will be joined with the CCWAEC (which
crosses the five CA republics as well as Iran and Turkey), primarily through the Port of Gwadar
connecting the EBSR in the north and the MSR in the south (Gao, 2017), meanwhile, the EBSR
South Line!? will connect China with Afghanistan (Center for China in the World Economy,
2014, pp. 3-4; Prokhvatilov, 2017). Extending the CPEC to Afghanistan, China aims to gain
significant mineral resources through road and railway construction in Afghanistan's mining
areas and transportation through Pakistan's Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province (Anees, 2022), with
Pakistan's landlocked port of Karachi serving as an entry point for commercial goods from
China (Burna-Asefi, 2022). Cargo transportation from China to the Indian Ocean offers
promising prospects if Afghanistan and Pakistan's territory is utilized (Dyakonova, Sharipov,
2018, p. 21).

The CPEC, which includes oil and gas pipelines and power transmission lines, is also
attractive for CA countries due to its reliance on their resources. Back in 2017, Tajikistan and
Pakistan discussed the 1000 Electricity Transmission and Trade Project for Central Asia and
South Asia (CASA-1000), involving electricity supply from Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan
(Malysheva, 2018, p. 267). Afghanistan could also benefit from investing in projects like the
Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India Pipeline (TAPI) (Pandey, 2021, p. 16). The
construction of a trans-Hindukush railroad and road to CA could expand CPEC into the Central

12 The EBSR starts in China and travels through CA, West Asia, South Asia, and other regions in three lines
(northern, middle, and southern). It approaches the Caspian, Black, and Mediterranean Seas, the Arabian
Peninsula, and ends in Europe and North Africa. The Northern Line connects China to Kazakhstan, Russia,
Ukraine, Belarus, Poland, and Germany, while the Middle Line connects China to Central and West Asia and
Europe through Turkey. The Southern Line connects China, Southeast Asia, South Asia, and the Indian Ocean,
passing through Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran, Arabian Peninsula, and North Africa, with CPEC planned to pass
through Afghanistan.
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Asia Regional Economic Cooperation (CAREC) initiative of the Asian Development Bank,
potentially turning Afghanistan into a land bridge between China and West, Central, and South
Asia (Hashimy, 2023, p. 451).

IV. China's strategic imperatives in Afghanistan: Addressing regional security
concerns

Afghanistan faces various hurdles that hinder its incorporation into the BRI. It
experiences political instability and security concerns as a result of the Taliban's status, internal
unrest, and transnational and organized crime, such as drug trafficking, illegal immigration,
and terrorist activity (Haiquan, 2017, pp. 140-141). Resource extraction and declining prices
may also partially hinder or slow the development of economic relations between the two
countries (Putz, 2023). Private business development faces challenges like property protection,
weak government institutions, inadequate infrastructure, and corruption. The Afghan economy
heavily relied on raw opium, which constituted 10% of its economic activity, accounting for
85% of the world's supply, and the shadow economy, including drug production, smuggling,
and illegal mining, significantly impacts production, exports, and employment (Kalmykov,
2021).

Transnational jihad and Islamic extremism from the ME to CA, with strong religious
and ethnic ties to Afghanistan and CA, potentially impacting China's northwestern provinces,
particularly XUAR (Brugier, 2014, p. 3), could pose a serious threat to peace and stability in
South Asia and landlocked (Harutyunyan, 2014, p. 116; Ashraf, 2008). For this reason, China's
expansion of its security perimeter westward through close ties with CA countries (Malysheva,
2018, p. 266) has been linked to accusations of militant Uighurs being terrorists and inciting
violence since the early 2000s (Ma, 2019). Still in the late 1990s, ETIM, expelled from
Xinjiang, established a base in Afghanistan in 1998 under the Taliban government, with
Pakistan pledging to prevent attacks in exchange for Beijing's assistance in safeguarding them
from international sanctions (Small, 2014, p. 2).

However, since the Taliban's rise to power, security concerns remain in Beijing over
the targeting of Afghan civilians, Taliban members and Chinese nationals by Uyghur militant
groups and ISKP, the ISIL's (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria) regional affiliate. By focusing on
recruiting from the Taliban and other transnational and ethnic separatist movements, including
the ETIM, ISKP has intensified its anti-Chinese rhetoric (Rehman, 2022). It should also be
noted that with the rise of ISIL, Syria has become a hub for terrorist groups, making
Afghanistan and Syria a single interconnected "terrorist front" (Calabrese, 2019).!* The link
between Uyghur militants and Syrian jihadists, along with their presence in the Afghanistan-
Pakistan border region, suggests a transnationalization of Uyghur terrorism (Clarke, 2016, p.
11).

China is focusing on countering the influence of ISIL, aiming for transregional and
international terrorist goals in Afghanistan and CA (Pars Today, 2019), and Uyghur militants
who have relocated to Afghanistan and CA after ISIL's defeats and their establishment of a
base in Afghanistan and Baluchistan. The focus is on preventing Uyghur-CA contacts and
limiting the influence of non-violent Uighur diaspora groups (Dorsey, 2018). In 2018, the
Afghan ambassador to Beijing announced Beijing’s plans to train Afghan soldiers on Chinese
soil to counter ISIL and al-Qaeda militants attempting to infiltrate Xinjiang through the
Wakhan Corridor (Michael, 2018).

13 The threats of ISIL and the migration of ETIM fighters from Syria and Iraq to the Afghan province of
Badakhshan in China’s minds haunt the return in the 1990s, a period of protests and attacks in Xinjiang, where
the Taliban government permitted Uygur militants to operate.
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In July 2021, after the US and NATO troop withdrawal, China supported the Taliban's
rebuilding efforts in Afghanistan, demanding a break with ETIM ties (Wong, 2021). In
December 2022, after an armed attack on a Chinese diplomats' hotel,'* Beijing asked the
Taliban administration to prioritize security and advised its citizens in Afghanistan to leave the
country (Anees, 2022). In May 2023, China, Pakistan and Afghanistan held a trilateral dialogue
on counter-terrorism and security cooperation, where China urged the Taliban to form an
inclusive government to resolve security issues with neighboring countries (Gul, 2023).

China is enhancing its military-defensive positions and geopolitical presence in
Afghanistan, opposing US bases and NATO's long-term military presence. Beijing opposes
Indo-US cooperation and establishes strategic ties with Pakistan, strengthening ties with the
Taliban and Pakistan (Bonesh, 2021). China's most likely ally in dealing with Afghan matters
remains Pakistan, primarily because both countries share the desire to see the Taliban in control
(Jianli, 2021).

While the Taliban has shown interest in CPEC's Afghanistan extension, its progress in
Pakistan has slowed as it runs through the disputed Kashmir-Balochistan state and crosses the
India-Pakistan border, facing opposition from domestic and foreign terrorist groups due to
deeply divided ethnic communities (Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Pol icy, 2017). Unified
attacks by Baloch insurgents on the project and its personnel, including the provincial capital
Quetta, serve as a haven for the Afghan Taliban leadership (Dubow, 2017). Meanwhile, the
Balochistan Liberation Army (BLA) has urged China and Pakistan to withdraw their projects
from the province, threatening retaliation (Sputnik International, 2019). Afghanistan's National
Resistance Front accuses the Taliban of using rapprochement with China as a trump card
against the West and economic project deals to boost domestic revenue. This is although the
Taliban have not responded to China's request to contain the "East Turkestan" Uyghurs or meet
the demand for the extradition of some ETIM leaders (Sangar, 2023).

It i1s important to note that India opposes the passage of CPEC through Pakistan-
administered Kashmir, citing its territorial integrity (D’Souza, 2023), and resisted Beijing's
calls to connect 10,000 km of highways across Asia and Europe, objecting to the CPEC through
Gilgit-Baltistan (Haidar, 2017). Moreover, to gain land access to Afghanistan, India along with
Iran and Afghanistan signed an agreement in 2016 to invest in the modernization of Iran’s
Chabahar and the construction of a railway line to Herat (Savchuk, 2021). Indian Railway
Construction Limited (IRCON) has approved a US$150 million development plan to build an
investment zone for a US$1.6 billion port project (Basit, 2020). In turn, Pakistan has imposed
a transit blockade on Indian goods destined for Iran, and Afghanistan has banned Pakistani
goods transit through its territory (Trickett, Thomas, 2017). Pakistan's blockade of India's
access to Afghanistan and CA renders the BRI and Chabahar projects the only viable
alternatives for India (Haidar, 2017). But in December 2022, the Taliban urged Indian
investment in Afghanistan and their readiness to utilize the Iranian port, pledging its inclusion
in the North-South International Transport Corridor project (NSITC) (EADaily, 2022).'

However, there is also an opinion that Tehran's integration into the BRI could weaken
India, and offer a strategic space for Islamabad to counter threats. Improved relations between
Tehran and Islamabad with Beijing's support could pacify ethnic separatists in Baluchistan,
prevent Chabahar from competing with Gwadar, and continue transit trade through Pakistani
ports (Basit, 2020). While recognizing the need for power projection in the region for westward
B&R, Beijing is careful not to put too much pressure on Pakistan, as having a friendly buffer

14 The attack resulted in the deaths of at least three attackers and injuries to 21 others, including 2 foreigners.

15 The Taliban government is pushing for Afghanistan to join the NSITC to expand trade and humanitarian routes
along the Caspian Sea and Volga, using Afghan territory to transport goods from Pakistan to Caspian ports and
Kazan, the main commodity distribution center for Russia and post-Soviet space, and also to transport goods from
Russia to Afghanistan, Pakistan, and possibly India.
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state and a strong ally in the region is important to China's geostrategic calculus. It provides
strategic depth and maintains a balance of power with India, CA states, and the US (Tiffany,
2010, p. 4).

The Afghanistan track is also an area where China, Russia, India, Pakistan and CA
states are reshaping cooperation to address global challenges and political transformations
(Knyazev, 2022). The conflict in Afghanistan, which involves full members of the Shanghai
Cooperation Organization (SCO), poses a significant threat to the SCO and Collective Security
Treaty Organization (CSTO) partners (Malysheva, 2018, p. 263). Regulating the conflict in
Afghanistan, which is increasingly recognized as a vital process for ensuring security and peace
in the region, requires a comprehensive approach to address international terrorism, organized
crime, drug trafficking and Islamic extremism (Efremenko, 2019, p. 151). To resolve the crisis,
the SCO-Afghanistan contact group resumed its activities in 2017, and discussions on “5+1”
Afghanistan were initiated by Kazakhstan with the involvement of CA countries and
Afghanistan in 2018 (Malysheva, 2018, p. 264). From 2021, Afghanistan has been allowed to
participate in B&R projects through the SCO to expand international economic cooperation
(TASS, 2021) and promote intergovernmental cooperation through the SCO (Wang, 2018).

The SCO's role in addressing regional economic integration and security issues can
increase coordination and diversification of strategic East-West and North-South global supply
chains. In case of Russia's waning influence in the CA, Beijing could play a greater role in
redrawing and diversifying trade routes, contributing to China's long-term ambitions to
transform global trade under the BRI (Burna-Asefi, 2022). Therefore, China will need to
become more involved in neighboring Afghanistan, taking on greater responsibilities as a
global power dealing with jihadist militants sympathizing with Uyghur Muslims and other
challenges (Serenko, 2021).

V. Conclusion

From the above, we conclude that the main task of this research is to study the changing
dynamics of China-Afghanistan relations and their broader geopolitical implications. The
article starts by outlining the historical background of China and Afghanistan's interactions,
emphasizing significant events that have influenced their relationship. Given Afghanistan's
position as a geopolitical flashpoint, it has attracted the attention of major global powers,
leading China to take a careful political approach informed by previous interventions from
Russia, Britain, and the US.

This study highlights the period of growing relations between Beijing and Kabul,
particularly following the US and NATO withdrawal from the region, when China backed the
formation of a new inclusive Afghan government. Although the Taliban's current role
complicates China-Afghanistan relations, Beijing is enhancing economic connections with
Afghanistan, emerging as one of Kabul's major trading partners. China is deeply engaged in
Afghanistan's reconstruction and development efforts, investing in sectors such as
infrastructure, construction, telecommunications, and fostering collaboration in energy,
agriculture, and industry. Chinese extractive companies are also gaining control over
Afghanistan's resources, bolstering its dominance over many of the world's rare minerals,
which are crucial for a green transition. Additionally, China has played a significant role in
humanitarian efforts, offering essential aid, including food and medical supplies, to Afghan
civilians impacted by conflict and natural disasters.

The discussion then focuses on Afghanistan's potential as a target for the Chinese BRI
due to its strategic location, making it a transit hub connecting West Asia, CA, South Asia, the
ME, and Europe. Afghanistan's involvement in the BRI's infrastructure and energy projects is
emphasized as a land bridge, which is crucial since China faces significant expenses competing

108



LLINGUARUM UNIVERSE®“, VOLUME 1, ISSUE 1

with maritime powers. To enhance regional communication and establish new trade routes and
markets, Beijing is working to extend two BRI transport corridors, the CCAWEC and the
CPEC, into Afghanistan. Additionally, China aims to develop the China-Kyrgyzstan-
Uzbekistan-Afghanistan Corridor and the North-South Trans-Afghanistan Railway.
Consequently, Afghanistan could become a vital link in international communication (north-
south, west-east) and emerge as a country of shared interests for many regional and global
players.

China's strategic investments in Afghanistan, especially through the BRI, aim to
enhance regional economic connections and integration. By investing heavily in infrastructure
and resource development, China hopes to create a stable and economically viable Afghanistan,
which is essential for its larger regional goals. In return, Afghanistan stands to gain from
China's economic strength, receiving critical support for its development and stabilization
efforts, improving connectivity with neighboring countries, and boosting regional trade and
economic integration.

However, achieving a harmonious partnership faces numerous challenges, including
Afghanistan’s political and socio-economic instability, lack of a strong central government,
limited market access, weak legal and regulatory systems, absence of business insurance and
security guarantees for Chinese infrastructure projects and personnel. Moreover, Afghanistan's
drug trafficking can escalate organized crime and corruption, destabilizing the region and
impacting China's domestic security. In turn, mismanagement of funds and resources due to
high levels of corruption makes it difficult to ensure transparency and accountability of
international infrastructure and other projects. The exploitation of natural resources is risky
due to potential attacks by militant groups and local power struggles.

In addition, geopolitical tensions and regional competition for Afghanistan, particularly
between Pakistan, India, and Iran, strained relations with neighboring countries, as well as
internal conflicts and resistance driven by deep-rooted tribal and ethnic divisions in the region
impede the infrastructure initiatives. Afghanistan's participation in projects like the BRI may
be complicated by human rights issues and sanctions, the country's international isolation,
underdevelopment of existing infrastructure, and the Afghan economy's over-dependence on
international aid. The withdrawal of US troops from Afghanistan also causes problems,
because by creating a "point of tension" for Beijing, it can draw the latter into the complex
vortex of intra-Afghan problems.

It should be noted that the geographical proximity between Afghanistan and Xinjiang
is the main factor that promotes China's involvement, expansion of influence and pursuit of
stability in the broader regional context. The presence and activities of Uyghur militants in
Afghanistan, who seek to establish an independent Xinjiang state and may collaborate with
other extremist groups to launch attacks on Chinese territory, pose a threat to Chinese interests
in Afghanistan and neighboring regions. Although Afghanistan's economic recovery plans may
not be directly tied to the BRI, Beijing is eager to secure its western borders and protect its
projects, given Afghanistan's central role in the BRI and its potential threat to Chinese
investments in Pakistan and CA. Therefore, China is cautious about committing to long-term
economic and strategic initiatives in Afghanistan, as the potential for a renewed civil war and
security threats from terrorism and other extremist activities could disrupt the long-term
planning of BRI projects and investments in the country.

Consequently, adhering to the principles of multilateralism and inclusiveness in
international relations, and avoiding unilateral actions regarding Afghanistan, Beijing
endeavors to engage on various platforms to solve the Afghan problem. It collaborates not only
with Eurasian partners like Russia, Pakistan, Iran, India and CA countries (Afghanistan's
neighbors or SCO member states), but also with multilateral international organizations.
Additionally, Beijing has engaged in dialogue with Afghan factions, including the Taliban, and
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has established bilateral agreements to control religious extremism and prevent civil conflict.
This proactive approach not only enhances its image on the global stage but also showcases
China as a responsible player in fostering stability and economic growth in a region that has
long been affected by conflict and instability.

From the above, it is evident that factors such as Afghanistan's political instability,
security threats (particularly border security), and differing national priorities pose significant
challenges for the future of China-Afghanistan relations. China is likely to maintain a
cautiously optimistic stance, closely monitoring the Taliban government's actions and
balancing economic interests with security considerations.

So, the success of this bilateral relationship will hinge on both countries' ability to
address these issues, manage their differences based on common interests, capitalize on mutual
economic interests, and navigate the complexities of international politics. Continued dialogue,
strategic patience, and a commitment to shared long-term goals will be crucial in overcoming
obstacles and transforming potential opportunities into tangible benefits for both nations.
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