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TREADING LIGHTLY: CHINA’S
FOOTPRINT IN A TALIBAN-
LED AFGHANISTAN

I. Introduction

Following the United States withdrawal from Afghanistan in August 2021
and the return of the Taliban, much has been written about the likely role of
China, as both a neighbouring state and a major global power, in the future
of the country.! The security, economic and humanitarian vacuum left by the
end of the US occupation has significant implications for China’s interests in
the country and the wider region—in terms of both challenges and opportun-
ities. Developments in Afghanistan could pose serious problems for China’s
domestic stability in the volatile Xinjiang region, as well as its signature
geo-economic project, the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), in Pakistan and
Central Asia. At the same time, a relatively stable Afghanistan—free from
threats by militant and terrorist groups—could provide opportunities for
China and other regional states to contribute to its post-conflict economic
reconstruction and development.

The Taliban, which in August 2021 took over a country suffering from more
than four decades of sustained warfare, faces acombination of humanitarian,
economic and financial crises. External aid, which previously constituted
nearly half the country’s gross domestic product, has largely evaporated.?
The number of security incidents and battle-related deaths has drastically
declined in the past year, but the Taliban continues to shelter a number of
militant extremist and terrorist groups that pose a threat to regional and
global security.® Human insecurity has reached crisis levels in terms of
hunger, poverty, underdevelopment, lack of educational opportunities and
targeted ethnic and gender-based discrimination.

There is no question that China has the capacity—in the form of aid and
economic resources—to play a major role in Afghanistan’s post-conflict
reconstruction and economic development. It also has clear vested interests

LKynge, J. et al,, ‘China and Russia poised to step into the Afghanistan gap’, Financial Times,
17 Aug. 2021; Synovitz, R., ‘Regional powers seek to fill vacuum left by west’s retreat from
Afghanistan’, Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, 25 Dec. 2021; and Pantucci, R., ‘Chinais doomed to
play asignificantrole in Afghanistan’, Foreign Policy, 31 July 2022.

2World Bank, “The World Bank in Afghanistan: Overview’, 13 Apr. 2022.

3International Crisis Group, Afghanistan’s Security Challenges Under the Taliban, Asia Report
no. 326 (International Crisis Group: Brussels, 12 Aug. 2022).

* The authors gratefully acknowledge the research assistance of Hyunji Kim, an intern with
SIPRI’s China and Asia Security Programme.

SUMMARY

® This SIPRI Insights Paper
provides a preliminary
assessment of China’s attitudes
to and policies on Afghanistan
since the August 2021 Taliban
takeover. It examines the scope
of China’s security, economic
and humanitarian interests,
and the depth of its engagement
so far. It finds that China’s
footprint has been minimal due
not only to China’s non-
interference policy but also to a
range of broader challenges: the
militant extremist groups that
continue to operate on Afghan
soil, the risks of investingina
country where the government
remains unrecognized by any
member of the international
community and a fragile
stability thatis far from
conducive to long-term
planning. While there may be
prospects and opportunities for
China to contribute to Afghan
peace and development, par-
ticularly from abroader
regional perspective, current
realities mean that China’s
overall approach to Afghani-
stan will remain cautious,
pragmatic and limited.


https://www.rferl.org/a/afghanistan-power-vacuum-russia-iran-china-pakistan/31624955.html
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https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/afghanistan/overview
https://www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-asia/afghanistan/326-afghanistans-security-challenges-under-taliban
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in a stable and secure Afghanistan, which could provide opportunities for

investment in the country’s mineral resource sector.* However, it is yet

unclear how willing China might be to proactively expand what until now
has been a largely passive role and limited footprint in the country.

In an attempt to answer this question, this SIPRI Insights Paper provides

a preliminary assessment of China’s attitudes towards and policies on

Afghanistan under the Taliban regime by examining the security, economic

and humanitarian aspects of China’s engagement. China faces significant

challenges in dealing with a regime that maintains a domestic

governing ideology that is anathematic to the international

Afghanistan walks a tightrope and community and that continues to host militant extremist
continues to be marked by pragmatism  groups which China considers a direct threat to its interests at

home and abroad. The effectiveness of China’s approach will
depend on how credible its offer of positive incentives in the economic and
political domains is to the Taliban leadership, in return for the latter’s pledge
to address the Chinese government’s security concerns. In short, China’s
approach to Afghanistan walks a tightrope and continues to be marked by
pragmatism.

While China is a potentially critical player when it comes to security
and development in Afghanistan, the Chinese government believes that
Afghanistan’s other neighbouring states can and should contribute collect-
ively to addressing the challenges of rebuilding and integrating the country
into regional security, economic and diplomatic networks. For at least the
past decade, China has played an increasingly prominent role in promoting
regional, and extra-regional, dialogue and cooperation in multilateral and
mini-lateral platforms. As part of a wider assessment of China’s role in a
Taliban-led Afghanistan, this paper discusses the degree to which such plat-
forms—including but not limited to the Shanghai Cooperation Organization
(SCO) and the Foreign Ministers’ Meeting Among the Neighbouring Coun-
tries of Afghanistan—have played a constructive role in Afghan development
and security since August 2021 or could play such arole in future. It examines
what role China is willing to play in these broader regional frameworks.

Section II briefly traces the China-Afghanistan relationship prior to
August2021,and Section 1T outlines China’s security, economic and develop-
ment interests and footprint under the current Taliban regime. Section IV
discusses the broader prospects for and challenges facing Chinese-Afghan
relations, including from a regional perspective. Section V concludes with a
discussion on how China fits into the vacuum left by the US withdrawal.

I1. The China-Afghanistan relationship prior to August 2021

China maintained a relationship with the first Taliban regime (1996-2001),
primarily seeking security guarantees in relation to the East Turkestan
Islamic Movement (ETIM), which had attempted to establish an independ-
ent Uighur state in western China in the 1990s. Having been pushed out of
Xinjiang, the ETIM set up a base in Afghanistan in 1998 under the auspices
of the Taliban government. While it provided sanctuary to the group, Tali-

4Marlow, I. and Curran, E., ‘China eyes Afghanistan’s $1 trillion of minerals with risky bet on
Taliban’, Bloomberg, 24 Aug. 2021.


https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-08-24/china-s-eyes-1-trillion-of-minerals-with-risky-bet-on-taliban
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-08-24/china-s-eyes-1-trillion-of-minerals-with-risky-bet-on-taliban
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ban founder and leader Mullah Omar allegedly gave personal assurances to
China that it would not allow any group to use Afghan territory as a base
to conduct attacks on China.’ Thus, although China did not extend the
diplomatic recognition the Taliban sought, it refrained from antagonizing
the group and generally took a hands-off approach to developments in the
country.

While there were no official ties between China and the Taliban regime,
Chinese diplomats and think tank delegations visited Kabul and held talks
with their counterparts on issues ranging from Chinese humanitarian aid
to assistance with repairing damaged power grids and reinstating direct
flights between Kabul and Urumgqi. Media reports highlighted shipments of
arms and spare parts through Pakistan and the involvement of the Chinese
firms Huawei and ZTE in the telecommunications system in Afghanistan.
The regime also sought Chinese support for the relaxation of UN Security
Council sanctions on Afghanistan.®

Soon after the Taliban regime was toppled in December 2001, the Chinese
government officially recognized the Afghan Transitional Administration
under Hamid Karzai.” In December 2002, Afghanistan’s six neighbouring
states signed the Kabul Declaration on Good-neighbourly Relations with the
Karzai government, pledging their commitment to constructive bilateral
relations based on the principles of territorial integrity, mutual respect
and non-interference in internal affairs.® China emphasized a number of
principles that should be observed when dealing with issues related to
Afghanistan: (a) respect for its sovereignty and territorial integrity; (b) that
any solution must come from the Afghan people, should not be imposed from
outside and should be conducive to regional peace and stability; (¢) that a
broadly based government is the key to stability; and (d) that the UN should
play a more active and constructive role.” China and Afghanistan signed
the Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation and Good Neighbourly Relations in
2006.10

Over the next decade, China played only a limited role in Afghan affairs,
while exploring ways to engage which included ambitious but ultimately
unfulfilled investment projects in the country. The presence of ethnic Uighur
separatists on Afghan territory continued to concern the Chinese govern-
ment.'! In fact, relations between Uighur fighters and the Taliban only
deepened through their joint battlefield experience fighting Western and

5 Zaeef, A.S., My Life with the Taliban (Hurst Publishers: London, 2010), p. 135.

6 Mohan Malik, J., ‘Dragon on terrorism: Assessing China’s tactical gains and strategic losses
after 11 September’, Contemporary Southeast Asia, vol. 24, no. 2 (Aug. 2002), pp. 257-59. China
rejected such reports as baseless, see China Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘Spokesperson on the
reported relations between China and Taliban’, 15 Sep. 2001.

7 Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘"hERME;FRiN%R [Bilateral relations between China
and Afghanistan], accessed 18 Oct. 2022.

8 United Nations, Security Council, ‘Afghanistan: Good-neighbourly Relations Declaration’,
Annex to the Letter dated 24 Dec. 2002 from the Permanent Representative of Afghanistan to the
United Nations addressed to the President of the Security Council, S/2002/1416, 24 Dec. 2002.

9 Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘SM3S&b K BRI FEF S FAMSMELIY [Foreign minister
Tang Jiaxuan attends FM meeting on Afghanistan], 13 Nov. 2001, accessed 17 Sep. 2022.

10 Zhao. H., China and Afghanistan: China’s Interests, Stances, and Perspectives (Center for
Strategic and International Studies: Washington, DC, Mar. 2012).

11 Krishnan, A. and Johny, S., The Comrades and the Mullahs: China, Afghanistan and the New
Asian Geopolitics (Harper Collins: New Delhi, 2022).


https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/gjhdq_665435/3376_665447/3432_664920/3436_664928/3439_664934/200109/t20010915_591145.html
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/gjhdq_665435/3376_665447/3432_664920/3436_664928/3439_664934/200109/t20010915_591145.html
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/web/gjhdq_676201/gj_676203/yz_676205/1206_676207/sbgx_676211/
https://peacemaker.un.org/sites/peacemaker.un.org/files/AF_021222_AfghanistanGoodNeighbourlyRelationsDeclaration_0.pdf
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/chn/pds/ziliao/zt/ywzt/wzzt/2297/2299/t10586.htm
https://csis-website-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/legacy_files/files/publication/120322_Zhao_ChinaAfghan_web.pdf
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Afghan government security forces. The ETIM—also known as the Turkish
Islamic Party (TIP)—was of particular concern to China.'? It was designated
a terrorist organization and al-Qaeda affiliate by the UN Security Council in
2002 and incorporated into Western counterterrorism efforts as part of the
‘global war on terrorism’. While often criticized by the Chinese government,
the US and North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) military presence
in Afghanistan in effect served to manage the threat of the ETIM/TIP on

China’s behalf.13
When the Obama administration announced its intention to end the US
combat mission in Afghanistan by December 2014, China began to increase
its engagement with the Afghan authorities in the security realm. This
included the provision of military equipment, joint patrols of the shared
border and visits by high-ranking security officials—building on the visit by
Zhou Yongkang, China’s top-ranking official in charge of domestic security
in 2012.15 Following a visit to Kabul by a Chinese military dele-

The US and NATO military presencein  gation in 2016, General Fang Fenghui, then Chief of the Gen-
effect served to manage the threat of the eral Staff of the People’s Liberation Army, offered more than

ETIM/TIP on China’s behalf

$70 million in military aid to the country.!¢ In July of the same
year, China delivered military equipment to the Afghan forces,
including small arms and military vehicle parts.}” While pub-
licly maintaining its policy of non-interference, these activities constituted
‘creative’ foreign security interventions.!'® Beyond bilateral cooperation,
China actively led new formats for political and security consultations, such
as a trilateral foreign ministers’ dialogue with Afghanistan and Pakistan,
and the Quadrilateral Cooperation and Coordination Mechanism (QCCM)
with Tajikistan, Pakistan and Afghanistan to coordinate counterterrorism
activities, both established in 2016.1°
However, China’s headline activities were in the economic realm. In
2008, Jiangxi Copper and the China Metallurgical Group Corporation were
awarded a 30-year mining concession at Mes Aynak, a site 40 km south-east
of Kabul in a barren region of Logar Province, estimated to be the second
largest copper deposit in the world. In another large-scale project, a Chin-
ese-Afghan joint venture was announced in the Amu Darya oil basin in

12 A range of Uighur militant activity continues to be blamed by China on the ETIM, even though
there is little evidence that the formal grouping continues to exist. The TIP, however, maintains
an operational structure and membership, and a presence in Syria, Afghanistan and Pakistan.
Roberts, S., The War on the Uyghurs: China’s Campaign Against Xinjiang’s Muslims (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2020).

13 Moon Cronk, T., US Department of Defense (DOD), ‘US forces strike Taliban, East Turkestan
Islamic Movement training sites’, DOD News, 7 Feb. 2018.

14 van der Kley, D., China’s Foreign Policy in Afghanistan (Lowy Institute: Sydney, Oct. 2014).

15 Naibkhel, F.,‘MOIreceives Chineseexplosivedetectorstoimprove Kabulsecurity’, Afghanistan
Times, 10 July 2016; Small, A., “‘What’s behind China’s growing security presence in Afghanistan?’,
World Politics Review, 21 Mar. 2017; and Murtazashvili, J., ‘China’s activities and influence in South
and Central Asia’, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 17 May 2022.

16 Outlook Afghanistan, ‘China to extend $72m in military aid to Afghanistan’, 2 Mar. 2016.

17Gul, A., ‘China delivers first batch of military aid to Afghanistan’, VOA, 3 July 2016; and
Stanzel, A., ‘China’s interests in Aghanistan’, Asia Dialogue, 5 Sep. 2016.

18 Wang, Y., Creative Involvement: The Evolution of China’s Global Role (Routledge: London, 2017);
Miao,P.and Xue, L., )\ “RARRENN" B “BEEFRRAN  RPEXNWETERAFAZ [From ‘minimum
intervention’ to ‘conditionally active intervention’: China’s policy adjustment in Afghanistan], Bl
HEEM S [South & Southeast Asian Studies], no. 2 (2021), pp. 37-49.

19 people’s Daily, ‘MEENRBAEHENHSLZREAHE [Four countries’ military counter-
terrorism cooperation and coordination mechanism will issue joint statement], 5 Aug. 2016.


https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/1435247/us-forces-strike-taliban-east-turkestan-islamic-movement-training-sites/
https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/1435247/us-forces-strike-taliban-east-turkestan-islamic-movement-training-sites/
http://www.lowyinstitute.org/sites/default/files/chinas-foreign-policy-in-afghanistan_0.pdf
https://www.afghanistantimes.af/moi-receives-chinese-explosive-detectors-to-improve-kabul-security/
https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/what-s-behind-china-s-growing-security-presence-in-afghanistan/?one-time-read-code=41018166326763345410
https://carnegieendowment.org/2022/05/17/china-s-activities-and-influence-in-south-and-central-asia-pub-87146
https://carnegieendowment.org/2022/05/17/china-s-activities-and-influence-in-south-and-central-asia-pub-87146
http://outlookafghanistan.net/national_detail.php?post_id=14613
https://www.voanews.com/a/china-military-aid-afghanistan/3402178.html
https://theasiadialogue.com/2016/09/05/chinas-interests-in-afghanistan/
http://military.people.com.cn/n1/2016/0805/c1011-28614262.html
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2011 involving the state-owned China National Petroleum Corporation.
Afghanistan has tremendous economic potential, with vast mineral reserves
that include substantial deposits of copper, iron ore, lithium and rare earths
worth at least $1 trillion, in addition to deposits of oil and gas.?® However,
security concerns and a range of technical difficulties, including the lack
of appropriate infrastructure, mean that neither project has reached the
extractive phase.

In contrast, China’s development assistance and humanitarian activities
were much less extensive during this period. China’s engagement in Afghani-
stan has generally followed its commercially focused modalities of develop-
ment assistance, using large-scale infrastructure projects in developing
countries that combine its commercial and strategic objectives.?! Formally,
however, Afghanistan is not included in China’s BRI and, as noted above,
ongoing security challenges have precluded China’s envisaged projects from
coming to fruition.??

Nonetheless, China has provided what could be categorized as official
development assistance (ODA). In 2002, it supported the formation of
Karzai’s provisional government by committing $150 million in assistance
over a five-year period.?® Over the next two decades, it provided a range of
assistance, from grants to goods and materials, debt relief, capacity training
and support for governmental and educational infrastructure, but the value
of this was minimal compared to other donors.?* In the period 2002-13,
China pledged $197 million to Afghanistan.?’ In 2014-17, a period of height-
ened engagement due to China’s active involvement in peace negotiations,
a further $326.7 million was pledged.26 However, this was just 2 per cent of
the $17 billion in ODA that Afghanistan received in that three-year period.?”

IT1. China’s interests and footprint under the current Taliban
regime

Even though the Chinese government had maintained bilateral diplomatic
ties with successive Afghan governments since 2001, it never completely cut

20 seltmann, R., ‘Preliminary non-fuel mineral resource assessment of Afghanistan, 2007,
Economic Geology, vol.107,no. 7 (Nov. 2012), pp. 1515-1616.

2lyuan, J., Su, F. and Ouyang, X., China’s Evolving Approach to Foreign Aid, SIPRI Policy Paper
no. 62 (SIPRI: Stockholm, May 2021).

221 ju, L., “—#—%" S2 TS TR [The security risks in Afghanistan in the context of the
“Belt and Road Initiative”]’, 58 X# %R [Journal of Xinjiang University], vol. 47, no. 6 (Nov. 2019),
pp.57-63.

23 Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘President Jiang Zemin meets Chairman Hamid Karzaiof
the Afghan Interim Government’, 25 Jan. 2002; and Xinhua, ‘China writes off Afghan debts’, 1 Apr.
2004, accessed 9 Sep. 2022.

24 pjdData, ‘AidData’s Global Chinese Development Finance Dataset’, Version 2.0, accessed
17 Oct.2021; and Zhao, H., ‘PE5ME T’ [China and Afghanistan], Center for International Security
and Strategy, Tsinghua University, 28 July 2021, p. 6.

25 7hao H., ‘China’s Afghan policy: The forming of the “March West” strategy?’, Journal of East
Asian Affairs,vol. 27, no. 2 (Fall/Winter 2013), pp. 1-29.

26 7hu, Y., ‘China’s Afghanistan policy since 9/11: Stages and prospects’, Asian Survey, vol. 58,
no. 2 (Mar./Apr. 2018), pp. 281-301.

27 World Bank, ‘Net Official Development Assistance received (current US$): Afghanistan’,
accessed 9 Sep.2022.


https://doi.org/10.55163/WTNJ4163
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/gjhdq_665435/2675_665437/2676_663356/2678_663360/200201/t20020125_509245.html
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/gjhdq_665435/2675_665437/2676_663356/2678_663360/200201/t20020125_509245.html
http://www.china.org.cn/english/international/91820.htm
https://china.aiddata.org/
http://ciss.tsinghua.edu.cn/info/china_wzft/3806
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/DT.ODA.ODAT.CD?locations=AF
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off contact with the Taliban.?® This contact only intensified after 2014, when
the Obama administration announced a date for US troop withdrawal. China
appointed its first country-specific special envoy in relation to Afghanistan
in that year and became proactive in political mediation between the Afghan
government and the Taliban, participatingin the Quadrilateral Coordination
Group (QCG), together with Pakistan and the United States, and in the
Moscow Dialogue format, established in 2016 and 2017 respectively. China
also hosted the Taliban on its own territory several times between 2014 and
2019.29 These efforts were made in support of ‘a comprehensive and inclusive
Afghan-led and Afghan-owned reconciliation process’ among the country’s
different political factions. China’s facilitation and engagement also ensured
that it would have access to whoever eventually emerged as the government,
including the Taliban leaders.30

In July 2021, one month before the Taliban’s takeover, China held a high-
profile meeting with a delegation of nine Taliban representatives in Tianjin,
led by the head of the Afghan Taliban Political Commission. During the
meeting, China’s foreign minister, Wang Yi, recognized the Taliban as ‘a
critical military and political force in the country, [which] is expected to play
an important role in the peace, reconciliation and reconstruction process
of Afghanistan’.3! In August, days before the fall of the Afghan republic,
a spokesperson for the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, when asked
about what a Taliban-ruled Afghanistan would mean for China, stated that
China was ‘ready to continue to develop good-neighborliness and friendly
cooperation with Afghanistan’.32 While some speculated that this openness
indicated Chinese intentions to expand its sphere of interest in the region, it
was more likely reflective of the Chinese government’s hedging strategy—its
primary interests in Afghanistan being contingent on constructive if not
cooperative relations with whichever faction took the reins in Kabul.33

China’s security interests and footprint

For China, security remains by far the most pressing priority in its relation-
ship with the Taliban, as it is directly linked to internal security in its
westernmost region of Xinjiang.3* At the 2021 Tianjin meeting, Foreign
Minister Wang obtained guarantees from the Taliban that it would ‘abso-
lutely not allow any forces to do anything harmful to China in Afghanistan’s

28 5mall, A.,“Why is China talking to the Taliban?’, Foreign Policy, 21 June 2013; and Stacey, K. and
Feng, E., ‘China courted Afghan Taliban in secret meetings’, Financial Times, 6 Aug. 2018.

2914, 7., ‘China’s conflict mediation in Afghanistan’, Stimson Center, 16 Aug. 2021.

30 Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘Xi Jinping meets with President Mohammad Ashraf
Ghani of Afghanistan’, 13 June 2019, accessed 21 Oct. 2022; and Felbab-Brown, V., ‘A BRI(dge) too
far: The unfulfilled promise and limitations of China’s involvement in Afghanistan’, Brookings
Institution, June 2020.

31Xinhua, ‘Chinese FM meets with Afghan Taliban’s political chief’, 28 July 2021.

32 Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘Foreign Ministry spokesperson Hua Chunying’s regular
press conference on August 16,2021, 16 Aug. 2021.

33 Rakisits, C., ‘Afghanistan: China’s critical jigsaw piece’, Australian Outlook, Australian
Institute of International Affairs, 27 July 2021; and Mazhari, M., ‘China will fill power vacuum left
by USin Afghanistan, Researcher’, 19 Oct. 2021.

34 Zhao, H. ‘R E 5 ;T [Chinaand Afghanistan], Center for International Security and Strategy,
Tsinghua University, 28 July 2021.


https://foreignpolicy.com/2013/06/21/why-is-china-talking-to-the-taliban/
https://www.ft.com/content/66b0906a-993d-11e8-9702-5946bae86e6d
https://www.stimson.org/2021/chinas-conflict-mediation-in-afghanistan/
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/gjhdq_665435/2675_665437/2676_663356/2678_663360/201906/t20190617_509742.html
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/gjhdq_665435/2675_665437/2676_663356/2678_663360/201906/t20190617_509742.html
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/FP_20200615_china_afghanistan_felbab_brown.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/FP_20200615_china_afghanistan_felbab_brown.pdf
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2021-07/28/c_1310092289.htm
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/xwfw_665399/s2510_665401/2511_665403/202108/t20210816_9170798.html
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/xwfw_665399/s2510_665401/2511_665403/202108/t20210816_9170798.html
https://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/afghanistan-chinas-critical-jigsaw-piece/
https://www.tehrantimes.com/news/466202/China-will-fill-power-vacuum-left-by-U-S-in-Afghanistan-researcher
https://www.tehrantimes.com/news/466202/China-will-fill-power-vacuum-left-by-U-S-in-Afghanistan-researcher
https://ciss.tsinghua.edu.cn/info/china_wzft/3806
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territory’.3® This was a reconfirmation of the same guarantees that the Tali-
ban had provided to China in the 1990s. Since the Taliban takeover, security
has continued to be a core agenda item for bilateral talks involving China’s
foreign ministry and its Taliban counterparts.3¢

China maintains limited counterterrorism capacities of its own in relation
to Afghanistan. The USA delisted the ETIM as a terrorist organization in
2020 and has been far less indiscriminate in its foreign counterterrorism
operations in recent years. The onus is, therefore, now largely on the
Taliban to meet China’s security needs.” Indeed, China’s long-standing
non-interference policy—reiterated by Wang Yi during his May 2022 visit,
when he stated that China would ‘never interfere in Afghanistan’s internal
affairs’—means that any security presence on Afghan soil would be highly
limited.38

There are differing perspectives on the extent to which the ETIM/TIP
poses a direct threat to China from Afghanistan. A UN report suggests that
the ETIM/TIP numbers just a few hundred individuals, which the Taliban
has already relocated from the bordering Badakhshan region to other parts
of the country in what appears to be an effort to restrain their activities
against China.?® The directborder of less than 100 kilometres,
located in the Wakhan Corridor, is extremely isolated and
non-traversable for large parts of the year. It is also heavily
fortified on the Chinese side. To date, there has not been a

China’s approach remains viable only
for as long as the Taliban sees credible

direct attack on Chinese nationals attributed to ETIM/TIP  current and future benefits accruing

members based on Afghan territory.4® Chinese concerns, from the relationship

however, also include Afghanistan being used by militant

and terrorist groups as a base for training and organizing or distributing
propaganda, which could spill over into other countries in Central and
South Asia where the Chinese presence is much more substantial in terms of
investment and the number of Chinese nationals. Recent attacks on Chinese
nationals in Pakistan only heighten such concerns.*!

The current reduced levels of propaganda from and campaigning activity
by Uighur groups compared to previous years could well be an indication of
Taliban efforts to restrain the group.*> However, China’s approach remains
viable only for as long as the Taliban sees credible current and future eco-
nomic, humanitarian and diplomatic benefits accruing from the relationship.
Itis also contingent upon cohesion and continuity of the Taliban’s own China

35 Xinhua (note 31).

36 Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘&R EFIGHEFRIBIMIEELEE [Wang Yi meets
with Acting Foreign Minister of Afghanistan Interim Government Muttaqi], 29 July 2022.

37 Sun, Y., ‘China’s strategic assessment of Afghanistan’, War on the Rocks, 8 Apr. 2020.

38 Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘ERXPEEMETEAE LN S EE" M =IMF
[Wang Yitalks about China’s ‘three respects’ and ‘three nevers’ on the Afghan issue], 24 Mar. 2022.

39 United Nations, Security Council, “Twenty-ninth report of the Analytical Support and Sanc-
tions Monitoring Team submitted pursuant to resolution 2368 (2017) concerning ISIL (Da’esh),
Al-Qaida and associated individuals and entities’, S/2022/83, 3 Feb. 2022, pp. 16-17.

40 There was, however, a terrorist incident in 2004 that resulted in the deaths of 11 Chinese
workersin Kunduz, Afghanistan. Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, REMIBAREZARGT™
Z’[Chinese engineering personnel in Afghanistan suffered attack with serious casualties], 10 June
2004.

41 Delaney, R., ‘China faces an increase in extremist threats in Central Asia, US panel is told’,
South China Morning Post,13 May 2022.

42 Online interview conducted by the authors, Aug. 2022.


https://www.mfa.gov.cn/wjbzhd/202207/t20220729_10730035.shtml
https://warontherocks.com/2020/04/chinas-strategic-assessment-of-afghanistan/
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/wjbzhd/202203/t20220324_10655142.shtml
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/web/ziliao_674904/zt_674979/ywzt_675099/zt2004_675921/zggrzazxsj_675949/200406/t20040610_9289441.shtml
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/web/ziliao_674904/zt_674979/ywzt_675099/zt2004_675921/zggrzazxsj_675949/200406/t20040610_9289441.shtml
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3177557/china-faces-increase-extremist-threats-central-asia-us-panel

8 SIPRI INSIGHTS ON PEACE AND SECURITY NO. 2022/8

policy, and the Taliban’s ability to maintain effective control over enough of
the country and influence over the various non-Taliban extremist elements
to deliver on its stated guarantees to its Chinese counterparts.*?

China’s influence already has limits. The Taliban has refrained from
extraditing Afghanistan-based Uighur militants to China, including TIP
leader Abdul Haq al Turkistani.** A June 2022 UN report suggests that the
ETIM/TIP and other militant groups are enjoying unprecedented levels of
freedom under the new regime.** This also applied to al-Qaeda and its leader,
Ayman al-Zawahiri (who was harboured in Afghanistan until an August
2022 US drone strike on him), in violation of explicit Taliban guarantees to
the contrary in the Doha Accords signed with the USA in 2020.

General insecurity is also a concern for China. In the first half of 2022,
the number of conflict-related security incidents in Afghanistan was signifi-
cantly down from nearly 12 000 incidents in the same period in 2021 to just
over 2000.% However, Afghanistan remains a profoundly insecure country
with spates of political violence and terrorist attacks, and a range of militant
extremist groups operating in tandem with or against the current regime.%’
While the ETIM/TIP has pledged allegiance to the Taliban, the security
landscape also comprises violent anti-Taliban extremist groups that are
actively challenging the Taliban for control.

Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant-Khorasan (ISIL-K) has several
thousand members in Afghanistan. Many Uighur militants have realigned
with ISIL-K—which has been effective at recruiting those disaffected with
the Taliban on ideological, governance, and even ethnic grounds. While the
Taliban’s ambitions are largely national in scope, ISIL-K has been outspoken
in its condemnation of China’s activities in Xinjiang and made China an
explicit target of attacks and its expansion goals.*® ISIL-K has also claimed
responsibility for terrorist attacks on diplomatic targets in Kabul.*® The
degree to which the Taliban defers to Chinese security interests therefore
poses a threat to its own internal legitimacy vis-a-vis more hard-line militant
Islamist groups.

However, China does have additional leverage in Afghanistan through its
partnerships with other states in the region. It has, for instance, maintained
a deep and long-standing relationship with Pakistan’s security and intelli-
gence agencies.’® The Pakistan authorities have long served as patrons
of the Afghan Taliban, although the bilateral relationship has frayed over
border demarcation issues, as well as the Taliban’s hosting of the Tehrik-i-

43 Tiezzi,S.,“The Taliban: China’s deal with the devil in Afghanistan’, The Diplomat,17 Aug.2021.

44 Roggio, B., “Turkistan Islamic Party leader celebrates Eid in Afghanistan’, FDD’s Long War
Journal, 16 June 2022; and Kashgarian, A., ‘How Uyghurs, Taliban view each other—and why it
matters’, VOA, 23 Sep. 2021.

45 Moon Cronk (note 13).

46 United Nations, General Assembly, ‘The situation in Afghanistan and its implications for
international peace and security’, Report of the secretary-general, A/76/862-S/2022/485, 15 June
2022,p. 4.

47 United Nations, General Assembly (note 46).

48 With the exception of territorial demarcation issues concerning Pakistan. Webber, L., ISKP’s
Chinathreats surge, become more nuanced’, Eurasianet, 12 Sep. 2022.

49 Noroozi, E. and Litvinova, D., ‘Suicide attack at Russia embassy in Kabul kills 2 diplomats’,
5 Sep.2022.

50 Small, A., The China-Pakistan Axis (Oxford University Press: Oxford, 2015).
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Taliban Pakistani terrorist group.5! An existing joint Chinese-Tajik outpost
established to secure the Tajik border with Afghanistan has been followed
up with financing from China’s Ministry of Public Security for an additional
outpost on Tajik territory.52 There are also reports of Chinese training
activity on Afghan territory, although these have not been substantiated.>?
Thus, China’s security footprint may well be expanding regionally, if not yet
in Afghanistan itself.5*

China’s economic interests and footprint

Chinese security interests in Afghanistan depend in part on the credibility
of the incentives that China can offer to a country that is among the world’s
least developed according to economic as well as social indicators.5®
Afghanistan’s economy has shrunk precipitously from an already low base
since the Taliban takeover in August 2021. The collapse of the largely aid-
driven economy and the freezing of over $9 billion in Afghan foreign assets
through sanctions, in addition to other factors, has led to an unprecedented
economic, financial and humanitarian crisis.

The Afghan consumer market is of limited interest to China, but China
has offered various economic concessions, including the waiving of 98 per
cent of tariffs and a recent resumption of visa issuances for Afghan business-
persons.5¢ Negotiations on the Mes Aynak copper mine and the Amu Darya
oil project are continuing, following visits by Chinese business delegations
and executives.5” However, there has been no progress beyond these talks.
The US sanctions imposed after the Taliban takeover place short-term limits
on large-scale investments, but a range of barriers also limit the prospects
of these projects coming to fruition in the medium term. *® Beyond ever
present security concerns, extraction projects are hampered by the lack of
facilitating infrastructure, including transport facilities.’® China is itself
a major producer and exporter of mineral resources, including rare earth
minerals, so there is no pressing need for these projects to be developed
for supply purposes alone. ¢® The question of return on investment, which
is challenging even in more developed markets such as Pakistan, suggests

51 Mir, A., ‘Pakistan’s twin Taliban problem’, United States Institute of Peace, 4 May 2022.

52 Reuters, ‘China tobuild outpost for Tajikistan Special Forces near Afghanborder’, 28 Oct. 2021.

53 Salaam Times, ‘Are Chinese troops at Bagram air base?’, 4 May 2022.

54 Zhu, M., $E%: FESS5EAMDIITH, BAISRHENL BAHEMET [Interview with Pan
Guang: China would participate in major defence activities, but will absolutely not ‘jointly send
troops to Afghanistan’], 14 Aug. 2021; and Beilei, M. and Li, X., ‘A “BIRRENN" & “EEERRAN
D RHREXMETERNIAR [From ‘minimum intervention’ to ‘conditionally active intervention’
China’s policy adjustment in Afghanistan], South Asia and Southeast Asia Studies [FIl /RE IR %],
vol. 2 (2021), pp. 37-49.

55 gee World Bank, ‘Least developed countries: UN classification’ [n.d.], accessed 17 Oct. 2022.

56 Zhao (note 10).

57Yin, Y., ‘Afghan minister holds talks with Chinese mining firm, progress to be expected’, Global
Times, 18 July 2022; and Kullab, S., ‘China eyes investment in Afghanistan’s Mes Aynak mines’, The
Diplomat, 28 Mar. 2022.

58 Wangdao, C. et. al., ‘FEFSHVEERABUS RRLER =& E%XMEI [Suggestions on China-
Afghanistan energy and mineral cooperation after the Taliban return to power], EFrfHEZF
[International Petroleum Economics], vol. 29, no. 10 (2021), pp. 42-47.

59 Yin (note 57).

60 pantucci, R. and Waziri, A., ‘China wants its investments in Afghanistan to be safer than in
Pakistan’, Foreign Policy, 3 May 2022.
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a hard balance between China’s political and economic logic in the Afghan
context.%!

Finally, before the Taliban takeover, Afghanistan was already one of the
world’s least welcoming investment environments in terms of the rule of
law, corruption and poor economic governance.®? The takeover led to the
collapse of what had been nominally functioning institutions, including
in the financial sector.%3 Future Chinese investments also face the broader
challenge of directing funds to sustainable and inclusive economic
development.%4

Some smaller-scale economic activity by private and public sector Chinese
entities and individuals—including steel manufacturing and precious
metal trading—has continued or resumed since August 2021.%° In April
2022, the Taliban re-approved a $216 million Chinese investment project
for an industrial park outside Kabul, which is expected to
host 150 factories.®® Future prospects include greater trade in

challenge of directing funds to sustain- agricultural products, a sector on which up to 80 per cent
able and inclusive economic development of livelihoods in Afghanistan in some way depend.” A

‘pine nut corridor’ initiative by China in January 2022, in
which 1500 tonnes of Afghan pine nuts were imported by air, has proved
demonstrative in this regard.®® China has also expressed an interest
in helping to find alternatives to opium production, which is currently
Afghanistan’s main export in terms of value.

China’s economic activity is much more substantial elsewhere in Central
and South Asia. Pakistan is the location of the largest flagship investment
project of the BRI, the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), which
in its first phase comprises over $25 billion in investment in port facilities,
transport, energy, industrial and agricultural infrastructure, industrial
parks and special economic zones, as well as other investment projects
either completed or under way.”® In conversations with Afghan and Paki-
stani officials, Chinese officials have suggested that they would like to bring
Afghanistan into CPEC.”! However, CPEC is itself encountering multiple
obstacles, including security issues such as attacks on Chinese companies

61Rana, S., ‘Foreign public debt to “jump to $103b” by end of next fiscal’, Express Tribune, 6 Feb.
2022.

62 Sieff, K., “To cut Afghan red tape, bribing is the norm’, Washington Post, 17 Feb. 2013; and Daily
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Environment, Round 1 (World Bank Group: Mar. 2022).
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and nationals, and slow inflows of funds for planned projects.’? Exposure to
economic and security risks would be even higher in Afghanistan.

While China haslong championed economic integration and incorporating
Afghanistanintobroader regional trade, investment and transport networks,
the greater interconnection and movement of goods and people could
present challenges from a security standpoint.”® Nonetheless, an agreement
has been signed on a multi-modal economic corridor to ship containers from
China through Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan into northern Afghanistan, and
the first shipping containers arrived in September 2022.74

China’s developmental interests and footprint

Beyond ongoing consultations around large-scale investments that are
unlikely to materialize in the medium term, and the aforementioned smaller-
scale economic investment projects, there has been Chinese engagement
since August 2021 that could be considered developmental in nature. In
December 2021, a working group on humanitarian assistance and economic
reconstruction was attended by representatives of a range of relevant minis-
tries from China and the Taliban interim government.”> Unlike Western
and other multilateral donors, China traditionally refrains from using aid
conditionally to support or promote political, governance or even economic
reform.”¢ Since August 2021, the Western and UN developmental footprint
has been drastically reduced in an effort to induce a change in Taliban
policies on political inclusivity and gender equality, among other issues.
Such efforts have thus far failed.”” Significantly, China has also emphasized
the need for the Taliban to be more inclusive.”® However, the promotion of
norms is of much lower priority for Chinese officials, who emphasize non-
interference and the particularities of Afghan national conditions.

The December 2021 meeting focused on providing aid and capacity train-
ing, as well as facilitating high-value agricultural exports of pine nuts, saf-
fron and pomegranates from Afghanistan to the Chinese market.”® Support
to local businesses and Afghan producers, through such dedicated projects
or initiatives as the pine nut corridor, open up the possibility of private sector
development.8° Such initiatives are in line with China’s overall approach to
foreign aid, which places greater emphasis on the commercial dimension
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73 Online interview conducted by the authors, Aug. 2022. See also Minxing, H. and Likuan, C., ‘i
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of cooperation.8! Whether such projects are viable in terms of sustainable
economic development or developmental impact remains to be seen.

However, China’s overall ODA footprint in Afghanistan has been minimal
in recent decades and current security challenges—in addition to the
diplomatic challenge of providing official assistance to a still unrecognized
government—make it unlikely that China will become a major provider
of ODA to Afghanistan in the immediate future. Notably, there are voices
in China arguing that the USA and NATO member states retain the main
responsibility for supporting Afghan reconstruction, given the two decades
of war and the circumstances of their withdrawal.8?

It is noteworthy that China pledged an emergency aid package of $31 mil-
lion the day after the Taliban announced its formation of an interim gov-
ernment.33 The aid package included food supplies and 3 million doses of
Covid-19vaccines.8* While it was well received by the Taliban, Chinese assist-
ance was minor compared to the UN’s funding request for over
$4 billion in humanitarian aid in 2022.85 Significantly, the USA

Chinais willing to step into theroleofa  remains by far the largest single provider of humanitarian
primary development aid provider assistance to Afghanistan, donating over $1.1 billion in the

year following the Taliban takeover.?¢ Following a devastating
earthquake in south-eastern Afghanistan, US assistance amounted to seven
times that of China’s $7.5 million in emergency aid.8” There are so far no
indications that China is willing to step into the role of a primary develop-
ment aid provider.

It is also significant that Chinese development and humanitarian aid
to a Taliban-led Afghanistan has thus far not been channelled through
multilateral UN-led formats, such as the Afghanistan Humanitarian Fund
or the Special Trust Fund for Afghanistan, or indeed any of the dedicated
UN agencies.?® Instead, China has prioritized bilateral and mini-lateral
formats for its assistance, such as the Tunxin Initiative with Afghanistan’s
neighbouring states launched in April 2022. This is in line with China’s
pattern of and modalities for providing development assistance globally,
which tend to favour bilateral arrangements, as well as its more regional
approach to peace and development in Afghanistan. It also reflects China’s
pursuit of its security interests, which requires more direct levers of
economic influence.?® To the extent that assistance is channelled through the
Taliban, this presents challenges in terms of governance and accountability

81 Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs (note 75).
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for goods and funds. However, the smaller-scale and more commercially
focused nature of Chinese projects could prove effective in a country where
large-scale aid inflows have facilitated staggering levels of fraud, waste and
corruption.’®

IV. Chinese-Afghan relations: Prospects and challenges

For a Taliban regime that has been economically, diplomatically and
financiallyisolated, its partnership with China holds much pragmatic appeal,
given the latter’s economic and political influence internationally. China
continues to champion elements of the Taliban’s agenda in UN forums, such
as the unfreezing of sanctioned assets.”® Without formally recognizing the
Taliban diplomatically, Chinese statements stressing Afghan independence
and sovereignty, and accepting the ‘objective reality’ of their rule, represent
tacit recognition of the regime’s legitimacy.’? China has made various official
statements on the need for the Taliban to reform its governance in terms of
ethnic, gender and political inclusivity, but such normative considerations
are unlikely to influence the substance of China-Taliban relations insofar as
they do not fundamentally affect Afghan or regional stability. Unlike other
major powers, China has no history of overt intervention or invasion, and
maintains a level of goodwill among the Taliban leadership, whose primary
grievances have been against the West.?® The Taliban has even referred to
China as its ‘main partner’ in rebuilding the country, and as Afghanistan’s
‘ticket to markets around the world’.%*

In principle, such a relationship is conducive to China’s achievement of its
wider security and economic goals. However, there is a risk of overpromising
and underdelivering, as well as indications that China has so far been unable
to live up to Afghan expectations.®® The relationship is also contingent on
the Taliban’s internal ideological positions, which have been rigidly held
even to the detriment of its own foreign and economic policy objectives of
achieving international recognition, and support for reconstruction and
economic development.?® Foreign pressure, including through sanctions, has
done little to convince the Taliban to change course on questions of human
rights, gender equality or ethnic and political inclusivity. This highlights
that there are upper bounds to what China will be able to achieve through
its diplomatic, security or economic ‘carrot-and-stick’ approach. This
precarious position could explain China’s relative silence on the US drone
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strike on Ayman al-Zawahiri in August 2022, although China had previously
urged the Afghan side ‘to fulfill its promise on countering terrorism by taking
visible and verifiable measures’.?”

Moreover, the risks for China are heightened because other competitor
extremist groups would be liable to criticize the Taliban for more explicit
security cooperation with China, for example extradition of Uighurs to
China.?® Such cooperation could pose a threat to the Taliban’s internal
legitimacy and places limits on the depth of partnership between China
and Afghanistan. Hence, it will be a major challenge for China to persuade
the Taliban of the credible prospects and benefits that might accrue from a
partnership, while being neither implicated in international condemnation
ofthelatter’s brutal and authoritarian home rule, nor caught in the crosshairs
of various militant and extremist groups. Economic benefits are unlikely to
materialize in the short term, however, and the Taliban is also courting other
regional partners and investors in Russia, India, Iran and Pakistan, each of
which have their own aims and interests.?® The current balance, based on a
hedging calculus by both sides, has not yet been stress-tested. How either side
might respond to a major incident—such as an attack on Chinese nationals,
even in third countries, attributable to groups hosted by the Taliban—is
difficult to predict, but could move a currently stable relationship of mutual
regard in a more volatile direction.

Prospects and challenges for regional leadership

Central and South Asia have often been described as a ‘test case’ for Chinese
leadership, as Chinese foreign policy has since the 1970s mostly focused on
creating conducive conditions for domestic economic development. It is in
its western neighbourhood that China has taken a notably more proactive
approach to driving regional cooperation, including as a founding member of
the SCO in 2001.19° Among other functions, the SCO facilitates cooperation
and information sharing among member states to combat the so-called
three evils of terrorism, extremism and separatism.!! SCO membership
will soon include all of Afghanistan’s direct neighbours with the exception
of Turkmenistan, as Iran is set to be confirmed as a full member in 2023.102
Important regional partners for Afghanistan, such as India and Russia,
are also SCO members. In 2005, an SCO-Afghanistan Contact Group was
established at the deputy foreign minister level to provide a platform for

97 Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Work together towards a peaceful and stable Afghani-
stan’, Speech by Yue Xiaoyongat the International Conference on Afghanistan, 26 July 2022.

98 Ma, H., ‘Afghan militants have China in their crosshairs’, Foreign Policy, 19 Oct. 2022.

99 Eqbal, S., “Taliban to seal agreement with Russia to import oil and gas’, Khaama Press, 27 Aug.
2022.

100 Guang, P., ‘China in the Shanghai Cooperation Organization’, eds G. Wang and Y. Zheng,
China and the New International Order (Routledge: London, 2008).

101 Aris, S., “The Shanghai Cooperation Organisation: “Tackling the three evils”. A regional
response to non-traditional security challenges or an anti-Western bloc?’, Europe-Asia Studies,
vol. 61,n0. 3 (2009), pp. 457-82.

1021 X, HSHHENEETS EEAEARM%R RS [Afghan-SCO relations and prospects
after the Taliban’s return to power], EPFriiz [International Forum], no. 5 (2022), pp. 58-78; and
Grajewski, N., ‘Iran one step closer to SCO membership’, Washington Institute for Near East Policy,
14 Sep.2022.
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dialogue amongneighbouringstatestosupportreconciliation,reconstruction
and security cooperation.19 Afghanistan became an observer state in 2012.

A joint declaration by SCO heads of state following a meeting in
September 2022 stressed support for ‘the establishment of Afghanistan
as an independent, neutral, united, democratic and peaceful State, free
of terrorism, war and drugs’ and urged the formation of an inclusive
government ‘with representatives from all ethnic, religious and political
groups of Afghan society’.1%* The secretary general of the SCO declared
‘turning Afghanistan into a constructive factor for regional peace, security
and development’ a goal of the organization.10

China has been a driving force in pushing Afghan issues in the SCO con-
text. While the SCO might seem an ideal platform for regional cooperation,
with its formal organizational structure and its wide-ranging topical cover-
age and membership, many observers question the overall effectiveness of
the organization. Throughout its two decades, member state sensitivities
on issues related to internal security and their divergent economic, political
and security interests have made the SCO a relatively ineffective platform for
action.1%¢ In fact, the SCO has done little concrete as a collective to address
Afghan security and development challenges.

However, China has also been an active participant in other Afghan-
focused multilateral and mini-lateral formats. The third Foreign Ministers’
Meeting Among the Neighbouring Countries of Afghanistan—held in Tunxi,
in China’s Anhui province,in March 2022—reached an eight-point consensus
on supporting the reconstruction of Afghanistan. The list of deliverables on
humanitarian assistance, connectivity, economics and trade, agriculture,
energy and capacity building involved not only Chinabut also Iran, Pakistan,
Russia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. The Tunxi Initiative
represents the concerted efforts of Afghanistan’s neighbouring states to
assist with its needs and the specific commitments of each participating
state based on its capacities.10”

China also continues to be involved in the Moscow Dialogue format.
The most recent meeting was held in November 2022 with representatives
of all of Afghanistan’s immediate neighbours and several other regional
actors besides.1%8 Tt also participates in a regional conference format hosted
annually since 2018 by Uzbekistan in Tashkent. Many of the pre-August
2021 multilateral mechanisms are of indeterminate status. Some, such
as the QCCM, the SCO-Afghanistan Contact Group and the Heart of Asia
Process established by Tiirkiye in 2011, have de facto become defunct in the
continued absence of official diplomatic recognition of the Taliban regime by

103 This was suspended in 2009 but resumed operations in 2017 until the Taliban takeover in
2021.
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Monitor, Jamestown Foundation, 29 Sep. 2020.
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on Supporting economic reconstruction in and practical cooperation with Afghanistan’,
Communique, 1 Apr. 2022.
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any member of the international community. Meanwhile, ongoing formats
have offered an indirect line to more or less formal talks with Taliban
representatives, including for extra-regional actors.

It is worth noting that many Chinese policymakers had been hopeful that
Afghanistan might come to represent a point of cooperation in an increas-
ingly tense relationship between China and the USA. In March 2022 a
meeting of the QCG with US representation took place on the sidelines of
the foreign ministers’ meeting in Tunxi. However, Afghanistan has not fea-
tured as an agenda item in high-level talks between the two states since, and
opportunities for greater USA-China cooperation on Afghan issues remain
unseized.

In sum, China’s current policy on Afghanistan demonstrates a strong
appetite for a regional rather than a unilateral approach. This is, in part,
because the Taliban’s perspectives and interests are intertwined with the
difficult geopolitics of the broader region, which China would be hard-
pressed to navigate on its own. The need for wider cultural, religious and

political expertise and capacity requires an approach that

Speculation that China will step in to fill leverages partnerships with Afghanistan’s direct neighbours.

the geopolitical, security and economic

China’s broader diplomatic, political and economic clout—
including vis-a-vis Afghanistan’s neighbouring countries—

vacuum left by the West has not been allows it to mobilize and advance this more multilateral

borne out by events

agenda on Afghanistan. But while China may be effective at

facilitating a more collective and localized regional approach
to Afghanistan’s many peace, security and development challenges, the
ultimate litmus test for effective regional cooperation will be the delivery of
concrete outcomes beyond declarative statements and discussions. On that
score, there have been growing expectations that China should do more to
drive those processes and more actively facilitate conditions conducive to
Afghan stability and economic development.10°

V. Conclusions

In the period since the Taliban took over an Afghanistan emptied of its
foreign presence, there has been much speculation that China will step in
to fill the geopolitical, security and economic vacuum left by the West’s
withdrawal. China certainly has direct interests in a stable, developed and
well-governed Afghanistan, not least to prevent spillover into its Xinjiang
province or attacks on its citizens abroad and assets in the wider regions of
Central and South Asia.

However, this speculation has not been borne out by events. Thus far, there
have been few indications that China has any appetite to dedicate substan-
tial resources or personnel to resolving the myriad security, economic and
development challenges that Afghanistan faces—and certainly not to the
tune of the $2.3 trillion that the USA spent in two decades of engagement
with the country.ll0 Given its non-interference policy and learning from

109 Online interviews conducted by the authors, Aug. 2022; and Online SIPRI China-Afghani-
stan Roundtable convened by the authors, Sep. 2022.

110 watson Institute for International and Public Affairs, ‘Human and budgetary costs to date of
the US war in Afghanistan, 2001-2022’, Aug. 2021.
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both Soviet and US failure in Afghanistan, it is unlikely that China would
risk becoming militarily mired in the country.!1!

Two additional considerations probably also inform this hands-off
approach. First, despite China’s growing economic and security engagement
in Central Asia, Afghanistan remains low on its foreign policy agenda, which
continues to prioritize developments in East Asia and its strategic rivalry
with the USA. Second, the Chinese government remains relatively confident
that any security threats posed by the ETIM/TIP or other militant groups
to China’s interests in Xinjiang and the broader region can be mitigated and
managed through security cooperation with other regional actors, such as
Pakistan and Tajikistan.

Fornow, China’s policies on Afghanistanare focused onbuilding pragmatic,
if not cooperative, relations with the Taliban. China has tacitly acknow-
ledged the legitimacy of its rule, championed the unfreezing of Afghan assets
and provided limited humanitarian assistance. Most importantly, perhaps,
it has continued to entertain the prospect of future large-scale economic
investment in the country—something that the Taliban authorities are keen
to encourage. The Taliban, in turn, has provided at least nominal guarantees
on security matters that China deems critical to its domestic security.

While China’s security footprint in Afghanistan is minimal and it is
likely to remain behind the scenes for the foreseeable future, its actual
economic footprint has also been limited. The prospects for transformative
investments, such as in Afghanistan’s mineral resource sector, remain
hypothetical and are not likely to be realized until much greater stability
and security can be guaranteed for foreign investors. This appears unlikely
while Afghanistan’s government remains politically isolated and financially
sanctioned. Finally, China’s development and humanitarian assistance
remains and is likely to remain minimal, not least compared to what the USA
has continued to provide post-withdrawal.

China has played a more outsized role in regional affairs, participating
in and convening a range of multilateral initiatives, including some that
have delivered concrete results in terms of humanitarian assistance. In this
regard, Afghanistan may also represent an opportunity for China to step
up its leadership by working cooperatively with other neighbours to help
promote a longer lasting, more localized approach to peace, security and
development. Just one year into Taliban rule, however, it is worth noting that
China’s thus far cautious and pragmatic approach is still to be truly tested
by major events. New developments on the ground or internationally could
induce changes to this approach in as yet unforeseen ways.

1117 3. China’s conflict mediation in Afghanistan’, Stimson Center, 16 Aug. 2021.
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Abbreviations

BRI Belt and Road Initiative

CPEC China-Pakistan Economic Corridor

ETIM East Turkestan Islamic Movement

ISIL-K Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant-Khorasan
NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization

ODA Official development assistance (ODA)

QCCM Quadrilateral Cooperation and Coordination Mechanism
QCG Quadrilateral Coordination Group

SCO Shanghai Cooperation Organization

TIP Turkish Islamic Party
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