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ABSTRACT 

China is emerging as a global economic power and planning to maintain and expand its influence in 

term of economic, political and strategic interests especially in the neighboring countries like India, 

Pakistan and Afghanistan. In order to fulfill its dream of economic supremacy and national interest, 

China has launched a series of developmental initiatives including development of infrastructure, 

trade and economic activities in the region especially Afghanistan. However, owing to the security 

conditions, presence of militant and terrorist tendencies, it is still challenging for China to come out 

as a strong political and economic force in Afghanistan. This article is planned to carry out a 

systematic reflection on the China’s political and economic interests in Afghanistan and analyze its 

investment in various developmental activities and projects. For this purpose, descriptive method was 

used in which secondary data was extracted from various academic sources including journals, books 

and reports. Findings of the study reveal that China has invested billions of dollars on various 

developmental projects including coal mine, exploration of oil and gas, telecommunication, railway 

lines and roads and economic assistance to Afghanistan. It is concluded from the study that China’s 

economic and strategic policies in Afghanistan will not only safeguard Chinese interest but it will also 

help Afghanistan to counter militancy and cross border infiltration through economic, business and 

trade in Afghanistan.  
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INTRODUCTION  

The Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan is a mountainous multi ethnic landlocked country situated at the 

crossroad of Central and South Asia. In the term of area, the country is occupying 652,864 square 

kilometers (252,072sq.mi) approximately and hosting about a population of 41,128,771 people. 

Afghanistan shares its boundaries with Pakistan on east and southern border, links with Iran on 

western border and with Central Asian states on northern sides. It’s also shares a short border with 

Xinjiang province of China in northeast. Afghanistan has major trade routes with southern and eastern 

Asia and connects them with Europe and Middle East. The history is witnessed that Afghanistan has 

remained and still the hub of warfare, insurgencies and internal strife which creates security problems 

generally for world community and particularly for neighboring states of Pakistan and China. As these 

two states shares borders with Afghanistan, hence the instability in Afghanistan is a direct threat to the 

stability of both states (Ejaz, 2018).  

The People’s Republic of China’s (PRC) foreign policy beliefs on peaceful co-existence and 

on win -win situation towards their neighboring countries. The Sino- Afghanistan friendly relations 

are very old and traced its roots from 7th Century when the Chinese monks used the ancient Silk Road 

to travel Afghanistan. As Afghan’s province Bamiyan hosts thousands of meters long Sleeping 
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Buddha statues, where Chinese monks visited to perform their religious rituals. Both China and 

Afghanistan shares and stretches about 92 kilometers borders and coincided each other’s through 

Wakhan situated in the middle of Pamir and Tian Shan mountains series. Afghanistan was the first 

country who recognized the newly established communist state of People’s Republic of China (PRC) 

under Mao Zedong in 1950. Officially the diplomatic relation between Afghanistan and China were 

started in 1955 and resolved their border disputes and demarcation in 1963. Modern diplomatic 

relationships between the two countries have started in 2001, when Hamid Karzai established interim 

government in Kabul. Besides, both countries also signed an agreement in 2006 the reconfirmation of 

“good neighborly” relations treaty already signed in 1960 through which China and her neighbors will 

try to support stabilization process in Afghanistan. In this regard China was the first country to 

establish diplomatic ties with Afghanistan and an aid of $5 million were provided on humanitarian 

and emergency bases (Tiffany, 2010). 

The peace process between U.S and Taliban also known as “Doha agreement” was signed 

between the two states on February 29, 2020 in Qatar. This paves way for the withdrawal of 

coalition’s troops from Afghanistan by July 2021. China officially welcomed this deal and foreign 

minister namely Wang Yi stated that the peace agreement will play a vital role in the political stability 

of Afghanistan. China also urged the foreigner troops to withdraw in such a way to avoid any security 

vacuum which could provide an opportunity to terrorist groups to further destabilize the region. But 

unfortunately, the Biden administration suddenly announced withdrawal without peace settlement 

which gave acceleration to Taliban attacks on afghan national army and Police forces. China criticized 

the US decision of sudden withdrawal from Afghanistan and showed his great concerns about the 

security implications after the withdrawal which will be a direct threat to the economic and security 

interests of China in Afghanistan. As USA and its allies are going back, China is expanding its role in 

Afghanistan. In this process, China is enhancing healthy relation with afghan government as well as 

with Taliban which is considering by China as strong aside. China is strongly concern with current 

scenario that if America free itself from the moral and material responsibility of Afghanistan then  the 

US approach towards the region and especially towards China will more realistic and harsh. To 

pursue their political as well as economic interests, china is investing billions of dollars in 

Afghanistan. The untapped natural resources of Afghanistan attract China’s investment and still hope 

that economic development could stabilize the worst situation in Afghanistan. China wants 

Afghanistan to participate in the economic activities of the region to get internal economic and 

political stability. In this process china want to incorporate Afghanistan into the Belt and Road 

Initiative and make it an organic addition to the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (Sun, 2021). 

China’s Post War Rehabilitation Interests in Afghanistan  

China supports international as well as the regional efforts for the socio-economic and political 

rehabilitation of Afghanistan to overcome its challenges and bring out the country from the quagmire 

of poverty and terrorism. Being a neighbor china played an active role in “6 Plus 2” format designed 

by the UN, aiming to bring peace, political stability and reconciliation in Afghanistan in 1999. But 

unfortunately the format didn’t achieved its goals due to the 9/11 incident and US led International 

Security Assistant forces (ISAF) intervention in Afghanistan in October 2001. After the fall of 

Taliban regime in Kabul, China was a key actor who worked hard with international community for 

the rehabilitation of Afghanistan. It remained the part of all international and regional political 

activities concerning Afghanistan i-e London peace conference in 2006, Paris 2008, Hague 2009 and 

Kabul peace conference in 2010 respectively (Huasheng, 2012).  

China emphasized on the full involvement of international community in the rebuilding 

process in Afghanistan and to address the Afghanistan’s issues on every forum. It also stressed that 

without the help of international community Afghanistan is not enough capable to cope with its 

internal problems alone. China has presented four point agenda for the internal stability of 

Afghanistan to the world, in the initial stage a stable and secured Afghanistan, in the second phase to 

boost the economy of the country, thirdly the Afghanis must be empowered and have the right to 

choose a form of government which is best suited to their identity, temperament and culture of 

Afghanistan, fourthly and finally huge international assistance is necessary for Afghanistan for 

reconciliation process (Huasheng, 2012). 
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China Interests in Afghanistan   

After the 9/11 incident, China refrained herself from direct military involvement in Afghanistan’s 

internal Affairs. As a neighbor, Afghanistan has a great importance for China and for such purposes 

during the last decade China has increased its economic and strategic interests in Afghanistan. China 

has multifold interests in neighbor Afghanistan but the core interest is the internal stability because 

separatist organization of Uyghur Muslims in the Xinxiang region is a big threat to Chines internal 

stability. This organization uses Afghanistan as safe haven for their separatist activities against China. 

China wants to keep good relations with Afghanistan and playing a key role in restoration of 

country’s economy and providing them financial aid and other assistance. China also encourages the 

efforts of international community in Afghanistan and keeps itself aloof from criticizing America’s 

intervention in Afghanistan. The second motive of China is the global recognition as a responsible 

great power. For this purpose China is striving for an active role in afghan peace process. A stable 

Afghanistan is one of the basic motives of China because if there is instability in Afghanistan, rest of 

the region will remain unstable. The history is witnessed that whenever there is instability in 

Afghanistan, Culprits, Jihadists and other extremists mind people flee to Afghanistan and established 

hideouts there and operates their illegal or banned outfit from different parts of Afghanistan. In this 

regards China is investing billions of dollars in Afghanistan to stabilize the country because the 

stability of the region is conditional with the stability of Afghanistan. Secondly China has own 

concerns about Uyghur Muslims that if there is stability in Afghanistan, China will remain safer from 

religious extremism which roots are in Afghanistan (Mathiesen, 2019). 

Security Interests of China in Afghanistan  

In the pre-9/11 era, Afghanistan was not a country of greater importance for China. However, China 

realized that Central Asian history, ethnic, culture and religion are influencing on Xinxiang Uyghur 

Autonomous Region.  In 1990 the separatist’s organization of Uyghur Muslims in China carried out 

series of arm attacks on Chines police and security forces backed by Afghanistan. The separatist 

organization was led by Zahideen Yusuf which had links with afghan mujahedeen and the main 

objective of this organization was to establish ‘East Turkestan Republic. To counter these activists of 

Uyghur separatists from Afghanistan, in 2000 Chines high officials directly met with Taliban leader 

mullah Omar with the help of Pakistan. According to the former Taliban ambassador to Pakistan 

Abdul Salam Zaeef, Taliban guaranteed that Afghan soil would not be used against the interests of 

China; in return China will recognize Taliban as a legitimate power in Afghanistan and to assist her 

against the sanctions of United Nations (Zaeef 2011, 35). Now Afghanistan serves as a safe haven for 

those who have disturbed the internal as well as external security of China in Xinxiang. China is 

facing serious instability challenges from the side of Afghanistan in the form of smuggling of drugs, 

narcotics and extremism which creates problem for the stability of China. China policy makers are 

against the military involvement in Afghanistan. China keeps soft approach towards Taliban because 

China did not want direct confrontation with Taliban. China did not want to be part of any western 

alliance because it may create problem for China at Xinxiang autonomous province (Bukhari, 2012).  

The securities of borders are the main driver of every foreign policy, and it is undeniable fact that the 

economic and political stability of country depends upon the security of its borders. Similarly, the 

primary interest of China in Afghanistan is to secure itself from cross border infiltrations. For 

achieving these interests, China is using economic aid and other assistance as a tool to assured that 

Afghan soil would not be used by separatist organization of Uyghur Muslims in the Xinxiang region. 

To secure its border from Afghanistan side, China is using Pakistan as a mediator to convince Taliban 

for negotiations to avoid any misconduct. In this regard a delegation of Taliban visited China in 

January 2015 to discuss security related issues. In February 2015 the Afghan government launched an 

operation against the Uyghur separatists and captured some fighters which were later handover to the 

Chines official authorities. The core interests of China in Afghanistan are to ensure its internal as well 

as external stability in the region (Mastrorocco, 2015). 

China Political stability interests in Afghanistan  

During civil war and internal chaos among the different factions for capturing the throne of Kabul, 

Afghanistan was facing strong political instability. China played a front line role to bring political 

stability in Afghanistan and to counter terrorism in the entire region. Political stability in Afghanistan 

is conditional for the stability of the region. In this regard China is using different tools and platforms 

for the political stability of Afghanistan. Since 2014, China has arranged number of initiatives as a 
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part of Afghan peace process between Taliban and Afghan government. The main interest of China is 

the peaceful settlement of afghan dispute between Taliban and Afghan government. For achieving this 

interest, China has hosted and participated in different international forums like hosting of direct 

dialogue between Taliban and Afghan government, Moscow Format, Quadrilateral Cooperation and 

Coordination Mechanism (QCCM), Kabul Process, Heart of Asia Format (Khan, 2019). China has 

long cordial relation with afghan Taliban. Since the Karzai government came to power in 2001, this 

cordial relation with Taliban has postponed. But recently both China and Taliban have reportedly 

been rebuilding direct links with each other and continued to strengthen after the withdrawal of USA 

from Afghanistan. China openly support ‘Afghan-led, Afghan owned’ reconstruction process. China 

keeps cordial relationships with Taliban in Afghanistan as well as with all political and economic 

forces in Afghanistan. China uses these special relationships to convince all groups in Afghanistan for 

the peaceful settlement of Afghan disputes (kley, 2014). 

China played front line role in the U.S-Taliban peace deal also known as Doha Agreement.  

Besides, with the guaranty of China, Taliban and Afghan government convinced and sat with each 

other on negotiation table. China used political, economic and security stakes and served on the 

driving seat during the Afghan peace process, which was appreciated by Taliban as well as by 

Afghanistan government (Akhter, 2020). 

So, peace and stability in Afghanistan is the core interest of China and regional states and 

signing of the peace agreement between US and Taliban was the only beginning of long road process. 

Actual stability will come when the Taliban lay down their arms, start reconstruction process, 

economic development, poverty reduction, good neighborliness, the spirit of tolerance and hope for 

the future economic development of Afghanistan. China will support Afghanistan both politically and 

economically for the long term regional stability.  

China’s Investment in Afghanistan   

After the fall of Taliban regime in Kabul when the new interim government was formed, China was 

the pioneers who started rehabilitation process in Afghanistan. In January 2002 Chines president Jiang 

Zemin assured the Afghan interim government president Hamid Karzai in a meeting that China will 

play a vital role in the reconstruction of Afghanistan and pledged an aid of US $150 million for 

restoration process. Additionally, the Chines government also promised to provide US$ 1 million to 

Afghanistan in donor conference at Tokyo Japan in 2002. The China’s Metallurgical Groups in 2008, 

asseverate to invest $4 billion for the field Aynak coppers mine which is the second largest untapped 

natural reserve of the world. This project includes construction of railway line between China and 

Afghanistan, thermal power plant of 400megawatt, hospital and mosque (Huasheng, 2012). 

Additionally, the Chinese government also provided number of grants to the Afghan Government for 

the recovery of economy and country’s rehabilitation process. Later US$ 75 million were added in 

2009 to rebuilt Afghanistan’s economy. Similarly, China provided $ 205.3 million from 2002 to 2010 

and $ 23.7 million respectively on the bases of free assistance and concurrently remittance of $ 19.5 

million debt to Afghanistan. According to an estimate, China has invested about US$ 10 billion in 

various projects in Afghanistan. It is to be noted that the estimated amount may be increased or 

decreased. Through all these investments made by China, Afghanistan will be able to generate 

revenue of $ 880 million by utilization of all these resources and $60 million per annum in the shape 

of taxes for the next 30 years. The Chines National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) and Afghanistan 

Oil & Gas Wattan Company signed a joint project of 25year partnership for the exploration of oil in 

Sari-i-Pul and Faryab provinces in northwestern Afghanistan in 2011. Through this project china will 

become beneficiary in the shape of royalties, taxes and revenues from land given to CNPC on lease. 

China also pledged that they would install Oil and Gas Refinery in Afghanistan and if the project 

bears fruits, Afghanistan will be able to earn about $ 7 billion till the contracted duration of the 

agreement. China also helped Afghanistan in various infrastructure programs and constructed state 

hospital at Kabul, Kandahar and irrigation project in Parwan/Parvan province. Under the UN Human 

resources assistance program, China has trained more than 800 officials and technical staffs of 

Afghanistan. The People’s Republic of China provided free access to Afghani goods without any levy 

or duty and the central government as well as China’s private companies took full participation in the 

rebuilding of Afghanistan economy (Huasheng, 2012).  

Besides, both China and Afghanistan have established an economic and trade committee in 

2015. Cargo flights service was initiated in 2018 to boost bilateral trade between the member states. 
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In 2019 a train cargo service was also inaugurated for such purposes which will pass through 

neighbors’ states of Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan. The amount for bilateral trade was increased from 

$338 million in 2013 to $629 million in 2019. A minimal totaling were added to the previous 

investment about $2.2 million and $400 million in 2016 and 2017 respectively (Sun, 2020). 

To sophisticate the communication system of the Afghanistan, Chinese telecommunication   

companies namely ZTE (Zhong Xing Telecommunication Equipment) which is one of the renowned 

multinational telecommunication company and Huawei have been working in collaboration with 

Afghanistan communication ministry through which 200,000 consumers will become beneficiaries 

from this project in Afghanistan. Both companies have been working on 3G rollout and Afghanistan’s 

telecom Corporation. In 2017 under the umbrella of digital Silk Road Cable project, China is 

developing Afghanistan’s fiber optical network which will connect Afghanistan with neighboring 

countries (Kelemen, 2020). 

Despites of these direct investments, Sino-Afghan economic committees are searching for 

more areas of cooperation like natural resources, agriculture, infrastructure building and 

hydroelectricity (Tahiri & Rahman, 2017). 

Chine’s investment in Afghanistan’s untouched natural Resources 

China is striving to be the future economic superpower for which it is establishing huge industries in 

the country to occupy big markets of the world. To fulfill this dream, China needs huge amount of 

raw materials and energy resources which can only be possible to utilize the unexplored natural 

resources of Afghanistan. According to the recent survey conducted by the U.S. geologists, 

Afghanistan hold untapped natural reserves of Iron, Gas, Copper, Gold, Niobium and other minerals. 

The estimated worth of these minerals are more than $1 trillion, but Afghan officials claims that the 

actual worth is about three times bigger than the prescribed calculation. Both the Karzai government 

and U.S officials called it a glad tiding for the people and will change the fate of Afghanistan because 

the masses are facing poverty, war and terrorism for the last four decades. With proper exploitation of 

these huge natural resources, Afghanistan could led towards prosperity and economic self-sufficiency 

because if these natural resources of iron and copper were exploited properly, Afghanistan will 

become the center of copper and iron. In addition, the United States Geological Survey (USGS), 

report has estimated the discovery up to 1.9 billion barrels of oil on Afghan-Tajikistan border through 

which Afghanistan will be able to produce 250,000 barrels of crude oil per day. Besides, the USGS 

also pray that Afghanistan holds 52 trillion cubic feet natural gas reserves at Amu Darya Basin which 

is 10 times more than Turkey, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan reserves. According to them, the utilization 

of such resources will add $9.1 billion revenue per year to Afghanistan economy which can boost 

Afghanistan GDP up to $20 billion (Aziz, 2012). 

China is on the way of rapid technological development for which China is consuming 17 % 

of the entire energy demand of the world. In next future there is a possible chance that China may face 

the shortage of energy resources for their huge industries. In such a circumstances Afghanistan’s 

natural resources can help Chinese industries in the fulfillment of their energy demands and shortfalls. 

That’s why the untapped huge natural resources of Afghanistan attract Chines private and public 

companies towards Afghanistan (Bukhari, 2012). For achieving their self-interests’ as well as 

economic development of Afghanistan, China is investing on the exploration of natural resources of 

Afghanistan. In this regard China’s Metallurgical company have granted $4 billion for next five years 

on the construction of roads, railways, coal mines, 400 megawatt coal power plant and one million 

tones steal works (Huasheng, 2012). 

Chines Metallurgical Group (CMG) and Jiangxi have signed an agreement with Afghan 

government that China will invest to develop the Aynak copper mine in Logar province of 

Afghanistan which will further strengthen both countries bilateral relationships. The total copper 

reserves in Afghanistan are estimated about 60 million metric tons, which ranked the country as the 

world second largest copper reserves while Chile is stand first in this competition. Chines investment 

in Aynak copper mine is the largest foreign investment in the history of Afghanistan. Both the 

countries also signed an oil exploration treaty, which will able Afghanistan to earn $7 billion over 

next 25 years. Chines National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) and Afghanistan Oil & Gas Wattan 

Company started work on partnership to explore oil at Sari-i-Pul and Faryab provinces in 

northwestern Afghanistan. Amu Darya River Basin keeps estimated 87 million barrels of crude oil 

reserves which is located in the bordering area of Central Asian states. Northern Afghanistan region 
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contain more than 16 trillion cubic feet of natural gas, and 500 million barrels of natural liquids gas. 

China invested about $400 million on the exploration of these huge natural resources. These rich 

natural resources of Afghanistan will play a very vital role for further economic development of China 

as well as Afghanistan. To gain bilateral economic interests, both countries have signed different sorts 

of agreements like Sino-Afghan economic committee in 2006, comprehensive cooperative partnership 

agreement in 2010 and customs cooperation agreement in 2017 (Khan, 2015). 

 

CONCLUSION  

This study concludes that China has multifold interests in Afghanistan for which China is trying to 

establish good relationship with all Afghan factions including Taliban to achieve its economic and 

strategic goals. To pursue their economic and political interests in Afghanistan, China is investing 

billions of dollars in Afghanistan which is considered to be the largest investment by a foreign state in 

the history of Afghanistan. China has so far invested US$ 10 billion in various developmental projects 

including coal mine, exploration of oil and gas, telecommunication, railway lines and roads as 

economic assistance. It is concluded from the study that China’s economic and strategic policies in 

Afghanistan will not only safeguard Chinese interest, but it will also help to counter Uyghur 

separatists activities, militancy and cross border infiltration through economic, business and trade in 

Afghanistan. In the process of pursuing their national interests, the global powers usually neutralize 

ethical and humanitarian element. However, China has always adopted an inclusive strategic policy 

towards Afghanistan. Chinas has adopted an all-encompassing developmental strategy by including 

various stakeholders including Taliban, ethnic groups and political factions of Afghanistan.  Besides, 

they have cultivated exemplary relationships with Afghan Taliban who are considered as a potential 

security threat to the world by international community. Furthermore, China also wants to ensure 

security of BRI (Belt and Road Initiatives) as core interests of China in Afghanistan because China is 

very serious about the security of BRI which face a threat from Afghanistan. They want to provide 

peaceful environment to BRI. On the other hand China has focused on the untapped natural resources 

of Afghanistan. For the exploration of these natural resources China is playing a key role in the 

infrastructure development of Afghanistan. This investment is a blessing for the unstable Afghan 

economy and will have positive impacts because China foreign policy believes on win- win situation.  
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