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Agenda

ÅChanging Economic Geography: output, 

trade, energy

ÅA New World Order & Common Challenges  

ÅUAEôs Economic Diversification 2.0: China 

as a Comprehensive Strategic Partner



UAE-China: 40 years of diplomatic & economic relations

1980s

ÅDiplomatic 
Relations

ÅOpening of 
Chinese 
Embassy in 
Abu Dhabi 
(Apr 1985)

ÅUAE 
embassy in 
Beijing in 
March 1987

ÅFirst visit of a 
Chinese head 
of state to the 
UAE was 
Yang 
Shangkun in 
1989

1990s - 2000s

ÅSheikh Zayed 
bin Sultan Al 
Nahyan, the 
first president 
of the UAEôs 
visit to China in 
1990 marked 
rising Trade & 
Economic 
Cooperation

ÅBy the early 
2000s, the 
UAE had 
become 
Chinaôs largest 
trading partner 
in the MENA 
region

2010s

ÅBilateral 
trade 
agreements

Å2013: UAE 
becomes an 
important 
part of
China's BRI

ÅPartnership 
on 
infrastructu
re projects 
e.g. Khalifa 
Port 
expansion, 
development 
of the Dubai 
Expo site

2018

ÅLandmark 
State Visit of 
Chinese 
President Xi 
Jinping to the 
UAE

ÅChina-UAE to 
form a 
Comprehensiv
e Strategic 
Partnership

2019-2020s

ÅGrowth in Trade 
& Investments 
(non-oil trade 
soars 800-fold 
by 2023; 

ÅUAE-China 
cooperation on 
oil & energy 
(old & new) 

ÅUAE-China FTA 
discussions

ÅCooperation in 
UAE's Smart 
City projects

ÅUAE is part of 
China's vision of 
the Digital Silk 
Road

China Arab strategy is undergoing change, as is UAE China strategy.

Strategic cooperation & partnership: common interests include regional stability, economic development



China drove the Tectonic Shift in Global Economic Geography towards 
Emerging Asia

BRICS+ 

account for 

~35% of 

global 

economic 

activity & 

22% of 

global 

trade

Source: IMF World 

Economic Outlook 

Database, Oct 2024



Global Trade rapidly expanded with Globalisation: Chinaôs entry 
into the WTO was an inflection point  
Chinaôs share in global exports jumps to 15% in 2023 (vs 1.4% in 1984 & 6.9% in 2004)

Asia now 

is the 

dominant 

trade 

partner 

for the 

Middle 

East 

region.

Source: WTO Stat Portal; 

Accessed Dec 5th, 2024



UAE-China in numbers

Home to 400,000++ 
Chinese citizens 

(vs 7000 in 2000)

14,500 Chinese 
business licences 
issued in the UAE

UAE investment 
flows to China: 

$11.9bn between 
2003 & 2023

Chinese investment 
flows to the UAE: 
$7.7bn between 

2003 & 2023

China is UAE's 
largest trading 

partner in the Arab 
world for non-oil 

trade 

UAE is China's top 
Arab trading partner

Volume of bilateral 
trade: USD 50.1bn in 

H1 2024  

China accounted for 
12% of UAE's total 

non-oil trade in 2023 
($81bn)

"100 Schools Project" 
promote Chinese 

language & education in 
UAE. Confucius 

Institute 
branches present

Around 1.2mn 
Chinese tourists 

visited UAE in 2023 ; 
210+ flights each 

month

UAE invested $10bn 
in a joint China-UAE 
investment fund to 

support BRI projects 
in East Africa

More than 148 
bilateral agreements 
and MoUs signed in 

various sectors



UAE is Chinaôs largest export market & the largest non-oil trading partner in the 

MENA region. In 2020, China replaced EU as GCCôs largest trading partner. 

Trade with China accounted for 15% of UAEôs total trade in 2023: strong recovery post-Covid

UAEôs transport & logistics acts as a gateway for China into ME & Africa. 

Next phase of accelerated growth - trade in services: UAE already ranked 13th largest globally for commercial services Xs

Source: IMF DOTS. 



UAE exports: diversification away from oil; Asia major trade partner
Value in 2022: USD 402bn

Source: Observatory of Economic Complexity



Dependence on ME O&G exports will persist. Energy Transition & new energy 

sources => UAE is ñoldò & ñnewò energy anchor partner for China

Source: IEA World Energy Investment 2023

Global energy investment in clean energy and in 

fossil fuels, 2015-2023

China leading in Clean Energy investment, 2019-23



China: rapidly catching up in economic complexity, pulling 

up supply chain partners

Source: The Atlas of Economic Complexity (OEC). https://atlas.hks.harvard.edu/rankings



China & UAE face New World Order & challenges  

Shifts in Global 
Economic Geography

Changing Trade 
Patterns & Supply 

Chains
Energy Security

Climate Change

Energy Transition

Rapid Technological 
change & innovation 

Food Security

Trade & Tech Wars / 
Cold War II

Increased Defence 
Spending

BRICS+ & new 
institutions



UAE is a Soaring Falcon Economy; New Investment Opportunities

Diversification 1.0

ÅPopulation surges: young demographics + immigration

ÅMelting Pot of nationalities, cultures, races, religions, 

ethnicities = innovation

ÅBuild-up of world standard hard & soft infrastructure, 
transport & logistics

ÅSEZs as a means of clustering, diversification & private 

sector development, FDI 

ÅLiberalisation of rights of establishment, trade, FDI

ÅSound & efficient legal & regulatory frameworks

ÅInternational Financial Centres (ADGM, DIFC, KAFD, 

QFC) & SWFs to manage & deploy regionôs Wealth and 
Assets 

Diversification 2.0: 

Soaring Falcon

ÅBenefit from global decoupling/ fragmentation

ÅDigitalisation + New Tech sectors (Fintech, DeFI, 
Space, AI, transversal tech)

ÅNew, emerging Global Energy Map & energy 
transition

ÅAttracting specialized human capital + more 
labour mobility

ÅNew economic partners (FTAs)

ÅRegionalised Globalisation: Driving & supporting 
Regional Economic Integration.

ÅMoving towards sustainable development, NZE, 
addressing climate change risks.

Driving factors: Political stability, absence of burden of legacy systems (tech, regulations/ legal), 

sound macroeconomic policies & reforms, low taxation, peg to the $, no financial crises



UAEôs Economic Diversification 2.0 will see stronger Chinese partnership

ÅTectonic shift in global economic geography to China/EA: Pivot of UAE/GCC east 

ÅChina was an important partner in UAEôs initial diversification phase (infrastructure, 

trade, tourism)

ÅUAE/GCC are benefiting from reconfiguration of global supply chains, trade & 

investment diversion from China ñdecouplingò

ÅUAE trade in services is rapidly growing => accelerate devt of digital infrastructure

ÅUAE/GCC emerging as Global Old & New Energy & Climate Tech hubs



China as a Comprehensive Strategic Partner for ED 2.0. 
CSP to address geo-economic fragmentation, energy transition climate change, rapid tech change & innovation 

Bilateral

ÅFree Trade & Investment Agreement

ÅFinancial: Banking, Investment & 

Payments linkages & integration

ÅEconomic Cooperation b/n SEZs/FZs, 

SOEs, GREs

ÅCultural

ÅTourism

ÅDigital Silk Road/Tech Silk Road / Tech 

Institutes 

ÅClean Energy & Technology; Climate 

Tech 

Regional/ Multilateral cooperation

ÅGCC FTA

ÅJoint regional infrastructure projects 

(transport, RE)

ÅRegional reconstruction & re-

development

ÅBelt & Road Initiative/ Infrastructure

ÅBRICS+

ÅRegional Financial Facilities 

ÅAsian Infrastructure Investment Bank 

(UAE is a founding member)

Building Blocks of the China-UAE CSP



CSP: Banking, Financial & Payments infrastructure
Financing 
trade via 
CN-UAE 
banks

Banking & 
payments 
systems 

integration 

Adoption of 
Yuan, 

PetroYuan

Digital 
infrastructur
e/ logistics

Expansion 
of CB Swap 
Agreements

Financial 
market linkages

(cross-listing, dim 
sum bonds & sukuk, 

ETFs)

Fintech 
solutions

ÅRationale for settling 

transactions in RMB using new 

payment solutions is growing: 

digital yuan (eCNY), CIPS

ÅGrowth in trade/tourism 

spurred interest in cross-border 

payment flows: Chinese digital 

payment players active 

ÅCBDC use cases: UAE 

executed its inaugural cross-

border payment utilizing the 

Digital Dirham to China 

(mBridge cross-border CBDC 

platform)

ÅDevelop Virtual Assets



GCC SWFs are growing their domestic role, but will pivot 
towards Asia

Å In 2015, a USD10 billion UAE-China Joint Investment Fund was established by Mubadala in Abu Dhabi, China Development 

Bank Capital, and the Chinese State Administration of Foreign Exchange

Top 15 Countries by State-owned Investors (US$ bn) Gulf SWF investment allocations by region

Source: Global SWF 2024 Annual Report (published Jan 2024)  www.globalswf.com; ñThe Middle East Pivot to Asia: Growing Gulf-Asia cooperation in a new eraò, HSBC-Asia House 

report, Nov 2024

http://www.globalswf.com/

