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KEY TAKEAWAYS

Beijing has Avoided Entanglement in 
Regional Disputes
China’s strategic neutrality on contentious issues, 
particularly the lingering Western Sahara dispute, has 
enabled it to maintain good relations with rivals Morocco 
and Algeria. This has bolstered China’s soft power and 
avoided entangling it in local geopolitical rivalries.

China Offers the Maghreb Alternative Options
China’s engagement allows the Maghreb states to diversify 
their international partnerships beyond the West. This 
gives them leverage and encourages a more diverse foreign 
policy approach as they seek to balance Western powers, 
China, Russia, and other major players.

China’s Expanding Footprint in the Maghreb
China continues to expand its economic partnerships 
with Algeria, Libya, Morocco, and Tunisia, leveraging 
infrastructure projects, growing trade, targeted 
investments, and the Belt and Road Initiative. This 
is strengthening Beijing’s foothold in North African 
markets and positioning it as a key economic player in the 
Mediterranean, Africa, and Europe. 

Algeria is China’s Maghreb Anchor
Algeria stands out as one of China’s most pivotal partners 
in the Maghreb due to deep historical ties, significant 
infrastructure cooperation, and growing security 
collaboration. Their Comprehensive Strategic Partnership, 
the first among the Arab countries, highlights Algeria’s 
central role in China’s broader regional strategy.
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Introduction

China’s strategic engagement in the Maghreb 
exemplifies its broader pursuit of a multipolar 
order regionally and internationally. By steadily 
deepening its presence, China aims to shape the 
economic trajectories and diplomatic alignments 
of regional states, as part of its overarching 
goals of securing resources, diversifying trade 
routes, and establishing influence. Despite their 
impressive momentum, China-Maghreb relations 
face significant obstacles, stemming from internal 
fragility in and among Maghreb states (conflicts, 
instability, weak institutions, and economic 
constraints), the involvement of China’s rivals 
(the European Union, United States, and regional 
actors), and the lack of balanced trade and cultural 
influence. China’s reduced lending capacity in the 
Maghreb also reflects a strategic adjustment and 
a shift in its appetite for risk.1 

China’s pragmatic focus on infrastructure, its 
non-interference and non-alignment principles, 
and reliance on soft power has secured it 
durable partnerships in the Maghreb. As the 
region’s strategic importance rises, this issue 
brief examines Beijing’s ties with Algeria, Libya, 
Morocco, and Tunisia through its resource security 
strategy and push for a multipolar global order. 

China’s approach in the Maghrebi combines 
economic engagement and soft power projection. 
These countries, though diverse in political 
orientation, foreign relations, and economic 
structure, share a strategic location that bridges 
Africa, Europe, and the Middle East, making the 
Maghreb a key area for China’s broader global 
ambitions. China’s engagement with the Maghreb 
can be traced back to the mid-20th century, 
coinciding with decolonization efforts across Africa. 

China’s support for anti-colonial movements 
significantly influenced its early diplomatic 
relations—especially with Algeria, whose struggle 
for independence from France mirrored Beijing’s 
revolutionary ideals. China recognized Algeria’s 
provisional government in 1958 and established 
formal diplomatic relations upon the country’s 
independence in 1962, which grew robustly 
thereafter. Morocco and Tunisia, independent 
since 1956, established ties with China in 1958 
and 1964 respectively, followed by Libya in 1978. 
While initially symbolic, these relations deepened 
after China’s economic reforms in the late 1970s. 
China’s neutrality on the Western Sahara dispute 
enabled it to maintain balanced ties with both 
Morocco and Algeria.2 

China’s outreach to Africa, and to the Maghreb 
in particular, has long been characterized 
by a pragmatic mix of economic diplomacy, 
infrastructure investment, and political 
engagement. In Sino-Maghreb relations, China 
has defined its own role and shaped those of its 
partners through both bilateral and multilateral 
mechanisms, with an emphasis on non-
interference. China’s self-identification as anti-
colonialist and anti-hegemonic aligns with the 
anti-colonial histories of the Maghreb, which 
helps further strengthen ties between both. 

For China, Algeria is key for energy, infrastructure, 
and defense ties; Morocco hosts broad 
investments and connectivity projects; and 
Tunisia serves as a soft power platform. In 
Libya, China’s role has been limited since the 
instability that followed the 2011 overthrow of 
Muammar Gaddafi’s regime, highlighting Beijing’s 
preference for avoiding entanglement in conflict.3 
Across the Maghreb, China has expanded its role 
in infrastructure via loans, construction, and 
technology transfers. 

China’s pragmatic focus on infrastructure, its 
non-interference and non-alignment princi-
ples, and reliance on soft power has secured 
it durable partnerships in the Maghreb. 

i.  This Issue Brief concentrates specifically on Algeria, Libya, Morocco, and Tunisia; thus, it excludes Mauritania, which is the fifth member of the Arab 
Maghreb Union, created in 1989.
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China’s economic engagement with the Maghreb particularly accelerated following the launch of the 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in 2013. By 2024, trade reached $31.5 billion, primarily with Algeria. Its 
investments and contracts from 2020-2024 were worth $8.56 billion, with Algeria receiving the lion’s 
share, worth $6.04 billion.4 All four Maghreb states have joined the BRI and the Asian Infrastructure 
Investment Bank, and all have strategic partnerships with China. 

Trade Between China and Maghreb States (2018-2024)
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China’s Bilateral Relations
with Maghreb States

Despite this engagement, China has no integrated 
approach to the Maghreb as a bloc. This section 
therefore discusses China’s relations with 
individual Maghreb states. 

Algeria: China’s Key Partner 

Algeria remains one of China’s most significant 
partners in the Maghreb. Their long-standing 
relationship, rooted in shared anti-colonial 
histories, has evolved into a comprehensive 
strategic partnership. Algeria’s pivotal role is 
reinforced by its energy wealth, strategic location, 
and  political stability, making it vital for China’s 
North African and West Asian ambitions. Although 
China does not always take Algeria’s position on 
its core interests, notably the Western Sahara, 
their political relations remain solid. 

In 1971, Algeria rallied African nations to recognize 
the People’s Republic of China as the country’s 
only legitimate representative at the UN, ousting 
the Taiwan-based Republic of China from China’s 
seat.6 Algiers then played a key role in deepening 
China-Africa relations, collaborating closely with 
Beijing to aid liberation struggles across Africa, 
including by facilitating Chinese arms transfers to 
liberation groups.7 

Sino-Algerian relations progressed significantly 
with the establishment of a Strategic Partnership 
in 2004, which was elevated a decade later into a 
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership.8 Algeria 
was the first country in the Middle East and North 
Africa (MENA) region to establish this partnership 
with China.9 In 2022, the two countries signed 
their second five-year comprehensive strategic 
cooperation plan that spans 2022-2026.10 Algeria–
China cooperation encompasses trade, energy, 
agriculture, and technology, and supporting 
economic diversification and modernization 
efforts. It includes joint research in science, space, 

and health, along with cultural and educational 
exchanges—highlighting the depth and breadth of 
this partnership.

President Abdelmadjid Tebboune’s July 2023 
visit to China underlined these growing relations. 
Tebboune expressed Algeria’s support for President 
Xi Jinping’s three flagship initiatives: the Global 
Security Initiative (GSI), the Global Development 
Initiative (GDI), and the Global Civilization Initiative 
(GCI).11 China and Russia also backed Algeria’s 
2022 bid to join the BRICS; however, Algeria is yet 
to receive a formal invitation to join the bloc.12 In 
May 2024, Algeria officially applied to become a 
dialogue partner of the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization (SCO), signaling its interest in deeper 
engagement with Eurasian political and security 
frameworks.

During Tebboune’s visit, Algiers and Beijing signed 
19 agreements and Memoranda of Understanding 
(MoUs) covering various aspects of bilateral 
cooperation. China pledged over $36 billion-worth of 
investment in Algeria, with a focus on manufacturing, 
technology, transport, and agriculture.13 Since 
2013, China has overtaken France as Algeria’s top 
commercial partner, with bilateral trade reaching 
nearly $12.5 billion in 2024.14 

Chinese firms play a key role in Algerian 
infrastructure and connectivity, notably building 
roughly half of the 1,200-kilometer (750-mile) 
East-West Highway, as well as involvement in a 
further expansion of the country’s road network.15 
China is also supporting the construction of 
another large-scale railway in Algeria. Funded by 
Algeria’s national budget with over $3.2 billion 
and supported by external loans (including $3 
billion from the Islamic Development Bank).16 The 
575-kilometer line will connect the Gara Djebilet 
iron ore deposit near Tindouf, one of the largest 
in the world, to the southwestern city of Béchar, 
for processing and export.17 Awarded to China 
Railway Construction Corporation (CRCC) and the 
Algerian state firm COSIDER, the project is set 
to be completed by the end of 2026, significantly 
boosting Algeria’s steel industry. 18
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China has also actively invested in the country’s 
energy infrastructure, including nuclear reactors 
to aid Algeria’s diversification efforts. In June 
2025, Chinese firms ZPEC Group and Sinopec 
won hydrocarbon exploration licenses, boosting 
China’s strategic drive for energy security. 19 

In 2022, Algeria passed a new investment law aimed 
at attracting foreign capital through incentives 
and clearer regulations. This encouraged Chinese 
investments in major projects such as the $7 billion 
Bled El Hadba Phosphate Megaproject, launched 
in 2024 with Chinese firms Wuhuan and Tian’an. 
Focused on mining and fertilizer production, it aims 
to create over 12,000 jobs and expand Algeria’s 
industrial capacity.20 Algeria and China have also 
increased cooperation within the automobile 
sector. Notable examples include a $105-million 
Jetour Automotive Plant in Batna, a joint venture 
between Algeria’s FONDAL and China’s Jetour 
that is nearing completion. The venture aims to 
produce 270,000 vehicles over five years, creating 
some 1,000 jobs.21 

On top of these projects, in April–May 2025, 
over a dozen agreements aimed to strengthen 
cooperation in energy, manufacturing, agriculture, 
and infrastructure were signed. Eight additional 
deals were struck at the Algerian-Chinese Business 
Forum, in April 2025, focusing on industrial and 
agricultural investments.22 

Sino-Algerian cooperation on solar energy has also 
accelerated over the past five years, with large-
scale photovoltaic (PV) deployments, strategic 
partnerships, and technological integration. 
Central to this effort is Algeria’s 2-GW auction, 
which included 15 solar PV projects, launched by 
Sonelgaz in 2023. China was awarded nine of the 

fifteen projects.23 A Chinese consortium secured 
contracts for five of the nine solar plants totaling 
780 MW, while other Chinese firms including the 
Shanxi Installation Group, PowerChina Zhongnan, 
and PowerChina also won major projects.24  This is 
set to boost Algeria’s solar capacity nearly seven-
fold to over 3,400 MW, diversifying its energy 
sources, boosting the economy, and highlighting 
China’s key role in Algeria’s transition efforts.

Security ties have also deepened. Over the past 
decade, and particularly since 2020, China has 
emerged as an important arms supplier to Algeria, 
although Russia remains its main supplier by 
far.25 These arms deals reflect Algeria’s strategic 
diversification efforts and China’s expanding security 
footprint in North Africa which has raised alarm 
in key Western powers, notably the United States 
and France, concerned about the shifting balance 
of power in the Maghreb and their place in Algerian 
arms markets. 26 China and Algeria’s growing military 
ties therefore impact broader regional security 
dynamics and intra-Maghreb dynamics. 

The United States considers China’s arms 
transfers to Africa as part of a broader strategy to 
enhance its geopolitical influence through military 
diplomacy while France views Algeria’s increasing 
reliance on Chinese systems as signaling a decline 
in its own traditional military influence in North 
Africa. There is also growing concern about 
the potential for technology transfers and joint 
production initiatives between China and Algeria 
that would enhance the latter’s domestic defense 
industry. 27  China’s flexible, affordable arms sales, 
free of strict end-use conditions, typical of its 
Western competitors, challenge the influence 
of traditional actors in North Africa. Algeria, 
with an independent foreign policy, is unlikely to 
shift course—especially amid regional tensions 
including the Iran-Israel tensions, and Tel Aviv’s 
growing ties with Morocco.

Algeria has imported advanced Chinese arms 
including Wing Loong II and WJ-700 drones and 
SY-400 missile systems, as well as collaborating on 
building Type 056 corvettes.28 China also supplies 

Over the past decade, and particularly since 
2020, China has emerged as an important 
arms supplier to Algeria, although Russia re-
mains its main supplier by far.
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advanced HQ-9 surface-to-air systems and radar 
technology like the JY-11B air surveillance system, 
bolstering Algeria’s air defenses.29 Algiers thus 
increasingly sees Beijing as a reliable partner to help 
diversify its arms suppliers, through joint training and 
licensed production of weapons, as well as a broader 
security partnership with high-level exchanges, 
joint exercises, and arms deals. Chinese-supplied 
capabilities enhance Algeria’s role in Sahel security 
and counterterrorism. For its part, Beijing views 
Algeria as a strategic gateway to Europe and Africa, 
supporting its regional ambitions. 

Morocco: Diversification and Connectivity

China has also strengthened its political and 
economic ties with Morocco, especially since the 
kingdom joined the BRI. Rabat-Beijing ties remain 
primarily economic and diplomatic, with limited—
albeit gradually growing—military cooperation. 
Politically, Sino-Moroccan relations have steadily 
strengthened, underpinned by increasing high-
level exchanges. They reached a pivotal milestone 
in 2016, when King Mohammed VI and President Xi 
Jinping signed a Strategic Partnership Agreement, 
underscoring their shared commitment to 
advance both states’ cooperation in economic 
development, culture, and regional security.

While Morocco is increasingly strengthening ties 
with China, it is balancing between its traditional 
Western allies (notably the United States and 
France) and emerging powers. Rabat supports 
Beijing’s “One China Policy,” refraining from 
establishing formal ties with Taiwan, and has 
shown understanding of China’s stance on issues 
including Hong Kong and Xinjiang.30 For its part, 
China has maintained a policy of neutrality on 
contentious issues involving Morocco, namely 
the Western Sahara.31 Beijing does not explicitly 
support Morocco’s claims to sovereignty 

over the region, but has also refrained from 
recognizing the Polisario Front or the Sahrawi 
Arab Democratic Republic.32 China values 
Morocco’s strategic location and ties to the Gulf, 
sub-Saharan Africa, and the EU. Morocco and the 
EU share a free trade agreement, and Morocco is 
designated a major non-NATO ally by the United 
States, which in 2020 recognized Morocco’s claim 
over the Western Sahara, breaking with decades 
of U.S. policy on the issue. 

Economic cooperation however forms the 
bedrock of Sino-Moroccan relations. The signing 
of the MoU on the BRI in 2017 was a turning point, 
enabling large-scale Chinese investments in 
Moroccan infrastructure, logistics, and renewable 
energy. One flagship project is the Mohammed VI 
Tangier Tech City, an industrial and technological 
hub developed by a number of Chinese 
companies. After several delays and negotiations, 
construction officially resumed in 2023 with an 
anticipated wider Chinese role in the automotive 
and aerospace sectors.33 

Trade between the two countries has grown 
significantly. Bilateral trade has doubled since 
2019 34, reaching $9 billion in 2024.35 In the first 
half of 2025, Moroccan exports to China added up 
to $350.39 million.36 Morocco’s exports primarily 
include raw materials and phosphates, while its 
imports from China are dominated by electronics, 
machinery, and manufactured goods. 

China’s involvement in Moroccan infrastructure 
includes securing multimillion-dollar contracts 
to expand the high-speed rail from Kénitra to 
Agadir.37 In addition to infrastructure, Chinese 
firms are involved in the automotive and energy 
sectors, particularly renewables.  

Sino-Moroccan military and security cooperation 
is limited, but growing. Morocco is gradually 
diversifying its procurement, notably purchasing 
China’s Wing Loong II drones.38 The procurement 
of Chinese military technology is part of aims 
to reduce dependency on Western military 
equipment, and partners, and foster a more 

China values Morocco’s strategic location and 
ties to the Gulf, sub-Saharan Africa, and the EU. 
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Tunisia’s fiscal crisis, legal uncertainties, and 
limited investor protections continue to 
constrain Chinese private sector enthusiasm, 
suggesting that the relationship, while 
symbolically important, remains modest.  

independent and versatile defense infrastructure. 
The Moroccan Royal Armed Forces have integrated 
several Chinese defense systems into their military 
arsenal, reflecting both a strategic shift towards 
China as a trusted supplier of advanced military 
technology, and a deepening of their overall bilateral 
military relations.

Overall, this evolving relationship aligns with 
Morocco’s broader geopolitical strategy of 
balancing its defense alliances and cultivating 
partnerships with emerging global powers, thereby 
enhancing its strategic autonomy and national 
security capabilities. However, Chinese arms serve 
a complementary, rather than primary, role in 
Morocco’s defense strategy.

Tunisia: Emerging Relations with Caution

China and Tunisia have strengthened their 
relations in recent years, culminating in a Strategic 
Partnership signed during Tunisian President Kais 
Saied’s May 2024 visit to Beijing and participation 
in the 10th China–Arab States Cooperation Forum. 
In adherence to its non-interference policy, China 
sustains diplomatic engagement with Tunisia 
irrespective of internal politics shifts and unpopular 
domestic policies, like the EU countries.39 

From 2022-2024, China-Tunisia trade grew from 
$2.1 billion annually to about $2.88 billion, with 
Chinese exports at $2.38 billion and Tunisian exports 
at $500 million.40 Despite this increase, Chinese 
direct investment in Tunisia remains modest. 
However, several BRI infrastructure projects are 
underway, including the International Diplomatic 

Academy and a university hospital in the coastal 
city of Sfax.41 Plans for deep-water ports and solar 
energy projects are also in progress.42 

In the digital sector, Huawei and other Chinese 
companies have supported Tunisia’s ICT 
development through cloud computing initiatives. 
Discussions on 5G networks and Beidou satellite 
services have taken place, but, progress remains 
limited, partially due to Tunisia’s preference for 
European technologies in a number of areas.43 

Sino-Tunisian bilateral cooperation extends to 
trade, agriculture, infrastructure, and digital 
economy initiatives. Tunisia has also sought to 
position itself as a regional export platform into 
both Africa and the EU, participating in the June 
2025 China–Africa Economic and Trade Expo in 
Changsha, where it reaffirmed its commitment 
to deeper trade cooperation.44 Despite these 
positive trends, challenges remain. Tunisia’s fiscal 
crisis, legal uncertainties, and limited investor 
protections continue to constrain Chinese 
private sector enthusiasm, suggesting that 
the relationship, while symbolically important, 
remains modest compared to China’s ties with 
Tunisia’s Maghreb neighbors.

Tunisia has approached security relations with 
China through pragmatic engagement rather than 
formal alignment. Beijing has been crucial to Tunis’ 
efforts to diversify its arms suppliers; however, 
Tunisia-China military cooperation remains 
cautious and limited. China’s engagement with 
Tunisia is more evident in dual-use and technology, 
including within digital security and space 
cooperation. Tunisia hosts a Beidou satellite center, 
indicating collaboration in satellite positioning and 
potentially military-related technologies.45 

China has also played a limited role in Tunisia’s 
defense acquisitions, which are mainly Western 
and domestic. Generally, Tunisia aligns with 
Western strategies while maintaining relations 
with China. The latter’s focus is on soft security 
tools, rather than hard power, to avoid disrupting 
Tunisia’s existing security partnerships.
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A return to stability could revive several 
dormant contracts for Chinese state-owned 
enterprises in Libya, including railway and 
telecom projects. 

Libya: Opportunities Amidst Instability

Since Gaddafi’s fall in 2011, Libya has suffered 
from political instability. Despite this, China has 
gradually renewed its engagement, guided by 
the principles of non-interference, economic 
pragmatism, and its long-term interests grounded 
in the framework of the BRI. Between 2020-
2025, Chinese–Libyan ties deepened across the 
diplomatic, economic, and security domains, 
despite the nine-year closure of Beijing’s embassy 
in Tripoli due to domestic instability.46 

Since 2020, Beijing has cautiously reengaged both 
of Libya’s key political camps—the internationally 
recognized Government of National Unity (GNU) 

in Tripoli and the eastern-based Libyan National 
Army (LNA) under Khalifa Haftar.47 This dual-
track diplomacy reflects China’s hedging strategy, 
aimed at preserving long-term interests.

In September 2024, both countries signed a 
Strategic Partnership during a visit by Mohamed al-
Menfi, Chairman of the Libyan Presidency Council, 
to Beijing, where he attended the Forum on China-
Africa Cooperation.48 That same year, trade 
between both countries reached nearly $5 billion, 
mostly composed of Libyan crude oil exports 
and Chinese sales of machinery, electronics, and 
consumer goods.49 China’s engagement in Libya 
is increasingly seen through the lens of the BRI, 
especially as Beijing frames reconstruction as a 
potential avenue for a long-term partnership.
A return to stability could revive several dormant 
contracts for Chinese state-owned enterprises 
in Libya, including railway and telecom projects. 

In 2024, Libya invited Chinese proposals for the 
rebuilding of Tripoli airport and a coastal highway; 
discussions are ongoing. Libya’s strategic location 
and energy resources make it a potential BRI hub 
in a post-conflict future, and China is interested in 
diversifying its energy suppliers and investing in 
the oil sector. China’s approach in Libya combines 
strategic neutrality and diplomatic backing for 
UN-led solutions with a major economic presence 
focused on oil and infrastructure. It has cautiously 
expanded security engagement, reportedly 
supplying Haftar’s forces with drones,50 while 
formalizing a strategic partnership that links Libya 
to China’s BRI network.

Conclusion

China’s evolving engagement with the Maghreb 
highlights a strategic shift in its broader policy 
towards Africa and the Mediterranean region. 
While focusing on infrastructure, resource 
security, and pragmatic diplomacy, China has 
managed to establish durable partnerships with 
key regional players despite political instability, 
regional tensions, and competition from Western 
powers. The region’s strategic location, abundant 
natural resources, and growing markets make it an 
essential component of China’s long-term vision 
for global influence, trade diversification, and 
resource access. 

Looking ahead, Beijing’s emphasis on sovereignty, 
non-interference, and win-win cooperation 
will likely enable it to deepen its footprint in 
the Maghreb, shaping the region’s economic 
trajectories and diplomatic alignments. However, 
sustained engagement will require it to navigate 
regional complexities and addressing skepticism 
from local and international actors, to ensure 
that China’s presence remains both influential 
and mutually beneficial. As Beijing continues to 
deepen its presence, the Maghreb could emerge 
as a key hub in China’s global connectivity and 
resource diversification strategies.
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