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The conflict in Afghanistan is multidimensional.

Historically, the United States (US) had played a critical role

in supporting anti-Soviet Mujahideen in Afghanistan. Later

on, the US involvement in Afghanistan was triggered by a

series of terrorist attacks carried out by Al-Qaeda that killed

nearly 3,000 people. The US deployed forces in Afghanistan

and military action began in 2001 with airstrikes on Taliban

targets throughout the country. The US forces in

Afghanistan had challenged China’s security interests as it

viewed the US invasion as an attempt of establishing a

foothold in the heart of Eurasia to contain China. However,

the US withdrawal from Afghanistan has not only created a

power vacuum for China but created a security abyss as

well.

China has, to date, managed to preserve solid bilateral

relations with both the former Afghan government and the

Taliban regime. In its foreign policy towards Afghanistan,

China has been advocating reconstruction, political

reconciliation, integration, and peace in the region.

Introduction

      briwatch.info/

BRIWatch is a one-stop

online platform that aims

to provide credible

information to monitor

pro-people progress on

BRI while being an open-

access platform.
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After retaking power in Afghanistan, the Taliban have

described China as its important partner and sought

support for the country’s socio-economic development by

joining the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) via China–

Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC). Being oblivious to the

previously limited Chinese economic activities,

investments, and security concerns, the Taliban

government seems optimistic about the expansion of BRI

to the country. Nevertheless, China would like to

incorporate Afghanistan into the BRI to pursue its geo-

economic interests but it seems difficult as the US has left

a mess behind. Hence, primarily, China would see a more

pragmatic and less interventionist approach as the way

forward to ensure its security and might invest in the

security and stability of Afghanistan.

This newsletter aims to analyze the scope of Sino-Afghan

bilateral relations and the BRI under the Taliban regime.
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Sino-Afghan Bilateral Relations

Historically, China and Afghanistan had been connected

through the old ‘Silk Road’. The two, sharing a 76km long

border, established formal bilateral diplomatic ties in

1955 which evolved during the subsequent years along

with the changing political dynamics in the region.

Besides China’s covert support to the anti-Soviet

Mujahideen in Afghanistan in (1980s), the bilateral

politico-economic engagement remained trivial till the

establishment of the provisional government in 2001.

Even then, China maintained a low-profile policy towards

Afghanistan by not challenging the political leadership

and avoiding military engagement in the country. It

further refuted western reports on the Taliban-China

relationship and expressed serious security concerns,

mainly terrorism in Xinjiang, owing to the Afghan

Taliban’s support to Eat Turkistan fighters. With the

provision of modest development aid, it played a

significant role in the post-war rebuilding of Afghanistan.

The bilateral relations, since 2014, deepened following

the interaction between diplomatic and military

delegations. The relationship evolved into a “strategic

and cooperative partnership” encompassing cooperation

in politics, economy, culture, security, and regional and

international affairs. The bilateral defense relation

strengthened after the establishment of the National

Unity Government (NUG) in 2014. Moreover, China has

been actively participating in ‘Afghanistan-related

reconciliation mechanisms’. After the fall of Kabul in

August 2021, albeit China has not recognized the Taliban,

it is still ardent about continuing political engagement

and socio-economic development of Afghanistan.
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Afghanistan, a key part of the ancient silk road, joined the

bandwagon in May 2016 by signing a MoU on the Belt and

Road Initiative (BRI) to promote Sino-Afghan cooperation

in multiple fields including energy, trade, policy

coordination, infrastructure development, and investment

facilitation. In 2017, it further endorsed the BRI by

attending the Belt and Road Forum (BRF). The previous

Afghan government had appreciated the economic

development process along the Silk Road and asserted

that it had aligned its national plans according to BRI,

then known as One Belt One Road (OBOR). It was then

endorsed by media reports stating that Afghanistan’s

national projects can be linked with the BRI. Besides that,

Afghanistan has supported the China-Pakistan Economic

Corridor (CPEC) and expressed willingness to join this

mega initiative. China has also welcomed Afghanistan’s

participation in BRI, mainly the CPEC. China has been

among the few countries that have sent a minister to

Afghanistan since the Taliban took over the country. China

hoped that the Afghan Taliban could demonstrate

openness and inclusiveness and urged western countries

and other states to engage with the Afghan Taliban in a

rational and pragmatic way to promote economic

development. Former president Ashraf Ghani believed that

economic development is more crucial than politics and

security in the region. The current Taliban government,

while looking up to Chinese assistance for investment and

infrastructure development, has hailed BRI, the new silk

road. Taliban’s acting Deputy Minister of Information and

Culture, Zabihullah Mujahid, has underlined their

readiness to work with China, as it is keen to make a huge

investment in Afghanistan with the condition of ensuring

the security of its workers and projects. Nevertheless, it is

germane to note that China has played a slender role in

the economic uplift of Afghanistan considering Chinese

investment in the country before the launch of the BRI.
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To revive the old silk route in the name of BRI, China has

found its rail links with Afghanistan and Central Asian

states. To integrate Afghanistan into BRI, a pair of cargo

trains ran from two Chinese cities to Afghanistan. In

August 2016, the first China-Afghan cargo train ran from

Nantong and arrived at Hairatan while the second cargo

train ran from Yiwu and arrived at Mazar-i-Sharif, 75 km

down the line from Hairatan. The second cargo train

carried goods worth over USD 4 million, such as textile,

fabric, and construction material. Both countries believed

that the cargo rail route would accelerate the trade

cooperation between the two countries. Nonetheless, the

bilateral trade via Sino-Afghan cargo train was delayed due

to security concerns raised by Uzbekistan while crossing

their border on the way back to China. The Afghan

government later claimed that the problem with

Uzbekistan has been resolved somehow and hailed

increased bilateral trade under the BRI stating that China

has imported pine nuts, from Afghanistan, worth USD 40

million between November 2018 to March 2019.
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In 2018, Afghanistan established its first direct air link with

China by inaugurating the ‘Afghanistan-China Air Cargo

Corridor ’ to stimulate the dry and fresh fruits export to

Chinese markets. The air corridor enhanced trade and

connectivity between the two countries as bilateral trade

between 2003 to 2019, rose from USD 27.1 million to USD 1.1

billion. In 2020, Afghanistan exported USD 54.3 million

products to China while China exported USD 500 million

products to Afghanistan in the same year. Afghanistan’s

exports to China have increased at an annualized rate of

4.84%, from USD 16.6 million in 1995 to USD 54.3 million in

2020. Moreover, in November 2021, the increase in China's

imports from Afghanistan can be explained by a hike in

product imports in textile, dried fruits, footwear, and other

nuts. However, the trade imbalance between the two

countries in 2019 has been in favor of the Chinese

economy. It necessitates the Afghan government to

underline the trade balance with China while imagining

the economic benefits of BRI led investment in the

country.
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Afghanistan and China have been cooperating in the field

of communication infrastructure since the early 2000s.

Chinese renowned telecom companies like Huawei and

ZTE have been operating in Afghanistan for decades now.

To improve the Afghan telecom’s mobile network, these

companies have secured four contracts worth USD 10

million from state-owned operator Afghan Telecom.

Subsequently, the ‘Digital Silk Road’, a part of BRI, could

offer a great opportunity for collaboration in

communication infrastructure development between two

countries. In 2017, China and Afghanistan agreed to lay a

4800 km fiber optic line to link Kashgar and Faizabad via

Wakhan border district. China also ensured cooperation in

the capacity building of telecom workers. The fiber optic

line was expected to be completed in 2018 but there are

no further updates on the execution or completion of the

project.

Kakar, J.H. (2017, April 20). China, Afghanistan sign agreement on optic fiber link. PAJHWOK Afghan News. Retrieved May 25, 2022, from
https://pajhwok.com/2017/04/20/china-afghanistan-sign-agreement-optic-fiber-link/

(2021, September 9). China offers $31m in emergency aid to Afghanistan. BBC. Retrieved May 25, 2022, from https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-58496867

(2021, December 31). China and Afghanistan Hold the First Meeting of the China-Afghanistan Liaison Mechanisms at the Working Levels for Humanitarian Assistance
and Economic Reconstruction. Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China. Retrieved May 25, 2022, from
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjbxw/202112/t20211231_10478089.html

Xin, L. (2021, November 21). China continues to offer aid, agricultural trade with Afghanistan to help handle humanitarian crisis, drive economic mobility. Global
Times, Retrieved May 25, 2022, from https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202111/1239528.shtml

Kumar, A. (2017, May 12). Why China’s One Belt, One Road Matters for Afghanistan. CARNEGIE INDIA. Retrieved May 25, 2022, from
https://carnegieindia.org/2017/05/12/why-china-s-one-belt-one-road-matters-for-afghanistan-pub-69974

(202, September 22). Chinese company inks contract to build 1,400 apartments in Afghan capital. Retrieved May 25, 2022, from
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Communication Infrastructure

Kashgar-Faizabad Optical Fiber Link

Chinese aid to Afghanistan

China continued to help Afghanistan in reconstruction and

socio-economic buildout since the fall of the Taliban in

2001. It has provided around USD 240 million in financial

aid from 2001 to 2013 and further vowed to provide USD

327 million in the upcoming years. It also proposed

scholarships and human resource development programs

to Afghans offering 500 scholarships and professional

training to 3000 Afghans in various fields including

agriculture and counterterrorism. It further invested worth

USD 300 million to build 10, 000 apartments in Kabul,

which is the largest China-funded housing project. After

the Taliban took control of the country, in 2021, China

declared to provide humanitarian assistance to

Afghanistan including emergency food, medical

equipment, winter supplies, and other assistance. It is

pertinent to note that the China-Afghan trains carry over

2,600 tons of humanitarian aid to Afghanistan since July

2021.
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BRI aims to connect Central Asia, South Asia, and the

Middle East via the construction of railways and highways.

Afghanistan’s location is strategically important as it is

located at the geographical hub of the above-mentioned

regions. China has been keen on Afghanistan’s integration

into the BRI yet simultaneously it has been wary of

political instability and conflict in the country. The unrest

in Afghanistan has a spillover effect on Pakistan and

Central Asian states, making it difficult for China to

implement its mega initiative. China has played a crucial

role in the reconstruction process of Afghanistan by

participating in reconciliatory talks, hosting Taliban

representatives in 2019, and maintaining informal links

with the group via Pakistan. Security has remained one of

the most serious impediments in the way of Afghanistan’s

integration into the BRI. China has been concerned about

Afghanistan’s prospect of becoming a base for Uyghur

militants from Xinjiang. The fragile security of Afghanistan,

despite its geographical position, has made it a less

favorable option for integrating into BRI. China will have to

address the threat perception emanating from cross-

border for the country’s integration into the BRI.

Harrison, E.G. (2021, July 29). China’s talks with Taliban could be a positive thing, US says. The Guardian. Retrieved May 25, 2022, from
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/jul/29/chinas-talks-with-taliban-could-be-a-positive-thing-us-says

(2021, July 28). The New York Times. Retrieved May 25, 2022, from https://www.nytimes.com/2021/07/28/world/asia/china-taliban-afghanistan.html

Challenges to Afghanistan’s

integration into BRI
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The dynamics of regional politics have an impact on Sino-

Afghan bilateral relations and BRI-led projects in the

region. After the US withdrawal from Afghanistan, as China

seems to embrace the Taliban government, regional power

politics is likely to emerge that will pave the way for proxy

wars leading to instability in the region. Another

important development, mainly since the launch of BRI, is

the Afghanistan-China-Pakistan axis. Afghanistan has

shown interest in joining the CPEC which is opposed by

India for ‘territorial concerns’. However, China’s complete

plan to integrate Afghanistan into CPEC has not surfaced.

The impact of US withdrawal from Afghanistan on China’s

regional and global standing is yet to be assessed.

The feeble and trembling economy of post US’ troops pull-

out from Afghanistan has paved the way for China to fill

the vacuum. Having the US and other donor countries

suspend their aid programs in Afghanistan, China came

forward and urged the US to unfreeze Afghanistan

government’s reserves. China is likely to seize this

opportunity by utilizing the Afghan rich minerals and

natural resources by incorporating it into the BRI but at

the same time China is very circumspect and concerned

about the spread of instability from Afghanistan into

adjacent regions mainly Xinjiang. China is also wary of

inspiration that Islamic militarism could provide to others.

Following the US' exit from Afghanistan, China is also

afraid of the revival of the East Turkestan Islamic

Movement (ETIM) in Xinjiang. The Taliban takeover would

open new spaces for ETIM and other such groups to recruit

and radicalize Uyghurs. The resurgence of extremism

would pose a threat to its mega initiative. Hence, China

would ensure security and stability in Afghanistan before

pouring in the huge amount of investment and will cash

the US exit by putting forward the narrative of ‘American

Decline’ at the regional and international level.

In the interests of regional peace and stability, the

organizations like Shanghai Cooperation Organization

(SCO), established as a response to immediate threats of

terrorism that came from Afghanistan in the late 1990s,

need to play a decisive role.

Haiqi, Z. Kalachelvam, K. Chia, C. (2021, June 25). Exploring China’s Afghanistan Policy. Institute of South Asian Studies, National University of Singapore. Retrieved May
25, 2022, from https://www.isas.nus.edu.sg/papers/exploring-chinas-afghanistan-policy/

(2021, September 7). Rashid hails Taliban’s desire to join CPEC. The Express Tribune. Retrieved May 25, 2022, from https://tribune.com.pk/story/2318978/rashid-hails-
talibans-desire-to-join-cpec

Zhou. L, (2021, September 15). China urges US to unfreeze assets belonging to Afghanistan. South China Morning Post. Retrieved May 25, 2022, from
https://www.scmp.com/news/world/article/3178711/afghan-women-tv-presenters-cover-faces-air-day-after-defying-taliban?
module=perpetual_scroll_1&pgtype=article&campaign=3178711

Regional Dynamics
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Afghanistan’s future is riddled with uncertainty,

considering the unpredictable behavior of the Taliban’s

government. Seemingly, China has two major interests in

Afghanistan i.e. securing its Western Front and protecting

the BRI-led investment in the region. China’s continued

support to the Taliban, in terms of humanitarian aid and

rebuilding Afghanistan, approves its realistic approach to

regional and international politics. A stable Afghanistan is

in favor of regional peace and development. Hence, it is

probable that to achieve the common objective, regional

states would collaborate with China on reconstruction,

counter-terrorism, and regional security. Over the years,

Afghanistan has been seeking the membership of SCO,

and achieving full membership of it would be the first step

towards the country’s stabilization. It is yet unpredictable

whether the Taliban will be honest with their promises

made to China. More so, the future US-Afghan strategy

would have implications for BRI-linked investments in

Afghanistan. Considering the uncertain and unpredictable

Afghan foreign policy under Taliban regime, the success of

any foreign investment, whether it be China or any other

major power, would depend on two things. First the

security setting of Afghanistan and secondly on how the

regional and major powers are going to react to the

upheaval. The Taliban regime has sought recognition from

the international community and major powers but has

done little to show a willingness to meet the conditions

underlined by major powers and regional states. The

unlikely unilateral recognition and acceptance of the

Taliban government will have regional as well as global

implications. Moreover, in terms of economic

development, it will not be feasible for any country to first

build up the security infrastructure to secure their

investment. Chinese willingness to integrate Afghanistan

into the BRI would be beneficial for the socio-political and

economic landscape of the country if the Taliban led

government fulfills its promise, made to China, of not

allowing any external forces to use its territory against

China. China may have substantial plans for Afghanistan

but it has yet to place its cards on the table.

Conclusion


